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УДК 902/904

HERITAGE INTERPRETATION: ANALYSIS STUDY OF SIGNAGE 
SYSTEM AT DEIR EL MEDINA ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE IN LUXOR, 

EGYPT

©2019 Ahmed Motawea Hussein Shaikhon

It is necessary that archaeological sites be actively managed and interpreted rather than left understood 
by the visitor himself alone. Signage and panels add pleasure and enhance the value of the tourist's visit, and 
encourage pre-designed routes through the site in order to minimize crowding and negative impact.  A success-
ful signage practice not only provides direction and information, but also plays a key role in linking visitors to 
product or experiences within the visited site (Falk and Dierking, 1992). Deir El Medina experiences a wide 
range of heritage management problems, numerous of which derive from the interpretation practice, and the 
most noteworthy interpretive concern is the incomplete and uncoordinated character of interpretation within 
the archaeological site. The incapability of site management and associated partners to consider interpretation 
best practice and the lack of trained professionals who conduct fi eld research further confuse the problem. This 
paper might report a descriptive analytical study of interpretive media, that is, interpretive signage usually 
employed at heritage sites. The aims of this study are to record the spatial distribution of the signs on Deir El 
Medina archaeological site, and to analyze the physical appeal of the signs (design), fi nally to identify the type 
of signs according to the content and the function are considered helpful in regard to the visitor experience.

Keywords: Interpretation; signs; design; Deir El Medina, visitor, experience, management.

Introduction 
Diff erent people have visited a heritage 

site, looked for a monument, place, service or 
information; perhaps signs were approached by 
visitors because they help directing and informing 
them (Jensen, 2006). The eventual challenge is 
therefore in off ering interpretive structures and 
facilities that are appropriate to and compatible 
with both site values and guests desires (Aplin, 
2002; Timothy & Boyd, 2003). In this sense, 
heritage interpretation at archaeological sites 
is an issue of crucial importance for both site 
management and visitor experience (Uzzell 
& Ballantyne, 1998). Interpretation which is 
considered by scholars) Aplin, 2002; Timothy & 
Boyd, 2003; Uzzell & Ballantyne, 1998) to be 
an integral part of the heritage site management 
is also an important bridge of understanding 
between the site and the visitor (Graham, 2000).

The site for the study was selected 
based on the number of visitors that the site 
received annually and the problems of onsite 
interpretation encountered. This research begins 
with the introduction and the literature review, 
which explore a number of key themes within 
the research. Following this, the research design 
outlines the research questions and objectives 
and the methods used to prepare and conduct the 
research. This is followed by a background of the 
case-study Deir El Medina. The second half of 

the study examines the fi ndings of the research, 
analyses these fi ndings and answers the research 
question in a discussion of the results.

Literature review
Heritage interpretation literature is 

addressed by scholars in varied ways,Freeman 
Tilden, who was the author of the book 
“Interpreting Our Heritage, provided the fi rst 
defi nition of the term in1957, Tilden describes 
‘Interpretation’ as revealing meanings and 
relationships through an educational activity and 
by using original objects and illustrative media. 
Focuses on the basic principles and interpretive 
planning (Ham, 1992; Tilden, 1957; Veverka, 
2011). Other literatures have discussed the forms 
and media in which interpretation is given (Beck 
& Cable, 1998). According to Brochu (2003, 
p. 125), “…media is anything that helps you 
communicate your message”. This may possibly 
consist of but is not limited to signs, brochures, 
audio or video presentations, interactive stations, 
touch-screen computer programs, graphics 
(Brochu, 2003). While ICOMOS, Charter for 
the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural 
Heritage, 2006 interpretation means “the full 
range of potential activities intended to heighten 
public awareness and enhance understanding of 
cultural heritage sites”.

Signs are seen as one of the most important 
forms of interpretation (Hughes & Morrison, 
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2002) and one of the most widespread ways of 
presentation at archaeological sites. Signs have 
become an ordinary sight at many archaeological 
and heritage places because they are considered 
to be a useful and aff ordable method of providing 
interpretation for visitors (Jensen, 2006).

