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Abstract 

 The 2008 season of the Joint Expedition to Malqata surveyed and mapped the 

site of Malqata from the Temple of Amun just south of Medinet Habu to the large 

unfinished causeway in the low desert, just west of the modern Suzanne Mubarak 

Village.  The season’s goals were to identify the current dangers to the long-term 

survival of Malqata and to make a map that accurately superimposes the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art’s 1910-1921 plans of excavated buildings on current satellite images of 

the site. 

 

Introduction 

The Joint Expedition to Malqata (JEM) is a combined team of experts in 

Egyptology, survey, and mapping who are working at the palace-city of Amenhotep III 

known as Malqata under the direction of Diana Craig Patch from The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York and Peter Lacovara from the Michael C. Carlos Museum, 

Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia.  In addition to the Co-Directors, the 2008 season 

conducted from December 4 until January 3 included Catharine H. Roehrig (The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art), Virginia Emery (The University of Chicago) and two 

surveyors, Joel Paulson and Robert Paulson (Palomar College).   Fawzi Helmy Okail 

joined the team as the representative from the Supreme Council of Antiquities. 

The expedition thanks the following members of Supreme Council of Antiquities 

for the opportunity to work at Malqata this season and for their generous assistance of 

time and expertise while JEM was in the field:  Zahi Hawass, Director General, Sabry 

Abd El Aziz, Head of Egyptology Sector, Magdy el-Ghandour, General Director of 

Foreign Missions, Mansour Boraik, General Director of Luxor, and Ali Asfar, Chief 

Inspector of the West Bank of Luxor. 
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Brief Archaeological History of Malqata 

Only a few pharaonic town sites have survived into the twenty-first century and 

one of the most significant is the vast palace and urban complex of Malqata established 

by Amenhotep III at the southern end of the Theban necropolis.   The rarity of surviving 

settlements from ancient Egypt makes the few known sites of the utmost significance 

and Malqata is important for this reason alone.  However, evidence provided by 

inscriptions recovered during previous Metropolitan Museum of Art (MMA) excavations 

indicates that the surviving configuration of Malqata was only occupied intensively for a 

limited time, certainly no more than thirty years of Amenhotep III’s thirty-eight year 

reign.  In all likelihood, most occupation occurred during the last eight to ten years of 

his reign.1  This brief settlement created a single component site with a short and 

specific history.  At Malqata, archaeologists not only have the opportunity to study a 

settlement located in one of Egypt's principal urban areas, Thebes, but an 

unprecedented opportunity to study a settlement that was commissioned for a specific 

event, occupied subsequently during short known periods , abandoned rapidly, and 

never dismantled because none of the buildings were built of stone.  The complete 

abandonment left the settlement relatively undisturbed until very recently.   Therefore 

Malqata is not only a rare archaeological site because it is a settlement, but its short and 

single component archaeological history is exceptional compared to other surviving 

ancient Egyptian settlements.   

During his reign, Amenhotep III’s building program on the west bank at Thebes 

expanded beyond Kom el-Hetan, where he was building his mortuary temple, to an area 
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south2 that appears previously to have had little occupation.  The zone as it is preserved 

today begins in the north along the southern side of the Medinet Habu precinct and 

continues south to the modern Suzanne Mubarak village approximately 5.5 km along 

the floodplain.  It then extends some 6.5 km into the desert at the very southern extent.  

Today this area is referred to by archaeologists as Malqata (Map 1).3  At Malqata, 

Amenhotep III built several palaces, cult structures, and a harbor.   At the north end of 

the site, the complex of mud brick buildings, that in the time of Amenhotep III was 

known as the “House of Rejoicing,” today includes what is referred to as the King’s 

Palace, the North Palace, the Middle Palace, the Audience Pavilion, and the Temple of 

Amun based on the finds from archaeological work the MMA carried out between 1910 

to 1921 (Map 2).4   The scattered remains of numerous residential areas have been 

identified among these monumental structures, including those now referred to as the 

North Village, the West Villas, and the South Village (Map 1).  People were housed in 

these sections of Malqata when they visited or worked within the palace-city, carrying 

out their duties.  The sizes and plans of the houses or the type of cultural debris 

discovered in each location suggest the city’s residents carried out a variety of jobs.  

