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THE IMPLICATION OF OWNERSHIP OF 
KARANIS: A DYNAMIC APPROACH TO SITE 
MANAGEMENT IN EGYPT
 Jolanda E.M.F. Bos 

Past2Present-ArcheoLogic, The Netherlands

THE Graeco-Roman town of Karanis (Kom Aushim) in Egypt was partially 
excavated at the beginning of the twentieth century by the University of 

Michigan. The excavations had the character of a rescue operation, since the 
archaeologists were attempting to save the site from the actions of the industrially 
organized Sebakhin – local farmers who dug and carted away mud brick of 
ancient buildings to use as fertilizer on their fields. The town subsequently yielded 
very important archaeological information and its remains were characterized by 
excellent preservation of organic materials, including many papyrus fragments. 
The excavators did not rebury the site and over the past eighty years, the previously 
well preserved mud brick buildings have seen a rapid deterioration due to wind 
erosion, precipitation damage and physical detriment by visitors. Currently a site 
management project is being initiated. The purpose of this project is to develop a 
management document and implement a holistic management approach.

New Developments in Fayum
The purpose of this management plan is the protection and conservation of the 
Karanis monuments in situ, combined with presentation and education for both 
local and foreign visitors. But in the process of formulating this project many 
questions arose. For instance: what should site management of Karanis encompass 
and why? Should for instance the scope only be tourist management or also 
archaeological resource management? Who should be initiating this management 
and how can it be implemented into local or national policy in Egypt? Who has 
the (intellectual) responsibility for this site? Who will, and has the right to care 
for the archaeological resource management? And is the intellectual responsibility 
connected closely to who provides the finances? Re-evaluation of the management 
plan is another problem. How can we ensure that the plan will be a dynamic 
but binding document for the future, without it being adopted too rigid? These 
questions were dealt with during the conference ‘Who owns the Past’ and newly 
shaped ideas that came into being will be presented below.
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Research History and Locational Information
As mentioned above, the vast archaeological site of Karanis, built largely of 
mud brick, was excavated at the beginning of the last century (Boak 1933; Boak 
and Peterson 1931; Husselman 1979). The University of Michigan excavated 
the ancient remains of this town, which were at that time largely untouched by 
archaeologists. Most of the archaeological research was done in a time when local 
farmers or sebakhin dug the ancient mud brick remains to be used as fertilizer on 
their lands. Therefore much of the research done at that time can be considered 
rescue archaeology avant la lettre. Many of the buildings were removed after 
excavation, as can be seen when comparing the excavation report with the remains 
at the site. After the Michigan expedition, the sebakhin gradually became a less 
serious threat with the introduction of artificial fertilizer to the area.  The remnants 
of the Roman past remained as they were for the next three decades. The next 
archaeological work there took place in the 1970s, when the Supreme Council 
of Antiquities, in cooperation with a French team, excavated part of the outskirts 
of the city and re-stored some of the stone buildings in the area. Since then, no 
archaeological activity has taken place.  
 Presently the University of California at Los Angeles (U.S.A.) and the 
Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (the Netherlands) are working in the area of Fayum 

Figure 2. Ruins of the Graeco-Roman town looking south towards the Fayum flood plain.

Setting and Current Management
The ruins of the Graeco-Roman 
town of Karanis (Kom Aushim) are 
located in the northwest of Egypt, 
directly to the northeast of the Fayum 
depression. This town, in the arid 
desert zone overlooking the Fayum 
flood plain, was occupied between 
the third century BC and the fifth 
century AD. This multiperiod site 
holds vestiges from both Greek rule 
as well as from the Roman occupation 
in Egypt. After the end of the Roman 
period, organised settlement in the 
area seems to have ceased almost 