There are dissimilar types of signs, as 
Mollerup (2005) put forward; signs can be 
divided into diverse types based on their location, 
purpose, theme, content and form. However, 
according to scholars whose defi ned signs as:

A sign is an inscribed board, or space that 
communicates something to the viewer. Signs 
can be divided into two categories; information 
signs and interpretive panels. The fi rst kind used 
for directing, identifying, advertising, warning, 
and guiding. The second is telling the story of a 
resource, site or feature.

 (Gross, et al., 2006)

Diff erent researchers (Jensen, 2006; 
Moscardo et al., 2003, 2004) claim that sign 
design should be good looking and be a focus for 
target visitors; as such, a quality sign can increase 
the capacity to boost a viewer’s attention, as well 
as hold their attention longer and help them keep 
better the main meaning. Some studies have 
shown that people prefer signs with the same 
design; they should adapt to weather and site 
character (Trapp et al., 1994). Furthermore, signs 
location can play an important role in providing 
information on a trail while should be consistent 
with the natural setting of the place. Thus, the 
signs should be clear, the same size, and they 
should be placed at the eye level of a person 
standing (Edwards, 1994). “Signs should also be 
located and positioned where their attention does 
not create a hazard or obscure a hazard” (Drew 
et al., 2002). With regard to best practice for 
interpretive sign design at heritage sites, 

There are several manuals and guidelines 
(Department of Conservation, 2005; Drew et al., 
2002; Jamieson & Noble, 2000) recommended 
by heritage and recreation experts. Their 
recommendations center on the physical appeal 
that provokes interest with interesting texts and 
graphics. Moscardo et al. (2003) note that the 
benefi t of interpretive signs fall into categories 
such as identifying, describing and illustrating 
a variety of site-specifi c themes. Their main 
function is to tell a story and to educate visitors to 
the area about the historical or ecological values 

(Cole, Hammond, & McCool, 1997; Hughes & 
Morrison-Saunders, 2002.

Diff erent researchers emphasize the 
importance of sign content. Ververka (2011) 
suggest that themes preferably should be declared 
as a short, simple, complete sentence, contain only 
one idea if possible, be specifi c and interesting, 
and motivationally worded when Possible. Aplin 
(2002, p. 43) explained that signage planning 
should provide direct attention to the message 
and help defi ne content and material design. A 
combination of well-designed text with dioramas, 
and attractive colors, that covers the majority of 
the site’s story could enhance and foster a real 
experience and meaning between the visitors and 
the overall landscape. Besides the themes and 
content of signs, another important aspect to 

On the other hand, information signs 
provide information about the use of the site 
and its services like showing trail user location, 
directions and distances (Drew, Grocke, & 
Cahalan, 2002).Diff erent studies (Moscardo et 
al., 2004; Screven, 1995) have suggested essential 
elements that produce a successful signage 
system. Consider when designing interpretation 
will be the physical layout of signs.

Deir El Medina
Deir el-Medina one of the most important 

archaeological sites in Egypt, The historic 
importance of this site has long been recognized 
by international scholars for it was once home 
to the corps of workmen, the 'servants in the 
Place of Truth', who erected and decorated the 
royal tombs in both the Valley of the Kings 
and the Valley of the Queens. (McDowell, in 
Pharaoh's Workers, pp. 43 ff .). It is situated in 
a small secluded valley in the shadow of the 
Theban hills, on the west bank of the Nile, across 
from modern-day Luxor in Upper Egypt. The 
location is unique for its unrivalled wealth of 
archaeological, artistic and textual evidence that 
has survived and from which we can reconstruct 
many aspects of the daily lives of its ancient 
inhabitants. Deir el-Medina is the Arabic name 
for the village in the Theban necropolis, once 
occupied by the pharaohs’ tomb-builders and 
the artisans of New Kingdom Thebes. Its name 
means ‘Monastery of the Town’ and derives from 
the Coptic monks who occupied the Ptolemaic 
temple there during the early Christian period, 
but in ancient times it was known as‘Set Ma’at’
(the Place of Truth) or simply ‘P3-demi’(the 
village ) The archaeological site of Deir el-Medina 
was fi rst seriously excavated by: Ernesto 
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Schiaparelli in 1905. It was during this series of 
excavations that large amounts of Ostraca were 
fi rst found. Between 1922 and 1951, a French 
team directed by Bernard Bruyère excavated the 
entire site, including the village; the dump and 
the cemetery, during these excavations, a massive 
wealth of ostraca were found.It's gave us a lot of 
information about daily life, and medicine.

