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Introduction1

The Christian community at Kellis was served by three
churches: two are located in the south-east of the village
overlooking the wadi; the third is in the north-west (Figure
1).  The Small East Church is a modest, two-roomed
domus ecclesiae, a pre-existing structure that had been
modified for Christian use.  It is located within a
substantial enclosure, which is a feature of other public
buildings at Kellis.  This structure was presumably the
earliest church in the village (Bowen 2003a, 162–3).  The
West Church was built on the periphery of the village, to
the immediate west of two monumental stone tombs (West
Tombs 1 and 2).  It is a small two-roomed church with a
seven-room complex to its south.  The church and its
suite of rooms were conceived and built as a single entity.
A large mud-brick enclosure (Enclosure 4) was built
contemporaneously with the church complex; the latter
was built into the north-western section of the enclosure.
This effectively brought the church complex and the
associated West Tombs within the confines of the village.
A cemetery was established around, and to the east of,
the West Tombs and two Christian burials were placed in
front of the sanctuary within the church itself.
Numismatic evidence suggests that the complex was
erected in the latter half of the fourth century (Bowen
2002, 83).  The Large East Church was the principal
church of the village; it is a purpose-built basilica, which
was constructed against the outer eastern wall of a
substantial enclosure to the north-east of the domus
ecclesiae.  Several rooms within the enclosure to its
immediate west were modified to function as the outer
rooms and entrance-way of the church (Knudstad and
Frey 1999, 205–8; Bowen 2002, 65).  The result was an
ecclesiastical complex of considerable size and one that
included both the domus ecclesiae and the basilica.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1 This paper was presented at the Fifth International Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project held in Cairo on 3–6 June 2006.
Due to the delay in the publication of these conference papers, I have chosen to offer this contribution in the current volume.  I am
most grateful to the editors for accepting it for publication.

2 Peter Grossmann (2002a, 154) regards design aspects of the Large East Church as indicative of an Upper Egyptian development.

This paper considers the foundation date of the Large
East Church.  The only data that can be used to determine
this are the coins retrieved from the structure itself,
although ceramics recovered from sub-floor levels give a
general indication of the date (Dunsmore 2002, 131–5).
The use of coins for dating purposes is fraught with
problems, not least because of the difficulty in determining
the longevity of issues in the currency pool.  The exercise,
therefore, requires the development of a sound
methodology in an effort to determine the likely period
of circulation and contemporaneity of specific issues.  An
acknowledged fourth-century date for the Large East
Church has already caused a reassessment of prior-held
beliefs on the development of church architecture
(Grossmann 2002a, 154; 2002b, 468–70).  If the
foundation date of the Large East Church can be
established, it can expand our knowledge of the pace with
which the villagers converted to Christianity and perhaps
the oasis as a whole.  The basilica was presumably
modelled upon churches built in the Nile Valley, probably
Antinoöpolis,2 where the south church has similar features
to that at Kellis (Grossmann 2002b, 436, plate 55), and
consequently, the refinement of the foundation date within
the fourth century will be invaluable in assessing the
rapidity with which a uniform plan was adopted by, or
imposed upon, certain Christians in the chora.

Historical Context
According to literary sources, the earliest purpose-built
churches were erected soon after 313 when the Emperor
Constantine conquered the Roman West and declared
religious toleration for all.  Christians throughout the
Roman world were theoretically free to own property,
build churches and to practise their religion unhindered.
Constantine gave instructions to his officials to disburse
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Figure 1   Plan of the west section of Ismant al-Kharab showing the location of the Large and Small East Churches,
the West Church, the West Tombs and Enclosure 4;

original drawing by J. E. Knudstad supplemented by J. Dobrowolski and B. Rowney, and compiled by B. Parr.
Scale: 1:4000.
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public funds to support charitable activities and to
construct churches (Eusebius, Life of Constantine 2.45.2;
Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History 1.1; Barnes 1981, 248).
Eusebius, who was contemporary with the events, wrote:

After this [the recognition of Christianity] the
sight was afforded us so eagerly desired and
prayed for by all: the festivals of dedication
and consecrations of the newly erected houses
of prayer throughout the cities (Ecclesiastical
History X.3).

