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Arabic Names and Terms

Names of people are spelled according to their personal prefer-
ence, when known; names of places according to common practice, 
when established (e.g., Fayoum, Cairo). Otherwise, names follow 
the AUC Press’s standard broad transliteration system.

Special terms in Egyptian Arabic are italicized and include the 
following conventions:

 − capital letters D, S, T, Z for the velarized (‘emphatic’) con-
sonants (ظ ,ط ,ص ,ض) and the pharyngeal (‘strong’) H (ح)

 − apostrophe (’) for the glottal stop (ء, or ق when realized as ء)
 − reversed apostrophe (‘) for the voiced pharyngeal fricative ع
 − double letters for long vowels and geminate consonants 

(e.g., ziir, balla)
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1

Introduction

In the Beginning Was the Wheel

Egypt is one of the oldest nation–states in the world, but its ori-
gins in this arid region depended—and its continued existence 
depends—on the generous waters of the world’s longest river. 
But while the water of the Nile was essential for the formation 
of Egypt, so too was its silt. The fine particles suspended in the 
river’s flow, brought down from distant mountains and deposited 
in great quantities during the annual flood, gave the land its nur-
turing fecundity. Every year, as the floodwaters receded, a thick, 
rich layer of fertile mud was left behind: this was the great blessing 
in which the crops were planted and the new cycle of life would 
begin. The ancient Egyptians knew the value of this annual gift, 
and one of their oldest gods looked after it for them: ram-headed 
Khnum, the god of the source of the Nile, ensured the regular 
arrival of both the flood and the silt that it carried. And as a potter 
god, he shaped the mud of the Nile on his potter’s wheel to create 
humankind. So vital was the life-giving mud that it was conceived 
as the origin of life itself, and the potter was the great creator. 

While Khnum the divine potter fashioned humankind on his 
wheel, from earliest times human potters in Egypt have molded, 
shaped, decorated, and fired the mud of the Nile in a variety of 
forms for a range of functions, first by hand and from at least the 
Fifth Dynasty (twenty-fifth century bc) on the potter’s wheel.1 Pots 
of various shapes and sizes were used to cook food, to transport and 

store wine, beer, water, and foodstuffs such as cheese and honey, and 
to keep water cool; bowls were used for mixing dough; molds were 
shaped for the baking of bread; open-necked jars built horizontally 
into the walls of pigeon towers served as nesting holes; open-ended 
cylinders installed in the top of mud-brick domes facilitated ven-
tilation of the rooms beneath. The utensils and useful objects that 
could be fashioned and fired in the potter’s workshop were many and 

 � The Nile River at Luxor
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INTRodUCTIoN2

varied, and were produced in great numbers—a third-century ad 
papyrus from a Nile Valley village, for example, records a potter 
leasing a property as a workshop in order to produce an astonishing 
fifteen thousand wine jars a year.2 Some pots could be reused, oth-
ers were single-use and disposable, but sooner or later all had their 
shelf life and were likely to be broken, discarded, and replaced—as 
attested in the Egyptian rhyming proverb loola k-kasuura ma-kaanit 
il-faxuura, “were it not for breakages, there would be no potter-
ies.”3 Even when broken and discarded, the fragments could be 
repurposed for writing or drawing with stylus and ink: known as 
ostraca, sherds and stone flakes scribbled with rough notes, lists, and 

practice texts in Hieratic, Demotic, Greek, Coptic, and Arabic or 
adorned with draft plans, sketches, and humorous or scurrilous car-
toons have been found at many ancient sites and are now displayed 
in museums around the world. 

One common feature of ancient sites in Egypt, no matter 
which period of history they date from, is the presence of huge 
quantities of potsherds, often covering the ground around the 
ruins, sometimes in massive accumulations that may conceal the 
remains of buildings and streets still to be excavated. Kiman Faris, 
the site of the ancient capital of the Fayoum, is now lost under 
apartment blocks and the colleges of Fayoum University. But in 

 � Khnum the potter god made humankind from clay on his wheel  
(from Winifred S. Blackman, The Fellahin of Upper Egypt [London: 
George G. Harrap, 1927; reprinted Cairo: The American University in 
Cairo Press, 2000], fig. 158, after A. Gayet, Le Temple de Louxor, pl. LXII)

