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Mechanarius in Egypt during the Roman era

Ahmed Mahros Esmail
Faculty of Arts — Fayoum University — Egypt
ami02@fayoum.edu.eg

Abstract: Agriculture depends mainly on both types of irrigation where natural and
artificial, there are many references to irrigation machines used to lift water to higher
lands. This research discusses one of the crafts related to the repairing and maintenanly
of irrigation machines, which is the mechanarius in Egypt during the Roman era, where
there are many references to this craft in papyri during that era, and it continued to exist
during the Byzantine era. The research mentioned the start of this craft and the reasons
of it's existence, then it reviewed the linguistic and idiomatic meaning of the word
mechanarius. Then it moved to the most important tasks and duties of mechanarius
which related to the repair and maintenance of irrigation machines specially water
wheels, it ends with discssing the social and economic conditions of the mechanarius
during the Roman era.

Keywords: mechanarius — Mechanical - irrigation - irrigation machines — Agriculture -
Roman era.
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P. Petaus. 34, |. 2(184 A.D.); P. Oslo. II, 20, I. 1(250-300 A.D.); P. Flor. I, 2, col. 7, Il. 168, 181,
196(265 A.D.); BGU. XVII, 2701. I. 2(275-325 A.D.); SB. X, 10556. Il. 20, 25(275-300 A.D.); P. Stud.
Pal. XX, 76, |. 4(275-350 A.D.); SB. XX. 15095, I. 9(4™ cent. A.D.); P. Cairo lIsid. 79, I. 16(300-324
A.D.); O. Mich. 1,102, 1l. 10, 12(300-325 A.D.).

3 Myrto Malouta and Andrew Wilson, Mechanical Irrigation, 294.
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Avristide Calderini, Macchine idrofore secondo i papiri greci, (Rendiconti del Istituto Lombardo dei
Scienze e Lettere, Milano, 53, 1920), 620-631; Menassa Laila and Laferriere Pierre, La Sagia:
Technique et vocabulaire de la roue a eau égyptienne,( Cairo: IFAO, 1974); Thorkild Schioler, Roman
and Islamic Water-lifting Wheels; John Gray Landels, Engineering in The Ancient World, (Berkeley &
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978), 58-84; Oleson, Greek and Roman Mechanical
Water Lifting Devices; Marjorie Susan Venit, "The Painted Tomb from Wardian and the Decoration of
Alexandrian Tombs," JARCE 25(1988): 71-91; "The Painted Tomb from Wardian and the Antiquity of
the Sagiya in Egypt", JARCE 26(1989): 219-22; Andrew Wilson, "Machines, Power and the Ancient
Economy", JRS, 92(2002): 7-9; Schomberg, "Ancient Water Technology", 119-128; Rathbone,
"Méchanai (Waterwheels) in the Roman Fayyum", 253-261; Myrto Malouta and Andrew Wilson,
Mechanical Irrigation, 273-305.

2 Rathbone, "Méchanai (Waterwheels) in the Roman Fayyum": 257
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1 Bonneau, Le régime administratif de I'eau du Nil, 224-225.

2 Philip Venticinque, "Risk Management: Social Capital and Economic Strategies on Late Romanestates
in Oxyrhynchus", Historia(W), Bd. 63, H. 4(2014): 468.

3 SB. 14, 11281, Il. 25-29(172 A.D.) = Sergio Daris, "Papiri Documentari Dell'Universita Cattolica Di
Milano." Aegyptus. 54, no. 1/4(1974): 74-76.

4P.Flor. 1, 16(239 A.D.).

5 P. Col. X, 280, I1.3-4(269-270 A.D.) = Mayerson Philip, "A Note on P. Col. X 280.14: kevdpuata uétpo
olvik® kotuA®V dekaevvéa," ZPE 132(2000): 255-256.

6 P. Oxy. 38, 2877( late 3" cent. A.D.) = Bagnall, "An order for Nails": 99-104.
TPSI. XIlI, 1233(323-324 A.D).
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3 P. Oxy. 19, 2241, note, 15-22; 19.
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20. Mich. 1, 274(192 A.D.).

3SB. |, 1524, col. v, 1.147; viii, |. 236(193 A.D.).

4P. Oxy. Hels. 41(223/224 A.D.); P. Oxy. 82, 5320(227/8 A.D.).

S Margaret Mountford, Documentary Papyri from Roman and Byzantine Oxyrhynchus, no. 1, pp. 6-19.

®P. Lond.: 11,1177, Il. 167-174(113 A. D.); P.Ryl. 11, 157(135 A.D.); P.Berl. Leihg. I, 23(252 A.D.).
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1P. Lond. I, 131R, II. 51-53(78 A.D.)

2P. Lond. I, 131V, col. ii, I. 32(78/79 A.D.).

8P, Lond. I, 131V, col. iv, I. 81.

4P. Lond. I, 131V, col. xxii, I. 495.

5P. Lond. I, 131V, col. xxiii, Il. 504; 508.

P. Lond. I, 131V, col. xxvi, I. 573.

"P. Lond. I, 131V, col. xxviii, I. 620.

8P. Lond. I, 131V, col. xxviii, Il. 632; 635.

% SB. 20, 14409R, col. xv, 1. 20-23(90 A.D.) = P.Oxy. 6, 985 descr.
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