Christians in the Roman East, however, did not enjoy
the same freedom as their counterparts in the West for
the East remained under the rule of Licinius, and
Christians within his territory were subject to sporadic
persecutions.  In 324, following his defeat of Licinius,
Constantine became master of the entire Roman Empire
and continued his active promotion of Christianity.

The nature of Christian worship required sufficient
space to accommodate large congregations and the ideal
form was the basilica, a design that reflected Roman
public architecture and had been in use for some three

hundred years (Krautheimer 1981, 42–3; Grossmann
2002a, 154).  It was a type which had been adapted for
purpose of worship by adherents of the Isis cult and for
synagogues in Galilee (Krautheimer 1981, 42–3).  Modest
basilicas may well have been used by Christians in the
years preceding the persecution of the early fourth century,
but with the promotion of Christianity by Constantine,
the architects were able to create new variations to meet
the liturgical needs of the Church (Krautheimer 1981,
43).

The Large East Church at Kellis
The Large East Church is a simple basilica (Figure 2).  It
is approached by three doors on the west, all of which
open into the return aisle.  The central nave is separated
from the return aisle and the side aisles by colonnades; a
further row of four columns divides the nave from the
transverse aisle at the east.  The raised apse and its north
and south side chambers are accessed from the transverse
aisle.  A series of four rooms are located on the south.
The nave was screened off from the north section of the

Figure 2   Plan of the East Churches; drawing by J. E. Knudstad and J. Dobrowolski.
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return aisle and from the side aisles by a one-metre-high
screen wall and was accessible from the south section of
the return aisle and from the transverse aisle, in front of
the entrance-ways to the north and south side chambers
(Bowen 2002, 67–71).  The church has an eastern
orientation, a feature which was formerly regarded as a
late fourth-century (Krautheimer 1981, 99) or even a fifth-
century development (Murray and Murray 1998, 105).

Coins from the Large East Church3

In excess of 700 coins have been retrieved from excavated
structures at Ismant al-Kharab.  These are predominantly
low-denomination bronzes of the fourth century, which
comprise an estimated 97% of the total recovered.  Around
400 specimens are identifiable to varying degrees; that
is, some can be dated to a specific year whilst others can
only be assigned to an emperor or even to a century.
Eighty-six coins were retrieved from the 1995–1998
excavations in the Large East Church and of these 50
have been positively identified.4  The remainder can be
dated to the fourth century by their weight and flan size.
The coins focused upon for the purpose of dating the
foundation of the structure are the early issues and those
found within a sound archaeological context.  These
include eight third-century tetradrachms, which were
struck before the reform introduced by Diocletian in either
294 (Sutherland 1945, 117) or 296/7 (Geissen 1976, 280–
82; Thomas 1976, 253–79; Christiansen 2004, 133).
Seven of the pre-reform issues were from a meaningful
context; the other was retrieved from windblown sand.
Two specimens were from Room 1, the easternmost of
the suite of four rooms that open off the south aisle.  One
was embedded in the upper floor deposit and the other
from a lower floor deposit.  A third was found in hard,
compacted floor surface of the return aisle.  Two were
recovered from floor deposits in the north apse side
chamber.  The remaining two were from the floor deposit
in the nave and floor deposit in the north aisle.  The
earliest coin was struck by Carus (282–3).  All were
heavily corroded, with that of Carus being the best
preserved.

Other early issues include five specimens of
Constantine’s Soli invicto comiti issues which were struck
between 313 and 318 (Bruun 1966, 48, 302), one coin
struck by Crispus between 324–26 (as RIC VII, Rome
249), and two Providentiae Avgg issues of Constantine
struck between 324–30 (Bruun 1966, 325, 335, 711).  The
find-spots are as follows: one of the Sol issues was
embedded in floor material in Room 1 near to a pre-

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3 A catalogue of the church coins can be found in Bowen 2010.
4 A number of coins were retrieved from test excavation in the apse and south side chamber undertaken in 1981.  Some

remained in the Supreme Council of Antiquities magazine in Dakhleh and have been cleaned and identified where possible.  The
remainder is now in the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto; those that were legible were identified by Alison Easson.

