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Fig. 1. Amheida, general plan of the central part of the site.
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A teacher’s dipinto from Trimithis (Dakhleh Oasis)
Raffaella Cribiore, Paola Davoli, and David M. Ratzan

In February 2006 a team from Columbia University excavating a late-antique residence at
Amheida (ancient Trimithis) in the Dakhleh Oasis discovered a poetic dipinto arrayed in 5
columns on a wall of a room situated just to the north of the residence proper. The dipinto offers
a unique glimpse of late-antique rhetorical education within a precise physical and cultural
setting. The present article offers a description of the archaeological context and a text, trans-
lation, and commentary on the dipinto.

A 4th-c. house at Trimithis: the archaeological context (P. Davoli)

The site of Amheidalis located in the W part of the Dakhleh Oasis, some 3 km south of the
Islamic mud-brick town of El-Qasr. The full extent of the ancient remains is still to be deter-
mined, but the area under the control of the Supreme Council of Antiquities extends for c¢.2.5 km
N-S by 1 km E-W. The team from Columbia University, directed by R. S. Bagnall, has focused
its efforts on the central urban area and has been excavating three sectors (fig. 1).2

The archaeological evidence collected to date testifies to the presence of a settlement in
this area at least from the Old Kingdom to the Late Roman period. The bulk of evidence for the
earlier periods comes from the main hill (Area 4) where finds and potsherds of many different
periods were found in complex stratigraphy, heavily disturbed in the Ottoman period. A tem-
ple dedicated to Thoth on the top of this hill once dominated the settlement; completely de-
molished, hundreds of scattered blocks testify to its long history.? Fragments of reliefs belong to
temples from three periods: the first of the Libyan period (23rd Dynasty), a second in the Late
Period (26th and 27th Dynasties), and the last decorated mainly under Titus and Domitian.

The focus here is on part of a 4th-c. house found in Area 2.1, in which excavation began in
2004 and concluded in 2007.# The house, located in a dense habitation area, is part of a block
bounded on the E and W sides by narrow streets, onto which two entrances opened (fig. 2). Its
plan was originally square (15.30 m on a side); an extension to the north then connected the
house to a room (Room 15 [hereafter R15]) that was originally part of another building (figs. 3-
4). The dipinto was found on the wall of this room (see fig. 7). The house was also connected to
the north with a courtyard now labelled R9 and R10, as well as with another building used by
the owner of the house as a work space. The house itself is composed of 13 rooms, of which one is
a staircase, leading to the terraced roof, one is a corridor (R17+R16) leading to the added R15,
and two (R7, R12) are entrance rooms. All but 4 of the rooms were covered by barrel-vaults: the
main room (R1) had a dome, while R2, R6, and R15 had flat roofs of beams and reeds. The high
level of humidity has caused the decay of all the organic materials.

The house belonged to a family of high social status, as the numerous ostraka,’ other objects,
and the painted rooms indicate. The decoration of the house will be the subject of its own study,

1 For the identification of Amheida with Trimithis, cf. R. S. Bagnall and G. R. Ruffini, “Civic life in fourth-
century Trimithis. Two ostraka from the 2004 excavations,” ZPE 149 (2004) 143-44.

2 The excavation began in 2004 with O. E. Kaper as associate director; P. Davoli has been field director
since 2005. From 2008 onwards the mission is jointly sponsored by New York University and Columbia
University. Short annual reports are available at http:/ /www.amheida.org/. A summary of the results
from the seasons 2004-6 is also given by P. Davoli, “Amheida 2004-2006. New results from the
excavations,” in O. Kaper and F. Leemhuis (edd.), Oasis papers 5: Proceedings of the Fifth Conference of
the Dakhleh Oasis Project (June 2006), in press. See also P. Davoli and O. Kaper, “A new temple for
Thoth in the Dakhleh Qasis,” EA 28 (2006) 12-14; R. S. Bagnall, P. Davoli, O. E. Kaper and H. White-
house, “ Roman Amheida: excavating a town in Egypt’s Dakhleh Oasis,” Minerva 17.6 (2006) 26-29.

3 O. E. Kaper and R. J. Demarée, “A donation stela in the name of Takelot III from Amheida, Dakhleh
Qasis,” Jaarbericht “Ex Oriente Lux” 39 (2005) 19-37.

4 E.Ball has been the supervisor of the team that worked in this house from 2004 to 2007.

5  These will be published by R. S. Bagnall and G. R. Ruffini in a forthcoming volume.
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Fig. 2. Amheida, plan of Area 2.

but an overall perspective on the building will provide a context for the dipinto. Figural paint-
ings cover a register running on the preserved upper part of the 4 walls in R1 (color fig. 5). At
least two registers have figurative scenes, and the dome too was decorated. On each wall are
different themes drawn from Greek epic and mythology. One scene on the W wall apparently
depicts the owner of the house sitting at a banquet. Panels with geometric decoration are
painted on the lower part of the walls. The room was painted twice (in many spots the earlier
paintings partially emerge from under the thin layer of the plaster); the first decoration was
different and apparently of a better quality. Panels with geometric and floral patterns covered

the walls of three other rooms (R11, R13, R14; color fig. 6).6

For similar decorative patterns, cf. C. A. Hope and H. Whitehouse, “A painted residence at Ismant el-
Kharab (Kellis) in the Dakhleh Oasis,” JRA 19 (2006) 312-28.
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Fig. 3. Plan of house in Area 2.1 showing position of Room 15.

