Poiters of Deir Mawas
CHAPTER 9

THE POTTERS OF DEIR MAWAS,
AN ETHNOARCHAEQLOGICAL STUDY

by

Paul T. Nicholson

9.1 Introduction

[Note that Tables 9.1-9.5, and the corresponding Figures 9.16-9.22, are placed at the end of
the Chapter].

The Deir Mawas potters were {irst visited by the wriler in March 1987, at which time they
were working outdoors, in an unfenced arca, beside the canal-side road in the south-western parl
of the wown. The rear of this working area was bounded by houses, one of them their own. At
this time, the workshop comprised a potter’s wheel, standing in the open yard, and two kilns, one
of approximatcly 2.0 m diameter, which had partially collapsed, and onc of approximalely 1.5 m
diameter, which was still in use. Sketches of the vessels produced were made by Andrew Boyce,
and a short interview conducted using Abdul Shaefi, a workman from el-Hagg Qandil, as an
intermediary. The overall impression was of a rather marginalised workshop, unlikely to survive
for very long, though preserving a number of interesting features.

Following the excavation of a potiers workshop ai Amama in 1987, and study of the material
from it, it was decided to build a reconstruction of one of the kilns [2984] during Lhe 1988
season, ready for experimental firings the following year (see Chapter 8 of this volume). In order
to assist with these firings it was considercd useful to make somec observations of professional
potters al work, and to record their firing methods. Such a study had alrcady been made at Deir
el-Gharbi, in Upper Egypt, by H.L. Patterson and the writer (Nicholson and Patlerson 1985,
1989), but the kiln used there was much larger than that excavated, and the clay was of a very
different type. It was thereforc decided to make a further visit to the Deir Mawas workshop with
a view 10 recording the firing, and to making a fuller cthnoarchaeological study, should conditions
prove favourable,

This second visit was made during February 1989, whcn it was found that the workshop had
shifted its location to an enclosed courtyard surrounded on three sides by houses {one of them
that of the poticr’s family) and on the fourth by a covered area of the workshop opening on to a
side road overlooking fields. Figure 9.1 shows the layout of the workshop.

This workshop had a more permanent appcarance than the previous one, and, though not as
orderly or as large as those studied in Upper Egypt, it seemed to offer a uscful contrast. This
view was quickly confirmed with the discovery that the potler and his family were the ideal
subjects for such a study, in that they were friendly, willing to answer guestions, and, most
importantly, unconcemed by our presence. This latter is especially imporiant for ethnographic
work, since it is well known that people ofien behave very differcnily in the presence of
outsiders. The Deir Mawas pouers, however, once they understood our interest in pottery, simply
continued their work around us, apparenily making no special allowance for our presence.

Having arranged to record a firing using a thermocouple, and having established that the
workshop was a suitable candidate for ethnoarchaeological work, an overall research strategy was
devised. This was bascd on the lessons leamed from work in Upper Egypt. It was decided that
particular attention should be paid to firings, with records of temperature, and, where possible, the
actions of the potters kept (this would then assist with the experimental kiln firings to be carried
out at Amarna). Full records should be made of raw-material procurement, ¢lay preparation,
vessel forming and finishing, material discard areas, and so on. A detailed sociological study was
not possible in the absence of a fluent interpreter, and so verbal questions were kept simple.
Observation and recording by photography were used as the main research tools, the interpretation
of observations being checked with the potters for validity. Similarly, wherc specific questions
were asked of the potters, their answers were checked by observation whenever possible,
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Figure 9.1. Plan of the poter’s workshop at Deir Mawas which shows the main features of the
cslabiishment.

discrepancies recorded, and further clarification sought. Work in 1989 concentraled on firing and
gidr forming, 1990 on clay procurement, and 1992 on firing and unloading. No work ook place
in 1991 due to lack of time. '

