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A new look at old bread:
ancient Egyptian baking

Delwen Samuel
Despite abundant archaeological, pictorial and textual evidence
of ancient Egyptian life and death, we have little detailed infor-
mation about the staple diet of most of the population. Now exper-
imental work by a postdoctoral Wellcome Research Fellow in
Bioarchaeology at the Institute is revealing how the ancient
Egyptians made their daily bread.

he most famous accomplish-
ment of the ancient Egyplians
was probably pyramid build-
ing. an activity that required
skill and imagination. So why
are the builders of the pyramids thought to
have subsisted on coarse, chafty, grilly
bread? Many Egyptologists have portrayed
this dietary staple of the ancient Egyptians
as a food of very poor quality. It has cven
been blamed for rapidly wearing down
Egvptian teeth. Previously, most research-
ers have drawn conclusions about ancient
Egvptian bread from tomb arl and a few
examples of surviving bread loaves, but
recent archaeological research has estab-
lished that ancient Egyptians could be as
good at baking as lhey were at building.'
A study of Egyplian haking has value
beyond satistying cnriosity about an
ancient foodstufl. Together with beor, bread
was one of the mosl important ancient
Egyptian foods. All members of society ate
bread and il was one of the most important
offerings 1o the gods. From harvested crop
to final product, bread preparation was a
daily activity that occupicd much of the
population. Breadmaking thus played a
central role in many aspects of Egyptian
life, and an understanding of bread pro-
duction reveals much about how this
ancient socicty worked.
There is abundant archaeological evi-
dence of bread production. Bread ovens
and cercal processing tools have been

Figure 1 An ancient Egyptian disk loaf
{maximum diemeter 14cm) of the Ninth
Dynasty (c. 1500 B¢), now at the Ashmolean
Muscum, Oxford {museum no. 1921.1395).

excavated in houses, estates, (emples, and,
recently, in a complex associated with the
Giza pyramids. Bread loaves or magical
representations of bread were commonly
included in burials, as part of the essential
provisions for the journey to the afterlife.
Model loaves, which probably functioned
as military ration records. have beenrecov-
ered from ancient forls.

Ancient loaves

Surviving loaves of bread provide the best
evidence for ancient I'gyptian baking (Fig.
1). They are often in excellent condition,
because they have been preserved by com-
plete desiccation in Egypt's arid climate.
Most loaves have heen found in tombs and
burial sites, although a few examples are
known from settlemenls. They arcrarc and
are held in museumns scallered throughout
the world, bul lhere are probably a few
hundred altogether.

Examination of a well preserved bread
loaf yields much information about how it
was made. Ancient Egyptian loaves comein
a wealth of sizes and shapes. Often they are
simply disks or low oblong mounds. but
bread was also made into cones, craters and

triangles. Sometimes they were formed
into more elaborate shapes, such as human
or animal figures. The crusts are sometimes
decorated with incisions, prick marks and
raised strips. Occasionally the marks of fin-
gers and hands can be distinguished. giving
a little hint of the baker who made them.

By observing a loaf with simple magni-
fication we can delect what is in it: inten-
tional ingredients such as flour, cracked
grain and flavouring; as well as unwel-
come additions such as chaff, grit and ash.
Among flavourings added were dates, figs
and coriander seeds. The cercal most com-
monly identified in the loaves that still sur-
vive is emmer wheat, which today is very
rarely grown. However, cmmer was one of
the first plants to be domesticated and it
became one of the staples of human diet,
especially for farmers living in the temp-
erate Old World. Emmer and barley were
virtually the only cereals that the ancient
Egyptians grew. and emmer was one of
their mosl important crops.

