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THE GLASS INDUSTRY
IN ANCIEN EGYPT

until the coptic era
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- Magnficent glass tray with its wonderful coloured enamelled and gold

ornamentations. it was used for the holy bread in the Hanging Church.

Coptic Museum 14th. century

g Lisall Lgi )15 5y N0y dadl) Logesy (59205 5,50 135 daino
v oo diioll ol Joaini iilSy dilaodl LusiS (o (09 — Lusd 311
JEPPRRIR-1 Bl Gyl
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CLASSICAL MYTHOLOGY
IN COPTIC ART

POTTERY UNTIL COPTIC
& ISLAMIC ERA

FEMININE COQUETRY & HEADRESSES
IN THE COPTIC PERIOD

THE PEACOCK & THE EAGLE
IN COPTIC ART

THE CONTRIBUTION OF ANCIENT EGYPT
IN COPTIC ART

@ COPTIC MANUSCRIPTS

© WEAVING & TEXTILES

IN ANCIENT EGYPT

ANCIENT EGYPT CARICATURES
UNTIL ISLAMIC ERA

THE HOLY FAMILY IN EGYPT

© ST. CATHERINE'S MONASTERY
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THE COPTIC ICONS
MATARIA AND THE VIRGIN TREE
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F ine rock crystal jug, preserved in Albert & Victoria Museum in

London.

Prob. 10th. century.
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Cup of rock crystal, kept in Amesterdam Museum of Holland.

10th. century
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Goblets of various shapes, made of very thin and opaque glass, the oldest kind of

glass ware from the Coptic period

6th/ 7th century)
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Two pitchers of thin opaque giass of the oldest giass-basins
from the Coptic Era.

Coptic Museum
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6th/7th century

((hadll Aol

Thin opaque cup of giass. it was
used in Oid Churches Iin the
Holy Service.

Coptic Museum 6th/7th. century
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The oldest glass mirror of its kind, kept in a wooden

frame, extremely mutilated 4th. Century. Coptic Museum.

Various forms of glass chalices that were probably used .in churches
during the service. (6—7 th. Century) Coptic Museu . . . . - -
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Two pitchers from the sixth to the second centrles B.C. made
of coloured glass.

Metropoliton Art Museum, New York).
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Two cups made of coloured glass and bearing the name of Tutmosis lll. in

hieroglyphs. The one on the left is in the Munich Museum, while the other is

in the Metropoliton Art Museum, New York.
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Neck-rest made of blue glass
and bearing in hieroghyphs
the name of king Tut-
ankh-Amun

Cairo Museum
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Jar of the 18th. Dynasty, made

of coloured glass. (Metropoliton
Art Museum) New York)
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hieroglyphic, from the first ‘pharaonic Dynasty. It is also
preserved in the European Museums of the Louvre of Paris in
France, Victoria & Albert of London in England, Berlin in
Western Germany, Amestrdam in Holland, remarkable splen-
didk bowls, vases and jugs, fabricated from the rock crystal,
from the Fatimid Period of the tenth or the twelveth century.

It is stated that the Persian, renowned traveller "Nasiry
Chosoroes”, the auther of the book of ““Safarnama", wrote a
nice description about what he had noticed of the admirable
industries during his trip in Egypt and prqved the wonderful
flourishment of glass ndustry, when speaking about the
miracles he had reviewed in one of the markets neighbouring
to the "Mosque of Amr’’. He mentioned that he had noted a
kind of rock crystal of great beauty and also extremely. well
fabricated in such a magnificent artistic way by capable
workers of high standard in skilful workmanship and good
taste. He also added that he was informed that this rock has
keen brought from the Land of el-Magrib. but it is said that
some of the rock crystal has been brought from el-Kulzum
from a recent time and it was more beautiful and transparent
than that of the Magrib Land. (P.149). From this incident, we
can understand that they were well acquinted and talented
with the industry of rock crystal in Egypt.

Dr. Raouf Habib

it was for a long time wrongly believed that this drawing taken from a
relief in the middle Kingdom tomb at Beni Hassan represented
glass-blowing. The men are metal workers, glass-blowing being

unknown in Egypt betore Roman time.
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The pieces that date from the Roman period and that are
exhibited in the Alexandria Museum bear testimony of the skill
of the factories that produced glass forms of the utmost
fineness and fihish of workmanship.