Like the Upper Egyptian potters, who produce Ballas jars, the Deir Mawas workshop
preserved a tradition with a long history, though how far back it can be traced is uncertain. It was
definitcly current in the carly part of this century, when Winifred Blackman made studies of
various traditional crafts and of social organisation. Though she apparently did not visit Deir
Mawas specifically, it is clear, from the photographic archive material held in the School of
Archaeology and Oricnial Studies at Liverpool University, that she did visit Minya province, as
well as Asyut province, and found pottery-making which used the technigues still practiscd at
Deir Mawas. Blackman’s archive and her book (Blackman 1927) provide a valuablc record ol the
industry and can fairly be said to represent a pioneering atiempt at ethnoarchacology.

To date, the present study has concentrated primarily on the technology of vessel manafacture
and particularly on the firing regime employed. Fulurc work will concentrate on the vessels
themselves, their uscs, seliing prices, cic.

9.2 Clay procurement

Clay for use at the workshop is obtained from a locality known as Tinuub, about [ifteen to
twenty minutes drive (over poor roads) north-west from the workshop. This is in an area of felds,
presumably belonging 1o the inhabitanis of Deir Mawas. The clay comes from one of the large
imigation canals in the area, and, so far as could be discovered, was frec of charge save for Lhe
cost of transport. The clay is moved by pick-up truck and, on the occasion when we visited the
site, about half a load was taken. This may not have been lypical, though to have taken morc
would have made drving difficull on the uneven trackways and might have posed storage
dilficultics at the workshop.

The clay was divided by the potiers into two types, though both come from the canal. The
first of these, known as asrag, comes from the lower pan of the large clay bank which compriscs
the accumulated dredgings from the canal. This bank is approximatcly two metres bigh at its
maximum, and four 1o five metres wide at the base. The potiers cxpressed a preference for clay
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Potters of Deir Mawas

firing is marked by the blocking of the stoke hole. This is done whilst the fire is still raging in
the fire box. A large gidr is placed in the stoke hole and packed around with bricks or large
sherds, or the opening is itself bricked up. Finally clean straw or boosa is thrown on to the top of
the kiln where it ignites immediately. This serves to decarbonise the top of the kiln where soot
has collecied on the sherds, and more importantly on exposed areas of Lhe vessels.

The short firing duration is to bc explained by the clay fabric itsell. All of these vessels are
coarse, the gidr especially so, on account of the large amount of organic matter included in the
clay. This means that the clay bodies are relatively “open” and that hot gases are able 10
penctratc quite easily, and, cqually imponantly, that moisture, in the form of stcam, can easily
escape from the fabric . This easc is reflected by the firing regime employed. Contrary to what is
often considered nomal ceramic practice, there is no period of *“water smoking”, the initial stage
of firing which involves a slow and gradual rise in kiln temperature 0 allow stcam io escape
from the vessels, so preventing bloating or explosion of the vesscls. Here temperatures in excess
of 100°C can be rcached in about three minutes, and in cxcess of 200°C in about four minuics
(Figures 9.16-9.22, and Tables 9.1-9.5). Similarly, in comparison 1o the firing temperatures of
much modemn ({factory or craft} pottery, the peak temperatures achicved in these firings arc
relatively low. Of the five firings rccorded, the maximum rcached by any was 934°C, the most
common maxima being in the low 700s to low B800s (all quoted without comection for air
temperature, since this was fairly constant). Peak temperatures generally occur in the later stages
of the firing, and there is no prolonged soak time around this peak. It is difficult 1o speak of a
“typical firing”, since temperatures fluctuated markedly between them, but the overall trend is one
of rapid initial temperature increase followed by a fluctuating period above 600°C, a peak, and a
fairly rapid decline., Aliematively, the initial risc may be decreased in speed but gradually build to
a peak before declining.

