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The Shell Motif in the Culture and Architecture
 of the Ancient Town of Marina el-Alamein in Egypt
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Abstract: At the archaeological site of Marina el-Alamein in Egypt, many monuments 
and everyday objects feature motifs related to Aphrodite and her cult. One recurring 
theme is the seashell that lamps are often decorated with. In one case, it accompa-
nies the depiction of the goddess herself. This article collects oil lamps with the image 
of a scallop shell from the research of the Polish-Egyptian Conservation Mission, as
well as already published specimens from earlier archaeological research. It has been noted 
to date that this motif is one of the most common on lamps found in Marina el-Alamein. 
Shells also appear on architectural elements – in the fi nials of niches with a religious 
purpose, located in the main reception halls of houses. In such aediculae they are well 
exposed, but the use of shells does not arise from the shape of the architectural framing. 
Therefore, other reasons, possibly symbolic ones, for including this motif in decoration 
should be considered.
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The ancient town discovered at the site of Marina el-Alamein in Egypt functioned from 
the second century ൻർ until the fi fth century, or perhaps even the beginning of the sixth 
century ൺൽ (Fig. 1). Its location on the Mediterranean coast, near Alexandria, on sea and 
land trade routes was of great relevance and infl uenced its development as a port as well 
as the cultural and religious syncretism that thrived there.1

1 Bąkowska-Czerner, Czerner 2019b.
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1. Marina el-Alamein. A plan of the central part of the ancient town with the houses marked where lamps or architectural 
decorations with a shell motif were found (Drawing: K. Majdzik, M. Krawczyk-Szczerbińska, R. Czerner).

The objects found at the site, mainly clay and glass vessels, come from various faraway 
places, but most are from Eastern Mediterranean regions, especially the Aegean islands.2 
Many artefacts hail from Cyprus, including amphorae and lamps, but above all terra sigil-
lata, whose popularity is also evidenced by many Egyptian imitations of Cypriot vessels.3 

2 See: Majcherek, Zych 2011: 357–373; Kucharczyk 2010.
3 Cf. Daszewski 1995; Czerner, Bąkowska-Czerner, Majcherek 2015: 131–133.
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Numerous representations of the goddess Aphrodite found in Marina el-Alamein,4 underline 
also somehow association of this town with the Island. These are not only representation of the 
goddess herself, but also motifs related to the sea, including a dolphin and Eros on a dolphin. 
However, representations of scallop shells prevail, appearing not only on lamps, but also in 
domestic religious niches. In ancient art, images of Aphrodite being born from a scallop shell, 
sitting, or lying upon it are rather common, usually accompanied by various sea creatures.5

In Egypt, the cult of Aphrodite developed during the time of Ptolemies, and particularly 
Ptolemy II, whose wife Arsinoe was identifi ed with this goddess. Here, one might mention 
her temple situated, like many sanctuaries of Aphrodite, on the coast, on Cape Zephyrion in 
Egypt.6 Worship of the goddess of love was associated with sea trade. She was the protector 
of navigation and harbours. Her followers included sailors and merchants. Aphrodite had 
many nicknames related to the sea: Euploia, Epilimenia or Pontia.7 One of the paintings in 
Marina el-Alamein depicts a woman in a nautical crown.8 Perhaps this is a representation 
of Arsinoe II, Berenice II, or a personifi cation of the port city. In Rome the cult of Venus 
was supported primarily by Julius Caesar and Octavian Augustus.9 The Julio-Claudian 
dynasty derived its origins from her. The cult and image of the goddess was used for 
political purposes. She patronised victories at sea. The conquest of Egypt, the develop-
ment of the maritime trade that she guarded, served to boost her popularity. Prayers were 
off ered to the goddess of the sea for a good, safe journey, as well as for profi t from trade. 
Off erings were made in her sanctuaries, including shells.10

The shell motif appears in many cultures, and was associated with life-giving water, 
fertility, sexuality, love, happiness and immortality. In ancient Egypt, shells were worn as 
ornaments and amulets.11 Cowrie shells guaranteed fertility.12 In Greek art and culture, the 
most common image is the scallop shell, which is associated with Aphrodite.

LAMPS

This shell is one of the motifs that frequently decorated lamp discuses,13 especially from 
the mid-fi rst century and in the second century. They were produced in Italy, North Africa, 

4 Apart from realistic representations, including marble sculpture, bronze and alabaster fi gurines, her image 
appears on a lamp and probably in a wall painting in the lararium of one of the houses. See: Daszewski 2013: 
168–170, Figs 5–8; 1991: 102, n. 34, Fig. 9; Bąkowska-Czerner 2011: 97–109, Figs 1–6; Czerner, Bąkowska-
Czerner 2020: 327, Fig. 9.