completely.  The site is situated in an area with no evidence of continuing habitation 
from the Roman period to the present day. The nearest town is approximately ten 
kilometres away. 
 Only a few decades ago, a museum was built next to the monuments, 
together with service points (Karanis cafeteria) for hosting potential visiting 
tourists. However, nowadays the Karanis Cafeteria and other tourist facilities are 
no longer maintained and only the museum can still be visited. It houses a col-
lection of antiquities that represents all time periods of Egyptian history, with some 
emphasis on the Fayum. The museum does not specifically represent finds from 
Karanis, but was based on the philosophy that local museums should educate the 
local population in the broader heritage of Egypt. The new policy of the Egyptian 
Supreme Council of Antiquities (SCA) is to decentralise the display of museum 
finds throughout Egypt and to (re)locate them in local museums, to ensure local 
benefit of the archaeological riches. Economically, however, the region of Karanis 
does not yet profit from the vast monumental site in the area. It is only rarely 
visited by tourists, most of whom are Egyptian, since the site is not situated on the 
main traffic route going south. The site itself is owned by the Egyptian Ministry 
of Culture and managed by the Supreme Council of Antiquities (SCA). 

Figure 1. Map indicating the location of 
Karanis.
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author during the Ename colloquium was that perhaps for that reason the main 
focus of Karanis should not be mass tourism, which is concentrated mainly in 
the Nile valley. Other forms of tourism and the archaeological potential of the 
ancient monuments should be considered the true significance of the site. But if 
we are considering the archaeological potential of the town, what then is its main 
significance and how should we manage the resources that embody it?  To be able 
to answer that question, we should first establish the archaeological significance 
of the area.
 Due to its extremely favourable preservation conditions, Karanis, yielded 
a wealth of archaeological remains in the earlier excavations. Karanis was 
particularly famous for the preservation of perishable organic materials, more 
specifically, its papyrus remains (Grenfell, Hunt and Hogarth 1900). These docu-
ments were collected during the early excavations in great numbers. Nowadays 
the archaeological focus has shifted from these documents to ancient botanical 
and zoological remains, which have also been excellently preserved in the arid 
condition. For the present expedition the true merit of this site is its sensitive 
conservation in combination with archaeobotanical and zooarchaeological 
research. The present expedition of the UCLA and RUG are studying the finds 
from Karanis that were collected during the early excavations and are now in 
storerooms and museums in Michigan and Cairo.  
 It is known from ancient sources that Karanis functioned as a transhipment 
area for the enormous amounts of grain produced in Egypt in the Roman era, to 
other places in the Roman Empire. This provided our most important insight into 
Graeco-Roman culture in Egypt’s rural areas. But apart from the study of the 
preserved botanical material, there are obviously other, still untouched research 
subjects in Karanis. One of the newly discovered archaeological opportunities are 
the mills that cover the surface of the site. Recently these artefacts were identified 
not as grain mills but rather as mills most probably used in the production of olive 
oil. This is just one indication of the significance and potential this site still holds, 
even though much has been destroyed in the past century by different factors 
presented above and in the following section. The full potential of the town as a 
research object is thus still underestimated but will need to be a substantial part of 
the management plan.

with a diachronic research approach to agricultural development from prehistoric 
times to the present day. The ancient town of Karanis is located within their 
research area. While working next to the ancient monuments the question arose 
to members of the international team: can we leave such an important site to 
the elements without properly taking care of it? Is it not the duty of any foreign 
mission working in Egypt to try and preserve the heritage located within their 
working permit? Excavating the town’s remains was not a goal of the expedition, 
conservation of the town remains fit in with the regional approach. It was thus 
decided that a management tool should be developed not only for the duration of 
the current project, but also for future archaeologists to preserve and protect the 
remains. 

Conserving the Significance of the Graeco-Roman Town
It was decided that a site management plan would be the appropriate tool to 
handle the problems of Karanis’s conservation.  But what should such a document 
encompass? What should be seen as the potential of the site or the central focus 
of its management? A lack of sufficient numbers of visitors led to the closing of 
the main tourist facility buildings in the recent past. A suggestion posed to the 

Figure 3. A comparison is being made of the maps drawn after excavations and the 
remains still visible today. 
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conservation measures are considered, the condition of the mud brick is one of 
the big constraints at the site. An additional problem is one of sheer scale.  The 
town encompasses almost one square kilometre, although the exact boundaries of 
the town are unknown and the periphery of the site will need to be surveyed in 
the future in order to determine the true extension of Karanis. Other conservation 
threats include local pollution and the minimal tourist management, which leaves 
the visitor free access to all remains, regardless of the bad state of preservation 
and does not inform the tourists on the possible consequences of their trespassing 
on the brittle remains. Damage to the monuments is therefore considerable. 
Controlling this damage and conserving the fragile remains of Karanis will now 
be an enormous, if not impossible, operation. Choices will need to be made. A 
conservation triage will need to be set up and various parts of the town will need 
to be treated differently.

