
T 
he most famous accompl isli- 
mcnt 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 s~~bsisted on coarse, chaffy, gritty 
bread'? Many Egyptologists have portrapcd 
this dietary staple of the anc ient Egyptians 
as a food of very poor quality. It has cven 
been blamed for rapidly wearing down 
Egyptian teeth. Previousl\i, most rescarch- 
crs have drawn conclusiorls about ancicnt 
Egyptian bread from tomb arl and a fcw 
cxanples of surviving bread loaves. hut 
recent archaeolo$cal researc,h has cstab- 
lished that ancier~l Egyptians could be as 
good at baking as !hey were at building.' 

A study of Egyptian baking has value 
beyond satisfying r:ll riosi ty about an 
ancient foodstufl. T~ogetlier wi th bccr, bread 
was one of the most important ancient 
Egyptian foods. All members of socicty ate 
bread aricl i t  \$as one of thc most important 
orferirlgs 1 1 )  the gods. From harvested crop 
to firial p rml~~ct ,  brcad preparation was a 
daily activity that occupicd much of the 
po j)idalion. Rreadmaking thus played a 
central role i n  many aspects of Egyptian 
life, and an r~nrlerstanc 
d~~c:iion reveals much 
ancient socicty worked 
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Figure l iln ancient E,qptian disk loaf 
(ma.~limunl diamtlfer 14 cm) 01' Ihr, hrinLh 

excavated in houses, estates. le~nples, and, 
recently, in a complex assoc:iated with the 
Giza pyramids. Bread loaves or magical 
rcprcsentations of bread \ I V ~ I X  commonly 
included in burials, as part uf the esscntial 
provisions for the journey 10 the aftcrlifc. 
Moclcl loaves, which probal~ly functioned 
as military ration records. have bccnrecov- 
ered from anciwt forts. 

Ancient loaves 
Surviving loaves of hreacl provide the best 
evidence for ancier~t Egyptian baking (Fig. 
1). They are often i 11 excellent condition, 
because they have been presarvcd by com- 
plete desiccation ir i  Egypt's arid climate. 
Most loaves have 1)een found in tombs and 
burial sites, altliough a few examplcs are 
known from st?ltlenient S. They arc rare and 
are held in museurns sc:;ll t erecl throughout 
the world, bill there are probably a few 
hundred a l togehr .  

Examination or ;;l well preservcd bread 
loaf yields IJI L I  I 11 i nfr)rn~ation about how it 
was made. Ancient Egyptian loavcs come in 
a wealth of sizes ancl shapes. Oftcn thcy we 
simply disks or low oblong mounds. but 
bread was also rr~ade into cones, cratcrs and 

triangles. Sometimes thcy were forrrlerl 
into more elaborate shapes, such as human 
or animal figures. The crusts arc sometimes 
decorated with incisions, prick marks and 
raised strips. Occasior~ally the marks of fin- 
gers and hands ran be distinguished, giving 
a little hint of the haker who made them. 

By observing a loa r with simple magni- 
fication we can detect what is in it: inten- 
tional ingredienls such as flour. cracked 
grain and flavouring: as well as unwel- 
come additions s t~ch as chaff. grit and ash. 
Among flavourings added were dates, figs 
and coriander seeds. The cereal most com- 
monly identified i n  the loavcs that still sur- 
vive is emrner wheat, which today is very 
rarely grown. However, cnlmer was one of 
the first plants to be domesticated and it 
became one of the slaples of human diet, 
especially for Farmers living in the temp- 
erate Old \Vorld. Ernrner and barley were 
virtually the only cereals that the ancient 
Egyptians grew. ancl cnlnler was one of 
their rriosl important crops. 

Because wnmer is so seldom cultivated 
today and is rlnfamiliar 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 norrnally used for baking. 
Emmer is a hulled wheat, in which the 
grains are enclosed by tough scalc-like 
bracts that, when Iliresllecl, proclucc alot of 
chaff. Its ears have two main charactcris- 
tics that make it rriore difficult to process 
than bread wheat, which is not hulled and 
which threshes freely (Fig. 2). 'I'hc ccntral 
stalk of the emnier ear hreaks apart fairly 
easily, but the chaffy bracts surrounding 
the grain are very tough a n d  hard to 
remove. In contrast, the slalk of the bread- 
wheat ear is tough but tlie chaff falls away 