 � Nile silt deposit, northern Sudan; until the completion of the 
Aswan High dam in 1970, silt like this was deposited annually 
in Egypt too
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IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WHEEL 3

the early twentieth century, “the rubbish-mounds . . . covering an 
area of 560 acres” were described by the Baedeker guide as “one 
of the most extensive ruins of any old Egyptian town,”4 and as 
late as the early 1980s it was still possible to wander aimlessly and 
lengthily across a vast sherdscape here, punctuated occasionally by 
fallen and broken granite statues and fragments of monumental 
architecture. At Madinat Madi (Narmouthis, in the southwest of 
the Fayoum) the mud-brick Ptolemaic temple constructed on an 
axis perpendicular to the older Middle Kingdom stone temple was 
discovered only when a hill of sherds was cleared to reveal the 

building beneath; visitors walking on a ground of broken pottery 
at other parts of the site may still be walking over the roofs of 
buildings yet to be uncovered. And at Dimeh (Soknopaiou Nesos, 
in the desert north of Lake Qarun), the jagged remains of the 
colossal mud-brick walls that surround the temple precinct stand 
amid a great roiling sea of broken pots that defies the imagination.

The vast amount of pottery at the sites of ancient towns and 
temples reminds us of the product’s ubiquity and general util-
ity in antiquity and right up until modern times. Today we use 
and throw away inconceivable amounts of paper, plastic, and 

 � Potters depicted in the tomb of Baqet III (BH15) at Beni Hassan in Upper Egypt, as copied by Frédéric Cailliaud in the early nineteenth century 
(from The Lost Manuscript of Frédéric Cailliaud: Arts and Crafts of the Ancient Egyptians, Nubians, and Ethiopians, trans. and ed. Andrew Bednarski, 
Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2014)
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INTRodUCTIoN4

polystyrene; earlier generations, including the ancient Egyptians, 
used and threw away great quantities of papyrus, woven cloth, 
basketry, and pottery. Most of the papyrus, cloth, and basketry 
have rotted away over the centuries and millennia, leaving the 
pottery—like our plastic—on the peripheral spoil heaps to tell its 
stories to the future. 

Fortunately for modern archaeologists, pottery, though it may 
crack, shatter, or crumble, is not biodegradable, and much infor-
mation can be gleaned from careful examination of this ancient 
detritus. Styles, materials, and techniques change over time in 
ways that can be recorded, studied, and classified, so the pottery 
found at an archaeological site can be used to give us a reasonable 
idea of the site’s earliest and latest occupation dates, while datable 
pottery at a given stratigraphic level can help to date other objects 
or remains found at that same level. And the type of pottery found 
at a site can reveal much about the lifestyle of the occupants: about 
their diet, cooking habits, and daily lives, about the economic 
activity of the community, about networks of trade, and about the 
size, growth, and decline of the population.

“Mud, Mud, Glorious Mud”5 

Mud is plentiful in Egypt, and fired pottery is only one of the 
many uses made of this humble but versatile material here. Mixed 
with chopped straw, it has been used since earliest pharaonic times 
to make mud bricks, shaped in molds and dried in the sun, but not 
fired. This was the traditional building material in most Egyptian 
villages right up until the late twentieth century, and it was well 
suited to the climate: the natural insulating qualities of mud brick 
kept houses cool in summer and warm in winter. Similar architec-
ture in the southern United States is known as adobe—the word is 
Spanish, from the Arabic aT-Tuuba, (‘the brick’), from the Coptic 
(and thus ancient Egyptian) word for ‘brick,’ τωβε—one of the 
very few Coptic words to make its tortuous way into English. 

With perhaps a mud plaster on the surface, and occasional 
maintenance, such buildings can last for generations. And even 
without maintenance: there is a half-buried and long-abandoned 
mud-brick building at Dimeh (Soknopaiou Nesos), north of Lake 
Qarun in the Fayoum, whose intact domed and vaulted lower 

 � The vast sherdscape of Kiman Faris as it appeared in 1980, with a fallen 
granite statue of Ramesses II; the site is now completely built over, and 
the statue is in the Karanis open-air museum 

 � A small part of the great sea of broken pots at dimeh
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“MUd, MUd, GLoRIoUS MUd” 5

 � This domed room made of unfired mud brick has stood 
intact for two thousand years at dimeh (Soknopaiou Nesos), 
in the desert north of Lake Qarun

 � A segment of the three-meter-thick, ten-meter-high, two-
thousand-year-old, mud-brick wall around the temple 
precinct at dimeh
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INTRodUCTIoN6

rooms, built some two thousand years ago, still offer a deliciously 
cool respite from the sweltering desert heat outside, while the 
remains of the great mud-brick temple-precinct wall at the same 
site (and of the same approximate age) still stand an astounding 
three meters thick and ten meters high. Even older, the Twelfth 
Dynasty mud-brick pyramids of Hawara and al-Lahun, in the 
southeast of the Fayoum, have stood for almost four millen-
nia, only slightly eroded after their original casing stones were 
removed centuries ago, perhaps even in antiquity, for reuse else-
where. Meanwhile, at many archaeological sites, the mud-brick 
remnants of ancient houses and walls have been plundered over 
time, quarried for use as ancient fertilizer on modern fields, and 
thus returned to the land—earth to earth . . . .

