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Whenever we mention the 
w o rd  “ M e m -

phis”1 in a conference, a classroom or in any 
academic discussion, our thoughts, and those 
of our audience, wander immediately to a city 
that is considered to be the most ancient and 
greatest dynastic capital of Pharaonic Egypt. 
Strategically situated between the North (Low-
er Egypt) and the South (Upper Egypt)—con-
sequently known by the epithet “The Balance of 
the Two Lands” (mxAt tAwy)—it was founded by 

the first king of Egypt around the year 3100 BC 
according to Egyptian myths and classical leg-
ends2. However, this is not such a simple ques-
tion. As S. Love states, “there are several differ-
ent uses for the name, each having different, 
yet specific, geographical references. The name 
Memphis can refer to either the nome, the royal 
necropolis, the capital city, the city-centre or the 
pyramid town of Pepi I” (fig. 1)3.

The term Memphis does, in effect, desig-
nate the first nome, or province, in Lower 
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What are we Talking about when we Talk 
about Memphis?
Maria Helena Trindade LOPES

The different uses of the term Memphis, the difficulty in determining its exact location, its extension, its permanence 
in time as an influential metropolis, and the reasons for its “disappearance” are the main questions addressed in 
this work.

Los problemas que trata este artículo son los diferentes usos del término Menfis, la dificultad en determinar su 
ubicación exacta, su extensión, su permanencia en el tiempo como una metrópolis influyente y las razones para 
su “desaparición”.

1	 For a study of Memphis and the Memphite region: Snape, 2014: 170-177; Leclère: 2008: VII-VIII, 25-111; 
Love, 2003: 70-84; Franke, 2003; Martin, 2000: 99-120; Jeffreys, 2000: 24-27; Jeffreys, 1999: 448-490; 
Koenig, 1998: 248; Málek, 1997: 90-101; Jeffreys, 1997: 8-9; Jeffreys and Giddy, 1992: 6-7; Jeffreys and 
Giddy, 1991: 5-8; Thompson, 2012; Zivie, 1988; Smith and Jeffreys, 1986: 88-95; Jeffreys, 1985; Kamil, 
1983: 25-32; Zivie-Coche, 1982: 24-41; Kitchen, 1973: 87-104; Anthes, 1965; Anthes, 1959; Dimick, 1956; 
Badawy, 1948; Petrie, 1910; Petrie, 1909.

2	 Snape, 2014: 171.
3	 Love, 2003: 71.
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of the word is conceivably the one that 
denotes the oldest capital of Pharaonic 
Egypt, located to the East of the necropolis 
of Saqqara5. Today this region is known by 
the Arabic name of Mit Rahina and is char-
acterised by the ruins of the monuments 
preserved in situ. According to Love, “the 
‘capital of Memphis’ is also referred to as 
the Ptah temple of Mit Rahina as the city 
centre, the heart of the social, religious and 
commercial area”6. What’s more, the term 
“‘Memphis’ is a Greek-derived word, stem-
ming from the hieroglyphic name, Mn-nfr, 
after the pyramid town of the Sixth Dynasty 
king Pepi I”7. To all these specifications for 
the same word it must also be added that 
of White Walls (jnbw HD), being possibly 
the earliest appellation used by the ancient 
Egyptians for the area later referred to as 
the capital8.

Therefore, what are we actually talking 
about when we talk about Memphis?

The earliest information about the impor-
tance and extension of Memphis was pro-
vided by classical authors, historians like 
Herodotus and geographers like Strabo and 
Diodorus of Sicily9. They described a place 
that, during its last phase, seems to corre-
spond to the actual site of the ruins of Mit 
Rahina. However, none of them ever refer to 
Memphis as the capital.

Egypt. But when we refer to its extensive 
necropolis, interestingly, we use the same 
word: “the Early Dynastic tombs and the 
Old Kingdom pyramids and private cem-
eteries are often termed as the ‘Memphite 
Necropolis’. This necropolis stretches for 
80 kilometres and is defined by the north-
ern-most pyramid at Abu Rowash and the 
southern pyramid at Meidum”4. Yet the 
most relevant and traditional connotation 

4	 Love, 2003: 71.
5	 Kemp, 1989: 36; Verner, 2002: 62; Wilkinson, 1990: 359.
6	 Love, 2003: 71.
7	 Love, 2003: 71. See Smith and Jeffreys, 1986: 88.
8	 See Edwards, 1971: 1-17. The discussion about the existence and location of these “White Walls” remains 

open since there is no archaeological evidence of its location. See Málek, 1997: 90-101.
9	 See: Jeffreys, 1985: 6 and 11; Love, 2003: 72-74.

Figure 1. The names of Memphis. In Love, 2003: 72.
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10	 Jeffreys, 1985: 11.
11	 Jeffreys, 1985: 11-12.
12	 Jeffreys, 1985: 12.
13	 Love, 2003: 74.
14	 See Love, 2003: 75-76.
15	 Jeffreys, 1985: 6-7.
16	 Jeffreys, 1985: 13. The first systematic report of the “field of ruins” was presented by Karl R. Lepsius.
17	 Jeffreys, 1985: 16.
18	 Jeffreys, 1985: 13.
19	 Jeffreys, 1985: 16.