The immense harbor, known as Birket Habu, that Amenhotep III constructed is 

approximately 2.4 km long and 1 km wide (Map 1).5  The excavation of the harbor 

created enormous mounds of dirt that were deposited in numerous locations.  On the 

low desert west of the harbor, an artificial terrace and two rows of mounds were 

created.6  The mounds in the first row, known today as Row A, along the floodplain’s 

edge are more evenly formed than the mounds of the second row, Row B, farther to the 

west which are more substantial in size, although less systematically shaped than Row A 

(Map 3).    Additional silt from the harbor’s original construction was deposited along 
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the ancient outline of the harbor to the local north, east and south; modern villages have 

grown over these mounds.  The construction of such an enormous harbor at the low 

desert’s edge and the deliberate placement of the western mounds (Row A) indicate that 

Amenhotep III intended that Malqata make a monumental statement to the Theban 

population.    

Beyond the southern-most mounds (local south) of the Birket Habu and central 

habitation area of Malqata, there are more structures that seem to have been in use 

during Amenhotep III’s reign.  Kom el-Samak, a mud brick platform, sits on the low 

desert about 125 m. from the edge of the floodplain and about 250 m. from Deir el-

Shelwit, a small Ptolemaic temple to Isis (Map 1).   Kom el-Samak, excavated between 

1974-79 by Wasada University, has been identified as a platform for a possible barque 

shrine based on its overall construction and its two decorated opposing ramps.7   

Kom el-Samak is quite close to a road constructed by the ancient Egyptians (Map 

1, black dotted line).  This ancient road probably began somewhere in the vicinity of 

Kom el-Hetan, taking a southerly direction past Medinet Habu, which seems to have 

been built to its east.  The road is clearly visible today west of the Temple of Amun and 

the West Villas at Malqata and can be seen on the map moving south-east towards the 

floodplain.   The road’s final meters have disappeared as a result of the extensive 

modern reshaping of the low desert’s surface for local agriculture.  When the road’s 

trajectory is plotted from where it is last visible on a satellite image, it appears to 

terminate at the site now occupied by the Ptolemaic temple at Deir el-Shelwit, indicating 

that this location was sacred at least back to the late Eighteenth Dynasty. 
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Locally south of Kom el-Samak and Deir el-Shelwit, a second platform of mud 

brick known as Kom el-Abd rises up from the flat low desert around it.   Oliver H. Myers 

of the Egyptian Exploration Society excavated the substantial structure in 1936-37.  The 

purpose of this platform with the small group of houses along its eastern side is not yet 

fully understood.8   

Kom el-Abd was not the culmination of Amenhotep’s plans for the palace-city.  At 

some point, possibly near the end of his reign because the project was never completed, 

Amenhotep III began construction of an immense causeway in the low desert to the west 

of Kom el-Abd.  The causeway can be seen in the low desert in satellite photos and is 

identifiable on the ground because the large stones have been cleared from a strip 

running from a hill called Kola el-Hamra to the high cliffs (Map 1).    The piled stones 

edge this causeway on either side of a desert surface that has been scraped of most rock 

larger than small gravel.   From the top of the nearby cliffs, the causeway is clearly 

visible as it stretches east from the cliffs near the abandoned Coptic monastery of 

Phoebamun, across about two-thirds of the low desert.  Its irregular dimensions, it 

becomes narrower in an asymmetrical pattern as it moves closer to the cliffs, may be due 

to the readjusting of the project’s goals in antiquity as the completion of the original 

design probably was not practical, perhaps because of time constraints.  Bricks found in 

the vicinity of the Coptic monastery have stamps with Amenhotep III’s name. 

JEM’s 2008 Seasons Goals  

The 2008 season of JEM at Malqata had several objectives.  The first goal was to 

identify the immediate modern threats to the long-term survival of the site and its 

extensive environs, including the distant causeway at the southern end.  The pedestrian 
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survey of the region from December 4-11 allowed the team to document the current state 

of each monument at Malqata, recording recent activity that was having a direct impact 

on the survival of each structure.    

The second goal was to make a map of the site that combined the known plans of 

buildings from previous excavations at Malqata9 with current satellite imagery that 

identifies the West Bank’s topography and the current land use, including modern 

activity on the site of Malqata and its environs.    

Work began on December 4 following the delivery of the approved concession to 

the inspectorate at Luxor and then to the inspectorate for the west bank monuments.  

Mr. Fawzi Helmy Okail joined the team and was of great assistance throughout the 

season.  The work of JEM could not have progressed as efficiently and effectively 

without his contributions to the work.   The work was also carried out with extensive 

support and scholarly collaboration with Dr. W. Raymond Johnson, Director of Chicago 

House, Luxor.  Joel Paulson directed the mapping portion of the season. 

