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Roman ceramic thymiaterion from a Coptic hermitage 
in Thebes

Tomasz Górecki
Eastern Christianity Art Collection, National Museum in Warsaw

Ceramic incense burners constitute a tiny percentage of the few thousand clay objects 
and vessels found during archaeological explorations carried out between 2003 and 2010 
in a Coptic hermitage that had been installed in a Middle Kingdom tomb in Thebes 
(Sheikh Abd el-Gurna, TT 1152) (Górecki 2007a: 188 and references to earlier reports). 

The incense burners from TT 1152 are mostly relatively small (H. 15 to 20 cm), 
made of Nile silt. They are for the most part without painted decoration, sometimes 
with modest impressed plastic decoration. The base is quite wide, hollow inside, sup-
porting a basin-like container for the burned incense. None of the objects has been 
preserved intact and only one permits the form to be reconstructed in full. 

Compared to this as yet unpublished group, there is one rather massive and rela-
tively well preserved incense burner that draws attention [Fig. 1].1 The damaged condi-
tion of the object is surprising, almost as if it had been broken intentionally. Otherwise 
it is difficult to understand how a thick-walled object made of very hard clay could have 
disintegrated into so many parts.2 

The incense burner is distinguished by its size and weight, but foremost by the 
quality of the potmaking and elaborate painted decoration. The fabric is marl clay of 
light brownish-gray tinge, well baked, hard, coated externally with a thick uniform slip 
applied with a cloth or brush (not by immersion).3 The black-painted decoration com-
prises horizontal bands of floral and geometric nature, running continuously around 
the object. The painting and composition of the floral motifs is rather schematic. Dots 
abutting horizontal bands decorate the lowest part of the bowl for the burned incense. 

1 S imilarly to most pottery vessels in this assemblage, the incense burner was recomposed from many sherds 
found during the eight seasons of fieldwork (between 2003 and 2009) carried out on the site. A rim frag-
ment discovered during the most recent season literally crowned the reconstruction of the form of this 
incense burner.
2  One should mention in this context the ritual destruction of pottery which is poorly evidenced archaeo-
logically. On such ritual practices, see Van Dijk 1986: cols 1389–1396. Should it be assumed that the in-
cense burner was broken intentionally, this ritual act would suggest the use of the burner in a Roman burial, 
which would be quite likely in this area of Thebes, see also note 12.
3 L ight brown clay 7,5YR 6/4; slightly glossy semi-matt slip 2,5YR 5/6 – 4/8; painted motifs between 10R 
3/6 (dark red) and 2,5YR 3/4 (dark reddish brown).
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Fig. 1. � Incense burner from Sheikh Abd el-Gurna; on the right, rolled-out pattern of the painted decoration 
(Drawing T. Górecki, J. Górecka)
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Fig. 2. � Incense burners: one of bronze, in the Royal Ontario Museum (top right; after Hayes 1984: 66–67 
No. 109) and three of clay: from Lower Egypt(?) (top left; after Hayes 1976: Fig. 12 on page 83); from 
Karanis (center top; after Johnson 1981: Pl. 74); and from Medinet Habu (bottom; after Hölscher 
1954: Pl. 48, Fig. Y’11) (Redrawn T. Górecki, digitized J. Górecka)
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The object had not seen much use: the inside walls reveal no trace of burning and only 
a few irregular black stains on the bottom of the bowl bear witness to the burning of 
a few lumps of resin.

From a technical point of view, the incense burner is made of two parts: the consid-
erably bigger lower part which is a nearly cylindrical foot on a wide stable base, wheel-
turned as one together with the lower part of a horizontal flange on top. The upper part 
of the flange and the bowl were turned/wheel-made separately and attached to the lower 
part, stuck together along the outside edge of the flange.