5 E.g. De Carolis et al. 2012: 9–10.
6 Demetriou 2010: 72–73.
7 Demetriou 2010: 74.
8 Kiss 2008: 83, Fig. 4.
9 Kousser 2010.
10 Vallois 1929: 34–35; Theodoropoulou 2013: 210–211, 213; Martin 2017: 275.
11 Petrie 1914: 27–28, Pls XIV–XV.
12 Andrews 1994: 42, Figs 49, 69.
13 E.g. Bailey 1980: 84–85, Fig. 99; Walters 1914: 70, no. 472; 74, no. 498; 108, nos 718–721, 

Pl. XXIV; 114, nos 766, 768; 127–128, nos 841, 842; 151, no. 1004; 186, no. 1229; Bruneau 1965: 128, 
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Anatolia, Cyprus, and Knidos. In Egypt, they were found in Alexandria,14 Saqqara,15 
Karanis,16 and at the Marina el-Alamein site, where lamps with a scallop shell’s image 
appear relatively often. Usually, a shell is featured on them as a single motif that fi ts well 
into the lamp’s disk, and such specimens from Marina el-Alamein will be discussed fi rst. 
Sometimes, however, a shell is an element of a scene. These will be presented second, 
while the study will be rounded off  by an overview of lamps with stylised images of shells.

The lamps described here were discovered during works of the Polish-Egyptian Conserva-
tion Mission, with the exception of three earlier published specimens coming from the fi rst 
seasons of archaeological research undertaken at the site. All these lamps were mould-made.

Seven lamps from Marina el-Alamein feature a discus decorated with the image of a scallop 
shell, whose hinge is always located above the nozzle. One of them, whose exact loca-
tion of discovery is unknown, comes from the mid-fi rst or second half of the fi rst century 
ൺൽ.17 It has a longer nozzle decorated with volutes and is without a handle. The fi lling 
hole is located in the centre of the shell. The lamp is representative of the Loeschcke 
Type IV. It is made of dark clay and covered with a red-brown slip. Lamps of this type 
are found relatively often in Cyprus or Carthage, among other places.18 

Like the lamp described above, the next two also feature a discus decorated with a scallop 
shell, but they diff er mainly in the shape of the nozzle (Fig. 2). This time it is short and 
D-shaped. There are no ornaments in the form of volutes. According to Bussière’s typology, 
the nozzles represent form 3 and it is also comparable to Loeschcke’s nozzle-form L2.19

These lamps are categorised as Loeschcke Type VIII,20 and were produced in Italy and 
Africa, as well as in the eastern regions of the Mediterranean (inter alia in Egypt).21 
Like the lamp described above, also these two were without handles. Both were found 
inside houses (H10 and H19). They have a small fi lling hole in the centre of the discus, 
and a round regular wick hole on the nozzle. Traces of soot indicate that they were 
actually used. The lamp from house H10 features red-brown slip made of light brown 
clay (Fig. 2a).22 The plain shoulder is separated from the discus by one circular groove, 
and their form is close to Loeschcke VIIb.23 Its underside is smooth. The second lamp, 

nos  4607–4609, Pl. 30; 132, no. 4641, Pl. 31; Deneauve 1969: 144–145, nos 536–538, Pl. LV; 159, no. 644, 
Pl. LXV; 165, no. 696, Pl. LXVII; 178, no. 797, Pl. LXXV; 180, no. 798, Pl. LXXV; Oziol 1977: 83–84, no. 178; 
Pl. 11; 120, nos 295–296, Pl. 17; 214–215, no. 635, Pl. 37; 226, nos 656–658, Pl. 37; Goethert-Polaschek 1985: 
269–272, nos 226–233, Pls 21, 61, 62, 65, 66; Bussière, Wohl 2017: 87, no. 114; 88–89, no. 237; 160–161, 
no. 274; 289–290, no. 415. Cf. Collection Bouvier: Chrzanovski 2019: 102–103, M91–M96. 