The Karanis Site Management Project
In order to try and manage and possibly reduce the above mentioned effects on 
the site remains and in order to be able to make well based choices, we must 
establish the preservation state, the different threats and their effects on the 
remains. What are the town’s weaknesses and what elements are influencing the 
site? Only when we establish this, can we decide on the focus and possibilities 

Figure 5. Wind erosion on the lower portion of mud brick walls. 

Taking Stock: Heritage Challenges and Constraints in the Karanis 
Area
No preservation measures were taken after the exposure of the remains by 
the Michigan excavations.  This was due to the fear that the sebakhin would 
eventually take all mud brick remains after the expedition left the site. (Indeed 
the Sebakhin dug several meter deep holes in and between the ancient remains, 
making reburial of the site an almost impossible undertaking). Yet the threat 
passed and houses remained exposed for over more than 80 years without proper 
protection. Nowadays, most of what was once unearthed is lost or heavily affected 
– not by the sebakhin – but by precipitation and wind erosion. Today, when 

Figure 4. Precipitaion damage showing on the upper part of the 
ancient walls.
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will determine the archaeological values of the site in order to be able to define 
the future research and management strategies and choices. All these results will 
be incorporated in a conservation plan, based on a costs analysis of large scale 
conservation. 
 Human factors of threat.  This group of threats can be divided into the 
influences of visiting tourists and of archaeological work at the site. So far there are 
hardly any instruments developed to monitor and guide visitors at the site. Some 
of the measures that will be taken can be described as follows: enhancement and 
enrichment of the visitor experience, raising the interest for the site and its history, 
and clarifying the need for protection of this and other Egyptian sites. The SCA 
has plans for the establishment of a Fayum Mummy Portrait Museum at Karanis. 
In addition, the old University of Michigan excavation house can be restored or 
rebuilt to house a visitor’s centre that highlights Karanis and its position in the 
development of Graeco-Roman Fayum. Management of visitor movements will 
need to be done in order to minimize further mechanical damage to the ancient 
remains even in the event of few visitors; controlling the pressure of tourists on 
specific parts of the site by guiding visitors away from vulnerable areas through 
clear routing and signage. The effects of new developments in Fayum, such as the 
building of a mummy portrait museum will still need to be estimated. The present 

Figure 7. There is hardly any tourist management in Karanis, the buildings are left 
unprotected.

for future management. This bottom-up approach will enable us to determine the 
present state of preservation and the largest threats on the site before deciding 
on possibilities of restraint. There are two kinds of influences on the site, those 
caused by natural factors and those caused by human factors. An estimation of 
their extent will be made by several management assessment tools. 
 Natural factors of threat. First of all it is our goal to be able to compare 
the remains of nineteenth century Karanis with modern documentation. This will 
be done with the aid of a three dimensional virtual reality model which includes 
photographs of both periods. This model of the site will be produced by the 
Experiential Technology Center at UCLA. Secondly, monitoring the degradation 
and present state of the ancient remains is another relevant tool (Wendrich, Bos 
2006). The Free University of Amsterdam will in the future study and monitor 
the degradation processes at the site. It has been argued that much more research 
needs to be done to gain full understanding of the degradation mechanisms in 
order to constrain influences (Kars 1997). For Egypt this is most certainly the 
case. Mud brick specialists will be determining the present conditions of the walls 
of the buildings. Here photographs made by the University of Michigan, from the 
beginning of the twentieth century will be compared to the present state of the 
walls. This research will determine the state of affairs in present day Karanis, it 

