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This is the first volume on the history of the Nile Delta to cover the ca. 7000
years from the Predynastic period to the twentieth century. It offers a multi-
disciplinary approach engaging with varied aspects of the region’s long, com-
plex, yet still underappreciated history. Readers will learn of the history of
settlement, agriculture and the management of water resources at different
periods and in different places, as well as the naming and mapping of the Delta
and the roles played by tourism and archaeology. The wide range of back-
grounds of the contributors and the broad panoply of methodological and
conceptual practices deployed enable new spaces to be opened up for conver-
sations and cross-fertilization across disciplinary and chronological boundar-
ies. The result is a potent tribute to the historical significance of this region and
the instrumental role it has played in the shaping of past, present and future
Afro-Eurasian worlds.

KATHERINE BLOUIN is Associate Professor of Ancient History and Classics
at the University of Toronto and a co-founder of Everyday Orientalism. Her
publications include Le conflit judéo-alexandrin de 38-41 (2005), Triangular
Landscapes: Environment, Society and the State in the Nile Delta under Roman
Rule (2014) and the Routledge Handbook of Classics, Colonialism, and
Postcolonial Theory (forthcoming, with Ben Akrigg).
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This volume was born thanks to a failure. In June 2013, I led the first and
only season of the Canadian archaeological project in Thmuis (Tell Timai).
Together with the nearby site of Mendes (Tell el Rub’a), the site was the
Roman capital of the Mendesian Nome, whose environmental history my
2014 monograph focuses on. This project, though, was not meant to last:
The archaeologist colleague who was co-leading the project had to with-
draw one month before the start of the season, which meant we also lost
their institution’s support. I did manage to make things work, and am
grateful to all the members of the team, as well as to the Supreme Council
of Antiquities offices in Cairo and Mansurah for granting me the author-
ization to excavate that year. As we started working on the area we had
identified as the potential site of a Late Antique bath, it quickly became
clear that it was not a bath and, most importantly, that it had previously
been excavated. Our team dug more than 3 metres deep, all the way to the
foundation level. There, after three weeks of work, we found . .. a piece of
plastic. As one of the members of the team put it, this project was unique:
For the first time in their career as an archaeologist, they had participated
in a dig where no object had been registered! That being said, we did gather
some data (including the survey of a nearby zone), and kept our team spirit
up despite this absurd situation." When the season came to an end,
I received good news: Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council (SSHRC) had granted me a substantial grant, enough to finance
three more seasons of excavation. Yet given the multiple red flags encoun-
tered, as well as differences with the colleagues the concession had been
granted to, I decided that it was wiser to move on. I never regretted taking
this decision, because it turned out to be the starting point of this book.

%

This volume started as a conference. In the fall of 2014, I met with
Cambridge University Press’s Michael Sharp in Toronto. During our

! The season’s report is available here: www.academia.edu/4754581/2013_Blouin_K_et_al_
Preliminary_Report_of_the_First_Canadian_Mission_at_Thmuis
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meeting, Michael suggested I edit a volume dedicated to the ‘cultural, social
and economic/ecological history of the Nile Delta’. I very much liked this
idea. Given I had cancelled the Thmuis excavation project the year before,
I decided that the best way I could use the money that had been allocated to
me was to organize an international conference on this topic, which would
act as a preliminary stage to a future volume. Fast-forward a pregnancy and
a period of maternity leave, and I entitled the conference ‘Tmperial
Landscapes: Empires, Societies and Environments in the Ancient to
Modern Nile Delta’. My aim was to bring together scholars working on
the history of the Nile Delta in the longue durée, and to do so in a way that
centres the region’s landscapes and their interconnectedness with imperial
routes, from Antiquity to the modern period. The conference took place in
March 2017 at the University of Toronto with the financial support of the
SSHRC and the Department of Classics. It brought together fifteen scholars
from North America, Europe and Africa, as well as a large crowd of
colleagues and students, and was made all the better thanks to the labour
of Warrena Wilkinson and the help of Zohra Faqiri, Chiara Graf and Drew
Davis. Following the event, I started working on the volume. The idea was
not to put together proceedings, but rather to curate a cohesive work that
centres the long-term history of the region through the perspective of a
multidisciplinary and transnational array of scholars. Accordingly, the final
result is substantially different from the conference’s programme. Of the
eighteen chapters that make up the volume, seven are based on papers
given at the conference. The remaining ones were commissioned, and
written, by different scholars. The result offers a wider chronological and
disciplinary breadth and, as such, does more justice to the historical
significance of the region.