This pattern of firing leaves the thicker-walled vessels (and often some of the thinner ones,
too) with a marked core when broken. This is typically black at thc centre surmounded by a
purplish-rcd, and then the outer surface colour, a terra-coita or brick red-brown. This is a pattem
observed on much ancient siltware potery also. I would suggest that much of the potiery found at
Amama was fired for similarly short periods and au low temperatures. This is 10 some exicnt
bomec out by experiments using a reconstructed kiln based on excavated evidence (this volume,
Chapter 8). It is further suggested that much ancient Egyptian siliware potiery was also fired in a
manner similar to that still observed at Deir Mawas.

The end of firing marks the end of the working day, and the master poiter, who normaliy
takes very litlle part in the firing save to check the kiln periodically (Figure 9.15), washes and
puts on a clean galtabea over his working clothes.

9.6 Unloading

Despite the rather slip-shod manufacturing and firing techniques, the majority of the vessels
fired survive in saleable condition. These vessels are generally unloaded carly on the moming
following a firing. The layer of burned boosa thrown on at the end of firing is not systematically
removed, but simply allowed to fall through the stack or to blow away as the sherd covering is
removed. The small vessels, particularly the children’s toys, are removed frst to prevent them
falling through the stack, the large vesscls arc then removed until a new lIcvel containing a
mixture of large and small producis is rcached. The small arc again removed first, and so on.
Small items are stacked around the fim of the kiln while gidr and other large vessels are stood on
the raised ptatform behind and at one side of it. From these locations, assistants arc able to carry
the vessels away. Drums arc sometimes loaded straight into a plastic sack 1o make carrying them
Icss tiresome. Unloaded vessels are then stacked in the empty clay preparation pit and elsewherc
around the courtyard. The different classes of product arc stacked scparately so that the different
operations needed for each (fugitive slipping, skinning of drums, patching, etc.} can be carried out
more efficienlly. They will be taken to market or moved away later.

Estimates of breakage are hard o determine because of the rapidity of loading and unloading
the kiln, But of approximately 196 items removed from firing no. 5, only about six ilems were
unsaleable. These were thrown on to a small heap behind the kiln where their sherds would later
be uscd to cover future firings, In this way no large waster heap is produced. Similarly, the fuel
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Thermocouple Iocated on west side of kiln
Firing begins as 16.25
Air wmperamure 31°C

Minutes Temp. Action
0 L1 Oily mg pushed inte stoke hele and Jit.
2 35 More fael pul on. Fire audibie, Grey smoke,
3 112 vigoreus “flicking” of oil straw into flames.
4 i) Denser dark grey smoke. Poker removed from fire,
Continued flicking of oily sraw.
5 3n Fire rages in kiln. Stoker moves from front 1o west
side of kiln 1o avold heat
6 338
7 350 Fire blows back from stoke hole. More oily straw
gathered from ground. Infant runs up o assist.
8 305
10 294
12 292
i3 284
15 303
17 329 Raking using small hoc rake. Yery dense black smoke,
14 317 More fuel brought by small girl.
19 Raking ceases, Fuel dragged (in tub) nearer fire,
Qily rag thrown in and large handfuls of fuct.
pit] 311
2 348
25 331 Raking, donc by smalt child. More dense smoke,
27 437 Courtyard becomes noticeably warmer during making.
30 374
32 Raking ceascs.
34 Raking by older child. Thick black smoke.
35 423 Raking ceases.
36 Stoker moves to east side, continues fuelling.
38 445 Fuel allowed to mound up on stoke hele thresheld,
drawing effcet cleatly visible.
38 Raking. Thick black smoke,
40 523
43 507
48 514
50 605
51 Large rake used. Qlder child prevented from raking.

Denser black smoke Lhan any previous fime,

53
55

56
57
58

59
60

65
66
67
0
72

73

75
6

78

80
81
83

84

85
8
20

91
a3
98
100
101

602

671
FO7

734
666
621

690

693

557

628
574
550

515

430
474

Rake used 10 lifl broken bowi from flames. Thrown
inlo water. Raking ceases, Fuelling resumes.

