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The geological heritage sites in the Great 

Sahara in northern Africa have an extreme 

importance as they offer a lot of socio-economic 

benefits and employment opportunities to the 

inhabitants of this desolate desert. Additionally, 

these heritage sites provide significant scientific, 

educational, cultural and aesthetic values [1–17]. 

Among these interesting sites is Siwa Oasis, which 

is located in the far west of Egypt along the Libyan 

Desert. The oasis tolerates some forms of life in this 

hyper-arid desert. Finding new geology-related 

resources is very necessary for sustainable 

development of such remote oases in the Sahara. 

Geologically, Siwa Oasis is a large naturally 

excavated depression originated primarily through 

long periods of karstification and severe erosion, 

which left some residual hills behind [18–20]. 

These hills constitute several spectacular 

geomorphological landforms such as buttes, mesas, 

inselbergs and mushroom rocks, which are scattered 

on the floor of the depression.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Mountain of the Dead (Gebel Al-Mawta) at Siwa Oasis. 

 

Located at Siwa Oasis, the Mountain of the 

Dead (Gebel Al-Mawta in Arabic; Fig. 1) is a 

splendid heritage site that contains common 

geological (including geomorphological, 

paleontological, sedimentological and 

palaeogeographical types) and cultural (principally 

archaeological) heritage criteria [21]. It is an 

isolated, conical-shaped hill formed mainly by 

differential weathering, the process by which the 

softer rocks have been removed away, whereas the 

harder rocks were left behind. The hill consists of 

middle Miocene siliciclastic-carbonate sediments 

(~80 m thick), which were deposited in a neritic 

shallow-marine environment [22]. These sediments 

contain abundant invertebrate fossils of mollusks, 

benthonic foraminifers and coral reefs. They also 

contain numerous biozones of ichnofossils 

Thalassinoides, which were produced 

predominantly by thalassinideans of 

decapod crustaceans [23], forming a three-

dimensional rigid framework of branched 

cylindrical burrows interconnected by vertical and 

oblique shafts [24]. Such fossil diversity gives 

ample information about coastal and shallow-

marine paleoecosystems [22–25]. Geomorphosites 

aid significantly to understand the development of 
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earth sciences involving geological, 

palaeogeographical and paleoenvironmental 

disciplines [26]. In this sense, the Mountain of the 

Dead provides important clues to the origin and 

geological evolution of the Siwa Depression and 

the other geologically similar depressions in 

northern Africa [27]. 

Considering its archaeological value, some 

residual hills on the floor of Siwa Oasis were 

suitable sites for building temples and ancient 

towns, e.g., the Amun Temple on the Aghormi hill 

and ancient Shali and Aghormi towns. Noteworthy 

that the houses and other buildings of the ancient 

Shali town (fortress) were built from the evaporite 

stone, locally called the kerchief, which is a specific 

natural substance consisting of wet mud-brick 

mixed with rock-salt and straw, and then dried in 

the sun [28–30]. 

On the other hand, some other residual hills 

were used as cemeteries to entomb the dead. In this 

regard, the Mountain of the Dead was used as a 

burial cemetery dating back to the Pharaonic era 

(Twenty-sixth Dynasty: 663–535 B.C.), and it is 

believed that burials in this hill continued until the 

end of the Roman time. The hill is pockmarked 

with thousands of tombs carved in all its sides and 

at different levels, which give the hill a 

characteristic beehive structure. The architecture of 

the tombs varies from small pits to large burial 

rooms. The site is famous for four superb tombs, 

namely the Si-Amun, Mesu Isis, Niperbathot and 

Crocodile, which are aesthetically decorated with 

exquisite ancient wall reliefs and paintings. 

Given its conspicuous geological and 

archaeological values, the Mountain of the Dead is 

an attractive and promising site that promotes 

cultural and geoheritage conservation, and ensures 

sustainable socio-economic development of Siwa 

Oasis in the eastern Sahara Desert. 
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