The walls of the bowl, slightly flaring, end in a thick projecting rim, below which 
there is a pair of shallow and narrow grooves. The upper surface of the base is profiled 
with four concentric ridges; the lateral surface features tripartite profiling with flat center 
section.4

The bands of floral and geometric decoration run around the foot. The dots on 
the base are set between parallel bands. Of the three bands of ornament on the foot, the 
center one is a kind of wreath, composed of two converging schematic branches of simi-
lar length. It is sandwiched between two bands of geometric decoration. The bottom 
one is made up of a zigzag between two horizontal parallel lines. The triangular fields 
formed by the zigzag were filled with dots painted in horizontal, roughly parallel rows. 
The top band comprises a row of nearly square panels with two diagonals dividing the 
field into triangles filled with dots. 

The edge and top surface of the flange separating the bowl for the incense from the 
base sports a continuous band and abutting dots. A motif identical with the wreath in 
the middle of the foot can be seen above this band: one side of the branch is painted on 
the upper surface of the flange and the other side on the wall of the incense bowl. The 
decoration of the upper surface of the rim repeats the motifs from the base, that is, a row 
of dots sandwiched between two parallel lines.

All of the fragments of this incense burner were found in the fill beginning far back 
in the tomb and streaming out to the eastern extremity of the dump on the rocky slope 
in front of the hermitage. The fill had accrued as an effect of pre-archaeological work in 
the 19th century or at the beginning of the 20th century at the latest.5 It yielded finds 
from the Twelfth Dynasty (mainly pottery) through the Hellenistic period, but naturally 
Coptic ones foremost, all the way through the 9th century. The nature of the fill and 
its chronological heterogeneity is not helpful in determining when and exactly how the 
incense burner would have been used inside the hermitage, and even less in the actual 
dating of the object. Moreover its presence in this spot is surprising, as it is quite obvi-

4  Height 46.10 cm; foot base diameter 24.90 cm; foot diameter at the narrowest point 9.60 cm, flange 
diameter 18.00 cm, bowl rim diameter 15.20 cm, wall thickness nearly 2.50 cm in places.
5  For the plan of the hermitage, see Górecki 2007b: Fig. 1. So far it has not been possible to determine who, 
when and for what purpose had excavated there. It must have been before H. Winlock explored the neigh-
boring tomb 1151, which also belonged to the same monastic establishment as TT 1152. There is some 
reason to think that E. Baraize was responsible for the digging.
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ously neither Old Egyptian nor Coptic. Formal criteria are thus the sole guidelines for 
establishing even an approximate dating for our thymiaterion. 

The form of the incense burner places it between the Hellenistic and the Late 
Roman period.6 Characteristics of the decoration, especially the monochromatic char-
acter (black paint), points to an Early Roman and perhaps even late Hellenistic date for 
the object. On the other hand, the characteristic color and texture of the slip are nearer 
to the Late Roman period rather than earlier times. Parallels are few, but it will be dem-
onstrated below that they are sufficient for more precise determinations.

The nearest area which has yielded a fairly large group of ceramic finds from the 
Graeco-Roman period is the territory of the temple of Ramesses III at Medinet Habu. 
The small group of objects from the University of Chicago Oriental Institute excava-
tions included a few thymiateria, of which one [Fig. 2, bottom left] can be considered 
a significant parallel (Hölscher 1954: Pl. 48, Fig. Y’117). Despite the fact that by mod-
ern standards the drawing documentation is not up to par, the thymiaterion from U. 
Hölscher’s excavations has many features that make it similar to that from the hermitage 
in TT1152: wide base, high foot and flange separating the bowl for incense from the 
base.8 Moreover, the fragment of horizontal vegetal ornament (branch with each leaf 
ending in a dot?) visible in the middle of the foot is similar to the motif on the incense 
burner from the hermitage in Gurna.9

Two thymiateria of very similar overall character are found in the Royal Ontario 
Museum in Toronto. The bronze incense burner (Hayes 1984: No. 109, pages 66–67)10 
[Fig. 2, top right] is particularly similar in proportions and certain shared features (disre-
garding the height of the base foot) to the piece from Gurna. A clay incense burner from 
the same collection (Hayes 1976: No. 228, page 45, Fig. 12 on page 83) [Fig. 2, top left], 