Date palm frond used as brush to rake away fucl
from near stoke hole.

Slighuy oily 1ag and oily hose from mechanical
pump brought in. Hose not used as fuel at this dme.
Piece of boosa used 10 push fuel into fire.

Raking. Thick black smoke. Stoker moves 10 west.
Master potter inspects kiln top.

Fuel thrown in with a little more rapidity than
normal.

Small rake used by older child. Black smoke. Soot
falls in couryand.

Tishrload of dry, oil-free, bossa brought in and
placed near kiln.

Small amourtt of clean boosa placed in reach of
stoker. Raking ¢eascs.

Small rake used again, Armful of clean fuel brought.

Tray of clean boosa taken Lo rear of kiln,

Clesan fuel pushed in en masse. Blocks stoke hole
then bursls into flame, Pale smoke only.

Medium sized gidr used to block sioke hole,

END OF ACTIVE FIRING

Bopsa from gishe put on kiln 16D - 1ENIES an
contact. Yellow/white smoke, clean yellow/forange
flames.

Some poking of kiln top Lo fully bum boasa,

Kiln swoke hole flames die away.

End of mecording.

Duration of active firtng 84 mins (1hr 24 ming)
Peak iemperature 734°C achieved in 5501 minute

Tabie 9.1, Deir Mawas Firng 1, 8-2-1989.
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Thermocouple located on west side of kiln
Firing begins as 16.16
Alr empenature 27°C

Minutes Temp. Action

0 27 Fire lit. Smal} rake used 1o insert oily rag. Boy
sily dirccerly in front of stoke hole [0 shield
it (1) Lazy fire. Bricks balanced a1 stake hole to
ghield fire from wind.

2 o6 Grey smoke. Fire audible. Rake with rag stll
buming waved in fire. Some Ffuel thrown in,
4 231 Raking ceascs. Stoker sils on weat side of kiln,

Flicks handfuls of cily beosa into fire, Master
poteer inspecty op of kiln, Dark grey smoke.
Fuelling virually continuous, but less easy action
than stoker in firlng 1. Handful every 30 secs.

Much 1alking.
6 281
8 366

10 403

12 386 Small rake used. Audible roar from fire. Dark grey
smoke.

13 Raking ceascs.

14 545 Woman digs up more fuel from heap, pulls il lward
stoke hole. Sits near firc.

16 458

18 509 Master potier sits on east of kiln and fucls it

20 568

21 Master potker uses small rake.

22 552

24 569 Boy on wesl of sioke hole resumes fuelling fire.

26 329

27 Master poller feeds firc.

28 508

29 Masier potler uses small rake.

30 514

32 632 Thick black smoke as raking continues — patter
hands over 1o small bey.

33 Ruking ccasce.

kL) 655 Older boy wha began firing moves to cast of sioke

haole, rakes more fuel from heap. Fuels from cast side.

36
33
40
42
43

44
45
46
47

48
49
50
51

52
54
56
38
3%

60
G2

66
61

68
69

70
71
72
73
74

648
726
803
750

797
818
782

799
836
769

699
776
751
801

826
776
823

779

778
747

761

Small rake siraightencd out with brick, then vsed
by small boy. Thicker grey smoke.

Rake removed from firg and quenched in waler.
Pulled straight using edge of tough,

then reingened.

Raking continucs.

Boy gocs to look al wp of kiln.
Everyone wanms hands around fire. Fuelling
Coniinues.

Rake uscd by master pouer. Thin smoke. Poner
touches kiln wall with hand.

Woman fucls fire from west side. Fire draws well
from file on sioke hole lip. No attention paid to
fire.

$mal) boy uscs rake. Thick grey smoke. Audible roar
from fre.

Tishi-load of clean bossa brought in end placed
behind kiln, Raking sull in progress.

Ammful of clean boosa brought in ang thrown near
kiln.

Raking ceases. Woman [uels from west with oily fuel.