14 Kadous 1992: 232, nos 10, 18, Fig. 2.
15 Bailey 2001: 127–128, no. 17, Pl. XVII.
16 Shier 1978: 127, no. 357, Pls 6, 39.
17 Zych 2004: 78, no. E3924, Fig. 2.
18 Zych 2004: 78, n. 4.
19 Cf. Bussière, Wohl 2017: 195, Fig. 3; Loeschcke 1919: 237, Fig. 7.
20 See: Loeschcke 1919: 237–243.
21 Bussière, Wohl 2017: 193–194. See also: Bailey 1988; Młynarczyk 2012.
22 Medeksza 1999: 20, Fig. 19, Pl. XXI.
23 Loeschcke 1919: 213, Fig. 5.
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from house H19, diff ers in details from the one described above (Fig. 2b). It was found in 
room 16 in a context dated to the fi rst–third century. There are faint traces of a dark red 
slip on the light brown surface. Two concentric grooves are visible between the shoulder 
and the discus. The shoulder is of Loeschcke form VIIa.24 On the base, surrounded by 
a circular groove, is a large planta pedis sign. This workshop mark tends to occur on African 
Loeschcke lamps from the fi rst century, and on Eastern Mediterranean lamps from the second 
century.25 Planta pedis also appears on other lamps featuring the image of a scallop shell.26 
Among them is one with a heart-shaped nozzle, from Anatolia, dating back to the second 
century.27 Summing up, on typological grounds these two lamps from Marina el-Alamein 
refer stylistically to the ones coming from eastern regions of the  Mediterranean, and can 
be dated from the second half of the fi rst century to the beginning of the second century. 

24 Loeschcke 1919: 213, Fig. 5.
25 Cf. Bussière, Wohl 2017: 195.
26 Deneauve 1969: 144, no. 538, Pl. LV.
27 Bussière, Wohl 2017: 291–292, no. 415.

2. Marina el-Alamein. Lamps from houses H10 (a. inv. no. 6/H10/99) and H19 (b. inv. no. 95/H19/02) 
(Phot. A.B. Biernacki, P. Zambrzycki; drawing: A.B. Biernacki, G. Bąkowska-Czerner).
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Two lamps from Marina el-Alamein have discuses decorated with the image of a shell and 
heart-shaped nozzles (Bussière form 10; Loeschcke’s nozzle form H).28 Both are covered 
in soot. Generally, these lamps are in the Loeschcke Type VIII.29 One, relatively small, is 
preserved in its entirety (Fig. 3a). It has a ring handle with two grooves in the upper part. 
The wick hole is not arranged symmetrically. The shoulder is decorated with small, delicate 
leaves in the form of three cut lines. The discus is separated from the shoulder by two 
concentric, relatively shallow grooves. The fi lling hole was located just above the hinge 
of the shell. The lamp is light brick in colour, and a reddish hue has been preserved inside 
just some furrows of the shell, maybe a trace of the slip that once coated it. It was found in 
house H10a in a context dated from the fi rst century to the beginning of the third century. 
In form and decoration, it resembles a lamp from Karanis dating back to the second half 
of the second century,30 a lamp from Alexandria,31 and two specimens from the Bouvier 
Collection, attributed to the Alexandrian workshop and dated to the middle of the second 
century.32 The second  example of a lamp with a heart-shaped nozzle and a shell decora-
tion from Marina el-Alamein comes from room 17 of house H10E, from a context dating 
from the fi rst century to the beginning of the third century (Fig. 3b). Unfortunately, only 
a fragment of it has survived. It is made of light brown clay. The shoulder are plain, again 
separated from the discus by two concentric grooves. The fi lling hole is located in the 
centre of the discus. On the shoulder above the nozzle, there is decoration repeating 
the heart-shape.

Although the nozzle of a still another lamp from Karanis is also similarly decorated, a sleeping 
Eros or Hypnos was depicted on the discus. It dates back to the second half of the second 
century.33 The same image can be found on some lamps from Marina el-Alamein. Here, again 
the representation of the scallop shell appears, but it is no longer the main motive. It fi lls the 
entire disk and is the background for the depiction of Eros. The god, naked, with large, spread 
wings is sleeping on a shell. His head rests on his left arm, and his right arm is positioned 
at the neck. The right leg is straight while the left leg is crossed, with the foot resting on the 
right foot. A small fragment of such a lamp has been preserved from house H10E, in a context 
dating to the fi rst–second century (Fig. 3c). It is light brown, with traces of a reddish-brown 
colour slip or glaze only preserved in the furrows of the shell. The second lamp with such 
a decoration, discovered in one of the fi rst seasons of research at the site,34 has a damaged 
nozzle and a handle that was probably ring-shaped. The shoulders are plain, with two circular 
grooves separating them from the discus. According to Zofi a Sztetyłło, this is an imitation 