Fig. 4. View of house in Area 2.1 with added rooms to north, view from north.

The house underwent three stages. It is likely it was built in the first half of the 4th c. as a
square building, probably with three entrances,”at which time R2 was painted in red and
yellow ochre and R1 received its first decoration. In a second stage, which seems to have
occurred only a few years later, the house underwent a series of substantial alterations: R1 was
plastered and painted again with the figured scenes; R2 was re-plastered with plain mud; R11,
R13, and R14 were painted; a new door was opened between R7 and R8; and the door between R8

7 A third door had opened onto the eastern street in the SE corner of R6, but it was walled up.
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Fig. 7. Room 15, overview from southwest, showing position of dipinto.

and R4 was closed, as well as that leading to R6 from the street on the east. Some floors too
were re-plastered. To this second stage can be ascribed the extension of the house towards the
north (R15): a passage was cut in the perimeter wall, and a narrow corridor (R16) was created
under the staircase, extending R17. Two small walls were built to prevent access to the court-
yard (R9) and a new doorway opened in the SE corner of R15. In the third phase, the house
underwent a kind of restoration, mainly visible in its western rooms as a result of the shifting of
the W perimeter wall. Some floors were re-plastered and whitewash bands were laid in some
rooms around niches, doors, and on several walls. Some coins® found in correspondence with
these floors are datable to A.D. 355-361. Apparently the house was abandoned in the second
half of the 4th c., as the ostraka and coins seem to suggest.

The house was built on previous buildings that had been partially levelled. The best preser-
ved parts of these structures are found north of the house, below the courtyard (R9 and R10) and
work building (R19-23), an area with a complex history partially connected with the original
building to which R15 first belonged (see fig. 4, foreground). Six building phases have been
recognized here so far, but little remains of those structures that can serve to elucidate their
functions or plans.” Only of one, from the second phase, does enough survive to allow an inter-
pretation as a bath building, partially constructed with red brick and preserved to a height of
c.1 m. A round room in mud brick with a hypocaust can be identified as a laconicum (dry hot

8 The mud floor in R1 was probably replaced with a new one after A.D. 355, as suggested by the presence
of a coin (inv. no. A06/2.1/164/11324) under this floor. Coins from inside the upper floor (F150) in
R13 confirm this date. Coin A04/2.1/35/136, from the surface of the second floor in R4, confirms the
date of the renewal of the pavements.

9  The fifth phase coincides with the building of the house 2.1.
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Fig. 8. Room 15, overview from north.

room);!0 it was plastered with a thin layer of gypsum mortar and the floor was restored with
wooden planks, of which the iron nails and imprints are preserved (fig. 4 shows the N court-
yard area with the hot room). The furnace was set to the south in the area between R4 and R8.
To the west of the laconicum is a square room in red brick and stone, characterized by 4 channels
paved with red bricks and gently slanting to flush the water into a drainage channel leading
north. The central core of the room is made of hard soil and sandstone slabs. The only plausible
interpretation of this room is as a latrina.!! The water came from two rectangular holes in the
N and W walls, suggesting the presence of two pools or cisternae, of which one forms the
basement of R15 and the second that of R19. The bathing establishment was only partially
demolished in this area; its red brick walls were used as foundations for a series of buildings in
mudbrick of different phases, and the baked tiles and bricks were also re-used.!?

In its earliest phase, R15 was thus part of a building set immediately to the north of house
2.1, and abutted to it (fig. 8). For an unknown reason, part of this building was demolished to

10 F. Yegiil, Baths and bathing in classical antiquity (New York 1992) 383-86; Y. Thébert, Thermes romains
d’'Afrique du Nord et leur contexte méditerranéen (Rome 2003) 99-101. A laconicum with hypocausts
was found in the bath at Karanis, but it was built with baked bricks and on a rectangular plan: S. A. A.
El-Nassery, G. Wagner, and G. Castel, “Un grand bain gréco-romain a Karanis. Fouilles de I'Université
du Caire (1972-75),” BIFAO 76 (1976) 259 §10.

11 A similar feature (F5) interpreted as a latrina was found at Marea: H. Szymanska and K. Babraj,
“Marea. Season 2002,” Polish Archaeology in the Mediterranean 14 (2002) 40 fig. 1, 43 fig. 6.