There are later references in medieval Ara-
bic literature10 (Abd el-Latif, el-Qalqashandi 
and el-Maqrizi) and in travellers’ reports11 

(William of Tyre, Benjamin of Tudela, and 
Joos van Ghistele), but the haziness sur-
rounding the real meaning of the term per-
sists. The “identity” of the city was lost over 
time, and was only re-established in 1585 
by François de Pavie12. Subsequently, the 
location of Memphis became an important 
subject of academic debate, though the first 
detailed maps of the area only appear at the 
very end of the eighteenth century in the 
wake of Napoleon’s expedition. Curiously, 
Vivant Denon, one of the 167 savants that 
accompanied the emperor, mentions in his 
reports that the northern and southern bor-
ders of the old city of Memphis were delim-
ited by two pyramid complexes: Giza to the 
north and Saqqara to the south13.

This idea of associating the city with the 
pyramid complexes—Giza and/or Saqqara—
was echoed by other travellers and scholars. 
But it was the members of Napoleon’s scien-
tific expedition to Egypt who would associ-
ate the old capital, Memphis, with the field 
of ruins at Mit Rahina. One of the reasons 
for this association was obviously the den-
sity of archaeological vestiges found there14.

Nonetheless, discussion about the city’s 
extent continued for a long time. William 

F.M. Petrie, who led six seasons of exca-
vations in the area between 1909 and 1913, 
calculated that the city of Memphis had 
stretched approximately 13 km from north 
to south and 6.5 km from east to west, in-
cluding suburbs and gardens15. His map of 
the site, based on the one produced by Karl 
R. Lepsius during the excavation in Kôm 
Rabi’a in 184316, was used as the basis for re-
search for many years. A new map was only 
produced when Rudolf Anthes undertook 
another expedition to Memphis between 
1955 and 1956, sponsored by the University 
of Pennsylvania17.

Since 1987, David Jeffreys and Lisa Giddy 
have been conducting a survey of Memphis, 
sponsored by the Egypt Exploration So-
ciety, stating that in the most relevant pe-
riod, “Memphis was a vast metropolis 
that stretched at least 10 km from north to 
south”18. The recent work carried out on 
settlement of the area seems, effectively, to 
show that Memphis was more extensive than 
had initially been thought19.

However, why is it that a city that had been 
a capital for over a thousand years (from 3100 
BC to 2100 BC) has so few remaining vestig-
es? The map provided by Jeffreys in 1985 of 
the remaining vestiges of the Old Kingdom 
in the area of Mit Rahina and Saqqara has 
surprisingly few references (fig. 2).
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the east, provoking natural erosion of the 
oldest ruins in the site24 (fig. 3).

Finally, the last explanation for these curi-
ous occurrences is related to the activity of 
sebakh-diggers who over the centuries have 
been stealing the adobe from Memphite 
monuments to use as fertiliser in agricul-
ture25. Of course occupation and construc-
tion in later periods, like that which took 
place during the strong presence of the Saite 
dynasty in the Late Period26, which restored 
Memphis to the status of royal residence, 
could also have devastated older remains, as 
L. Giddy suggests27. But the man that best 
knows Memphis and its settlement, David 
Jeffreys, produced a new map in 1994 of the 
Memphite ruins, based on an alternative 
technique called “drill cores”28, which con-
sists of deep subsoil borehole surveys. This 
map has enabled to visualise another level 
of settlement in the first dynasties and in the 
Old Kingdom, in the area of Mit Rahina and 
surrounding area (fig. 4).

Therefore, I again pose the question:

When we talk of the ancient capital of 
Memphis, what exactly are we talking about?

We are talking about an area that is not 
limited to present day Mit Rahina, but ex-
tends to Saqqara, Abu Rowash, Giza, Abusir 

What could have happened to the face of 
Memphis?

As Love clearly explains, recalling the works 
of Butzer and Hassan20, “the rate of sediment 
accumulation in the valley floor of the Mem-
phite region is estimated at one metre per mil-
lennia [...] This would place a second millennia 
BC settlement several metres below the modern 
ground surface”21. Thus, according to Jeffreys, 
the Old Kingdom ground level is four metres 
below the area west of Mit Rahina22.

Another element that interfered with the 
recovery of archaeological remains was the 
change of course of the Nile23, which over 
the centuries was progressively diverted to 

20	 Jeffreys, 2000: 24.
21	 See Love, 2003: 76-79.
22	 See Jeffreys, 1997b: 2-4.
23	 See Jeffreys and Tavares, 1994: 143-173; Jeffreys, 2008b: 6-7.
24	 Love, 2003: 78.
25	 See Lopes, 2010: 25 and Kemp, 1976: 27.
26	 See Lopes, 2010: 22 and 27 ss.
27	 See Giddy, Jeffreys and  Málek, 1990: 13.
28	 See results of the use of the technique in Abu Rowash, Giza, Abusir, Saqqara and Dahshur in Love, 2003: 79-81.

Figure 2. Map of the vestiges of the Old Kingdom, 1985.