Boy looks al top of kiln. Smoke issues rapidiy,
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5
76

T8
79
80
81
82

86
88
89

21
G2

o4
95

98

99
100
102
104
107
109
11
112

738

875
934
768

726
757
733

634
678

770
643

631
a7

572
534
515
495
484

Boy uscs rake. Thick black/grey emoke.

Brick removed from Rames — presumably thrown in
with fuel by accident. Brick quenched in skip

bowl — red steam — for prolonged period. Rake
struightened again and used, Thick black smoke.

Boy examines kiln top.
Raking ceages. Fuelling recommences.

Boy looks at kiln top.
Rake straightened again, used by older boy, Thick
black smoke.

Rake removed from fire, glowing red hot al join
with blade, Reinseried and used vigorously. Psle
grey smoke.

Clean boosa thrown on wop of kiln. Stoke hole
blocked with lamge gidr and sherds, Flames on kiln
wop from boasa. Yellow/white smoke. Fire still
visible behind stoke hole blocking.

END OF ACTIVE FIRING

Woman puts lwo green-hard vessels near swke hole.

Aluminium cauldmon placad on kiln top to boil water.

Duradan of active firing 95 mins (lhr 35mins)
Peak temperature £36°C achicved in 49th minule

Tuble 9.2. Deir Mawas Firing 2, 15-2-1989.
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Thermocouple T1 located on west side of kiln, T2 an porth
Firing begins as 1549
Air lemperature 27°C

Minutes Temp. T1 Temp. T2 Action

0 47 Fire lit. Audible flame. Stoked from
wesL

1 L Grey smoke.

2 Rubbish thmown nearer kiln from pile
on east petrol/paraffin (7} pourcd
aver pile.

3 47 192

5 51 248

[ 364

8 62 a66 Raking using small rake.

0 486

1 B2 440

12 Raking using small rake.

13 85 437

15 480

16 97

17 497

18 104

iy 512

20 510

21 117

23 468

25 127

26 430

27 Raking ceases.

28 526 Handfuls of dung put ano lip of sioke
hole and allowed o bum.

30 137 524

3t Fiece of korbaai used 1o mke up
fuei,

32 544

33 Women takes over firing. Scated at
west, draws fugl mward her.

o] 594

A 150 378

37 603

38 608

40 176 596 Woman picks oul grains of com lrom
mast of fuel, pruts them into dish as
hen food.

42 569

44 &44

45

46
48
30

-

53

55
58

62
&5

ki
73

TS

80
85
13

0
95
100
103
105
0

1a
i

12
15
iz
120
123
125
130

202

433

530

561

528

690
57

765
07
763

/13
844

826
760

670

605
580
544

657
60
Eaiy]
6t4
712
687
742

554
682

615

852
833

73z
05
673

776

666

631
500

579
553

Fueiling and com-callecting
continue.

Raking. Dark smoke.

Raking ccases, Morc fuel gathered,

Raking.

Raking ceases. Masier potier and son
po to look at kiln top. Retum

almaost immediately.

Yery oily boosa put into steke hole,
formerly using fairly dusty rubbish
with some boosa. Dark grey smoke,
vigorous fuelling.

Raking. Thick black smoke, Tisht of
clean fuel brogght in.

Audible Bames. Dark smake.

Raking. Temperawre drops as raking
proteeds.

Stoke hole biocked with gidr and sherds.

END OF ACTIVE FIRING
Boosa theown on kdln 1op - igniles,

End of recording. Fire put.