28 Bussière, Wohl 2017: 195, Fig. 3.
29 Bailey Type Q, group ii; see: Bailey 1980: 339–341.
30 Shier 1978: 36–37, 127, no. 357, Pl. 39.
31 Rosenthal, Sivan 1978: 43, no. 171.
32 Chrzanovski 2019: 270, M95, nos 389–390.
33 Shier 1978: 35–36, 124, no. 348, Pl. 38.
34 Sztetyłło 1991: 49, Fig. 7.
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of a lamp from the Hellenistic period, dating back to the middle of the second century to 
the third century.35

Louise A. Shier mentions that there are several lamps with this kind of decoration in the 
Graeco-Roman Museum in Alexandria, and they all bear the same sign – ears of grain and 
poppies on the bases. A similar lamp, now in the British Museum collection, comes also 
from Fayum.36 These lamps represent Loeschcke Type VIII, date back to the mid-second
century and probably come from an Alexandrian workshop.37 The ears of grain and poppies 
refer to abundance and fertility, and are associated with Demeter, the goddess of harvest and 
agriculture, while the poppy itself is connected with sleep and is an attribute of Persephone. 
As to the image of sleeping Eros attested on above-mentioned lamps, it was widespread 

35 Sztetyłło 1991: 49.
36 Walters 1914: 178, no. 1182, Fig. 249.
37 Chrzanovski 2019: 265, 269–270, nos 386–388, M23.

3. Marina el-Alamein. Lamps from houses H10a (a. inv. no. 58/H10a/03) and H10E (b. inv. no. 1/108/03; c. inv. no. 
36/H10E/03; d. inv. no. 1/103/03) (Phot. W. Grzegorek, R. Czerner, G. Bąkowska-Czerner; drawing: M. Ujma).
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in the sculpture of the Hellenistic period,38 but popular also in Roman times. Inter alia, it 
appears on tombstones, and funerary epigrams also refer to the sleeping god.39 The image 
of Eros or Hypnos sleeping on a shell is a popular Egyptian theme.40 The interpretation of 
the scene from the lamps may seem ambiguous. Sleeping Eros is a metaphor for eternal 
sleep as well as eternal love.41 The scallop shell on the described lamp is presented next 
to the motifs related to death, eternal sleep. One can also fi nd it in the birth scenes of the 
goddess of love: from Egypt comes a lamp with the image of two Cupides taking Venus 
out of the shell.42 However, more often the scallop shell appears in scenes depicting Eroses 
and Venus ‘at the bath’.

One of the lamps from Marina el-Alamein and dated from the second half of the fi rst 
century to the beginning of the second century, which was found in a niche in room 16 in 
house H19, shows the image of the goddess of love accompanied by two Eroses (Fig. 4).43 
The lamp is made of light brown clay and covered with a brown slip. It represents the 
Loeschcke Type IV.44 There is a regular wick hole in the nozzle. Volutes of a spiral shape 
are compressed between the nozzle and the discus, with an air hole above them. The lamp 
is damaged and the fi lling hole has not survived. Two concentric grooves separate the 
discus from the shoulder in the Loeschcke VIIa form. The ligatured letters A Γ appear on 
the base marked off  by a circular groove. Aphrodite is presented in the Anadyomene style. 
One Eros hands her a mirror, the other a scallop shell.

An identical representation appears on a lamp of the same type found in the Odeon in 
Corinth.45 It is dated to the second half of the fi rst century, so corresponds to the date of 
specimen from Marina el-Alamein. Finally, this scene also appears on other types of lamps 
from the second century.46 It is attested on a lamp featuring a heart-shaped nozzle from 
the Piraeus Museum,47 and on a Corinthian lamp from Kom el-Shuqafa in Alexandria.48 

In this context it should also be mentioned that Aphrodites with scallop shells appear 
often on lamps of various types from other sites or collections. On the lamp from Cartage, 
she is represented in the Anadyomene style against the background of a shell.49 A specimen, 
from Tunisia, depicts the goddess crouched in a bath with a seashell in her raised right 
hand,50 while on the lamp from Arles where Venus is combing her hair and holds a shell in 

38 Hemingway, Stone 2017: 55–56.
39 Cf. Wypustek 2014.
40 Chrzanovski 2019: 75, M23.
41 Hemingway, Stone 2017: 57–58.
42 Chrzanovski 2019: 71, no. 464, M6.
43 Bąkowska-Czerner 2011: 107–109, Fig. 6A, B.
44 See: Loeschcke 1919: 225–228.
45 Broneer 1932: 140–141, no. 138.
46 Broneer 1932: n. 1.
47 Bruneau 1977: 258–259, no. 57, Figs 6–7.
48 Bruneau 1977: 259, n. 32.
49 Deneauve 1969: 165, no. 695.
50 Bussière, Wohl 2017: 178; another similar, see: Walters 1914: 204–205, no. 1364.
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her left hand.51 Finally, on the discus of the lamp from Alexandria, the goddess is holding 
a cestus. On one side of her stands Eros and on the other is an image of a shell in a fi eld.52