12 Dimensions: 30 x 15 x 5.5 cm. Red bricks were re-used in some spots inside the house, e.g., in the steps of
the staircase R5 and in R15.
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Fig. 9. Room 15, N end, view from south.

leave room for the courtyard (R9 and R10) and some of its rooms were transformed into work
rooms. At the present stage of investigation, we may consider the foundation of the house as
contemporary with that of this building to its north. R15 was originally 6.80 m long and 2.60 m
wide, with the entrance in the middle of the N wall. The remarkable width of the doorway
(1.25 m) and its central position suggest an important function for the room within the building.
In this first stage, R15 was plastered with white gypsum plaster, which continued in the door-
way and into R19, as we ascertained during the 2008 season. On the white plaster, which is
only partially preserved in half the room, various red ink inscriptions were traced (see below).
These inscriptions belong to the first stage of the room, the period before it was added to house
2.1. In the second stage, the main door was closed (fig. 9) and a new one opened in the SE corner.
The room was re-plastered with mud that is not uniform and is now heavily damaged by ter-
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mites. As it appears today, the new mud plaster did not cover the white plaster with the
painted texts, but tests will be performed to establish the relationship between the plaster
layers.

The room is preserved to a height of 2.20 m, with no traces left in the walls of any windows
or the recesses for the wooden beams of the roof.!3 One of the main features of the room is a
corbel 20 cm deep running all along the E wall (figs. 7, 8 and 10). This may have been cut in the
second stage, by removing one course of bricks, but in fact in this area the wall is plastered in
the same way as all the other walls of the room. The function of the corbel is not clear, but some
indentations on the same wall and on the wall to the north (F98) suggest a wooden shelf was
probably supported by the corbel itself and by some wooden pegs set in the wall. The shelf may
have been about 60 cm wide and ¢.50 cm above the floor laid in R15 during its second stage. This
second floor, of wood, is now completely missing; it was a raised floor built over three beams
running N-S and supported by three rows of irregular pillars of baked tile. As all the organic
material has disappeared, it is difficult to describe the floor’s construction. The absence of
traces of the floor along the perimeter of the walls points to the fact that it was not made with
mud and reeds, but more probably with planks of wood, partially fitted to the W wall. The
level of the raised floor was reached by a staircase of red bricks and tiles set in front of the door
(fig. 8). The space beneath this new floor level was less than 1 m high and apparently left
empty. The three beams and the pillars occupied most of the space, and the only plausible use
for such a space is for storing goods. The fill of the room consisted largely of clean sand that
covered fragments from the collapsed flat roof and a great amount (c.130 kg) of pottery, mainly
distributed along the W and N walls. It is difficult to establish whether the pots were above
or below the wooden floor; we could recognize tableware, bowls, flasks, and some amphorae
(Riley’s type LRA 7). Despite the quantity of wood present in the room, no traces or imprints of
it nor iron nails have been found. For this reason it is possible that all the wood was removed
before the roof collapsed.

In the N half of the room it is still possible to recognize the bottom of a rectangular pool
(cisterna) in red brick that was part of the thermae (fig. 9).1 This pool was one of the sources of
water for the latrina to the east; the pipe (14 x 20 cm, 35 cm deep) is located in the NE corner
(color fig. 10). The floor and probably also the walls of the pool were plastered.

The floor of the first stage of R15 was of simple mud (11 cm thick); it covered completely
some mud brick walls to the south which belonged to earlier buildings, the red-brick floor of
the pool and its E side wall; as for the western red-brick wall of the pool (F116), it was not
hidden under the mud floor but rises ¢.5 cm above the floor. For these reasons we may consider it
as the bottom of a bench in the schoolroom.

The plaster on the W wall'® of R15 shows two different surfaces. The last is a very thin
whitewash on which the red-ink inscriptions were traced. The whitewash covered the origi-
nal decoration of the room, which consisted of compact yellow ochre topped by a red band (set
1.45 m above the floor). The red-ink texts are much better preserved on the plaster on the E
wall, !¢ particularly close to the corner and on the plaster between the suspended floor and the
wooden shelf (color fig. 10).

At present it is impossible to say more than this about the function and transformations of
this room. The red-ink inscriptions on the white plaster suggest that, at the time they were
written, it was used as a schoolroom, but none of the anticipated educational furnishings it may
originally have had (e.g., benches and a high chair) have survived its change of function into
a storeroom. As previously stated, the white plaster belongs to R15’s first stage, and it contin-
ues into R19, which was originally connected to R15 by the central doorway before it was

13 Windows must have been present at least in the first stage when the room was used as a school.
Probably they were located in the roof or in the walls directly under the roof.

14 Its S wall was demolished, but it is certain that this pool had the same length as the latrina.

15 Itis 246 m long and runs N-S from the NW corner of the room; its maximum height is 1.10 m.

16 Itis 3.20 m long and runs N-S from the NE corner of the room; its maximum height is 0.90 m.













































