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1 Introduction and study area

Bubastis, the ancient Egyptian city, is situated in the south-
eastern Nile Delta, on the southeastern edge of the mod-
ern city of Zagazig, approximately 80 km northeast of Cairo
(Fig. 1a). Bubastis was an administrative and religious cen-
tre. Due to its favourable geographical location, it maintained
its importance from the time of its original foundation in the
Predynastic Period (ca. 3200 BCE) until its decline during
the Roman dominion (ca. 200 CE) (Meister et al., 2021a).
Settlements in the Nile Delta were usually built on elevated
sites to protect them from the annual floods of the Nile.
Buildings of great importance, such as temples, were erected
on the highest points not only to emphasise their signifi-
cance, but also to minimise the potential destruction caused
by extremely high floods (Butzer, 2002; Garbe et al., 2023;
Meister et al., 2021b). Therefore, naturally geomorphologi-
cal structures, like geziras or high riverbanks, were used for
settlements. Geziras (Arabic for “islands”) are exposed rem-
nants of the Pleistocene delta surface, consisting of fluvial
sediments, mostly of medium to coarse sands, that occasion-
ally rise above the deposits of the Holocene river systems
(Garbe et al., 2023; Pennington et al., 2017; Said, 2012).
The gezira of Bubastis has several elevations, which were
used for specific areas of the settlement (so-called koms;

Arabic for “mound”). Several parts of Bubastis have been
relatively well investigated, i.e. the Western Kom with the
Temple of Pepi I (Garbe et al., 2024), the cemeteries and
palace on the Northern Kom (Lange et al., 2016), and the
Temple of Bastet on the Central Kom (Meister et al., 2021a),
but other parts of the city are almost completely unexplored
(Fig. 1b). For example, almost no archaeological informa-
tion is available about the “Temple of Hermes” in the east
of Bubastis. According to Herodotus, who also coined the
name, the temple is situated at the eastern end of the dro-
mos, the main street of the city, connecting it to the Temple
of Bastet. Wilkinson (1843) may have seen the ruins of the
Temple of Hermes (orange areas in Fig. 1b; after Lange et al.,
2016). Nearby, during exploratory excavation, Naville (1891)
found some granite blocks with inscriptions of Osorkon I
(924-889 BCE), which he attributed to the Temple of Her-
mes. Traces of the temple have now completely disappeared,
and no surface remains indicate its location (Lange et al.,
2016; Lange-Athinodorou, 2019). Therefore, to determine
the location of the Temple of Hermes, we searched for el-
evated gezira deposits at the presumed position of the build-
ing, as it would have been built on an elevated site. To investi-
gate the subsurface and morphology of the gezira, we carried
out drillings and 2D geoelectrical surveys in the southeastern
area of ancient Bubastis in the spring and autumn of 2023.
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Figure 1. (a) Location of Bubastis in the southeastern Nile Delta. (b) Ancient and modern features of the current extent of Bubastis.
(c¢) Overview of drilling locations and ERT profiles (only the solid ERT lines will be used for further interpretation and discussion).

The selection of drilling sites was primarily based on accessi-
bility considerations, either within the archaeological site or
further east in consultation with local farmers on their fields.
Notably, the region further south, marked by Wilkinson’s in-
dications, is currently an industrial area that remains entirely
inaccessible for our investigations (Fig. 1).

2 Material and methods

A total of 20 boreholes were drilled in transects using a
vibracorer with open steel drill heads of 1 m length and
80, 60, and 50 mm diameter into the Pleistocene gezira de-
posits, reaching a maximum depth of 9 m. Due to restricted
sample transport, the extracted sediments were macroscop-
ically described and analysed on-site following the Mun-
sell colour system and KAS (Ad-hoc-Arbeitsgruppe Bo-
den, 2005) without further laboratory analysis. The sediment
colour, grain size, redoximorphic characteristics, and specific
features (charcoal, limestone, ceramic fragments, etc.) were
documented.

As in previous studies (Garbe et al., 2024; Lange-
Athinodorou et al., 2019; Meister et al., 2021a), well-
preserved pottery sherds from the cores were analysed and
compared with reference collections from the Nile Delta
based on production techniques, shape, fabric, and surface
treatment. For the chronostratigraphy, 47 ceramic fragments
were classified into different time periods. The drillings were
extended by 11 electrical resistivity tomography (ERT) mea-
surements to provide additional areal information about the
subsurface in the study area. As not all of them show clear
results, the three most informative tomograms are used for
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further interpretation and discussion (see Sect. S2 in the Sup-
plement for all tomograms). The 2D ERT data were acquired
with an IRIS Syscal R2 instrument using the Wenner-beta
configuration. Based on the experience of the previous in-
vestigations (Garbe et al., 2024; Meister et al., 2021a), geo-
electric surveys were performed with 4 m electrode spacing
up to a distance of 100m. Inversion of the 2D ERT pro-
files was performed with Res2DInv x 64 ver. 4.08 using the
smoothing-constrained least-squares inversion method. The
root mean square error ranged from 3.8 % to 4.4 % with a
maximum of five iterations.

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Sedimentological analyses

All boreholes were categorised into three main lithological
units (units I-1IT) based on their potential depositional milieu
as indicated by differences in grain size composition, traces
of anthropogenic artefacts, moisture, and colour from the in-
field sedimentological investigations (Fig. 2; see Sect. S1 for
detailed core descriptions and photographs).