 Following the completion of the survey and mapping portion of the season, Peter 

Lacovara and Virginia Emery continued to collect data from December 21-January 3.  

They concentrated on the ancient road that runs north-south along the west side of 

Malqata; the stratigraphy of the Birket Habu mounds as seen in the open trenches from 

earlier work by the SCA; and a preliminary survey of sherd material from surface 

deposits at Malqata.  This team also provided information to Mansour Boraik, General 

Director of Luxor, concerning conclusions reached about the site of Malqata from our 

work this season that will be useful to the SCA for the map that is being made of the 

location of archaeological sites on the West Bank. 
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JEM’s Mapping Project  

 The immense size of Malqata required the use of two Ashtech Promark 3 survey 

grade Global Positioning System units.  For greater relative accuracy, one unit was set 

on a single point to act as a base station for differential correction of the data from the 

second unit, which acted as the rover, that is, the unit was moved from datum to datum.  

The data from the rover unit was corrected relative to the stationary base point. 

During the December 4-20 from the control points, the survey and mapping team 

chose points on significant architectural elements, often corners, in known structures or 

excavation trenches at Malqata.  These significant elements were readily recognizable on 

the previously digitized plans and included the following:   

a. Amun Temple 
b. Audience Pavilion 
c. North Palace (only two points visible) 
d. King’s Palace 
e. The University of Pennsylvania Museum excavation trenches: Sites E, K, 

M13, P 
f. Middle Palace 
g. West Villas 
h. North Village 
i. Birket Habu, including SCA test trenches 
j. Kom el-Samak 
k. Kom el-Abd 
l. Ancient causeway 
m. Ancient road 

 

To do this detailed work, a Sokkia 530RC Total Station with TDS Ranger data 

collector was employed.  The data collector allowed the data to be transferred directly 

from the instrument to the computer.  This data was imported into the AutoCAD 

program and used to align the database of architectural elements relative to each other 

and to the Universal Trans-Mercator (UTM) grid coordinates.  Using the software, these 
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coordinates were then translated into ground distances so that they would match 

previous and future survey data.  The UTM coordinates from the Global Positioning 

System stationary unit were taken at a single datum, an iron pipe10 located at a corner in 

mud brick within the King’s Palace.    

Using the above developed coordinates, the survey and database of points on 

significant architectural elements were superimposed onto satellite imagery.  The 

imagery came from Digitalglobe at a 0.6m. resolution.  This imagery also allows for the 

architectural features on structures at Malqata to be viewed relative to the other 

significant features of the West Bank at Thebes and will accommodate expansion and 

refinement of the mapping in the future seasons. 

The Impact of Modern Villages on Malqata 

 The local population living in houses and villages along the low desert’s edge has 

expanded rapidly in the past few years.  The result of this growth is having an increasing 

negative impact on Malqata and will cause much of the site to disappear, if significant 

steps are not taken immediately to reverse this activity.    The activity may be 

categorized as follows:  expansion of housing, including garbage deposits; expansion of 

agricultural fields; increased vehicular traffic; and expansion of quarries. 

 Modern Houses.  Although there have always been a few house structures on the 

floodplain adjacent to the mounds (Row A) of the Birket Habu, it is clear that in the past 

five years houses that were once only near the mounds have now begun encroaching on 

the mounds in Row A, and in some places cutting into the mounds.  Also house owners 

have begun to extend their buildings and gardens between the Row A mounds and into 
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the space between Rows A and B.  This means the landscape created when the harbor 

was built – the mounds Amenhotep III laid out to impress the ancient inhabitants of 

Thebes – are now being removed bit by bit at the northwest end of the Birket Habu or 

encircled by modern buildings (Map 3: grid nos. F5, G5, H5, I5 - Note structures into 

Row A mounds A2-A3, A3-A4, A5-A6, A8-A9 and A9-A10; Photos 1a-d).   

In the past thirty years, the mud brick remains of the North Palace have 

disappeared under modern mud brick houses, animal pens, and gardens (Map 3: grid 

nos. H5-6 and I5-6; Photos 2a-b).   In this same expansion, Mounds X and Y of Row A 

were also destroyed by the construction of sizeable houses of concrete blocks (Map 3).    

It is unclear whether the North Palace can be saved even with the removal of the 

structures.  It is imperative, however, that further expansion of these houses and their 

gardens be halted before they impact the King’s Palace, and Mounds A1 and B1 where 

early in the twentieth century, the MMA excavations discovered elite houses (Map 2: 

grid nos. G4-5 and H4-5).  