Its unique village of Egypt's fi nest artisans 
and Craftsmen, housed together in the Theban 
hills. The term 'unique' is frequently used to 
describe the place of the village in a social context 
– not because Deir el-Medina is the sole surviving 
example of a workmen's community, but rather 
for the unrivalled wealth of textual, artistic and 
archaeological evidence that has survived and 
from which we can reconstruct so many aspects 
of the daily lives of the workmen. In this respect 
Deir el-Medina was found to be an 'exceptional' 
example. No other community in the Pharaonic 
Period has left so much evidence on which 
to base a study of everyday life in an ancient 
village from sources. The mass of documentation 
uncovered both in the environs of the village 
and from the royal work sites aff ords a detailed 
insight into the cultural, political and economic 
identity of Egyptian society, in addition to 
information concerning the working techniques 
and bureaucratic organization employed by the 
ancient craftsmen (Davies 1996).

Measures site management 
Deir El Medina is considered including the 

World Heritage Site “Thebes Necropolis –east 
and west bank” which has been inscribed in 1979 
under the criteria (I), (III), and (VI) UNESCO, 
Thebes and its Necropolis – east and west bank 
Thebes was the city of the god Amun. With the 
temples and palaces at Karnak and Luxor and 
the necropolises of the Valley of the Kings and 
the Valley of the Queens). Deir El Medina is 
considered an original location for Theban with 
temples, tombs, houses and estates, industrial 
areas, artisan communities.

In 1980, President Sadat decreed the West 
Bank to be a Cultural Heritage Site, and prohibited 
any building activity that encroached upon it or 
altered its character. In 2004, President Mubarak 
reaffi  rmed the 1980 decree, and further declared 
that SCA-owned lands should be surrounded by 
a2km-wide “buff er zone” in which only limited 
building activity would be permitted( weeks 
2010). Cultural sites in Egypt include a wide range 
of types, but certain sites that attract tourists are 
only managed while others sites are neglected. 

Management of cultural heritage sites in Egypt 
thus depends on the touristic value of the site and 
its economic value. (Fekri Hassan 2001).

Tourism in the site
“The natural and cultural heritage, 

diversities and living creatures are major tourism 
attractions. Excessive or poorly managed tourism 
and tourism related development threaten 
their physical nature, integrity and signifi cant 
characteristics. The ecological setting, culture 
and lifestyles of host communities may also be 
degraded, along with the visitor’s experience of 
the place.” ICOMOS, 1999.

Tourism was thought achievable without 
imposing any negative eff ects on Egypt’s cultural 
heritage resource. Tourism was considered a 
non-consumable industry and was accepted as an 
essential component of the country’s development 
strategy. In fact, it was regarded as essential to 
the success of Egypt’s economy (weeks2010).

Deir el-Medina of archaeological sites 
characterized by a lack of the number of visitors 
compared to the numbers of visitors of the 
archaeological areas in the west bank in Luxor, 
where it was the proportion of visitors to the 
Deir el Medina for the Valley of the Kings 19% 
(Fig. 2)

This is due to visit Deir El Medina is not 
part of tourism programs or the sense that tourism 
programs are not included visit Deir El Medina. 
The tourist should pay a ticket for visiting Deir El 
Medina including the Ptolemaic temple, village 
and two tombs only they SENNEDJEM and 
INHERKHAU. There are individual ticket worth 
10 Egyptian pounds to visit tomb of PASHDU, 
not all visitors to Deir El Medina are keen to 
buy another ticket to visit PASHDU tomb where 
visitors to Deir el-Medina ratio for the PASHDU 
tomb 6% ( Fig. 3). 

This is due to visit Deir El Medina is not 
part of tourism programs or the sense that tourism 
programs are not included visit Deir El Medina. 
The tourist should pay a ticket for visiting Deir El 
Medina including the Ptolemaic temple, village 
and two tombs only they SENNEDJEM and 
INHERKHAU. There are individual ticket worth 
10 Egyptian pounds to visit tomb of PASHDU, 
not all visitors to Deir El Medina are keen to 
buy another ticket to visit PASHDU tomb where 
visitors to Deir el-Medina ratio for the PASHDU 
tomb 6% (Fig. 3). 