6 R oman pottery from Egypt, especially from the 1st–4th century AD, is unfortunately not as well known 
and relatively well dated as Hellenistic, Late Roman and so-called Coptic wares from the 5th–7th century 
AD. Wigand (1912) presented almost 150 examples of thymiateria in a broad geographic and chronological 
context (from Italy to Babylon and Egypt and from the Old Kingdom to the 5th century AD), mostly ima-
ges of thymiateria in ancient art but few archaeological finds or museum objects. His study did not prove 
useful in the analysis of our object.
7  Hölscher 1954: 78: “Tall censer(?): yellow clay, red outside, painted with dark red bands and black motif ”.
8 E stimated dimensions of this incense burner calculated from the scale next to the drawing Y’11: H. 43 cm, 
base diam. 22 cm, foot diam. 11 cm, flange diam. 20 cm, rim of bowl diam. 16 cm.
9  Plant motifs of this kind are present on some other vessels from Medinet Habu (see Hölscher 1954: 
Pl. 48, Fig. S’7–8), as well as on the rim of a bowl from the excavations in the temple of Seti I (Myśliwiec 
1987: No. 1517 on Pl. 52, page 106), which despite being included in the Coptic pottery assemblage could 
very well be much earlier considering the archaeological context: “eine frühere Datierung als die in die by-
zantinische Zeit, wohl eher in die Römerzeit oder noch früher, nahelegen”. A similar motif is painted also on 
the lower body of an Early Roman amphora (see Rodziewicz 2005: No. 1469, page 68 and 218, Pl. 88 and 
131.2), but here the dominating elements are registers of intersecting zigzags, see also Johnson 1981: Nos 
167, 168 in Pl. 26 and 172, 173 in Pl. 27.
10  Hayes is uncertain about the dating (“Hellenistic?”) and the identification (“thymiaterion?”). Since, how-
ever, the incense burners are referred to as “Roman”, I should think that the metal thymiaterion should also 
be dated to this period in view of the considerable similarity between the objects.
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referred to as a “pedestalled bowl/stand, probably Lower Egyptian, Roman?”, is also very 
similar to our object. 

Topographically, these two pieces probably have little in common, but the fortui-
tously preserved unique metal incense burner when compared with the clay object justi-
fies the conviction that in this case we are dealing with a potter drawing his inspiration 
from metal vessels. The characteristically modeled flange separating the bowl for the in-
cense from the foot base is unquestionable proof. In the pottery example, the flange has 
been educed to a mere 1 cm for technical reasons, but it still preserves the slight down-
ward plunge of the outer edge that betrays the sources of inspiration in metal products. 
A comparison of the proportions of corresponding elements of the two incense burners 
leads to similar conclusions. 

Karanis has also yielded important ceramic pieces that can be helpful in a better un-
derstanding of the Gurna object. The first of these is an incense burner with decoration 
of mainly linear nature (vertical bands) (Johnson 1981: No. 593, pages 85–86, Pl. 74) 
[Fig. 2, center top] and a shape generally resembling the thymiaterion from the Royal 
Ontario Museum and also the Gurna piece in some details (profiled base, turned down 
rim and particularly the flange of triangular section). Another parallel is provided by 
a group of jugs with walls decorated with characteristic painted motifs (branches, rows 
of dots, intersecting zigzags) that reveal a considerable similarity to the motifs preserved 
on the Gurna incense burner, although not in exactly the same sequences (Johnson 
1981: Nos 167, 168 in Pl. 26 and 172, 173 in Pl. 27). The dating of these parallels from 
Karanis is not concomitant, but the general conclusion to be drawn from the Johnson’s 
remarks is that pottery decorated in this way occurred in Karanis from the mid 3rd cen-
tury to the early 4th century AD.11 

Therefore, taking into consideration the rare formal parallels (Royal Ontario 
Museum, Karanis, Medinet Habu) and the similarities in the method of execution of the 
decoration and particular motifs (Karanis, Medinet Habu, temple of Seti I, Elephantine), 
as well as the characteristic kind of slip used for the more “elegant” ceramic vessels in the 
early stages of the Late Roman period, I should think the thymiaterion presented here 
originated from the 3rd–4th century AD. It is most certainly nearer to the Roman rather 
than the Late Roman tradition in Egypt, the latter being often referred to as Coptic or 
Byzantine for the sake of simplicity.

