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“Wiine is a mocker, strong drink is raging: and whasoever is deecived
thercby is not wise™ (Proverbs 20, 1)--so says the Bible of the generic
beverags called “wine™ (in those days referring to both grape juice
and the fermented prope wine). While the Lord told Maoscs to call
upon the [sraclites to “seperate [themselves] from wine™ and not to
“drink any liguar of grapes™ {(Mumbers 65.3), it was more likely truc
that the peneral populace of the ancient Near East did, in fact, drink
a great deal ol wine, not so much for its alcoholic qualitics, but out of
sheer necessily-<water vwas, and still is, a fairly scarce commodity in
the deserts of the Mear East, and what water thers iz is all too often
contaninaed beyvond drinking. Wing, therefors, served as a pleasant
allermative towater B many regions of the ancignt Mediterrancan and
Mear EasL

Te lully understand the process by which the Greeke and Romans
producsd their renowned wines, we will first book at one region where,
sonnee 5000 years ago, wine was being made along the Mile Taver
whicl the Grecks themsclves would later praise for its excellence of
taste and sacrificial significance, Long before the Plolemaie Greeks
ruled the already ancient land which was the “Gift of the MNile™, wine
was being produced in great quantities, mastly for the distinguished
palates of the nobles and kings of Mesopotamia and Egypt--the

common man rarely had the chance to parlake of grope wine, but
instead had to content himself with date-palm wine or “bardey-wing"
which we will discuss in (he next issuc of Ladprinh.

The frequent and common depiciion of vine cullivation and grapc
gathering in tomb paintings, sculpturss and hieroglyphics from sites
such ps Beni-Hasson and Thebes in ancient Epypt, indicates
wide-spread and sophesticated viticulture [grape-growing] techniques,
miny of which hove lasted thousands of years to the present. While
erapes were not the only source of wine for the ancient Egyptiang, by
far they produced the most coveled wine varielies. Most of the
varicties of grapes grown in the region of the Nile matured and
ripened in late Junc and carly July, by our modem calendar, and yot
for the delicats grapes so prized by the upper-class Egyplians, the
annal life-giving inundation and depasit of alluvial soil that was the
gift of the Nile at about the same lime, was ot a weloome event.
Grapes of the delicate quality so often praized by ancicnt awthors find
the growing conditions 100 harsh in the atherwise agriculturally-rich
mud lefl behind by the receding Nile. These grapes require a more
gravel-based sodl such as that found beyend the pncient food zones
of the Nile Valley, Arcas such as the Faiyum Oasis southwest of
Caire, Tor instance, had extensive and excellent vineyards beyond il
veach of the Mibe but still well iripated by man-made canals. Evidence
for these claborate vineyards, woler channels and hydraulic sysicms
catt still be found throughout the Faiyum today, testifying to the
ingenuity and engineering skills of (hose ancient vintners.,



Viliculture was practised both on a large scale in the Delta region of
the Mile and various oases, &s well as on smaller garden estates which
dotted northern Egypt. Tomb paintings and sculpturcs show that in
both cases, the grape vines were rained along wooden beams, trellis
networks or grouped into bowers which were often supported by
forked columns for ease of access and pruning (see accompanying
diagram), The Egyptian hicroglyphic symbol for a vineyard (shown
in the insert of the disgram) indicates how common and sceepted the
rafler-and-column training method must have been,

Ag for the vinevards themselves, these often included a water
reservorr Lo imgale the vines as well as the necessary winepresses for
processing Lhe harvested grapes (and which we will look at in the next
issuc of Labyringh os well). Most of the watering of the vineyards,
however, ook place from continually-fied imigation ditches, channcls
and pools, filled from the Wile itsclf using various water-lifting
devices (as described in Labyrinth issue 52), most notably using the
shaduf, which iz still in use today. Many branches of these irrigation
ditches with their accompanying hydraulic devices which fed the
nobles” vincyards can still be seen today in regions such as the
Faivum near the west bank of the Nile.

The Egyptians not only used their ingenuity to devise methods of
irigating their grape vines but also to gather the fruits of their labour,
Tomb paintings from Beni-Hassan, south of the Faiyum region, show
monkeys gothering grapes ond figs for their human “assistants™
below. According to the paintings and relief sculptures, however, it
seems that the simians helped themselves 10 as much of the fruit for
thedr own appetites as they handed down 1o the vintners below, More
commaonly (he grapes were very deliberately ploced into wicker
baskels which were then carmied on the heads of the workers, or slung
on shoulder yokes and transported to the noarby wingpresses for

processing,.

The excellence of Egyptian wings, whether due to unusually fertile
soil, remarkable varicties of grapes or simply the vintner's expertise,
has boen alluded to by numerous ancient sources. From Strabo in the
first century BC to Pliny in the first century AD and Athenseus in the
third contury AD, all proclaim Egypl’s wines as remarkable in
sweetness, colour and Tragrance, aging extremely well and likened by

Athenacus to Attic honey, Pliny and others also described the
medicinal and sacrificial uses of these remarkable Egyplian wines.
The wines of the Mile Delta region were held in high regard,
especially for their medicinal qualitics, with certain vintages
considered useful for specific ailments. Just as important, and just as
specific w the ancient Egyptians, was the use of various types of wine
for sacrificial purposes. Both Herodotus in the fifth century BC and
Plutarch in the first century AT recount the use of wines in sacrificial
offerings throughout various regions of Egypt, some wines extolled
by the priests, some forbidden, some to be used sparingly, others for
daily consumplion. In numerous sculptures still found in Egypt today
as many as four different vintages of wine were used in individoal
ceremonies a5 libations to please the departed, the gods, or simply to
procure specilic favours for specific requests.

Despite the wide use of grape wines by pharaohs and nobles alike for
imbibement, medicinal and sacrificial purposes, and no matter how
those grapes were grown and harvested, grapes were not the only fruit
used for wine, nor was this the end of the wine processing procedure.
In the next issue we will book at the pressing, storage and transpart of
the many varictics of Egyptian wincs as well as the Greck and
Roman connection with the Near Eastern wine trade,



	Ancient_Wine_Production_Egypt_Part_I-1
	Ancient_Wine_Production_Egypt_Part_I
	Ancient Wine Production - Egypt Part I
	Wine2


