Department of Underwater Antiquities

Despite the importance of the discoveries made in Egypt during the 20™
century and the contributions of explorers to the field of underwater
archaeology, a dedicated body was still nheeded to manage this field in a
scientifically organized manner. Thus, the Department of Underwater
Antiquities was founded in 1996. Its core mission is the discovery of
underwater cultural heritage in Egypt based on scientific principles, either
independently or in cooperation with foreign missions.

This department carried out independent work at several sites including
Al-Mamoura Bay, east of Alexandria, where limestone anchors serving as
mooring points and Roman fish tanks were discovered in 2000. In 2007, at
Elephantine Island, Aswan, remains of the Temple of Khnum’s enclosure wall
and a chapel of Ptolemy VI were found. Additionally, a port quay used for
transporting stones from the quatrries of Gebel al-Silsila, north of Aswan, was
uncovered. Another significant discovery was the port of King Khufu at Wadli
al-Jarf on the Red Sea which was discovered in 2016, with work still ongoing
at the site today. Furthermore, the department has supervised several foreign
missions, most notably the mission of the French Center for Alexandrian
studies (CEAlex), which has been working at the site of the ancient
Lighthouse of Alexandria since 1994. In addition to the mission of the
European Institute for Maritime Archaeology (IEASM), that has been
excavating the submerged royal quarter in the Eastern Harbour since 1995,
as well as the ancient cities of Canopus and Heracleion in Abu Qir Bay since
2000.

Stela of Heracleion, Abu Qir Bay,
Black Granite, Nectanebo I, Graeco-Roman Museum, Alexandria

Several Egyptian museums house recovered submerged archaeological
artifacts, such as the National Museum of Alexandria, the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina Archaeological Museum, the Suez National Museum, the
Graeco-Roman Museum, the Grand Egyptian Museum and the Open-Air
Museum at the Roman Theater.

Theses artifacts have not been displayed in Egypt only, but also several
collections have toured numerous countries around the world as part of
international exhibitions since 1998.

The Exhibition “Osiris” Obelisk of Sety |, from the Archaeological
the Institute of the Arab World, Site of the Lighthouse, Limestone, Open
Paris, 2015 Air Museum, Roman Theater, Alexandria

Underwater Cultural Heritage

Many studies and research efforts have shed light on underwater cultural
heritage. Its recognition, promotion, and interpretation are considered an
iIntegral part of the collective responsibility to enhance and preserve its cultural
heritage.

In 1996, ICOMOS declared its charter for the protection and management of
underwater cultural heritage, by setting the technical guidelines for work in the
field.

In 1997, UNESCO discussed the draft convention for the protection of
underwater cultural heritage, in which it was defined as “ All traces of human
existence of a cultural, historical or archaeological nature which, for at least
100 vyears, have been partially or totally immersed, periodically or
permanently, under the oceans and in lakes and rivers.”.

UNESCO officially adopted the convention in 2001, and Egypt ratified it in
2017. Egypt not only played an active role in the discussions concerning the
convention, but also proposed the idea of dedicating an international day for
underwater cultural heritage, which was adopted by UNESCO Excutive Board
in 2024.

©IEASM

Royal Head, Canopus, Abu Qir Bay, Diorite, Saitic Era, Bibliotheca
Alexandrina Arcaeological Museum
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In recent decades, underwater archaeological technigues have advanced
significantly because of modern technologies such as sonar imaging and
photogrammetry, which enable researchers to document submerged sites
with unprecedented accuracy. Underwater cultural heritage in Egypt has
thus gained rightful recognition within the historical narrative of civilizations.

Initial Indications of the Discoveries of
Underwater Cultural Heritage

The discovery of submerged antiquities marks a major turning point in the study of
ancient civilizations, as it unveiled aspects of human history that had been hidden
underwater for centuries.