The size, execution and decoration of the incense burner prompt the assump-
tion that it had constituted the furnishing of a temple or rich residence. Why then and 
how did it come to be present in a rock hermitage inhabited in the 6th–7th century 
AD far from any urban, either sacral or secular, environment? The excavation of the 
Gurna hermitage, which has been in progress since 2003, has yielded much evidence for 
the monks’ resourcefulness in adapting different kinds of objects, not only Roman or 

11 R eservations concerning the methods of dating of pottery from Karanis, justified in my opinion, refer 
rather to the latest group of tableware from this site, the so-called Late Roman pottery, see D.M. Bailey’s 
review of the Karanis publication series (Bailey 1984).
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Hellenistic, but also of much earlier date, for a variety of individual purposes.12 The sole 
criterium was the practical usefulness of the collected objects. One can easily imagine the 
monks, like the village people of the time, traversing the old cemeteries and ruined tem-
ples in search of various objects of practical use that could be given a “second life” in the 
hermitages and monasteries. The Roman incense burner could have served the hermits 
in TT 1152 in keeping with its intended purpose,13 but it could have been equally well 
imbued with a new, practical purpose, like a stand for a small vessel or lamp; in fact, the 
latter idea seems more probable.

It is seldom that we recognize correctly and with any certainty the actual function 
of objects found in stratigraphic contexts removed from their time of creation, where 
they could have found their way by chance as much as intentionally. The repertoire of 
the various reused objects from different periods discovered to date in the hermitage in 
TT 1152 in Gurna argues persuasively in favor of the incense burner being a Roman 
item reused by the monks in their place of residence. And it can be said without exag-
geration that their salvaging of the thymiaterion from nearby ruins to address some need 
of theirs had one positive effect: the ceramic incense burner so fortuitously preserved 
in the solitude of the hermitage can be added to the not very numerous repertoire of 
Roman finds from the territory of ancient Thebes.

12 T he issue of the monks’ wanderings in the ruins and tombs of pre-Christian Thebes in search of everyday 
articles will be discussed by the author separately. Despite the absence of other finds of Roman date from 
the tomb-turned-hermitage, it cannot be excluded that like in other, secondarily used Theban tombs, buri-
als were made in the Roman period and the incense burner in question could be the sole witness of these 
practices here, see Strudwick 2003 and Riggs 2003).
13  On the use of incense burners in the context of religious practices: Atchley 1909 (non vidi). Burning 
incense, a practice originating from pagan times, was banned in the early ages of Christianity (Jungmann 
1967: 121–122; Graf  1920: 224–228), but with time it was accepted into the liturgy (from the 4th cen-
tury?). Incense was in keeping with the Apostolic Tradition and accepted by Church law. Medieval Coptic 
sources testify to the burning of resin in incense burners, chiefly sandarak, xyloloe and mastic (Graf 1920: 
225ff.), which were believed to chase away the devil and counter magic. Numerous sources mention in-
cense burners and their use on Coptic Church liturgy, e.g., Schmelz 2002: 110ff.; Hasitzka, Schmelz 2003: 
90–91, 94, 97–98. Incense burners are imaged in wall painting, cf. among others, Clédat 1904: Figs 96, 
98, and they are represented in museum collections, foremost in the Coptic Museum in Cairo and in the 
Louvre, cf. Bénazeth 1988: 294–300; 1992: 86–103, but these are mainly metal incense burners on three 
chains used during the liturgy, either for suspending or held in the hand; standing incense burners are rare. 
Clay incense burners are much more frequently discovered in archaeological digs, but being cheap and 
hence common objects, they are seldom mentioned in the written sources, see, e.g., Crum 1902: 27–28, 
No. 217. In the hermitage context, one can also consider the practice of producing a nice fragrance (“fra-
grance pleasant to the Lord”, Ps.140[141]) or the practical burning of resinous substances to deter insects 
(incense as a deodorant in the Near East, see Fowler 1985: 26). It should also be kept in mind that certain 
sources mention the use of incense burners during magical practices, cf. Kropp 1930: 156–157, of which 
some modest evidence has been discovered in the Gurna hermitage.
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