In Comparison between the number of 
visitors to the archaeological areas of the west 
bank El Deir El Bahari Temple of Hatshepsut and 
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the Valley of the Kings, Temple of Medinet Habu 
and Deir El Medina we fi nd that the number of 
visitors to the site El Deir El Bahari "Hatshepsut" 
80%, while visitors to Habu Temple by 57% (Fig. 
5).

There are fewer visitors at this time 
compared to other months in the year, especially 
the cooler winter months. The lower numbers of 
visitors infl uences visitor opinions regarding the 
adequacy and effi  ciency of available services at 
Deir El Medina. I think that the tourists doesn't 
form threat for Deir El Medina because the 
site isn't including in the programs of tourism 
companies. We can see the increase of the numbers 
in especial days that incuse of the over days trip 
from the majority of visitors are considered from 
foreigners within a week trip that the site is not 
included in the over-day trips' itinerary. 

Site Management Improvement
The 22nd of April 2014, a wooden scale 

model (1/50) of the workmen village of Deir 
el-Medina has been installed at the entrance of the 
site (fi gure). The model is of a size of 2,10m by 
1,40m. It shows the perimeter of the fi rst village 
of Deir el-Medina dating back to the reign of 
King Thutmosis I (1504–1492 BC). The internal 
space divisions of the houses however date from 
the Ramesside Period (around 1300–1070 BC). 
On the scale model, the identity of the known 
homeowners has been indicated by a numbering 
system.

Tickets Booth: The Ticket booth is a very 
small window and outside Deir el Medina about 
10 minutes walking from the site. 

Promotion: The site isn't advertised as 
same as other national archaeological sites such 
as Valley of the Kings, Valley of the Queens and 
Hatshepsut temple. 

Signage system at Deir El Medina 
Current situation

The signs should have basic template with 
cohesion in graphic design; the most apparent 
suggestion for Deir El Medina’ signs would be to 
rewrite their text, and this would include a change 
of the whole sign, incorporating reconstruction 
drawings as well as more engaging text, which 
encourage participants to question what they see.

The interpretive text should be thematic, 
more coordinated organization of themes 
around historical, cultural and natural topics, 
improved signage that links more clearly to the 
historical topics and developed themes of the 
region and communities as well as engaging 
those of the present; the sign content should be 

considered as a “frame” that facilitates reading 
and interpreting historical and natural attractions. 
Such an approach does not cut off  heritage 
monuments from their surroundings as a fenced 
archaeological site does.

The tour experience starts when the visitor 
arrives at the parking area and begins the visit 
from the settlement. It continues as the visitor 
tours archaeological monuments, walks through 
the site up to visit the open tombs and fi nally visit 
the temple and back to parking area.

The site has already begun many projects 
to survive restoration and improvement site 
management. According to the site’s director, 
over the past 20 years, Ministry of Antiquities and 
French mission has installed signs along the site. 
It started as a series of simple, vertical wooden 
and iron routed signs identifying Deir El Medina 
era features. The next series of signs focused on 
the tombs of (Pashidu, senngim, Inherkha) temple 
of Hathour and the settlement. These initial signs 
were intended to provide basic information and 
encourage visitors for walking tours (Figure10).

There are only two information signs; they 
are located outside in the way to the site, they are 
printed on Metal sheet with brown background 
and white lettering and the second a map for the 
archaeological area. Inside the site there are seven 
information signs; they are located near the tombs 
and the Temple (see fi gure9), they are printed on 
Metal sheet with White background and black 
lettering. The signs give details of names and 
dates of the tombs. The signs inform tourists 
of the location of facilities and provide names 
and dates, periods of monuments in bilingual 
(Arabic and English). There is no coordinated 
sign strategy for the color, script and font. There 
were dramatic diff erences among signs material, 
color and shape, through the observation process, 
the diff erence of standardizing the whole of the 
signage system became obvious due to diff erent 
involved authorities.

