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the Nile and the People in Egypt during the Fatimid and Ayyubid Periods
(358-648 AH / 969-1250 CE) Based on the Geniza Fragments
Abstract

This study attempts to explore the Nile during a particular phase of the Islamic era through
anarrative approach parallel to what is recorded in traditional literary works and historical
chronicles. It relies primarily on the Cairo Geniza fragments, which constitute a unique
and direct source distinguished by authenticity and spontaneity. Unlike conventional
histories, these texts were not written with the intention of chronicling events but rather
emerged from daily interactions and lived realities. This grants them exceptional
documentary value, revealing overlooked aspects of the Nile’s history that neither
classical sources nor modern historical studies highlighted, since they were once regarded
as ordinary and routine. Through these papers and scraps, the researcher sought to
illuminate the dynamic and interwoven relationship between people and the Nile during
the Fatimid and Ayyubid periods. This relationship is reflected in the river’s multiple
names and epithets, and in its deep imprint on collective popular consciousness. The
fragments also capture how individuals and communities measured the Nile’s flood levels
and monitored its fluctuations, indicating that concern for the river was not limited to
rulers or elites but formed part of the daily preoccupations of society at large. The study
further examines the Nile’s presence in everyday culture through prayers, nicknames,
titles, and geographical identities tied to villages and towns along its course. It also
discusses riverine mobility—both the movement of people and the transport of goods—
and its direct impact on lived experiences, pricing mechanisms, and market activity. The
researcher proposes that tracing Geniza references to journeys on the Nile makes it
possible to identify key ports and landing sites from south to north. These stations not
only illuminate networks of transport and economic exchange but also enrich our
understanding of Egypt’s historical administrative divisions (kiir and a‘mal), most of
which were geographically and functionally connected to the river. Ultimately, the study
concludes that the Nile was not merely a natural geographic feature but a living fabric of
social life, mirrored vividly in contracts, letters, and everyday documents preserved in the
Geniza—materials that reveal, more than formal histories, the profound entanglement
between Egyptians and their eternal river.

Keywords: Egypt — Nile — Fatimid Period — Ayyubid Period — Geniza Fragments.
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