Figure 6 .Early morning mist between the buildings of Karanis causes damage to the 
monuments.
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Ghent during the Ename colloquium, the area-specific management and value-
based choices on what to preserve and what not the preserve, arose as one of the 
answers to the challenges this site poses. A research agenda is another fundamental 
challenge. As we have seen, in order to come to a well-founded research agenda or 
assignment of specific activity areas, we must bring together a number of experts 
in the field. This immediately demonstrates how many international experts can 
be considered as stakeholders and how much we are addressing world heritage 
in Karanis as opposed to merely Egypt’s national heritage. The local population 
of Fayum, the tourists visiting the site, the SCA as well as foreign experts, are all 
responsible for the preservation of Karanis. The outcome of the management plan 
must be that each one be made aware of the need for cooperation and aware of 
his or her responsibility. Even though Karanis is legally owned by the Egyptian 
government, its intellectual ownership is held by many, if not by all of us. 
 This also brings us to the integrated, holistic approach to site management. 
Not only the traditional damage caused by tourism must be managed, but also 
archaeological and environmental influences must be controlled to the extent 
possible. The values of the site, the strategy of archaeological fieldwork and 
even methodology must be considered in the management plan. Value-based 
management as was presented in the Getty workshop “Management Planning for 
Archaeological Sites” held in Corinth, Greece in 2000 (Teutonico and Palumbo 
2002) will support the integral approach as each party will be able to take its share 
in responsibility by assigning importance to the site. And while establishing the 
different values of Karanis, also differently valuated areas can be assigned for 
different purposes or activities. Herein lies the true novelty of this management 
approach for Egypt, for this may not only satisfy every stakeholder involved, but 
is may also tackle financial problems of such large heritage sites in Egypt. 
 To enable us to make these kind of decisions we must do a thorough 
assessment and monitoring of the site’s condition, which will require periodic 
revision of the management tools as well. Any site management plan should be 
available at all times to be used by stakeholders and researchers involved, the 
process and management assessment should be transparent. A dynamic approach, 
periodic evaluation and updating will need hitherto unconventional methods of 
publication. Modern means like the Internet will hopefully enable us to keep the 
management plan updated and available to stakeholders at all times. But it will 
also facilitate discussion, maintain the dynamic character and thus sustain the plan 
and hopefully bind all parties involved to the site management and ownership of 
Karanis.

state of preservation of the site will need to be determined. Borders of the site will 
need to be established and the possible remains in the destroyed areas will need to 
be reviewed. This will in the 2006 season be done by a magnetometric survey.
 From an archaeological viewpoint, as we saw before, Karanis still holds 
a considerable potential. However, just what this potential encompasses, still 
needs to be determined. What does the archaeological field consider to be the 
true value of the town? This may have shifted in the past century. Scholars will 
be approached to address management tools such as future research agendas. The 
management of the archaeological resources for present and future research will 
then be determined by an oversight board. Archaeological resource management 
remains largely undiscussed in Egyptian archaeology. We can learn from other 
archaeological fields, like the English counterpart, where colleagues have written 
extensively on the subject (Hunter and Ralston 1993). 

The Karanis Approach to Site Management in Egypt
The project goals have been described above in their different stages, with 
relevant assessment and management tools. This does not imply however, that we 
have answered all the questions on heritage ownership and responsibility. Who 
owns Karanis is still a valid question. In the course of the discussion launched in 

Figure 8. May mud bricks in Karanis are poorly preserved.
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CLASSICAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND LOCAL 
COMMUNITIES:  SETTING UP ARCHAEO-
LOGICAL PARKS IN THE ITALIAN REGION OF 
APULIA
 Gert-Jan Burgers 

Free University of  Amsterdam, The Netherlands

IDENTIFICATION with classical, Graeco-Roman culture has played a 
fundamental role in shaping western society. As an extension of this, western 

society has come to view itself as the legitimate keeper of the Graeco-Roman 
heritage. Classical scholars have been crucial in substantiating this identification. 
This is particularly true of classical archaeologists who literally appropriated Greek 
and Roman material culture, shipping it to western Europe in order to celebrate 
the glory of an imagined past. Illuminating in this regard is the statement of Lord 
Elgin, who held that he had stripped the Parthenon and brought its marbles to 
Britain “wholly for the purpose of securing to Great Britain, and through it to 
Europe in general, the most effectual possible knowledge and means of improving, 
by the excellence of Grecian art” (quoted from Bahn 1996, 64).  

Figure 1. The Salento peninsula in Apulia. Sites mentioned in the text.
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