5 These coins are now in the Royal Ontario Museum.  Their condition is not recorded.

reform tetradrachm; it is in near mint condition.  Two
were found in 1981 during excavations in the south apse
side chamber: one was embedded in the floor and the
other was from an ash deposit beneath the floor.5  The
other two were retrieved from rubble and are disregarded
for this purpose.  The Crispus coin was found in a floor
deposit in Room 1; it is in excellent condition with little
sign of wear.  One Providentiae type was from the upper
floor material in Room 1: it is worn; the other, in good
condition, was found above the floor in an ashy deposit
in the north apse side chamber.

The Soli invicto comiti issue found in the ash deposit
just beneath the floor in the south side chamber was struck
between 313–18; it provides a terminus post quem for
the founding of the church, which is in keeping with the
historical data.  The challenge is to determine how long
after 318 the foundation is likely to have taken place.

The Methodology
The use of coins as a tool for dating is problematic.  The
pitfalls were highlighted by John Collis (1988, 189) who
wrote:

In its progress from the moneyer’s die to the
excavator’s finds tray, a coin has undergone a
series of varied selection processes.  Correct
evaluation of a coin’s significance depends on
careful consideration of these processes, and
failure to do so in the past led to some glaring
misinterpretations.  On the specific problem
of using Roman coins for dating evidence, we
have still failed to evaluate the length of
circulation of individual coin types.

In spite of Collis’ observation and his subsequent call
for the development of a database of stray finds (Collis
1988, 189), no such database for Egypt has been set up
(personal communication 1998) and a satisfactory method
for determining the longevity of the issues within the
currency pool has yet to be devised.

As King (1979, 79) noted, hoards should give a general
indication of the circulation patterns at the time of their
deposition, especially those of the late third and early
fourth centuries which span the period of the Diocletianic
reform.  The method I have adopted in an attempt to
determine the longevity of issues and their probable
contemporaneity is to examine the composition of coin
hoards deposited in Egypt and Cyrenaica at various
periods during the fourth century.  The result of the hoard
evidence might then be compared with the early



421Coins as Tools for Dating the Foundation of the Large East Church at Kellis: problems and a possible solution

specimens from the Large East Church to give some idea
of the period during which they may have been in
circulation and subsequently lost.  Ideally one would
include hoards buried at around five-year intervals to
determine those issues going into and out of circulation;
one would then access several hoards deposited at the
same time to serve as a check on the validity of the method
adopted.  This is impossible to achieve with coin hoards
from Egypt.  Many of the Roman coins hoards that were
found there since the eighteenth century were divided
and sold to collectors or melted down for their metal
content.6  In the early years of the twentieth century Joseph
Grafton Milne made an effort to trace and publish
dispersed coin hoards; he was successful to a degree but
the hoards were incomplete and their provenances were
lacking (Christiansen 2004, 38–9).  Moreover, where early
excavation reports of coin hoards were published, this
was rarely accomplished in a manner that one can use
adequately today.

A hoard is defined as “at least two coins apparently
purposely buried together or lost, and preferably found
together” (Christiansen 2004, 14); far more than two coins
are required in order to put this exercise into practice.
From a methodological perspective, it is better to have a
large number of hoards with fewer coins than a few hoards
with vast numbers of specimens.