The art of glassmaking reached its highest perfection in
Alexandria. The Romans considered Alexandrian glass as one
of the most valuable and acquired a collector’s passion for it.
Aurelian placed a special tax upon it. According to Strabo,
Alexandria was one of the greatest international centres for
this form of art, and Cicero adds that its trade extended to
Rome. Egypt’s glass reached even England and Scandinavia.

So far as the Christian period is concerned, Sir Flinders
Petrie found some translucent glass fragments at Hawara in
the Fayum, in a tomb of the fourth century A.D. He also found
lenses intended for magnification. Alfred Butler altests that the
Wadi Natrun and its contents were famous for the glass
industry from the beginning of the Coptic era, and that several
glass factories were to be found in that area. He adds that
even the elaborate lamps well known for their enamelled
decorations and very much in use during the prosberous
Islamic period were also made there. All the travellers who
visited Wadi Natrun and its monasteries confirm the high
reputation of the place of the best quality of glass between the
Roman period and the Middle Ages.

in the middle of the 8th century, glass chalices began to be

-6 -

used in churches instead of gold and silver ones. In the history
of the Patriarchs it is reported that Alexander Hl (705 - 730)
asked the priests to use glass chalices and vases. Dr. Butler
also insists on the widespread use of glass cups at the
same time.

In 1948, the Coptic Museum undertook excavations in the
ruins of a monastery situated in the desert west of Nagada. An
important collection of very fine glass vases and chalices was
found. Remains of the enamelled decoration could still be
seen on some pieces. This proves that the glass industry
prospered in Upper Egypt during the Coptic period. The
monastery itself, dating from the sixth century, was called Deir
el-Gizaz, the glass Monastery. This name was most likely given
to it through its being famous for the valuable collection of
glassware it owned and the numerous glass factories built in
the neighbourhood.

There are only a few of the outstanding facts from a long
story, but they serve to indicate how a characteristically
Egyptian invention has changed and prospered through some
seven thousand years.

Before conclusion, it is noteworthy to add that the fabrica-
tion of wonderful bowels and vases from the rock crystal was
known from the first pharaonic Dynasty in (3500 — 3350) B.C.
in the excavations of the late king at Helwan, it was discovered
a wonderful fine bowl made of rock crystal, bearing the name
of the King ""Semerkht"’ carved inside a cartouche inscribed in

-7 -



At the time of Akhnaton the glass industry reachs a stage of
high development. it improved not only in diversity and beauty
of shape and colour, but also in the finishing touches of the
execution. Transparent glass is used for decorating a number
of the objects from the tomb of Tutankhamun. During that
period the demand was so great that the finest glass vases
were to be found in any maret place all over the Middle East.
New froms were invented, so much so that in the tomb near
Thebes of a princess of the 21th. Dynasty, several glass cups
were found so peculiar in design that archaeologists doubted
for some time that they were of Egyptian workmanship.

From the 21st. to the 26 th. Dynasty glass manufacture
declined and few pieces have been found. After the libration
of the country from the Assyrian occupation, the glass
industry improved again, but in a limited time or way. Designs
and models were mere replicas of the old ones. By the fifth
century B.C., glass was once more prosperous and flourish-
ing. The vases known from that epoch are remarkable for the
beauty of their design and the variety of their shapes. A few
are in the New York Museum and the others in the British
Museum. They mostly belong to the sixth and the third
conturies B.C. and some other vases have been discovered
that date from the second and the first centuries B.C. and that
were made in Alexandria of a kind of mosaic-work on glass.

In the sixth century, the manufacture of the little jug shaped
like a bottle and known under the name of aiabastron was in
fashion in all Mediterranean countries and found its way even

—4-

to Europe. During the third century B.C. an evolution occurred
in the shape of these jugs and the decoration of the outer
surface resembles a bird’s feathers. Although Thebes had
been famous for its glass industry long before Alexandria, as
had the cities of El-Qab, Tel el-Amarna and Ashmunein,
nevertheless, when the city of Alexandria was founded, it
became the main centre of the fine glass industry in the whole
ancient world. According to the historian Pomponius Mela, the
ancient Egyptians used to make large statues of black glass.
Pliny relates that the temple of Amon contained a statue of the
god Serapis thirteen and a half feet high and an obelisk made
of emerald green glass. Another historian, Athenaeus, gives a
striking description of the glass tables inlaid with gold that
Ptolemy Philadeiphus ordered for the festival in honour of the
god Dionysos.