Finally, from Marina el-Alamein come fragments of two lamps with a stylised and 
geometricised image of a scallop shell on a discus, which dates from the middle of the 
second into the third century, and even fourth century.53 One of them was found in house 
H10E in room 17 in a context dated to the fi rst–third century (Fig. 3d), while the location 
where the second lamp was found is unknown.54 They are made of fi ne buff  fabric and 

51 Chrzanovski, Djaoui 2018: 87–88, M14.
52 Walters 1914: 187, no. 1234, Fig. 271.
53 Zych 2004: 86.
54 Zych 2004: 86–87, no. 280, Fig. 6.

4. Marina el-Alamein. Lamp (inv. no. 77/H19/04) from house H19 (Phot. P. Zambrzycki; drawing: R. Czerner).
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unslipped. The hinge in the form of a trapezoid and rectangular panels are visible on the 
shoulder. There is a V-shaped groove on the soot-blackened nozzle. A ring-shaped handle 
with three grooves in the upper part has been preserved. Such lamps have also been found 
on Cyprus in Larnaca,55 Xeros56 and Palaepaphos.57 They are similar to the Broneer type 
XXVII, Corinthian lamps with panels and trapezoid shaped groove on the nozzle.58

The lamps from Marina el-Alamein with the shell motif date from the middle of the fi rst 
century to the mid-second century, except for two examples that come from the second–third 
century. Most of them seem to be imports, but there are also some Egyptian lamps. With 
the exception of three, whose detailed provenience is unknown, they were found inside 
houses. Three lamps with shell decoration were recorded in house H10E and two in 
H19. Individual examples come from houses H10 and H10a. Compared to other motifs 
that appear on the lamps from Marina el-Alamein, those with the image of scallop shells 
are among the most popular. The shell is shown as a single element or imagined with 
Eros/Hypnos, or with Aphrodite as her attribute. It seems that the inhabitants of the coastal, 
commercial town surrounded themselves with objects that alluded to the sea and the cult 
of Aphrodite.

ARCHITECTURAL DECORATION

The shell motif appeared in Marina el-Alamein also in architectural decorations. It can 
be found in architectural fi xtures of aediculae for a religious purpose placed in the 
walls of the main reception rooms in residential houses. The shells were placed on 
the underside of the fi nials of the niches’ architectural framing. Aediculae were made of 
limestone, the basic building material in the town, and two of them have retained traces 
of polychrome. 

There are enough preserved elements to completely reconstruct the framing of four niches 
of diff erent scales from the main rooms of the houses designated as H9, H10, H21c as well 
as from a large room referred to as H21N that was in fact a separate building (Figs 5–6).59 
Shell relics from the decorations of three of them (the niches from houses H9, H10 and 
H21c) have survived (Fig. 7). Two shells were carved into the stone surface of the niche’s 
vault, while the third (H10) was moulded in stuccowork. This shell has retained traces of 
polychrome.60 Both the shell and its background were blue, while the furrows on the hinge 
were dyed red (Fig. 8). The fourth aedicula, located in room H21N, did not have a shell 

55 Walters 1914: 186, no. 1229, Fig. 267.
56 Oziol 1977: 214–215, no. 635.
57 Bezzola 2004: 165, no. 308, Pl. 9.
58 Cf. Bruneau 1971: 437–446.
59 The Polish-Egyptian Conservation Mission carried out an actual full anastylosis of niches in house H10, 

room H21N and partially in house H9. A very small aedicula from house H21c was hewn entirely from one 
stone element.

60 Conservation works were carried out by Wojciech Osiak in 2015.
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5. Marina el-Alamein. Aediculae from houses H21c, H9, H10, H21N (Phot. R. Czerner, W.A. Daszewski).
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H10 H21N

H9



82 Gඋൺඒඇൺ Bභඈඐඌൺ-Cඓൾඋඇൾඋ, Rൺൿൺඖ Cඓൾඋඇൾඋ

carved in stone in the fi nial, nor have any traces of stuccowork survived. However, one 
might expect that it did in fact exist, considering the similarity of technological workman-
ship and the scale with the niche from house H10. In addition, elements of four further 
aediculae have been preserved at the site: a sill, two fragments of a cornice and one with 
a capital. These elements found out of context during earth and construction work cannot be 
unequivocally assigned to specifi c houses. The last three of the above-mentioned elements 
confi rm the same arrangement of architectural framing as in the four reconstructed niches.