Agriculture.  Another serious problem affecting Malqata is the expansion of 

agriculture into the low desert by the local villagers.  Parts of the Birket Habu mounds 

are under direct assault from bulldozing the desert’s surface to farm (Map 3: grid no. 

B5; Photos 3a-d).  In addition, the water seepage from irrigation has already reached 

some of the mounds, all of which are made from mud.  Local authorities have blocked 

new fields several times only to have the fields reappear fully functional in less than a 

week.11  At Kom el-Samak, the bulldozing for field preparation and an irrigation ditch 

along one side of the site seriously endangers the ancient mud brick structure (Map 4, 

active fields see grid no.A4-6, B5-6, C3, bulldozed desert surface see grid no. C4-6, D5-
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6; Photos 2c-d).  The water seepage from this irrigation ditch on the northern side of 

Kom el-Samak reaches almost to the mud brick wall built by Waseda University to 

protect the structure (irrigation canal see grid no. C4, D4-5). 

Kom el-Abd suffers from the same agricultural expansion as Kom el-Samak.  To 

the north, a large pump has already been installed and piles of soil have been scattered 

in the desert to the northwest in preparation for new fields (Map 5, grid nos. G-H1-3: 

Photos 4a-c).  The southwest has prepared desert as well (Map 5, grid nos. E-F2-4) and 

shortly fields may envelop most of the area around the site.  The Suzanne Mubarak 

Village lies immediately to the east of this ancient structure and should be prevented 

from expanding further into the site. 

Traffic.  There is a modern road running north-south through the site of Malqata 

and in many places it passes not just near archaeological remains but directly over them.  

The road has heavy truck traffic, much of which comes from the commercial enterprise 

of balloon flights, a popular pastime on the west bank.  Some trucks however come from 

the villages that are expanding near the Birket Habu mounds.  Trucks drive from the 

villages through the mounds to reach the road, eroding the site (Photos 5b).  

Unintentional dumps of brick material from Qurna inadvertently closed one of the side 

roads from a village that ran through the North Palace.  The lack of traffic there now 

assists a bit in the survival of the west end of the North Palace.  

All terrain vehicles (ATV’s) are another source of concern.  These vehicles come 

from another industry developed to attract tourists.  Much of the desert in which they 

are used does not pose a problem, but when ATV’s drive up and down the Birket Habu 

mounds they clearly erode the crust-like surface that protects the mounds from wind 
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erosion.  A significant amount of dusty sand is stirred up when the ATV’s race through 

the passage between Row A and B (Map3, grid no. A-I line between 4-5; Photos 4d and 

5a). In addition, horses ridden over the mounds create similar damage and should not 

be allowed onto the site. 

The ATV’s operate out as far as the ancient causeway and were observed running 

over the edge of stones that marks its boundary.  If this activity keeps up, this part of 

Malqata will suffer irreparable damage as well. 

Quarries.  There are two types of quarry activities in the Malqata area: large 

stone quarrying and the removal of dirt from the mounds at the Birket Habu.  The large 

stone quarries are at the southern portion of the site and currently do not endanger any 

of Malqata (Map 1, grid nos. E3-4).  However care should be taken to make sure that 

their expansion does not affect Kom el-Abd or the ancient causeway.  

The second type of quarrying involves extracting the ancient silt from the Birket 

Habu mounds.  Most of the damage seems to be in the southern mounds of Row A, but 

Row B has suffered from this activity as well.  Not surprisingly the quarrying tends to be 

in areas which are less visible to oversight and near the newly made agricultural fields.  

The amount is not yet substantial but the practice must be ended if the mounds are to 

survive (Photos 5d).    Gravel quarrying in the area of the South Village may have 

removed most of the ancient settlement. Quarrying here should also be stopped to 

preserve whatever evidence remains of ancient settlement and production areas (Photo 

5c). 

Conclusions 
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The 2008 season’s work of JEM achieved many of the goals that were set for this 

first phase of our work at Malqata.  The first aim, to identify the immediate threats to 

the safety and therefore the long-term survival of Malqata and its environs, was met by 

examining, accessing, and documenting the current risks at Malqata posed by urban 

growth, agricultural expansion, environmental degradation, and increased traffic and 

unsupervised tourist visitation to the site. 