Coin hoards have their own internal chronology; their
deposition is dated by the last issue they contain.  There
are basically three types of coin hoards: a savings hoard
that may have been added to over a period of some years,
an emergency hoard that the owner had put together from
what coins were to hand, and a circulation hoard, which
represents coins in a purse or for day-to-day transactions
(Christiansen 2004, 16–17).  The composition of the
hoards is slightly different in that the savings hoard
contains coins that have been deliberately removed from
circulation, often by a selection process; they may have
been added to over an extended period and therefore
contain older coins than one would encounter in a
circulation hoard.  Emergency hoards probably reflect
coins in the monetary pool at the time the emergency
took place, but could include any savings that the owner
had, whilst circulation hoards represent issues that were
in use as tender at the time they were deposited/lost;
savings hoards should, in theory, contain more current
issues than obsolete specimens.

The Soli invicto comiti coin found beneath the floor in
the south side chamber of the Large East Church indicates
that the structure was founded after 313.  Excavation in
the Temple of Tutu has shown that it was no longer
functioning for cult activities by the mid-fourth century
(Hope 2001, 51; 2002, 187), a time by which Christianity
is well attested in the village.  It is reasonable to assume,

therefore, that the church was operational by the middle
of the fourth century to cater to the community’s spiritual
needs.  I have therefore focused upon hoards that were
deposited prior to the mid-360s.

The Hoards Consulted
Michael Ford (2000, 335–67) produced an inventory of
all published coin hoards from Egypt.  Of the 57 bronze
hoards included, only seven were deposited after 313 and
prior to 365 and are therefore relevant to this study.  Two
are savings hoards that were deposited in the mid-fourth
century and were collected over a very short period of
time; they are uninformative for determining circulation
patterns and are excluded.7  The remaining five hoards
are included, together with a circulation hoard from
Cyrenaica; they were deposited between 317 and 365.
The number of coins in the individual hoards varied.  The
largest contained 6,527 of which 5,828 specimens have
been identified; the smallest contained 34.  These are as
follows:

The Luxor Hoard
The Luxor Hoard (Table 1, Figure 3) was purchased and
is incomplete as 112 coins were said to have been removed
from the hoard and were sold separately (Milne 1914, 1).
The composition indicates that it was a circulation hoard.
J. G. Milne (1914, 1–2), who published the hoard,
estimated that if the missing 112 coins were found they
would fit within the date-range of the remainder. The hoard
as it stands comprises 505 coins.  Its date of deposition is
suggested to be 317.  No information on the issues of
years 307–313 was provided by Milne and the Constantine
issues were not separated by type.  As there are no post-
317 issues, it can be assumed that most of the Constantine
issues are of the Sol type.  The hoard suggests that by
317, pre-reform coins were virtually out of circulation.

Table 1   The composition of the Luxor Hoard.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6 Erik Christiansen (2004, 35–6) cites a communication between C. T. Currelly and the antiquities and coin dealer G. Dattari.

The latter told Currelly that “he had melted down two and a half tons of coins on a single day and at another time almost as many.”
7 Mattingly 1959 and Lallemand 1966.
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Figure 4   The Antinoöpolis Hoard.

Figure 3   The Luxor Hoard.
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The Antinoöpolis Hoard
The Antinoöpolis Hoard (Table 2, Figure 4) was a
circulation hoard; it is complete and contains 34 coins.
It was excavated by J. Johnson in the 1913–14 season of
excavation and was published by Milne (1947).  The
accepted date of deposition is 326.  The hoard is important
in that it was excavated, and thus its context is sound,
and it was intact.  Milne published the coins by the issuing
emperor rather than type.  All were struck by Constantine
I.  The volume struck between 324–26 presumably reflects
a debasement of currency that took place in 324 with the
issue of the Providentiae series.  The composition
indicates that by 326 the Sol coins were in a minority
and the pre-reform coins may no longer have circulated.

Table 2   The composition of the Antinoöpolis Hoard.

The Kelsey Hoard
This small circulation hoard (Table 3, Figure 5) was
purchased from a peasant at Abydos in 1932 by A. E. R.
Boak, who believed it to be intact.  He subsequently
presented it to the Kelsey Museum but died before he
was able to publish the hoard; C. E. King (1986, 285)
undertook its publication at the request of the Kelsey
Museum.  The hoard contained 37 coins, one of which
was a late intruder.8  The date of deposition is considered
to be 341.  The hoard indicates that the major issues in
circulation in 341 were those struck from 330; they
account for 64% of the currency.  There were neither Sol
issues nor pre-reform coins included, which indicates their
withdrawal from the currency pool by this time.