The characteristic decorative arrangement of the Marina el-Alamein aediculae in the 
so-called baroque style allowed a distinctive decorative element to be located in a well-
exposed place, centrally in the fi nial. The shell as a motif of choice does not result from the 
shape of the niche, as would be the case with recesses closed at the top by a semi-dome. 
The arrangement is repeated in Marina el-Alamein for all aediculae, either complete ones 
or those known from individual elements. There were variants that could additionally 
enhance the baroque character of niche framing, but the basic concept remained unchanged.

The baroque feel of the Hellenistic architecture of Alexandria and the regions under its 
sway, including the ancient town that once stood where today’s Marina el-Alamein lies, is 
understood as arising from individual elements – columns, cornices, architraves, etc. – losing 

6. Marina el-Alamein. Reconstructed form of the 
aedicule from house H10 (Processing: R. Czerner).
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7. Marina el-Alamein. Shell 
relics from the decorations 
of aediculae from houses H9, 
H10, H21c 
(Phot. W.A. Daszewski, 
R. Czerner, S. Medeksza).

H9

H10

H21c
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their tectonic and structural design logic, mainly as a result of breaks, setoff s or embedding 
into the wall so that they become a rich, dynamic surface decorative feature. Typical solu-
tions applied include engaged columns, pilasters, broken cornices and pediments, broken 
forward pediments and segmental pediments.61 Frequently, and in Marina el-Alamein in 
particular, the dominant character was created by the geometrical stylisation (or simpli-
fi cation) of some elements, mainly capitals62 and the use of forms typical of the areas 
under the Hellenistic sway of Alexandria, such as fl at grooved modillions and square 
hollow modillions.63

The baroque architectural aedicula framing from Marina el-Alamein, regardless of 
the variants that mainly involve the top pediment, had, as mentioned, a fi xed repetitive 
layout. On a fairly prominent sill, supported by a syma, on both sides of the recess stood 
pseudo-Corinthian half-columns protruding from the wall (Figs 5–6). In the interior of the 
niche, on its side walls, pilasters with identical forms corresponded to them and directly 
adjoined them. Above the half-columns and pilasters was an entablature and top pediment. 
Depending on the variant, this could be triangular (H10), typically Hellenistic and segmental 
in the baroque style (H9, H21N) or even almost semi-circular (H21c). Its upper cornice 
could have a straight layout (H10) or with setoff s breaking the line, slightly pulling back 
the central section (H21c, H21N). Finally, its extreme sections could rise steeply in the 
form of a so-called ‘pinion’ (H9).

61 McKenzie 1996: 116–120; 2007: 92–94.
62 Czerner 2009: especially 2–6, 40–41; Daszewski 1990: 112–119.
63 McKenzie 2007: 83, 94.

8. Marina el-Alamein. Fragment of the shell decoration of the aedicule from house H10 after conservation 
(Phot. W. Osiak).



 Tඁൾ Sඁൾඅඅ Mඈඍංൿ ංඇ ඍඁൾ Cඎඅඍඎඋൾ ൺඇൽ Aඋർඁංඍൾർඍඎඋൾ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ Aඇർංൾඇඍ Tඈඐඇ ... 85

The course of the lower cornice is characteristic of Marina el-Alamein aediculae. This one 
is of particular interest to us as it makes it possible to display shells in the fi nial of the niche. 
The cornice did not run straight, parallel to the line of the room wall and repeating the line 
of the upper cornice. Therefore, they did not form together a closed pediment. The lower 
cornice just behind the sides of the framing was broken and curved along the side walls of 
the niche, and then again along its back wall. As such, it circled the niche in a horseshoe 
layout, revealing the ceiling of the fi nial or a vault in the form of a dome section. In this 
large and well-exposed space, a place was created for an expressive decorative element 
and the focus of our interest – the shell.

The arrangement described is repeated throughout Marina el-Alamein in all known niches, 
although their sizes range from a tiny one hewn from one limestone block (0.40m high) 
to one more than fi ve times larger (with half-columns 2.13m high).64 The proportions of 
the width to the height of the niche also remain unchanged, and of course others related 
to the modular arrangement of the architectural design. Preserved shell fragments are also 
known to have come from aediculae of diff erent sizes and are therefore unrelated to their 
dimensions.