%%

This volume came together during a pandemic. As the planet was undergo-
ing wave after wave of infections, suffering and death; as many of us were
trying to cope with lockdowns, homeschooling, trauma and grief; as the
utter inadequacy of our governing élites, and the resolve of neoliberalism to
prevail over the bodies and lives of the most vulnerable members of our
societies, were painfully exposed; as teachers were asked to teach and
‘perform’ online; as many academics — especially carers — were met with
little support or care from their institutions; as the world witnessed Brexit,
and the accelerating rise of fascism, far-right populism and overt anti-
intellectualism worldwide; as anti-Black racism and the genocide of
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Indigenous Peoples in North America became impossible for settlers to
ignore; as hundreds of Black and Brown bodies were found drowned in
Mediterranean waters; as the climate crisis was diagnosed to be beyond the
point of no return; as Palestinians continued to be dispossessed, dehuman-
ized and killed in contravention of international law; as the tragedy
unfolding in Yemen went on amid quasi-global indifference; as an
attempted coup in Washington DC was televised and tweeted live; as
‘freedom’ was used to justify the lawless occupation of Ottawa and several
Canadian cities and border crossings for weeks on end; as Russia invaded
Ukraine, razed Mariupol to the ground and deployed an Orwellian narra-
tive to justify its war crimes; as all these things were happening, in addition
to what each of them encountered in their personal lives, all the contribu-
tors to this volume found the time and energy to research, write, revise and
submit a chapter. Writing a chapter takes a lot of time and mental energy.
Writing a chapter in the context listed above, with all it can mean in terms
of personal dislocation and suffering, is a tremendous feat. Without their
trust in this project, without their patience and generosity, this book would
not exist. To all the authors who make up this volume: Un immense merci.

%

This volume was edited with the support of many people and places.
In addition to all the contributors, I want to thank Michael Sharp for
inspiring this project and being supportive at all stages of its gestation.
Thank you as well to Taylor Stark, who assisted me during the copy-editing
stage of the manuscript preparation, for his invaluable help, to Katie Idle
and Bethany Johnson at Cambridge University Press and to Franklin
Matthews Jebaraj at Straive for shepherding the book production process,
to Suzanne Arnold, for her invaluable editorial help, and to Pam
Scholefield, who made the index. I wrote most of Chapters 1 and 2 in the
context of the long periods of lockdown and school closures that took place
in Toronto. This was an extremely difficult time in general; one that, for
me, triggered a series of depression relapses. While the pandemic has
severed the links between many writers and their Muses, in my case,
writing was one of the only spaces where I felt I still had control over
something and, therefore, was functional. Writing my chapters, and editing
the volume as a whole, helped me get through the pandemic. I am
immensely thankful to Natalie Rothman, the Chair of my home depart-
ment of Historical and Cultural Studies at UTSC, for supporting me with
genuine empathy through these difficult times. My gratitude also goes to

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009175142
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-17514-2 — The Nile Delta
Edited by Katherine Blouin

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements XXV

the anonymous referees who took the time to read the manuscript in the
midst of a pre-vaccine wave; to Deena Mohamed, who created a beautiful
illustration for the cover of this book that acts as a contribution in and of
itself; to Anass Dakkach, who researched the Arabic sources discussed in
Chapter 2; to the community that makes up the virtual writing group
‘Classics Write’ (you know who you are!); to the writings of Leanne
Betasamosake Simpson, Ali Smith, Zoe Todd and Linda Tuhiwai Smith;
to the wisdom of Lee Maracle; to the teaching and care of Jen Bettger,
Stephanie Mills, Amanda Montgomery, Katherine Rouleau and Alissa
Santiago; to the generosity of Heba Abd el Gawad, Noha Abou Khatwa,
Amro Ali, Usama Ali Gad, Suzanne Conklin Akbari, Matt Gibbs, Rachel
Mairs, Heba Mostafa and Anne-Claire Salmas; to Cairo, Port Said,
Alexandria and the lands in between; to Tkaronto’s trees and lake, and to
Québec’s snows and river. Lastly, this volume would not have come to life
without the unflinching presence, love, humour and support of those
closest to me: Auguste, Arthur, Grenadine, Milos, Zeitoun, my parents,
Joy, Santosh and, most of all, Girish.
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This volume is dedicated to Mona Abaza, who left us way too soon, and
whose deep respect and love for the Nile Delta, its Land and its people, will
live on for a long time. It was an absolute honour to work with you, even if
only remotely. Thank you for your trust and for sending your piece to me
so promptly. I am sorry the volume did not come out before you left this
world. I hope you are pleased with the final result, and that you are at
peace in Aaru.
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Abbreviations

The system of abbreviations used for editions of papyrological texts is that
of the web edition of the Checklist of Editions of Greek, Latin, Demotic,
and Coptic Papyri, Ostraca, and Tablets (J. F. Oates et al. ed., https://papyri
.info/docs/checklist). Abbreviations used for ancient literary texts follow
the system used in the third edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary.
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