Deir El Medina is highly signifi cant, 
powerful in the stories it contains, rich in history; 
yet, to this point, signage is unable to convey 
much. While during the site visits, it was noted 
that diff erent parts of the site are underutilized 
and largely unknown to the public such as the 
Settlement, the Medical ostraca are a collection of 
ostraca containing notes of medical importance. 
The medical ostraca were written in the New 
Kingdom during the 18th and 19th dynasties. 
As such, they are written in hieratic script on fl at 
pieces of stone or broken pottery, which served 
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as a convenient and cheap writing surface, The 
Great Pit, the Rock Graffi  ti. 

Total number of nine panels have been 
erected in the Deir El Medina by the Ministry 
of Antiquities and French mission working on 
the site since 2000. They are simple in design, 
informative but in English only. Very little text is 
actually present on the panels. The panels at the 
Hathor temple are the oldest, and show signifi cant 
amount of abrasion and wear. The texts are in 
English and Arabic. They are informative, but 
their overall presentation is unattractive, and they 
are placed in the sun without shade during any 
point of the day. 

The layout and style of the panels do not 
necessaire need to be overly similar to the ones 
developed by the Theban Mapping Project for 
the Valley of the Kings, although they should be 
taken into consideration to emphasize the unity 
of the West Bank as a whole. Panels are diffi  cult 
to read and the writing is unclear. Their number 
is too limited to inform visitors on exactly what 
they were looking at. Spelling mistakes were 
noted in the panels. 

Signs in their present form are concentrating 
on communicating the chronological and 
archaeological information. The signs should 
be consistent with site features and visitor 
characteristics; an evaluation/ survey of visitor 
preferences associated with the interpretive 
facilities in the site should be completed.While 
regarding attractiveness of aesthetic and physical 
appeal of the signs, critical problem in the signage 
system is that of the absence of uniformity of style 
across the site; signs vary in design, dimension, 
height, color, font, material and were in some 
instances developed with the support of French 
mission.Information was used alone without any 
support of pictograms; moreover, the chosen size 
and colors do not achieve an inviting presentation.

This research presents the results of the 
academic study of signage system analysis in 
one of most important heritage sites in Egypt, 
in particular, the archaeological site of Deir El 
Medina. The site management is already aware 
of the need for increased interpretive trails within 
the site and is working with consultants to design 
a professional interpretive trail. The signifi cant 
fi nding in this study is that of the interpretation 
media, in particular that the signs lack consistency. 
Consequently, the current signage does not 
necessarily ensure an enjoyable visit. For this 
purpose, the study of the overall signifi cance of 
the site and then the characteristics of the visitors 

are major steps to establish good-quality signs. 
The following improvements to signs could 
advance the visitor experience in Deir El Medina.

The purpose of the study was to analyze 
the available signage system and to fi nd if it is 
appropriate with the potential heritage richness of 
the site. Signage system is a method approached 
by heritage sites professionals and naturalists to 
help sites visitors gain experiences in heritage 
resources while enjoying the activities.The 
analysis of the case study suggests that Deir El 
Medina can benefi t from allowing variety in their 
interpretation. 

Recommendations: 
• The panels and texts should be visible, 

easy to read and comprehend. They should cover 
factual and articulate information, in several 
languages.

• Use friendly material, scale, color and 
design that are in harmony with the archaeological 
site without disturbing its physical and visual 
identity. 

• Lettering (size, shape and fonts) should 
be clear enough to allow elderly visitors to read 
at a distance, and to facilitate reading by children. 

• Panels should be located in accordance 
with pre-selected points and be within the fl ow 
of the itinerary, and be placed in a way to avoid 
crowding.

• Old photographs and reconstruction 
drawings are effi  cient aids in disseminating 
historical information, potentially exhibited on 
site

• Adding the world Heritage logo on each 
panel would be a good way to integrate this 
notion.

• Panels should complement the guides' 
role and not compete with them. Panels' material 
should be endurable, proof protected against 
sun, harsh climate, dust, touching, tagging and 
general vandalism, and should be easy to clean 
and maintain. 

• The length of the panels is of major 
concern. Basic information needs to be 
essentially provided. Basic information (date, 
what is the visitor looking at) should be quickly 
accessible but there should also be an opportunity 
for someone wanting to know more to gain this 
information.