The Graeco-Roman architecture of Alexandria and other places under its infl uence 
seems to have eagerly applied other typical Baroque solutions, mainly cornices and broken 
pediments, as the known relics would seem to suggest.65 Open pediments66 are typical and 
especially well represented in the Marina el-Alamein artefacts. Open pediments are also 
known for the crowning aediculae, reconstructed on the basis of the preserved elements of 
the northern inner façade of the Great Peristyle in the Palazzo delle Colonne in Ptolemais.67 
However, the ceiling there is fl at, decorated with a uniform geometric design made of 
coff ers. The semi-dome of the central aedicula of the same façade and its open Syrian-style 
pediment is decorated in the same way.68 In both cases, the opening of the pediments was 
not used to display one distinct individual decorative element.69

Therefore, one might observe that the arrangement with a baroque open pediment, so 
consistently used in the Marina el-Alamein aediculae, makes it possible to locate a clearly 
visible sculptural element in the upper part of the niche framing, although this does not 
imply a shell as a form and motif of this decoration, for example through the shape formed 
by the contour around the available space. This is the case even with the small aedicula 
from house H21c, whose segmental pediment is almost semi-circular yet is not fi lled with 
a shell, but a much smaller circular one is found in the centre of the semi-dome (Fig. 7). 
By way of comparison, this instead occurs in other places, e.g. the Pompeian lararia,70 

64 Czerner 2005: 129, Fig. 8.
65 McKenzie 1996: 116–120; 2007: 89–94.
66 Terminology following McKenzie 2007: Fig. 146b–e.
67 Bergmann 2008: Fig. 20; McKenzie 2007: 95, Fig. 158; Pesce 1950: 27, Pls 10, 13a; Stucchi 1975: Fig. 310.
68 Pesce 1950: Fig. 13b.
69 The peristyle underwent reconstruction in the fi rst and second centuries, but according to McKenzie it 

has some earlier features, perhaps even from 80 ൻർ, including the aediculae described. Cf. McKenzie 2007: 95.
70 Giacobello 2008: 67–68.
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as well as other regions,71 e.g. Cyrenaica72 and several Egyptian examples,73 with niches 
closed at the top with a semi-dome or arcade featuring conchs perfectly described on 
a semi-circular shell shape.74 The semi-dome crowning a domestic niche in House C119 
in Karanis is a perfectly described on the shell.75 

The shell motif, alien to the tradition of Egyptian architecture, became very popular in 
Roman times, appearing in various forms, including architectural. It fi rst appeared in the 
early Empire.76 In the fi nials of aedicula from Marina el-Alamein, the shells are perfectly 
exposed but, as observed above, the shape of the architectural framing does not result from 
their form, nor vice versa does the use of shells arise from its shape. Thus, despite the 
very widespread use of shells as decorative features, in architecture mainly as semi-domes, 
other reasons for including this motif in aediculae should be considered – for example, 
to apply symbolism that would adhere to the iconographic programme of representations 
located lower inside the niche.

Such is particularly likely to be the case in house H10, where the pediment covering 
the niche is triangular in shape, and the shell fi tted from below into its ceiling was made 
of stucco. As much as the shell carved into limestone perfectly fi ts the ceiling, passing 
into the dome section of the segmental niche pediment from house H9 or H21c, its location 
at the junction of two slabs – at the top of the triangular tympanum – is not obvious and 
is only possible thanks to the mortar that fi lls quite a signifi cant space between it and the 
ceiling (Fig. 7). Leaving a fl at ceiling undecorated or, for example, fi lled with a geometric 
pattern, as in the aediculae of the Palazzo delle Colonne, would certainly have been a more 
regular solution in this case and consistent with the geometry of the architectural form. 
Forms of niche fi nials similar to those in Marina el-Alamein, segmental with a broken 
upper cornice of the pediment, as a continuation of Hellenistic design, only survived in 
Egypt during Christian times, in the fi fth and sixth centuries.77 However, it is not always 
a shell that appears in a similar position, but sometimes a diff erent motif.

Despite the irregularity of the solution in the case of the triangular pediment, on the one 
hand, and the precedents of using other motifs in similar decoration of segmental tympa-
nums, shells were placed in the Marina el-Alamein aediculae. Therefore, this shows that 
their presence may have been a requisite in this case, and that this need could have been 
related to symbolism. Placing a round shell of similar form in the middle of the larger conch 
of the niche from house H21c, without inserting a larger shape that repeats its outline, can 
also be explained by a requirement beyond the merely decorative.

71 El Fakharani 1965: 58–61.
72 E.g. from graves N28 and N24 in Cyrene. Cf. Stucchi 1975: 317–318, Figs 328, 330.
73 Three semi-domes from Kom el-Shuqafa and one from the tomb at Souk el-Wardian in Alexandria, and 

one from Roman Funerary House no. 13 in Tuna el-Gebel. Cf. El Fakharani 1965: 57–58, Figs 1–4; Stucchi 
1975: 318.