Because emmer is so seldom cultivated
today and is unfamiliar to many people,
most of those who have studied ancient
Egyptian bread have not appreciated how
much it differs from bread wheat, the
cereal now normally used for baking.
Emmer is a hulled wheat, in which the
grains are enclosed by tough scale-like
bracts that, when threshed, produce alot of
chaff. Its ears have Ilwo main characteris-
tics that make it more difficult to process
than bread wheat, which is not hulled and
which threshes freely (Fig. 2). The central
stalk of the emmer ear breaks apart fairly
easily, but the chaffy bracts surrounding
the grain are very tough and hard to
remove. In contrast, the slalk of the bread-
wheat ear is tough but the chaff falls away

Figure 2 Threshed hulled wheat (lefl) and free-threshing wheat (right). The threshed
hulled wheat ear fulls apart into spikelets whereas the chaff of free-threshing wheat falls
cleanly away from the grain.
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Figure 6 Excavation 3m below the water table on the floodplain east of the Sagqara

excavation.

plain (Fig. 7). with the aim of providing a
single reference system that can be used to
integrate data generated in the pasl, as well
as servicing current and future fieldwork
projects. Saqgara alone is currently the
stene of at Jeast 25 separatc archaeological
projects from around the world, all of
which desperately need reliable survey
data. In the absence of any kind of siles and
monuments record for Egypt, the best that
can be doneisthe series of regional surveys
that are now being built up for Egypt, nota-
bly in the Nile Delta and at sites such as
Thebes. We hope to coardinate our etforts
with other teams using Grs at Alexandria
and Thebes, and cventually lo creale a long
accurate baseline for the Nile Delta and as
much of the valley as possible.

Wealso hopein the future to collaborate
more closely with colleagues® to achieve a
larger regional survey that will bring in the
neighbours of Memphis to the north,
Letopolis and especially Heliopolis (cen-
tre of the Egyptian solar cult), as well as the
narrow and important stretch of valley
southwards to the Fayum depression (Fig.
2). This will help to address some of the
larger questions ol landscape archaeology
and the relationships belween sites and
monuments. especially the enigma of Old
Kingdom pyramid location and distribu-
tion (which has been the subject of some
wild speculation over the vears) and a bet-
ter understanding of Predynastic activity
in this vital strategic region at the head of
the Nile Della.

Notes

1. 1. The EES Memphis Survey Project com-
prises a cross-disciplinary team working
in groups: the epigraphic work is in the
hands of Dr Jaromir Malek of the Grittith
Institute, University of Oxford. and of Dr

escarpmenl, 1997. The two riser pipes shown, which are connected to a powerful pump,
have heen inserted into the base of the trench to lower the local water table and allow

w

W.Ravmaond Johnson of the Oriental Tnsti-
tute. University ol Chicago and Director of
its field house at Luxor; the ceramics team
is led by Janine Bourriau of the McDonald
Institute, Universily ol Cambridge; resis-
tivity meter, magnetometer and Gbs sur-
veys were carried out by Tan Mathieson,
whaoalso works at Saqqara for the Nalional
Muscums of Scotland. DrDavid Jeffreys is
the present field director of the project, a
position previously held or shared by Pro-
fessor H. S. Smilh, furmerly of the UCL
Department of Egyptology, and Dr Tisa
Ciddy. formerly of the University of Syd-
ney. The author also acknowledges with
gratitude the contribution of a siall army
of team members aver the past 18 vears,
whose names are far too numerous to men-
tion here.

.D. G. Jeffreys & A. Tavares, “The historic

landscape of early Dynastic Memphis”,
Mitteilungen des Deutsches Archaeolo-
gischen Instituts Abtcilung Kuiro 50,
143-73, 1994. For discussion of Nile
movement farther south, in the Sohag
region. see K. W. Butzer, Early hydraulic
civilization in Egypt: a study in cultural
ecology. 15-36 (Chicago: Universityof
Chicaga Press, 1976).

Interim reports on this recent fieldwork
have appeared in the Journal of Egyptian
archaeology 76 (1990) to 84 (1998).
Current projects with which we are most
closely connected are those of Dr Mark
Lehner (Yale University) at the Giza pla-
teau and escarpment, and Dr Christiana
Kochler (Macquarie University, Svdney)
alIlelwan. Watching briefs carried out by
Michael Jones (American Rescarch Cenler
in Egypt), on trenches dug by the Cairo
Waste Waler Project. are also directly rel-
evant to our wark, as is the recent collab-
oration at Heliopolis between the
Supreme Council for Antiquities in Egypt
and the German Archaeological Institute
in Cairo.

Figure 7 GPS survey from the top of the
Teli pyramid at Saqqara, 1999, with the
pyramids of Userkaf and Zoser in the back-
ground.
