Table 3   The composition of the Kelsey Hoard.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
8 The coin is a Fel Temp Reparatio, Falling Horseman, issue.  Its patina was different to the rest of the hoard, which singles it

out as an intruder (King 1986, 285).

Figure 5   The Kelsey Hoard.
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Figure 7   Milne Hoard B.

Figure 6   The Ihnasayah Hoard.
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The Ihnasayah Hoard
This hoard (Table 4, Figure 6) was purchased by C. T.
Currelly at Ihnasyah in 1912 and was examined and
published by Milne in 1924 (Armstrong 1965, 51).9  Both
Milne and F. H. Armstrong, who re-examined and
published the hoard, considered it to be intact (Armstrong
1965, 51–2).

It contained 6527 coins, 5828 of which could be
identified. It was either a circulation hoard, with some
early specimens included or, less likely, a savings hoard
kept over a period of some 15 years.  The accepted date
of deposition was 348; this is based upon the lack of Fel
Temp Reparatio, Falling Horseman, series, which flooded
the market in 348 and were struck for 12 years.  There is
no indication of any pre-reform coins but there may well
be some Sol specimens amongst the 0.55% which were
unspecified.  The composition suggests that by 348, the
bulk of coins in circulation were those minted after 336:
almost 70%.

Table 4   The composition of the Ihnasayah Hoard.

Milne Hoard B
This hoard (Table 5, Figure 7), which was published by
Milne (1920, 169–72), contained 650 coins, 448 were
identifiable.  It was obtained by Petrie but no further
information regarding the provenance was given.  The
coins span a period of thirty-two years and the suggested
date of deposition was 363.  The composition of the hoard
indicates that by 363 the predominant issues in the
currency pool were those coins struck after 348.  There
were no Sol or pre-reform coins.

Table 5   The composition of the Milne Hoard B.

The Balagrae Hoard
The final hoard considered was from Cyrenaica (Table 6,
Figure 8); it is included because it came from a sound
archaeological context and is well published (Goodchild
1976, 231–3).  It should reflect the currency that was in
circulation in Egypt at the same period.  The hoard was
retrieved by Goodchild, the excavator, from the ruins of
the ambulacrum of the theatre at el-Beida, ancient
Balagrae.  There is no doubt that it was a circulation
hoard, which scattered when the town was destroyed by
an earthquake in 365.  The hoard contained 259 coins,
212 of which were identified.  The composition of the
hoard indicates that coins used in everyday transactions
were those struck between 348 and 363. There are no
coins that predate 330.

Table 6   The composition of the Balagrae Hoard.

The suggested foundation date for the Large East
Church as determined by hoard composition
The result of the examination of the hoards supports the
hypothesis that the Large East Church was erected before
the death of Constantine in 337.  This is indicated by the
Soli invicto comiti coins, which were still attested in 326
but were out of circulation by 341.  There are no published
hoards in the intervening period and so the point at which
they were removed from the currency pool cannot be
established but it is likely that this took place soon after
324, the year in which a major currency reform was
undertaken (Bruun 1966, 8–13).  The seven pre-reform,
late third century tetradrachms from floor deposits may
provide the clue and help to refine the date. Hoards that
were deposited after the reform rarely contain
tetradrachms (Christiansen 2004, 129) and the above
survey corroborates that claim.  One specimen was
included in the Luxor Hoard deposited around 317 but
one coin from one hoard of 505 specimens hardly argues
for their continuation, or discontinuation, in the currency
pool.  More hoards deposited in the first two decades of