In Love, 2003: 77.
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and Dahshur), along with a privileged geo-
graphical situation that enabled it to control 
the Delta and the confluence of desert trade 
routes from the Levant and Red Sea to the 
Sahara31, made it an obvious economic centre. 
A capital that also became one of the largest 
religious centres of the country—with its tute-
lary god Ptah, the creator god who conceived 
the world in his heart and brought it into be-
ing by the strength of his word—and a great 
centre of culture, art and intellectual activities 
in Pharaonic Egypt. In its libraries and work-
shop manuals, treatises, canons and knowl-
edge about sacred monuments were preserved 
and transmitted. Even after Memphis lost its 
status as capital to other provincial cities like 
Thebes, Per-Ramesses and Amarna in the 
Middle32 and New Kingdoms33, it continued 

and Dahshur29. Like Love suggests, “per-
haps now Memphis may be considered a dy-
namic urban centre. It is possible that Old 
Kingdom Memphis was not confined to one 
small, nucleated settlement area but rather 
extended throughout the entire Memphite 
region”30 (see fig. 1).

The great economic momentum that devel-
oped around the city’s temples and necrop-
olises (Saqqara, Abu Rowash, Giza, Abusir 

29	 Lehner, 1997: 7 and 15.
30	 Love, 2003: 81 and Leclère, 2008: 39.
31	 Jeffreys and Giddy, 1991: 5.
32	 On the location of Memphis during the Middle Kingdom, see Snape, 2014: 173 and Leclère, 2008: 40-41.
33	 To confirm the relevance of Memphis in the New Kingdom, see Martin, 2000: 99-120; Leclère, 2008: 

41-55 and the most recent work of S. Pasquali (2011).

Figure 3. Computer model of Nile movement over the past 5000 years. 

By K. Tutley, University of Cambridge, Earth Sciences Department. In 

Jeffreys, 2008: 42.

Figure 4. Distribution of drill cores in and around Mit Rahina: the 

symbols represent individual drill cores that are positive indicators of 

occupation. After Jeffreys and Tavares, 1994, in Love, 2003: 78.
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the Great conquered Egypt in 332 BC it was 
from Memphis that the country was governed. 
It was to this city that his general Ptolemy, son 
of Lagos, brought the conqueror’s corpse fol-
lowing Alexander’s death in 323 BC”42. How-
ever, in the Ptolemaic Period, despite the coro-
nation ceremonies still being held there43, the 
city44 started to loose importance in favour of 

34	 See Snape, 2014: 170.
35	 The idea that “Perunefer” was the port of the city of Memphis is now practically accepted among re-

searchers. See Snape, 2014: 173 and also Jeffreys, 2006: 36-37.
36	 Kees, 1977: 150.
37	 Kitchen, 1982: 162.
38	 See Leclère, 2008: 61-72.
39	 On this period, see Spalinger, 1977: 221-244.
40	Jeffreys, 2008: 44.
41	 See Leclère, 2008: 70-72.
42	 Thompson, 2012: 2.
43	 Jeffreys, 1999: 488.
44	 For a perception of Memphis during the Ptolemaic period, see Thompson, 2012: 6 ss. and also Leclère, 

2008: 80-86.

to maintain an important position through-
out Pharaonic history, and came to be the 
largest population centre in Egypt34. During 
the New Kingdom, for example, Memphis 
was a very cosmopolitan metropolis, an im-
portant centre of international trade, and a 
fundamental military base for the Empire35.

Its status as the city of tradition, where the 
first kings carried out the rite of “raising the 
Djed-pillar”36 to ensure the pharaoh a stable 
reign, led several kings throughout history to 
celebrate their royal jubilee (heb-sed) in Mem-
phis and build their funerary temples there37; 
this “fulcrum between the North and the 
South” was the site of ideological legitimisa-
tion, par excellence, of the Egyptian territory.

During the Late Period, Memphis once again 
became the main metropolis of the country 
and an important local residence38. During the 
Saite Period, which corresponds to the Twen-
ty-sixth Dynasty39 and spans approximately a 
century and a half of Egyptian history between 
the invasions from the east—the Assyrians in 
the first part of the seventh century BC, and 
the Persians in 526 BC—the city recovered its 
old splendour. As David Jeffreys affirms40, it 
became a cosmopolitan capital, enhanced by 
different foreign communities41, and an inter-
national port. Furthermore, “when Alexander Figure 5. Memphis, general plan of the site. In Thompson, 2012: 12.
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45	 Jeffreys and Giddy, 1991: 5.

Alexandria, which became the great metropo-
lis and the most important commercial port of 
Egypt (fig. 5).

In the Roman Period, Memphis’ decline 
was exacerbated by the construction of the 
fort of Babylon45, while during the Middle 
Ages Memphite monuments were system-
atically dismantled or destroyed and their 
stones re-used in the construction of several 
churches and mosques in Cairo.

Today Memphis is a vast field of ruins, 
but the “city that disappeared”, buried by 
modern construction and pillaged by the 
sebakhim and those who dismantled the 
Memphite monuments, remains alive and 
questioning history…
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