
The remains of a large sanctuary were 
brought to light by the IEASM on the 
site of the Central Island of Thonis-
Heracleion. Specific characteristic of 
this building, which extends over an 
area of more than 3 ha, is that its 
surrounding walls were made of 
limestone blocks and not of brick. 
The discovery of a red granite naos 
has allowed to identify the god to 

TEMPLE OF
AMUN-GEREB

FRANCK GODDIO 
UNDERWATER ARCHAEOLOGIST

https://www.franckgoddio.org/


whom the temple was dedicated, and 
also to identify the monument: the 
temple of Amun-Gereb. 

The temple was of great importance 
for the celebration of the rite of dynas-
tic continuity. It was to this temple that 
new Ptolemaic rulers would come in 
order for their role and therefore their 
power to be legitimised. The archae-
ological research also revealed, three 
colossal statues in pink granite repre-
senting a royal couple and a figure of 
fertility.



Ancient texts confirmed by 
archaeological evidence
The oldest document referring to the 
cult of Amun in Thonis-Heracleion be-
fore the excavations on site was the 
Royal Decree of Canopus by Ptolemy III 
in 238 BC. In its Greek version it men-
tions that a nautical procession of a 
statue of Osiris in his sacred boat took 
place every year on the 29th of the 
month of Khoiak, from his sanctuary in 
Heracleion to his temple in Canopus. 

The part of the Decree that refers to the 
‘sanctuary of Heracleion’ in Greek also 
mentions ‘the temple of Amun-Gereb at 
the entrance to the hone’ when written 
in Egyptian hieroglyphs. Thus, the De-
cree revealed the name of the foremost 
divinity of Heracleion: Amun-Gereb, and 
indicated that the rites of Khoiak were 
celebrated in this town.



Movement of settlement
Construction of the temple probably 
took place between 450 and 380 BC 
when Thonis-Heracleion experienced a 
movement of the focus of settlement 
from the north of the city to the Central 
Island. The movement may have been 
due to the rising sea levels flooding the 
northern parts of the city or due to the 
silting up of the North-East channel.

Fate of the temple
The temple was totally destroyed 
during a cataclysmic event in the 
middle of the second century BC. 
The archaeological excavations re-
vealed that the large temple blocks 
dragged down in their fall a number 
of objects, among them a Ptolemaic 
galley, which was moored at a landing 
stage in the canal that flowed along 
the south face of the temple when the 
disaster occurred. 

The fallen blocks protected the ship 
by pinning it to the bottom of the 



deep canal, which was then filled with 
the debris of the sanctuary. The galley 
lies under 5 metres of hard clay 
mingled with the remains of the 
temple and was only detected through 
the use of a cutting-edge prototype 
sub-bottom profiler. 

The team also discovered objects 
which were part of the temple 
treasury, like silver ritual instruments 
in pristine condition. Gold jewelry 
and fragile alabaster containers for 
perfumes and unguents were also re-
trieved among the fallen blocks.



Photo mosaic of the temple‘s 
western wall 



Objects: Limestone blocks, location: Central Island, Thonis-Heracleion
Sources: Original description by Franck Goddio in ‘Thonis-Heracleion in 
Context, Part 1.1: The Sacred Topography of Thonis-Heracleion’ and ‘The 
Topography and Excavation of Thonis-Heracleion and Canopus (1996-
2006)’, both Oxford Centre for Maritime Archaeology (OCMA), 2015 and 
2007, University of Oxford.
Further reading: 
-Ship 17 a baris from Thonis-Heracleion, Alexander Belov (Author), Oxford 
Centre for Maritime Archaeology, University of Oxford 2019
-The Decree of Saïs, A-S von Bomhard (Author), Oxford Centre for Maritime 
Archaeology, University of Oxford, 2012
-La stèle de Ptlolémée VIII Évergète II à Héracléion: Underwater Archaeology 
in the Canopic region in Egypt, Christophe Thiers (Author), Oxford Centre 
for Maritime Archaeology, University of Oxford, 2009
-Geoarchaeology: Underwater Archaeology in the Canopic region in Egypt, 
J-D Stanley (Author), Oxford Centre for Maritime Archaeology, University of 
Oxford, 2007
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