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Large plate with seven cavities for various dishes. 61/
century. Coptic Museum.
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Group of Graeco-Roman earthenware,
containing in the centre the special urn,

destined for the preservation of the ashes axtant
after burning the human corpses after death.

Two fine vases adorned with coloured designs representing fantastic animals. 67/ century.
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Two oil-lamps of pottery carved with designs in relief.
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Large round plate, well fabricated with
geometric designs on its rim. In the centre is
the picture probably of a blooming lady holding
branches in her hands and around her head
appears a garland. 5th. [61h. cent.
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Large pottery jar, unique in its fabrication,
destined for the preservation of the wine of the
Mass. Its surface is decorated with designs in
relief showing vine-branches. Its mouth has
been shaped like a barbed human
being. 6th. [Tth. century.
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Rude earthenware vessel bolding seven small bowels

attached to one another and fixed to the larger
bowel. (6¢h. [7th. century).
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Case containing a group of pots probably for preserving various liquids
and tiny warer-bottles some of which are designed in black
colour. 61/1. century.
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Large oval plate of fine workmanship.
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showing a hunter on

horseback holding a hawk.
10¢h. century.
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St. Menas holy-water flask
showing the saint between two

kneeiing camels. 6:h. [Tth.
century.
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Rude round earthe ware
bowel, the exterior rim of

which has been carved with
geometric designs in relief.
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Part of a rare pottery-basin, found among the Fatimid excavations at Fustat,
ornamented with a unique byzantian scene, depicting Lord Christ and the head
is encircled by the halo symbol of sanctity. 12th. century.
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Ceramic fragment showing the Virgin Mary encircling
Christ’s Body with her arms. 137/. century. Islamic
Museum.




Archaeological research and excavations in the ruins of monasteries
throughout Upper Egypt show that there were pottery workshops in
their neighbourhood. Piles of pottery fragments bear the
characteristic designs and reliefs of the Coptic age. There were
probably skilled potters among the monks themselves who practised
their craft during their leisure.

During the Islamic era, the fabrication of pottery-vessels or
eartheware-utensils attained a high standard. Several groups of
pottery or earthenware fragments of bowls, parts of various plates and
dishes have been excavated in the ruins of Fustat. They are
ornamented with floral or geometric designs and depicting the figures
of chalices, crosses, fish, swords, animals or birds, and some incinde
Arabic inscriptions. Most of those fragments are distinguished by
their bright surfaces which mark either glaze layer or metallic luster
that flourished during the Tolonid, Fatimid and Mamluk
periods. They generally date from the 11¢h to the 15¢h. century. Itis
noteworthy to state that sometimes the name of the fabricant or the
signature of the owner of the workshop was recorded on the vessel.




shapes of pottery, and archaeologists have devoted immence efforts to
arranging them according to date and place of origin. The result is
that today expects can recognise not only the general period to which a
group of pots belongs but even the dynasty. This dating progress
represented a great victory in archaeology, for it established a scientific
basis for further research.

The study of pottery from the Coptic period, however is still only in
its early stages. It requires much further work and study. before the
many obscurities can be cleared up, although most Coptic pattery is
characterised by marks and symbols that differentiate it from other
periods. Nevertheless, many of the Coptic forms are similar to some
of the Graeco-Roman'" and even to some from ancient Egypt. 1Itis
not really surprising that potters from the Coptic age should
conservatively have preserved the habits of their ancestors.

Coptic pottery flourished until the 13z4 century, and was so
abundant that, according to Arabic chroniclers, when groceries or
cereals were sold. the pottery containers were given free. The
quantity and low cost of pottery is attributed to the abundance of the
raw material — mud, clay and sand.

Among the important forms that are especially numerous at this
time were the large and finely made plates which are often divided,
sometimes into seven or even more smaller plates. It appears that
this form was used when several courses were served at the same time
in order to avoid the use of a number of plates. It is odd that this plate
is not met with in ancient Egypt except at the village of Lisht, where a
similar plate was found in the tomb of a noble called **Senbtisi™ at the
beginning of the 12th Dajnasty (about 2000 b.c.). Doubtless it was
used for the same purpose as in Coptic period.

(1) In the Graeco- Roman period, splendid pottery vessels such as the delicate & thin
kylixes, excellent fine amphoras and nice funerary urns have abundatly been fabr-
icated- They were decorated wonderfully by attractive mythological designs and
fantastic scenes representing gods or goddesses, heroes or warriors wrestling.
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Large jars of various kinds were used in great numbers in the
monasteries and churches, especially for containing the wine used in
the mass. Most of these pots were decorated with pretty designs
representing wild and domestic animals, birds such as peacocks, eagles,
ducks. swans and pigeons, Nile and sea fish, frogs, crosses, vines and
other symbolic or fantastic figures, while some bear portraits of saints
or monks.

The characteristic features of Coptic pottery appear in a great
variety of forms, and great care was expended on the refinement and
polishing of their surfaces. Red and other lively colours reveal the
skill of the potters and their admirable facility in creating fine designs

and drawings.

The Coptic Museum has a special section for pottery, and it contains
pots of all kinds arranged in the rooms, the smaller vessels being in
cases. Among the small pots is a collection probably designed for
containing unguents, perfumes and kohl. Other cases have a large
selection of lamps, which come mostly from ancient churches and
monasteries. Most of these have symbolic decorations in relief
representing a frog, grapes. a cross or sometimes a bird with outspread
wings or the bust of a saint. Offen we meet with a text in Coptic and
sometimes the name of the owner in raised Coptic letters. It is
amusing to find. inside a case fixed the wall. small holy-water flasks for
St. Menas and a number of maulds for making them. On their surface
they have the customary figure in relief of St. Menas between two
kneeling camels. Somtimes his name in Coptic script is around
his. The pilgrims took these pots with them when visiting the
monastery dedicated to him at Mariut in the western desert near
Alexandria. They filled them with holy water drawn from a spring
near the tomb, a water noted for its ability to cure eye
complaints. The pots were made in a special workshop near the

manastery.
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> Pottery in Ancient Egypt
until Coptic & Islamic Era

Pottery is one of the first essentials in the growth of civilisation and
one of the oldest crafts known to man. It has also become the basic
source which enables us to trace the earliest steps in man’s progress.

The Egyptians excelled in making pottery back in the dawn of
history, and their level of craftsmanship was high. It was indeed
necessary to bestow care upon it, for it provided the necessary means
for cooking meals, storing liquids of all kinds, preserving cereals
against decay or loss, and even for the making of coffins to preserve the
bodies of the dead. Various kind of clay were used by the
potters. Egypt has always been abundantly supplied with the
materials required for pot-making, and the industry was extremely
widespread, The various forms and fabrics are innumerable on every
ancient site, and this is true from the earliest times.

At Saqqarah, on the walls of a prince’s tomb dating from the
5th. Dynasty, lively figures show how the potters made their various
products and arranged them in special furnaces. They also show the
hand-driven wheel used in forming the pots.

It was not until 1890 that archaeologists came to understand the
importance of pottery, but they then began to study all its various kinds
and forms and to make corpuses of them for convenience of
dating. Through this means archaeologists were enabled to date both
sites and the objects in them.

The oldest pottery known in Egypt is that from Merimdah Beni
Salameh on the western edge of the Delta, which revealed groups of
pots of early predynastic age. They are roughly finished but varied in
form. Each place and each period had its own special kinds and
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