Figure (i Excavation 3127 bclaw the wcrter table on thc floodplain east of the Saqqmm 
escarj~men!. 2997. The two riser pipes sho~vn,  ~cd~ich arc connecied to a pon,e$ulpump, 
h a w  been inserted into the basc oftlie Irench to lower the locd rvtrter table and allow 

plain (Fig. 7). with the aim of providing a 
single reference system that can be used to 
integrate data generated in the past. as well 
as servicing current and future fieldwork 
projects. Saqqara alonc is curwr~tly the 
scene of at least 25 separatc archamlogical 
projects from around the world, all of 
which desperately ilccd reliable survey 
data. In the absence of any kincl ofsiles and 
monuments record for Egypt, t Ire 1)est that 
can be done is the series of regional survevs 
that are now being built n p  for Egypt. nota- 
bly in the Nile Llclta and at sites such as 
Thebes. We hopc to coorcl irrate our efforts 
with other teams using (;PS at Alexandria 
and Thebes, and cvcntuall y to create along 
accurate baselinc for the hi le  Delta and as 
much of the valloy as possible. 

We also hope in the filluse to collaborate 
more closelv wit h colleagues4 to achieve a 
largcrregional survey that will bring in  the 
neighbours of Mernphis to the north, 
Lctopolis and especially Heliopolis (cen- 
trc of the Egyptian solar cult). as well as thc 
narrow ancl important stretch of vallcy 
southwards to the Fayunl depression [Fig. 
2).  Thib will help to address some of the 
larger questions or landscape archaeology 
and the relationships between sites and 
monuncnts. espec:iiilly the migma of Old 
Kingdom pyramid lucal ion and distribu- 
tiorl (which has been the subject of some 
wild speculiil ion over the years] and a bct- 
ter u n d e r s t ~ ~ d i n g  of Predyrlastic activity 
in this vital strategic region at thc head of 
the Nile Della. 

Notes 
1. 1. The EES Memphis Survey Project com- 

prises a cruss-disciplinary toam working 
in groups: the epigraphic work is in thc 
11ands of Ur Jaromir Malek of the Griffi th 
Institulc. University of Oxfnrcl. and of Dr 

W. Rayrnund Johnson ofthc Oricntal Jr~sti- 
tute. Llniscrsily ol'Chir:ago and Director of 
its field house at Luxor; the ceramics team 
is lcd by Ia~line Rourriau of thc McDonalti 
hstitute. Univcrsily oI' Cambridge; resis- 
tivity meter, magnetomctcr and w s  sur- 
veys werc carried o u t  bp Tan Mathieson, 
whoiilsoworksat SaqqarafortheNalional 
Muscurns ofSc:otland. Dr David Jeffreys is 
the present field dircclor of the project, a 
position previously held or sharcd by Pro- 
fessor H. S. S~nilli, formerly of the LlCL 
Department of Egyptology, and Dr Tisa 
Giddy, li)rnierly of the University of Syd- 
ney. The author also ac:knr)wledges with 
griititi~de the contribution of a sinall army 
of team mcinbers aver the past 18 years, 
whose names are far too ~~umcrous to meri- 
tioii hcrc. 

2. D. G. Jeffrcys h A. Tavares, "The historic 
lar~dscape of early Uynastic Mcinphis", 
Mtleilur~gen des Deutsches ilrchneolo- 
giscl~ei~ Instituts Abicilung Kuiro 50, 
143-73, 1994. For cliscussion of Nilc 
n~ovcmcnt farher soutti, in the Sohag 
region, see K. CV. Butzer, Ear1.vhydruulir: 
civilizaliori in Eg}pt: a study in cnltural 
ecology-. 15-36 (Chicago: IJ~iiversityof 
Chicago Press, 1976). 

3. Interim rcporLs U I ~  this recent fieldwork 
have appeared in the Journal of Egyptian 
nrchueologv 76 (1990) to 84 (1 998). 

4. Current projects with which we are 111osl 
closely connected are those o f  Dr Mark 
Lehn~r  (Yale Clniversity) at the Ciza pla- 
teau and escarpincnt, and Dr Cluistiana 
Koehlcr (Macquarie Ihiversity, Sydney) 
at IIelwan. Watching briefs carried out by 
Michael !ones (American Rcscarch Cerller 
in Egypt), on trcnchus dug by the Cairo 
Wastc Water Project. are also directly rel- 
evant to our work, as is the recent collab- 
oration at Heliopolis bctweeri the 
Suprcmc Council for Antiquities in Egypt 
ancl lht: German Archaeological Institutc 
in Cairo. 

Figure 7 ~~~sru ' r ; cy f t . om  ihetop o f the  
Teli pyramid at Saqqara, 1999, with fhe 
pyrumids of  Userkaf and Zoser. in !he back- 
ground. 