Eff orts should be taken to incorporate the 
entire scope of scientifi c research conducted and 
archaeological material found during excavations 
and epigraphic work at the great pit and whole 
site. This means utilizing not only the textual and 
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artistic reliefs on the tombs, temple and remains 
of the settlement as sources of information, but 
also illustrating and elaborating the daily life 
of Ancient Egyptian by inserting 'info-boxes' 
on small fi nds and other material. For example, 
the large numbers of ostraca could be used 
to illustrate the lives of the ordinary Ancient 
Egyptians and the daily lives of the workers 

and their families of many successive off er 
opportunities for interpretation in addition to the 
visited part of the site, but they do not fi nd their 
place in the interpretation system.Up to this date, 
the sign design has not considered some audience 
categories, which means that the audience’s 
analysis is not considered in the site development 
policies.
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ИНТЕРПРЕТАЦИЯ И КУЛЬТУРНОЕ НАСЛЕДИЕ: АНАЛИЗ СИСТЕ-
МЫ УКАЗАТЕЛЕЙ В ДЕЙР ЭЛЬ-МЕДИНЕ.АРХЕОЛОГИЧЕСКИЙ 

ПАМЯТНИК В ЛУКСОРЕ, ЕГИПЕТ

Ахмед Мотавеа Хуссайн Шайхон

Археологические памятники требуют выполнения активного контроля и проведения исследова-
ний, так как в противном случае вопросы по их изучению полностью возлагаются на посетителей. 
Указатели и вывески делают экскурсии более комфортными и полезными для туристов, а также позво-
ляют направлять посетителей по организованным маршрутам для сведения к минимуму загруженно-
сти и негативного воздействия на памятники.  Успешное применение указателей не только позволя-
ет сообщать посетителям информацию о направлении и прочие сведения, но также играет ключевую 
роль в получаемом ими опыте и впечатлениях от посещаемого объекта (Фальк и Диркинг, 1992). 
В Дейр эль-Медине имеется целый ряд проблем, связанных с контролем объекта культурного насле-
дия, многие из которых обусловлены практикой интерпретации, и наиболее значимой из них явля-
ется неполная и несогласованная интерпретация информации на археологическом объекте. Проблема 
усугубляется вследствие неиспользования руководством объекта и их партнерами надлежащих практик 
интерпретации и нехватки обученных специалистов, выполняющих полевые исследования. В рабо-
те представлено описательное аналитическое исследование связанных с интерпретацией носителей 
информации, т.е. указателей, как правило используемых на объектах культурного наследия. Целью 
исследования является определение схемы распределения указателей на территории археологическо-
го объекта Дейр эль-Медина, анализ внешнего вида (дизайна) указателей, а также подбор указателей 
определенного типа в зависимости от содержания и выполняемых функций с точки зрения получения 
посетителями объекта максимально полезного опыта.

Ключевые слова: интерпретация; указатели, дизайн, Дейр эль-Медина, опыт посетителей, контроль
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Fig. 6. Wooden model the internal space divisions of the houses

Fig.7. the Tickets Booth in El Qurna Fig. 8. Ticket of Deir El Medina
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Fig. 9. Signage system at Deir El Medina and its locations © Ahmed Shaikhon
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Fig. 10. Diff erent functional signs. ©: Ahmed Shaikhon
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Table 1.
WHS Criteria for Thebes and its Necropolis Site, (ICOMOS, 1979)
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Sign category Object Place Color Material support Number

Directional Direction to the 
site

Near the way to 
the west bank

White on Brown 
background

Metal support 1

Promotion Map of the ar-
chaeological area

Near the way to 
Deir El Medina

Black on yellow 
background

Metal support 1

Information names and dates 
of Tombs, and 
Temple, plan

Near the Tombs 
and Temple

Black on White 
background

Metal support 5

Information names and dates 
of Tomb, plan

Near the Tomb of 
Sennagim

Black on White 
background

aluminum sup-
port with glass

1

Interpretive history of the site Near the rest 
house

Black and red on 
White back-

ground

aluminum sup-
port with glass

1

Table 2.
Signage system at Deir El Medina © Ahmed Shaikon
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