Few people in twenty-first-century Egypt build in mud brick 
any longer (there is a general preference for the modern but lifeless 
and non-insulating—that is, heat- and cold-conducting—concrete 
and red brick), but mud still has its daily uses in the countryside—
for instance, in temporarily damming channels while directing 
water for irrigation, or in building domed ovens for baking the 
staple village bread, or in constructing the large, cylindrical gra-
naries that stand on rooftops to store the year’s harvest, or indeed 
in the manufacture of red bricks, which are nothing but mud 
bricks fired in enormous kilns with towering chimneys. And fired 
pottery, while not so universal and fundamental as it once was, 
still thrives in today’s Egypt, and is particularly alive and well and 
living at three locations in the Fayoum: Kom Oshim in the north-
east, on the way into the province from Cairo; al-Nazla in the 
west, on the edge of a picturesque ravine; and Tunis in the north-
west, on a ridge overlooking the western end of Lake Qarun. Each 
center has its own story, its own look, its own style, and its own 
techniques.

The Bud of the Lotus

The Fayoum is a large and fertile depression of great natural 
beauty west of the Nile in northern Egypt, a hundred kilometers 
or so southwest of Cairo. Ringed by rocky or sandy desert, except 
for the narrow green strip that connects it to the Nile Valley to the 
southeast, the basin is watered by the Bahr Yusuf, a distributary of 
the Nile that originates in the province of Asyut, far to the south in 
Upper Egypt. With an area of just under 2,000 square kilometers 
(around half the size of the US state of Rhode Island, and larger 
than Greater London), the Fayoum belongs to neither Upper nor 
Lower Egypt, but stands distinct in the Western Desert, the mod-
est bud on the stem of the great lotus flower that is the Nile Valley 
and Delta. It enjoys a desert climate a little harsher than that of 
Cairo but milder than that of Luxor in the south, with long, hot, 

 � A spring sandstorm bears down on the Fayoum from the north, 
March 2007
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THE BUd oF THE LoTUS 7

dry summers and short, chilly winters that only rarely entail rain; 
sandstorms sometimes blot out the landscape in the spring. The 
economy is primarily agricultural, and the population of more than 
3.5 million is spread between the numerous small farming villages 
and hamlets of the countryside and the more intense urban spaces 
of Fayoum City and the handful of larger villages and towns. Many 
younger Fayoumis have migrated to work in Cairo or abroad in 
Libya or the Gulf countries.

In the lowest part of the province, along its northwestern 
edge, below the rugged Qatrani desert escarpment, nestles Lake 
Qarun at around 45 meters below sea level. Belying its local name 
of al-Birka (‘the pond’), this is one of the largest lakes in Egypt, 
covering an area of more than 200 square kilometers, though it 
is nowhere more than 8 meters deep. Between the green palms 

 � The Fayoum appears on this satellite view of Egypt as the bud 
of the great lotus plant that is the Nile and its delta (NASA Visible 
Earth image)

 � A satellite’s-eye view of the Fayoum; pottery is produced in Kom 
oshim in the northeast, al-Nazla in the west, and Tunis in the 
northwest (Google Earth image)
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INTRodUCTIoN8

and fields of its southern shore and the stark ocher desert hills 
to its north, the Birka’s aspect and color are ever-changing: from 
choppy and brooding gray on blustery winter afternoons, to rich 
and textured lapis lazuli on clear and breezy spring mornings, to 
dull and inert mercury in the fixed and oppressive midday heat of 
summer, to almost anything in between: sky blue, slate blue, melt-
water blue, blue-green, sea green, cappuccino brown, sometimes 
even a surprising deep maroon, or any combination of these hues 
in streaks or patches, as the light and the wind play differently 
across the surface of the water. Sometimes it is simply a perfect 
mirror containing a clouded sky or the inverted desert hills. Even 
the real hills themselves may appear clear and close or hazy and 
distant, or they may be barely perceptible or entirely invisible. 
The Birka is a quick-change artist with a trunkful of costumes.

 � The Birka in mirror mode

 � Lake Qarun, known locally as al-Birka (‘the pond’), near its western end
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