The top layer in all boreholes consists of unit I with vary-
ing amounts of modern and ancient material, reaching thick-
nesses from 330 cm (A2, B4) to 720 cm (D1). This section is
also characterised by sediment colours ranging from light to
dark brownish or dark greyish and different grain size distri-
butions. The enormous quantity of ancient and modern an-
thropogenic artefacts, including brick, limestone or ceramic
fragments, and charcoal, proves the anthropogenic origin of
this unit (Garbe et al., 2024; Lange-Athinodorou et al., 2019;
Meister et al., 2021a).
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Figure 2. Generalised results of drilling transect A—D and 2D electrical resistivity tomography (ERT 1-3).
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In most boreholes, a layer of entirely loamy and clayey
material, characterised by a dark-brownish to greyish colour
and higher soil moisture, follows below unit I. These unit II
deposits are small in grain size and dark in colour, indicat-
ing high organic content and suggesting a limnic or fluvial
depositional setting with comparatively low flow velocities
(Ginau et al., 2019). Such sediments are typical of the Nile
Delta and are associated with Holocene floodplain deposits
of the Bilqas Formation (Pennington et al., 2017). The thick-
ness of the fluvial sediments of unit II varies from 30 cm (A3)
to 440 cm (C3).

Unit III contains medium to coarse sandy sediments which
occur in the bottom layer of all cores (except core B1), often
alternating with clayey fine sand material. Deposits of unit ITI
are greyish-blue to yellowish in colour, depending on the in-
fluence of groundwater, and are usually free of anthropogenic
artefacts. The basal sediments of unit III can be assigned
to the Mit Ghamr Formation or the Geziracover Formation
(Garbe et al., 2024; Lange-Athinodorou et al., 2019; Meister
et al., 2021a; Ullmann et al., 2019), which are characterised
by fluvial sediments with varying grain sizes, based on depo-
sitional conditions within the fluvial delta system during the
Pleistocene (Said, 2012). The gezira deposits occur at var-
ious depths (Fig. 3) and can be differentiated into different
areas. In many boreholes, the onset of the gezira deposits is
found between —0.5 and 1 ma.s.1. (A3, A4, B2, B4, B5, C1,
and C2), representing a medium-high section. In contrast, in
two cores (A2 at ~2.5m and B3 at ~ 1.5ma.s.l.), the gezira
sediments rise to higher levels. However, in the remaining
boreholes, the sediments of unit III occur only between —0.5
and —3ma.s.l. and form a deeper zone. Generally, the study
area was very hilly during the Pleistocene, with significant
differences in altitude within short distances (e.g. 4 m differ-
ence between B3 and C3). The middle and upper depths at
which the gezira deposits occur can probably be associated
with one of the ancient koms of Bubastis (brownish colour in
Fig. 3), which extends over the central part of the study area
and on which the Temple of Hermes was presumably built.
The remaining areas are more likely to be peripheral to the
kom or in the lower floodplain area (blueish colour in Fig. 3).
The ceramic artefacts recovered, mostly from unit I, date
mainly to the Ptolemaic Period (ca. 332-30 BCE), but also
to the Late Period (ca. 664—-332 BCE) and the Roman Period
(ca. 30 BCE-700 CE), corresponding to settlement activities
in this area.

3.2 Geoelectrical investigations

The results of the 2D geoelectrical surveys are visualised in
Fig. 2, together with the simplified stratigraphies of the in-
tersecting boreholes. The measured resistivities exhibit low
values, with a relatively small range spanning < 1 to approx-
imately 20 2 m. While the tomograms may not precisely de-
lineate the stratigraphic units to centimetre precision as ob-
served in the boreholes, they show the potential transition to
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Figure 3. Overview of the detected depths of the onset of the gezira
deposits.

the gezira deposits and provide complementary support for
the interpretations derived from the sedimentological stud-
ies. Tomogram ERT 1 shows both high and low resistance
values in the upper metres belonging to unit I and unit II, be-
fore the values rise at about 1 ma.s.l. and can be attributed
to unit III. The ERT 2 and 3 tomograms show areas of very
low resistivity in the uppermost metres, which correlate with
the loamy—clayey material of units I and II in this area. In
ERT 2, the higher resistivity values of unit III occur in the
west at a depth of 2 to 3 m before decreasing towards the east
and only occurring at a depth of 7 to 8 m. In contrast, the
higher values in ERT 3 tend to remain constant at a depth of
5 to 6 m. Although ERT measurements are not factored into
the calculation of the gezira elevation model (Fig. 3), they
indicate a pattern of centrally elevated gezira deposits with a
pronounced eastward dip, mirroring findings from sedimen-
tological analyses.

4 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to identify elevated gezira deposits
in the eastern part of ancient Bubastis in order to determine
the location of the Temple of Hermes. The results of the sur-
vey show a central area of elevated gezira deposits between
—0.5 and 1 ma.s.l. (brownish colour in Fig. 3), which de-
creases rapidly towards the east. This elevated area is 50 m
from the location of the Temple of Hermes as described by
Wilkinson (1843) and Naville (1891), thus providing a suit-
able area for the building. Overall, our results add impor-
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tant clues for definitively locating the Temple of Hermes at
Bubastis. However, future archaeological excavations must
verify our hypothesis.
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