__________________________________________________
9 Milne 1914, 1.



426 Gillian E. Bowen

the fourth century are urgently needed before firm
conclusions can be drawn.  Christiansen (2002, 129) drew
attention to two coin hoards found in the courtyard of a
house in Batn Ihrît, Theadelphia.  One contained 26 plus
late tetradrachms, which had been stored in a wooden
vessel; these were found alongside a bronze pot containing
a hoard of 172 coins struck between 296–315.
Christiansen (2004, 129) concluded that this was clear
evidence that tetradrachms survived the reform for two
decades.10  Numismatists are still debating the date of the
reform and the last striking of the tetradrachms.  The
latest date that is generally accepted for their
discontinuation is 298 (Christiansen 2004, 133); King
(1979, 80), however, claimed that they continued as late
as 308 but provided no corroborative evidence. Seven
specimens from the Large East Church is a significant
number and one can conclude either that the church was
founded in the second or third decade of the fourth
century, based upon the Sol issue discovered beneath the
floor in the south side chamber, or that the tetradrachms
continued to circulate at Kellis well into the fourth century.
The latter proposal is not reinforced by coin finds from
the fourth-century houses at Kellis.  Of the 208 coins
retrieved from House 3, an establishment that was
probably occupied from the late third century to the end

of the fourth century, only three were tetradrachms
(Bowen 1999, 111–115; 2001, 61–2).  Of the 104
specimens found in House 4, a residence that was
occupied for the same period as House 3, four were
tetradrachms.11  All of these tetradrachms were found
embedded in lower floors.  One is therefore led to
conclude in favour of an early date for the erection of the
Large East Church, if the methodological approach to
the numismatic evidence is sound.

The Christianization of the Oases
Christianity appears to have been well established in both
Kharga and Dakhleh oases by the first half of the fourth
century.  Christians are attested in Kharga Oasis from
between 240–310 (Deissmann 1902, 41), and onomastic
evidence indicates a Christian presence at Kellis from
about the mid-third century (Bowen 2003b, 173).  The
pace at which conversion took place remains speculative
but it can be argued that this was rapid, especially from
the early years of the fourth century.  The church at Shams
el-Din, Kharga was claimed to be ‘peut-être constantinien’
and ‘probablement constantinienne’ by Wagner (1987,
358–9), although he provided no corroborative evidence.
Some of the pit graves in the Christian cemetery at

Figure 8   The Balagrae Hoard.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
10 The hoards were published by Regling 1912.  I have been unable to access this article.
11 Houses 1, 2 and 5 yielded very few coins; none were tetradrachms.
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Bagawat date to Constantine as indicated by coins of that
emperor found in several of the graves and which were
described by Hauser (1932, 40) as being in mint condition.

At Kellis, the Small East Church was adapted for
Christian worship sometime after 306 as determined by a
coin struck by Maxentius found in the under-floor fill
beneath the wall of the apse (Bowen 2003a, 164), and
this was followed by the erection of the Large East
Church. Excavations carried out by Kamal Bayumi (1998,
55–62) of the Supreme Council of Antiquities at ‘Ain el-
Gedida, a few kilometres north-west of Kellis, revealed a
small Christian community.  Columbia University,
together with Bayumi, recently uncovered a domus
ecclesiae on that site, probably contemporary with that
at Kellis.12  Bayumi has recently excavated a church at
‘Ain el-Sebil, a hamlet to the south and within sight of
Kellis; a coin found within the mortar of the south wall
is a Falling Horseman issue of Constantius II, 348–60.
Stone architectural elements from a church were found
at Mut al-Kharab during the Dakhleh Oasis Project
survey; one block, either a lintel or an architrave, bore a
Greek inscription and a six-branched cross (Mills 1981,
188; Wagner 1987, 365, note 3).  The church was
presumably on the site of the Temple of Seth at Mut as
indicated by fragments of carved stone found in
excavations that may well be Christian (Hope et alii 2006,
40) although the date cannot as yet be determined.13  It
stands to reason that a fourth-century church would also
have been erected at Amheida and we wait with
anticipation as excavation there continues bringing with
it the potential to further our knowledge of the
Christianization of Dakhleh Oasis.
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