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Preface 
The Significance of the Recent Excavations 

within the Temple Precinct
This book is the first of a three-volume study of the structures and objects discovered during nine seasons 
of excavations (2017–2025) within the Ramesses II temple precinct conducted under my direction. These 
excavations were preceded by nine seasons of comprehensive documentation, translation, and analysis 
under the direction of Ogden Goelet and myself of a multidisciplined project initiated by both of us in 
2008 which resulted in the publication of three volumes, while the fourth is currently in preparation. The 
entire project since its inception is sponsored by the Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, New 
York University. The excavation and restoration work were supported by partial funding from the Ameri-
can Research Center’s Archeological Egyptian Fund (AEF).

First a brief background. The temple was excavated by Auguste Mariette between 1861 and 1869, and 
has been a focal point for scholars interested in ancient Egyptian inscriptions and architecture. As such, 
Mariette’s excavation primarily focused on the stone temple only, neglecting the surrounding mud-brick 
structures and archeological objects that are typically integral to the understanding of the layout and 
function of ancient Egyptian temple precincts. By overlooking these items, Mariette’s work presents an 
incomplete picture of the temple’s original context and function.

As such, we felt it necessary to undertake a comprehensive excavation initiative of the entire precinct 
area around the stone temple. The excavation revealed that the precinct was occupied almost continu-
ously from the thirteenth century BCE—when it was constructed—until the eighth century CE. This ex-
tensive occupation timeline, spanning approximately two millennia, is characterized by intermittent brief 
periods of partial abandonment followed by subsequent reoccupation.

The results of the multifaceted abundant material recovered from the excavation contain a rich range 
of data that shed light on the site’s significance during these various phases of occupation, both while 
the temple was operational and after it ceased to function. By employing a multidisciplinary approach, 
we aim to uncover evidence that highlights the temple’s role in Abydos and ancient Egyptian society, its 
economic activities, and its evolution over time. Additionally, understanding the site’s posttemple func-
tionality will shed light on its lasting impact on the region.

This volume contains five chapters organized in two parts; the first attempts to present in three chap-
ters a clear understanding of the precinct site, its extant architectural mud-brick structures outside the 
stone temple, and a careful investigation of the archeological objects and ceramic data obtained from 
the excavation. The second part focuses on the data obtained from the excavation of a mysterious mixed 
deposit of materials that were brought from unknown locations and dumped in one of the temple’s maga-
zines (S15). This deposit offers new insights into our understanding of Abydos, a site rich in historical and 
archaeological significance. Given the extensive corpus of data collected, we have decided to present our 
findings in (1) two chapters within the present publication, and (2) additional chapters to be included in a 
forthcoming volume. This approach provides a thorough examination of the materials and their implica-
tions without overwhelming the reader with excessive detail at once. Moreover, we are planning a third 
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volume to present further remaining archeological topics, temple restoration techniques, conservation 
methods, and site management strategies.

Chapter 1 (Sameh Iskander) outlines a clear understanding to the reader of the original layout of the 
mud-brick structures as initially built by Ramesses II, along with later modifications made over various 
phases of occupation. Also included in this chapter is restoration work that was immediately crucial in 
preserving the historical integrity and understanding of the site.

The aim of chapter 2 (Mohamed Naguib Reda) is to investigate the historical phases of the temple 
through careful analysis of the data gleaned from the recovered pottery material in order to place the 
precinct in its historical and archaeological context.

Chapter 3 (Sameh Iskander) catalogs the large number of objects yielded from the stratified features 
that included statuary, stelae, cosmetic jars, jewelry, amulets, glass, and terracotta fragments.

Chapter 4 (Salima Ikram with colleagues) provides a careful analysis of the unusual large assemblage 
of rams’ skulls and other animal deposits found in one of the magazines at the northwest area of the pre-
cinct, which adds to our knowledge of the flourishing of animal cults, and a desire to respectfully dispose 
of them.

Chapter 5 (Zeinab Hashish) presents a comprehensive account of the osteological examination con-
ducted on disarticulated human remains recovered during the cleaning of a reused storage magazine 
associated with the temple palace.

The enormous effort to excavate, preserve, restore, and study the finds of the entire precinct, and to 
grasp its historic implication was conducted by an interdisciplinary team of archeologists, ceramicists, 
conservators, zoologists, and demoticians, along with surveyors, archivists, masons, manual workers, and 
their foremen, to all of whom I am greatly indebted.

Our field work and this volume could not have been accomplished without the generous contribu-
tion of many institutions and individuals. I would like to express my deep appreciation for the privilege 
bestowed on us by the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities and the Supreme Council of Antiquities for 
granting us the permission to work in Abydos since 2008. The generous cooperation of the members of 
the Sohag Department of Antiquities under its dynamic General Director Dr. Mohamed Naguib, his pre-
decessors, and the inspectors over the years who were crucial to the production of this work.

I would like to recognize the generous academic support of NYU-ISAW to which we are indebted 
under the directorship of Professor Alexander Jones; his predecessor Professor Roger Bagnal; Dr. Diane 
Bennet, associate director for administration; Dr. Marc LeBlanc, assistant director for academic affairs for 
facilitating our work at the institute; Dr. Tom Elliott and Kristen Soule for support and assistance in con-
nection with IT services and programs; Dr. David Ratzan and Mr. Gabriel McKee for the generous library 
services.

The scholarship and expertise of the participants in this volume is greatly appreciated in providing 
an enormous contribution to the understanding of the multifaceted finds excavated within the precinct. 
Thanks to Dr. Mohamed Naguib, General Director of the General Administration of Egyptian, Greek and 
Roman Antiquities in Sohag; Dr. Salima Ikram Distinguished University Professor, Egyptology Unit Head, 
American University in Cairo; Dr. Louise Bertitni of the American Foundation for Cultural Research; Dr. 
Zeinab Hashesh, associate professor, Department of Egyptology, Beni-Suef University, Faculty of Arts.

The generous support by the American Research Center in Egypt through its AEF program, Fred El-
ghanian, and the friends of the temple of Ramesses II in Abydos is greatly appreciated.

Also, many thanks must go to our excavation and surveying team Essam Shehab, Mansour Badry, 
Napolian Elai, Amira Fawzi, surveyors Amr Zakaria, and Mohamed Moustafa, conservators Mohamed 
Ibrahim, Moataz AlShahawy, Ahmed Tarek, and Sara AlAshmawy for their superb restoration work.
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Needless to say, all our fieldwork operations at the site could not have been possible without Ahmed 
Ragab and his tireless dig-house staff; Gufties foremen the late Raiss Mohamed Ibrahim and Raiss Ashraf 
Zedan; and their experienced Gufti team together with the energetic Abydos workforce, where no task is 
impossible, and to all of whom I am indebted.

Last but not least, I am grateful to Dr. Briana Jackson for her thorough review and edit of the manu-
script with valuable suggestions, and to Dr. Billie Jean Collins of Lockwood Press and her dedicated team 
for their efforts and attention in producing this volume.

Sameh Iskander
February 2025
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