Duration of aclive firing 111 mimtes (1hr 4 1ming)
Peak emperature (T2} §32°C achieved in 80th minute

Tabie 9.3. Dair Mawas Firing 3, 8§-3-1985.
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Thermocouple T1 locaed at depth of E25m, and T2 0.44m on west side of kiln

Firing begins as 1£.32

Air temperaure 38°C

Minutes Temp. Tl

40
2 43
3 48
4 48
3
6 4
7
8 140
10 223
11
12 265
13
14 300
15
16 343
18 368
19
20 37
2}
22 366
24 369
26 434
27
28 470
29
30 507
3 533
M 551
36 559
38 542
39
40 492
41
43 543

Temp. T2

38

298

369

425

468

Action

Fire lir Eldest boy firing from

west uses pile of fuel brought close
for use. Pale grey smoke.

Cld, but clean, cement sack put on
fire a8 slow 10 bum. Peurol(7)
pourcd on fuel pite. Fuel thrown an
in handfuls as usual. Audible fire,
Dark smoke.

Opaque grey smoke.

Denser black smoke. Swker fuels
from east side.

Small rake used. Pale smoke.
Raking ccases. Fuelling resumes.
Drark smoke.

Very dark smoke,
Slight luil in Fuelling.
Fuetling resumes,

Thick dark smoke.

Raking.

Raking ceases. More fucl pulied from
pile and brought nearer to kiin.
Dark smoke,

Eldest boy looks 2 kiln top.
Eldest boy retumns, fuels from west.

Fuels from east. Thick grey smoke.
Desoltory sioking,

Stoking sill desulory.

Raking.

Raking ceases. Kiin top inspecied.
Fuel raked from pile o sioke hole
using fouriak.

Thick black smoke,

44 547 Sroking desultory. !
46 539 =]
43 550 536 Woman rakes over Aring. =
50 567 Z
52 565 =
53 569 =3
54 594 =3
56 616 Ekdest boy checks kiln top, Woman &
continues firing. Eldest boy leaves. =
58 649 623
59 Raking. Vigorous pabe grey smoke.
Audible fire.
&0 614
i More fuel raked toward stoke hole.
62 606 Fuel thrown on, Gly emell,
63 632
B4 660
65 Flames lick through kiln top.
Desultory Fuclling continucs.
(] 699
68 77
70 675
74 684 Master poner inspects kiln op.
Woman rakes, Thick black/grey smeke.
75 Raking ccases. Pols on wesl side are
glowing, those on east are nol,
80 42 537 Said that mome time needed for pots
on east side.
85 587 473
89 Raking. Thick black smoke.
90 555 449 Woman checks kiln top. Rake left in
fire. Mastce pouer checks kiln top.
" PN checks kiln wp. Sooting on
sherd covering only. All pots
glowing, North of kiln very hoL
92 More fuelling, small guantity only.
o3 Stoke hole blocked with bricks.
END OF ACTIVE FIRING
95 514 b
96 Tisht of clean boosa brought in,
thrown on kiln wp. Ignites.
97 496
100 516 437
105 483 432 Alumininm vessed of waker pul to

warm on kiln wp Master potter
later uses it for washing in.

Duration of active liring 90 minutes (1hr 30mins)
Peak wmperature (T1) 707°C achicved in 68th minule

Table 4.4, Deir Mawas Firng 4, 22-3-1989.
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‘Thermocouple located on west side of Kiln
Firng begins as 16,006
Air temperalure 25°C

Minutes Temp. Action
0 25 Fire lir.
2 Cily rag inserted.
4 26
9 30
14 4 Thick black smoke.
1% 308 Thick black smoke.
24 493
29 443 Rapid \cmperature rise while smoke is thick
(reducing fire}.
3 575
39 650
44 Ti4
49 310
54 748
39 633
64 565
69 707
74 809 Clean fuel for kiln wp brought in,
76 812
7 815
5 788
4 790
89 700
94 601
95 601 Fuel thrown on 10p.
END OF ACTIVE FIRING
59 544

Duration aof active firing 95 minutes (Lhr 35mins)
Peak temperature 815°C achieved in 77th minve

Less precise noles were kept on this firing since the main object of this visit wag to film a firing.

Table 9.5. Deir Mawas Firing §, 10-3-1992.
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