Significant headway was made towards our second goal of surveying and 

mapping the site and its extant monuments in order to both correlate and eventually 

publish the records of past excavations.  This work also gave JEM the opportunity to 

more fully document the current condition of the exposed monuments allowing us to 

develop an assessment of the amount of deterioration at Malqata that has taken place 

over time.  This step is essential to the development of recommendations for the long 

term-protection, stabilization, conservation and perhaps limited restoration of the 

structures and features exposed by earlier excavations. 

We look forward to continued collaboration with our colleagues in the SCA on 

Malqata in developing procedures and protocols for the long-term preservation of this 

most important archaeological resource. 

                                                           

Endnotes 

1  There is evidence of small-scale occupation at Malqata in the reign of Horemheb but 

nothing subsequently.  See William C. Hayes, “Inscriptions from the Palace of 

Amenhotep III,” JNES 10 (1951): 35 f., 82 f., 156 f., 231 f.; Barry Kemp and David 

O’Connor, “An Ancient Nile Harbour: University Museum Excavations at the ‘Birket 

Habu,’ in The International Journal of Nautical Archaeology and Underwater 

Exploration 3.1 (1974): 101-36. 
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2  When directions are given in the text, they refer to local direction using the general 

north-south direction of the river and the general east-west location of the high cliffs as 

guides.  The maps have a precisely located N arrow.   

3   This includes what Waseda University called ‘Malqata-South’ when they were 

working at Kom el-Samak and Deir el-Shelwit. 

4   See BMMA 7 (1912), pp. 184-89; BMMA 10 (1915), pp. 253-56; BMMA 13 (1918), 

Supplement, pp. 3-6 and 8-14. 

5   Kemp and O’Connor (1974): 108. 

6    Kemp and O’Connor (1974): 115-117. 

7   Sakuji Yoshimura, ed., Painted plaster from Kom el-Samak at Malkata-South. 

Tokyo: Waseda University, 1995. (The original title of the publication is in Japanese; 

this is a translation.) 

8  O. Myers, in ‘Notes and News’ JEA 23 (1937): 118; Barry J. Kemp, ‘A Building of 

Amenophis III at Kom el-'Abd,’ JEA 63 (1977): 71-82. 

9   Currently the maps (Maps 1-5) use plans that have been digitized into a computer 

base using a combination of AutoCAD 2009 (Autodesk Corporations) and ArcGIS 9.3 

(ESRI Relands, CA) from fieldwork carried out by the Egyptian Expedition of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art,  The University of Pennsylvania Museum as published in 

Kemp and O’Connor (1974), Waseda University, and Robb. deP. Tytus in the twentieth 

century.  Discussions are underway to improve the information from The University of 

Pennsylvania Museum work by accessing original plans and maps. 

10  The pipe appears to have been used previously for a similar purpose. 

11   The speed at which new planted fields appear was noted during the 2008 field 

season. 



a.  Some of the houses built into the edge of a 

Birket Habu mound (Row A9).

b.  Animal and house expansion onto Birket Habu 

mound A2 and new house to right.

d.  New house expansion between Birket Habu 

mounds A5 and A6.

c. New house expansion between Birket Habu 

mound A2 and A3.

Plate 1



c.  From Kom el-Samak, new canal for irrigating 

new fields and ground water visible as dark 

brown desert surface in background.

d. From Kom el-Samak looking west southwest 

to new fields beginning to surround site.

a. The trees and houses in center of aerial photo 

are on top of the North Palace and Mound Y. b. On Row A mound 2 looking to North Palace 

now under trees and houses in background.

Plate 2



a.  Field preparation between Birket Habu 

mounds A17 and A18.

b.  New canal and field preparation just south of 

last Birket Habu mounds.

d.  New fields along south end of the Birket 

Habu mounds.

c.  New field preparation at south end of Birket 

Habu mounds.

Plate 3



a.  From Kom el-Abd, black piles of silt for field 

preparation and pump now in use, just a few 

meters to north (center background).

b. From Kom el-Abd looking west to drainage 

canal; dark piles of silt (west and northwest) for 

field preparation.

Plate 4

c. Close-up of pump station for agriculture next 

to Kom el-Abd.
d. ATV’s driving through the Birket Habu 

mounds, eroding the archaeological site.



Plate 5

a. Tread marks from ATV’s and hoof prints 

from horses as they roam over the Birket Habu 

mounds, eroding the archaeological site.

b.  Traffic from the houses between Rows A 

and B. 

c. Quarry activity near South Village and Birket 

Habu Row B mounds.

d. Quarry activity in Row B, mound 16 and also 

mounds of trash.


