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From the earliest example currently known in the beginning of the fourth dynasty, to the Roman 

period, the ancient Egyptians produced geographical lists to order the world around them. They 

listed and classified the different parts of the territory they occupied. Among the geographical 

entities conceived by the Egyptians are the different provinces of Egypt, equally called nomes 

or sepat. To order the regions of Upper Egypt, the task was relatively easy. The provinces were 

arranged along a single axis, the Nile, and they could simply be catalogued along the river 

course from South to North. However, the issue is more complex for Lower Egypt. Unlike the 

Nile Valley, this region does not have an absolute reference that dictates the succession of 

lands. Therefore, several orders are known to enumerate the provinces of the Delta. One of 

these, attested in the Greco-Roman period, is considered as ‘canonical’ by the Egyptological 

tradition. 

 In contrast, the lists that adopt different layouts are often considered to be divergent. 

However, the fluctuation of the order of the provinces of Lower Egypt is not as random as is 

sometimes thought. Indeed, these changes take place within sequences of nomes which remain 

consistent and which are always arranged in the same way. Moreover, when the question is 

considered as a whole and no longer on a case-by-case basis, it appears that the various attested 

orders are not random or chaotic, but belong to a given period. Thus, there is an evolution of 

the order of the nomes of Lower Egypt through the ages. The order which has been retained as 

‘canonical’ by the Egyptological tradition is just the last attested state of the arrangement of 

the nomes of the Delta. Moreover, it presents some peculiarities which can only be explained 

by integrating it into this long series of changes in which each state derives from the preceding 

one. These changes were motivated by different factors. The Delta is a dynamic territory in 

which nomes were created at different times. Each time, they disrupted the existing order and 

led to changes. Moreover, the internal logic of the sequences has also changed under the 

influence of the new provinces. Thus, an order that was originally geographically coherent has 

gradually become geographically illogical. 

 


