
 

Book chronicles rise of urban planning in
ancient Egypt
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Assoc. Prof. Nadine Moeller (left) sorts pottery sherds with graduate students at
the excavation site of Tell Edfu in Egypt. Credit: Nadine Moeller
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The pyramids and temples of Egypt, which still stand as magnificent
monuments to ancient Egyptian civilization, were the result of some of
the world's first urban planners—the ruling pharaohs who invested in
town planning.

New research at the University of Chicago offers additional insights into
how the pharaohs invested in town planning. Their innovations included
the development of the first grid system as part of communities they
established around their kingdom, according to Nadine Moeller,
associate professor of Egyptian archaeology at the Oriental Institute.

"People had thought that the Greeks were responsible for the invention
of the grid system and urban planning, but we actually have evidence of 
urban planning going back to the end of the Fourth Dynasty in the Old
Kingdom, about 2500 B.C.," she said. That Old Kingdom settlement
shows identically laid out houses along a main street and follows an L-
shaped plan. It was intended to house a community of priests and staff
members responsible for the upkeep of the funerary cult of Queen
Khentkawes whose tomb is adjacent to this settlement.

Moeller writes about her discoveries and reviews the work of other
archaeologists in The Archaeology of Urbanism in Ancient Egypt: From
the Predynastic Period to the End of the Middle Kingdom. The book is the
first volume of a comprehensive study of the rise of urban civilization in
a society that many scholars have thought was dominated by village life.
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https://phys.org/tags/urban+planning/
http://www.cambridge.org/je/academic/subjects/archaeology/egyptology/archaeology-urbanism-ancient-egypt-predynastic-period-end-middle-kingdom
http://www.cambridge.org/je/academic/subjects/archaeology/egyptology/archaeology-urbanism-ancient-egypt-predynastic-period-end-middle-kingdom


 

  

View towards the east, Tell Edfu in the foreground with the pylon of the
Ptolemaic temple in the background. Credit: G. Marouard/Tell Edfu Project

"This is a major piece of research that will have an enormous impact on
Egyptian archaeology and will redefine the way that anthropologists and
ancient historians understand Egypt in the comparative study of ancient
civilizations," said Gil Stein, director of the Oriental Institute.

Moeller investigated the layouts and patterns of state-planned towns
developed in Egypt by studying existing records of the Middle Kingdom
community of Lahun and comparing those records with satellite
photographs. The community was established for administrators and
priests who were in charge of maintaining the pyramid and funerary
complex for Senwosret II, who lived from 1870 to 1831 B.C. This town
was built 37 miles south of the Middle Kingdom city of Memphis, about
62 miles south of modern Cairo.

"What they were doing is replicating the layout of domestic houses and
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multiplying these buildings as needed, thereby creating a new town for a
particular community." The rectangular houses were set in neatly
organized rows forming discrete blocks along straight streets set at right
angles.

"It had a large number of inhabitants from different social backgrounds,
including a mayor, priests and administrators. It is also becoming evident
now that Lahun had all the elements of an urban settlement: a temple, an
enclosure wall, a residence for the mayor, large mansions for the elite
and small houses," she explained.

  
 

  

Parts of the administrative building of the late Middle Kingdom (ca. 1773-1650
BC) showing some of the sandstone column bases still in situ. Credit: G.
Marouard/Tell Edfu Project

Lahun was located close to the Fayum lake, a fertile region with rich
agricultural potential and wild birds and animals.

Previous scholars had overestimated the size of the community, which
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became clear when Moeller and Gregory Marouard, research associate at
the Oriental Institute, looked at the satellite images that reveal the actual
extent of this state-planned town. The community was about 24 acres in
size, or about 10 city blocks according to the standard size used in cities
such as Chicago.

Although other communities were built with the grid structure, the
layouts of the planned urban communities varied greatly according to the
purpose of the towns. All of them were established for specific state
interests and often faded when the power of the central government
declined, she found.

Modern-style communities

  
 

  

Excavation area at Tell Edfu showing superimposed settlement layers dating to
various phases, with some of the silos of the 17th Dynasty (ca. 1650-1520 BC)
covered by a thick ash layer on top into which several storage compartments
were built which are of a later date. Credit: Tell Edfu Project
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The book shows that many of the elements of modern cities were already
present in ancient Egypt. Censuses were taken, for instance, to determine
the size of households as part of tax collections. The census lists show a
hierarchy of wealth, with middle-class families having servants in
addition to family members.

Some of the planned communities were actually villages and consisted of
identical houses in tract developments, something similar to housing
developments in suburban areas of the United States. There is also
evidence that the people who moved to those houses quickly remodeled
them to fit their own interests and personal needs.

The emergence of planned communities contrasts with other urban areas
in Egypt, such as Tell Edfu in the south, where Moeller has done most of
her archaeological fieldwork.

Tell Edfu consists of a mound of successive urban communities that
developed in a dynamic way over the centuries. Her work, which
uncovered a columned hall complex used for administrative purposes as
well as later granaries on the site, showed the importance of urban
development in Egypt.

Although the communities established by the central government faded
when the central power weakened, provincial centers such as Edfu were
able to function during times of weak central control and could even see
a period of growth, Moeller said.
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The largest of the silos dating to the 17th Dynasty. It belongs to the large silo
court that were the main grain storage facilities of the town. Credit: Nadine
Moeller/Tell Edfu Project
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