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In the last issue of Laebpeinth, we locked at the wines of the nobles,
pharaohs and general pepulace of the ancient Near East and Egypt, as
well as the medicinal and secrificial uses of these ‘nectars of the
gods’. Ving cultivation and viticullure techniques, s discussed,
evolved into a sophisticated art, but this was by no means the end of
the wing production, storage and trading process.,

There were many different kinds of wine produced in the Mear East,
for use mostly by the nobles, but what of the private individuals and
their thirst for a better life? In Epypt, private citizens had no
restrictions placed on theim whest it came to the use of wine in their
everyday lives. Even women were allowed to indulge, and in this
regard the Egyptians differed greatly from the Romans of antiquity.
In carly Roman times, females were forbidden the privilege of
drinking wine, as were young men wider the age of thirty, except at
sacrifices. In later Fooman times it was still somewhat disgraceful for
a woman to deink in public, yet this restriction never seemed to
oocupry the Egyptian mentality. So great was the consumption of wine
in Egoypt, in Fact, that in the time of Herodotus (around 450 BC) the
quantity of wine used in Egypt far cxcecded the amount that Egypt
could produce, and enormous quantities of wane had to be imponed
from Phosnicia and Groeos, Wealthy and poor alike, male and female,
enjoved their wing, and often to cxcess-—-many relief carvings and
paintings exist from Beni-Hassan for instance, that show men and
women disgorging to exiremes and having to be carried home by
servants after overindulging at drinking parties.

Whakis grrape-wine was by far the most coveted aleohalic beverage of
the nobles of ancient Egypd, being imported not only frem Creece and
Phocnicia but also from Libya, Palesting and Syna in vast quantities,
the most pepular “wing®” of the gencral mosses was the bacley-wine
mentioned by Greek and Latin writers such as Strabo, Herodotus, and
Diodocus. Described as “zythus™ by these carly historians, the methed
of brewing barley-wine or beer is also depicted on the walls of early

Fifth Dyvnasty Egyptian tombs. These tomb paintings from 2400 BC
show thick loaves of wheat and barley bread which were baked in
ovens and then allowad to ferment natrally in water. Beer in itsclf
hog been a staple of human life for thousands of years in the Qld
World and well deserves an entire article in & future izsue of
Lokyrinth.

Wine jars in Egrypt have been found as far back as the First Dynasty
of 3000 BC and contained mostly a red variety, while the Middle
Kingdom wines from araund 2000 BC were generally white. Some of
the carliest wines found in Mesopotamia and Egypl, however, come
from the date-palm vanety since: palm trees grew exlremely well in
the ancient Wear East. Dates, which are noturally rch in sugar,
ferment very readily in warm climates and from well before 3000 BC
people were processing palm-wine date mash in large jars and then
straining the fermented drink: indo separoade storage containers for later
usc or transpart, Whether palm, barley or grape wine, the harvesting,
treading, fermentation, straining and “bottlng™ of these early wines
was labour-intensive and vet in all likelilvood it remained & labour of
love. Once ggain, Egyplion temb paintings clearly show the wine-
making process of the ancient vintners--people are often shown
cullivaling, praning and tending the crops, while others harvest and
transpart the fruit to vats whese it is tread nto a mash and stored in
Jurs and winesking for fecmentation.
The process by which the
juice was extracted from
the harvested grapes was
often by means of 8 simple
bag-press  (sea  the
accomparying  diagram
from & tomb painting at
Beni-Hassan). The fruit
was plnced inta a linen bag strelchad oot batween two upright wooden
posts. Weorkers then twasted bar handlas which were placed at bath
cnds of the bag, the twistimg motion slowly writgitg out the juice
from the grapes inte a conlainer below. The other method of
extracting grape juice for the fermentation process was by means of
foot-presses which were often of considerable size (sce the
accompanving diagram from a tomb painting at Thebes), Mon were



e 1o tread the At into 3 mash until as much juice as possible had
been extracted, the liquid either running directly into storage
reservoirs or allowed to run off into collecting vals via pipes. The men
are ofien depicted supporting themselves by ropes hung from the reof
of the press whike others pour the juice intoe amphorae for storage and
fermentation. After a time, the fermented juice was transferred 1o
smaller earhenware amphorae which were then closed with
disc-shaped lids and sealed with clay, piteh or mortar which was
subsequently stamped with the vintoer's or pharach’s seal az well as
the close ar year of the vintage. The amphores were then stored m an
upright position until the wine was used or ransported,

These sterage amphorae were often coted intemally with 4 resin
pitch which helped seal the porous earthenvare and may have helped
in preserving the wing as well. This pine pitch would probably have
given the high-quality Egyptian wincs a very unique flavour similar
ta that of Greek retzing wing, which was also produced in a similar
way and ig still available today for the connoisseur of this
millennia-old wine-making process,

Oither methods of storage included large cistens or rescrvoirs which
have been found in conjunction with wine-presses and cellars during
archasalogical excavations at Mear Eastern sites such as Biblacal
Gibéon. Bixly-six circular reservoirs have been found, cach one six

fest in diameter and six feet deep, which served this larpe
wine-trading sctilement as both storage cellars and wing-pressing
vats. 5till others were lined with a waterpeoof mortar and served as
fermentation cistems.

Alter protessing and fermentation were complete, the wihe was
transported in the same sort of inveried tear-drop shaped amphorae
depicted in one of the accompanying diagrams and familiar to most
of us from the Grezks and Romans of & later ime, The shape allowed
themn to be stacked by the scores in both storercoms and the hobds of
trading ships which plied the Mediterrancan between Nerth Africa,
Greeee, Rome and Syria in an extensive wine frade which lasted
through many centuries, many rulers, and many cmpires,

The trade cechange in wine between Egypt, Greecs and Rome formed
an important part of the ancient economy of all thesc great
civilizations and is something which will be explored in more detail
in future jssues of Labyprinth s we look into the production of these
“glixirs of the god:" from Greek and Roman points of view.
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