Underwater Cultural Heritage in Egypt

The earliest discovery occurred in 1908, when the French engineer Malval,
Director of Ports and Lighthouses, discovered the remains of a submerged
harbor at Dekheila Port, west of Alexandria. In 1909, Jondet discovered
ancient breakwater in Alexandria’s western port, possibly the same port
mentioned by Homer in the Odyssey.

Historical evidence confirms that humans have been diving and exploring
underwater environment for various reasons. For example, the philosopher Aristotle
described how his student Alexander the Great descended into the depths of the sea
inside a glass barrel, possibly to examine submerged defenses surrounding the city
of Tyre during its siege.
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A Map of Alexandria Western Port shows the Breakwater discovered by Jondet, o)

French Manuscript depicts Alexander Underwater,

National Library of France, Paris, 1486 Between 1933 and 1942

Omar Pasha Toussoun
conducted extensive work
in Abu Qir Bay. He identified
the extent of the eastern
suburb of Canopus with its

temples and structures, and
Bronz Statue of a Youth, found on Antikythera Shipwreck, traced the path of the

National Archaeological Museum Athens

The recovery of underwater antiquities is also depicted in a relief found in
the temple of Heracles near Ostia, Italy, dating back to the 1t century BC.
The relief, now housed at the Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art in the United
States shows two groups of fishermen pulling a net containing a ship, fish,
and a statue of Heracles.

ancient Canopic branch of -'

In 1937, Le Prieur invented a diving apparatus that he called the “Aqua - Lung’. the Nile.
It was later developed by Emile Gagnan and Jacques Yves Cousteau between
1943 and 1946, thus introducing the first self-contained underwater breathing
apparatus (SCUBA) to the world. The device greatly facilitated diving, freeing , L ——
divers and enabling them to explore and work underwater with ease. e mmmammE  Between 1957 and 1984, the Egyptian
Additionally, it enabled Cousteau to dive along the southern coast of France, IR B D diver Kamel Abu El-Saadat played a
where he discovered numerous sunken shipwrecks, including two wrecks at sk ,_ pioneering role by creating the first map of
Grand Congloué near Marseille (1951-1957), and other Mediterranean sites. g - - I Alexandria’s Eastern Harbour, marking the
Cousteau is also credited with the 1965 discovery of the SS Thistlegorm, a CiE P, S locations of submerged antiquities. He
ship that sank during World War Il in the Gulf of Suez near Ras Mohammad. also succeeded in discovering a colossal

statue of a Ptolemaic queen near Qaitbay
Citadel, as well as remains of Napoleon’s
fleet and other finds in Abu Qir Bay.
Jacques Dumas, alongside the French
Navy, in cooperation with the Egyptian
Navy and Egyptian divers, under the
supervision of the Egyptian Antiquities
Authority, led the rediscovery of “L’Orient”,
Napoleon'’s flagship, along with three other
French vessels submerged at 11 meters
deep in Abu Qir Bay. He also excavated
the wreck of “La Patriote”, the first ship of
the fleet to sink, near Agami, west of
discovered by Abu El Saadat, Alexandria, and various archaeological
Graeco-Roman Museum, Alexandria artifacts were recovered from both sites.

the Sites of ruins he discovered in 1933

Limestone Relief from Heracles Temple, Ostia, 1% Century BC

The invention of the copper diving helmet by brothers John and Charles
Deane significantly facilitated the exploration of submerged antiquities.
Between 1830 and 1840, they used their new invention to dive at several
archaeological sites, including the shipwreck of the Mary Rose at
Portsmouth, England.

Nécropole de Fos
'~-m2.,§w§5};;r”“'
Cnlmqn.ledur_ “ -
Gw%mﬂim

d
]
e

After numerous attempts to uncover Caligula’s two ships in Lake Nemi, Italy
between the 15™ and 19™ centuries, Mussolini ordered the lake to be | :
drained in 1929, and excavation work began under the direction of Guido LT e N tewaler SR Sicluding trani Cangious & Granite Statue of a Ptolemaic Queen,
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Ucelli, in the South of France Jacques Yves Cousteau (1910-1997)
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