Moreover, thanks to Alexandria Egyptians, the making of a
certian kinds of jugs spread to Rome at the beginning of the
Christian era. Early Greece had succeeded in making the most
refined pottery but knew nothing of the glass industry, and the
later Greeks bought a great number of vases and jars from
Alexandria. The glass factories discovered in the islands of
Rhodes and Lesbos from the fifth century B.C. were prabably
the work of Egyptian craftsmen. Several ancient Greek writers
praised the size of the Egyptian glass jars. One of them, the
comic playwright Aristophanes (about 450 B.C.), even men-
tions that the price of these jars was so high that their value
was considered inferior only to that of goid ones. ’

-5-



predynastic times glass exists in the form of glaze on beads,
glaze and glass being identical except in the manner of their

Egyptian glaze is a large and interesting subject that
requires separate treatment, but there is little doubt that the
discovery was made in Egypt by about 5000 B.C. To make
glaze it is necessary first to make glass, yet the step to making
objects of glass alone required a remarkably long time to
make, such being the conservatism of the craftsman. The
original discovery as almost certain by that of the blue glaze
coloured by copper that is so characteristic of Egyptian
objects, and this produced an immediate demand for its ue on
beads and amulets as being pretty in itself and a substitute for
the expensive turquoise and lapis lazuli. Turquoise blue,
indeed, is still a favourite colour for amulets in Egypt.

The earliest dated glass objects from ancient Egypt other
than beads and amulets are two white and black inlaid eyes of
the 10th Dynasty date, towards the end of te third millennium
B.C. A little later there is the well known black and white glass
mosaic giving the name and the title of Amenemhat Ili of the
12th. Dynasty, and now in the Berlin Museum. The earliest
glass vase is of the 17th. Dynasty, while three fine examples
are known from the first half of the 18th. Dynasty. It is from this
period also the the earliest glass works is known, and that
from Thebes itself, there being three or four of them at
el-Amarna under Akhnaton later in the dynasty. By that time
glass objects had acquired both multiplicity of form and a
highly developed technique.

—

Glass-making was unknown before Roman times. The Egyp-
tian glass was prepared from quariz sand that was naturally
mixed with calcium carbonate and o which natron or plant
ashes together with a small amount of colouring material were
added. The mixture was fused in clay crucibles. Some would
be rolled into rods or flattened into stripes to be cut and used
for inlay.

Vvases were made on a sandy clay core shaped liie the
object desired. This was enclosed in cloth that was tied on
with string, to which a rod of copper or wood was attached as
a handle. This core was dipped into the molten glass, removed
and turned round quickly a few times to distribute the glass as
evenly as possible. The patterns were made while the glass
was still soft by winding thin rods of co|¢_)-L.1red glass round the
outside. The wavy pattern was produced—as a similar effect is
produced by the modern pastrycook on icing, by dragging a
pointed object alternately up and down in parallel across the
coloured lines. The whole was then rolled to produce a
smooth surface. Rims, handies and bases were added last, the
rod being then withdrawn and the core scraped out.

Two of the three early 18th Dynasty vases mentioned above
bear the name of Tuthmosis ili in hieroglyphs, one bieng
preserved in the Munich Museum and the other in the
Metropolitan Museum at New York. The third is in the Cairo
Museum and bears the name of Queen "Ka-em-Ra", sister of
Tuthmosis lil. Moreover, numerous chalices and vases on a
ruby background are to seen in the Metropoliton Museum.

.



The Glass Industry in Anceint Egypt
until the Coptic Era

Ever since the earliest historical periods, mankind has
shown an inclination towards coquetry.'This tendancy has
been one of the most important elements that has urged man,
in the course of successive centuries, to develop art and
industry. This is specially true of glass, since the earliest glass
occurs in beads and articles of personal adornment. What is
still to be proved is where and by whom the first glass was
discovered. )

Pliny, a writer of the first century A.D. has a well known
story of a group of Phoenician saliors who, wishing to cook
their meal on the sandy seashore, used blocks of natron from
their cargo to support their cauldrons. When the fire was out,
it was found to have caused the natron to combine with quartz
sand. This story has no historical basis, but the method is a
perfectly feasible one of accidentally making a small quantity
of glass, provided that the sand was quartz and contained
some form of calcium carbonate, both highly probable condi-
tions. Given natron they would fuse to produce a soda-lime
silicate, that is, true glass.

What is certain, however, is that pure glass beads and
amulets are known from Egypt by about 500 B.C. or at least by
the 5th Dynasty (about 2400 B.C.), aind from the earliest
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