74 Stucchi 1975: 318.
75 Gazda (Ed.) 2004: 30, Fig. 54.
76 El Fakharani 1965: 58.
77 McKenzie 1996: 120, Fig. 27; 2007: 94, Fig. 507; Bergmann 2008: Fig. 23.
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In this context, some researchers focus on the shell as one of the attributes of Aphrodite 
and thus explain the presence of this motif in the lararia related to her cult.78 This is the 
interpretation of the shell in the fi nial of the lararium from the House of Paccius Alexander 
in Pompeii, where the fi gures whose stucco representations have been preserved in the 
relics in the niche can be seen as Aphrodite and Eros on a sea horse.79 There is a known 
case of the statue of the goddess being placed in a niche crowned with a shell, i.e. above it.80

That a cult of Aphrodite developed in Marina el-Alamein is confi rmed by fi nds.81 The 
iconographic program of the aediculae from house H21c in Marina el-Alamein is unknown, 
although its unique semi-circular plan (trapezoid in its lower section) implies that there was 
probably a small statue there. Neither do we know the scheme of the decorative painting on 
the unpreserved back wall of the niche in house H9, but such a scheme probably did exist, 
given the preserved remains of polychrome on its pilasters and cornices. In both cases, 
representations related to the cult of Aphrodite cannot be ruled out. The painted decoration 
on the back wall of the aedicula from house H10 has been largely preserved (Fig. 6). Recent 
studies indicate a strong likelihood that the centrally located fi gure depicted surrounded 
by other accompanying deities was Aphrodite Anadyomene. 82

In his studies of semi-domes in Hellenistic Egypt, Fawzi el Fakharani analysed the 
forms of the shells decorating them against a wider background, creating their typology 
and a basis for dating them.83 Inter alia, he confi rmed Edmund Weigand’s observation from 
1914 that shells with a hinge at the top could have emerged in Italy, while in the eastern 
provinces they always had the hinge at the bottom.84 In the typology that he developed, 
a scallop shell such as the three known examples from Marina el-Alamein – i.e. with a fan 
of ribs and furrows bending downwards towards the outside from the spring, with sharp 
edges to the furrows (like in Doric fl uting) – would be dated early, even to the fi rst century, 
given that some were found in Herculaneum and Pompeii.85 In Marina el-Alamein, the 
shells and niches are also dated relatively early: in house H9 – the fi rst century,86 H10 – the
fi rst or early second century,87 H21c before ൺൽ 180–18388 and in H21N – earlier than H21c.
This is also how the lamps featuring shell designs are dated. In the period from the 
mid-fi rst century and in the second century, this motif enjoyed great popularity among 
the inhabitants of the coastal town.

78 Giacobello 2008: 67.
79 Giacobello 2008: 247.
80 Cf. a terracotta stela showing Venus Anadyomene, Roman, second–third century ൺൽ; see webpage Alex-

anderAncientArt: stock number C1076.
81 Bąkowska-Czerner 2011: 97–100; Daszewski 2013: 168–170.
82 Czerner, Bąkowska-Czerner 2020: 327.
83 El Fakharani 1965: 61–62.
84 Weigand 1914: 64–67.
85 El Fakharani 1965: 61.
86 Bąkowska-Czerner, Czerner 2019a: 81, 84.
87 Czerner, Bąkowska-Czerner 2020: 323–324, 327, Fig. 7.
88 It was built into the wall of the reception room, where a commemorative monument of Commodus then 

stood. Cf. Czerner, Medeksza 2010: 98–99; Łajtar 2003: 178.
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Concluding, the special, characteristic arrangement of the baroque decorations of the Marina 
el-Alamein aediculae created an opportunity to display a distinctive decorative motif in 
their centre. In known cases, the preserved relics reveal that this was a scallop shell, round 
or slightly extended horizontally to create an oval form, hinged downwards and with sharp 
edges between the furrows. Since the shell is one of the main attributes of Aphrodite, whose 
cult thrived in the ancient town, and the aediculae located in the main reception halls of 
residential houses had a religious character, it is likely that these shells were part of the 
iconographic programme of a largely unpreserved decorative scheme associated with 
the goddess. This thesis is substantiated by the lack of a close relationship or causality 
between the shape of the architectural framing with the roundness of the shell, and in 
one case its insertion into a triangular space may be even described as a mismatch. This 
indicates at least that there could have been an additional reason for choosing the shell 
motif other than its mere ornamental value and the logic of the decoration.
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