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Joanne M. Rowland, Mohamed Hamdan

The Holocene Evolution of the Quesna Turtle Back: 
Geological Evolution and Archaeological Relation
ships Within the Nile Delta

Introduction and background
Five seasons of fieldwork have been carried out by an Egypt Exploration 

Society (EES) Delta Survey project under the direction of the first author. A 
discrete element of this project is a renewed approach to investigations both at 
the SCA registered site of Quesna quarries and also on the low ground around 
the sand gezira (turtle back) on which the site sits. The modern town of Que
sna is 65 km northwest of Cairo on the agricultural road to Alexandria, with 
the archaeological area c4 km to the east of this road. The results of geophysi
cal survey and excavation on the gezira have been published elsewhere (Row
land 2008; 2007; Rowland and Zakrzewski 2008; Rowland and Strutt 2007; 
Rowland and Wilson 2006; Rowland and Billing 2006) and therefore only a 
brief explanation of the site is given here. The SCA commenced a programme 
of excavation at the site of Quesna throughout the 1990s, following the dis
covery of a brick-built mausoleum in the south of the site during sand quar
rying in the area. Excavation proceeded throughout the 1990s within what 
transpired to be a Late Period to Ptolemaic mausoleum, with rooms stacked 
with burials up to six-deep. Some burials had been placed in limestone sar
cophagi, others mummified and wrapped in linen. One inscribed black stone 
sarcophagus is now at the Egyptian Museum in Cairo (Gomaa and Hegazy 
2001: 52-80). It is the inscriptions relating to an individual from Athribis on 
this sarcophagus that provided the link between this cemetery and ancient
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Athribis in nearby modern Benha. The SCA investigations also uncovered part 
of a Roman cemetery and a sacred falcon necropolis. The current EES mission 
has renewed the investigations on the gezira with a topographic and geophysical 
survey and targeted test trenches, however, one of the mission’s research aims is 
to investigate the ancient environment in the region and its implications for our 
understanding of the archaeology.

Similar work is being carried out by the mission across the province of Minufi- 
yeh and one of the key aims at the outset of the project was to identify prehistoric 
evidence in the region, both in close proximity to Quesna and beyond. Since this 
presentation was made in 2007, ground survey on the western Delta fringes (2008, 
2009 and 2011) has produced evidence for Palaeolithic and Neolithic material and 
the survey will be both intensified and extended in 2013 (Rowland et al. 2009: 427).

The Holocene evolution of the Nile Delta has been discussed in general by 
Butzer (1975 and 1998) and Said (1981). More detailed geological and geoarach- 
aeological investigations have focused mainly on the northern and eastern Nile 
Delta (Stanley and Liyanage 1986; Coultellier & Stanley 1987; Frihy and Stanley 
1987; Stanley 1989; Sneh et al. 1986; van den Brink 1986; Wit and Stralen 1988; 
Hamdan 2000; 2004). The present paper aims to provide a paleoenvironmental 
and paleoclimatic interpretation of the area around the Quesna archaeological 
area, based on the sedimentological, and mineralogical characteristics.

Methodology
In the region around Quesna, drill coring has been carried out since 2006 

in order to obtain information relating both to the chronology of the region, 
but also to the ancient environment, and the latter will be the subject under 
discussion here. Coring has been carried out using two different sets of equip
ment. The Eigkelkamp hand auger is used most extensively, due to economic 
and time considerations and can easily reach depths of 7-8 m below surface. 
The handle casing drilling machine, however, is also employed selectively 
where cores of 10 m plus of continuous stratigraphy are required.The meth
odology in the field depends upon the type of coring. For hand augering, the 
core is photographed both before and after extraction from the auger head, 
any ceramic sherds, stone pieces or other archaeological materials are re
moved and bagged, and the sediment is then recorded, a Munsell colour read
ing taken, and it is then bagged for subsequent analysis. A drill core recording 
sheet is completed after every core section to note details as to description 
of the material, the stiffness, colour, presence of archaeological and environ-
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Fig.l. Location of the studied cores.

mental materials (e.g. pottery, stone, brick, charcoal, textile, shell). A different 
process is carried out for the handle casing drilling machine. The machine 
produces cores of 60 cm in length which give an uninterrupted core, as op
posed to the hand auger, which produces a series of smaller, interrupted cores. 
On extraction of the handle-casing core, the metal casing around the core is 
opened lengthways and the untouched core is photographed and then exam
ined; sedimentological observations are made on the recording form and any 
archaeological material recorded. The exact depths below surface at which 
cultural material is found can be considered and sherds, lithics, or other arte- 
factual material, are retained for examination for typological and chronologi
cal indicators. Following collection of the sediment from both types of cores 
in the field, the geological samples are subjected to grain size analysis using a 
wet sieving technique and some selected samples are subjected to heavy min
eral separation by heavy liquid (Bromoform).

QUS08'
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QUS4o0 
• QUS6 
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The gezira at Quesna
The cemetery and sacred falcon necropolis described above were positioned 

on a turtle back or gezira. Even today, a position on top of the Quesna gezira al
lows for outstanding views over the surrounding countryside. In antiquity, how
ever, without the presence of the modern brick and glue factories, the industrial 
estate and the modern tree cover, the site may even have been visible from as far 
away as Athribis. Tire modern day pollution must also be a consideration in site 
inter-visibility. The site as seen today probably gives a very different picture to that 
which it did even in the recent historical past. The area has been modified by sand 
quarrying and agriculture over the past 20 years and in addition to this, there has 
also been an encroachment of buildings associated with the growth of industry 
in the region, along the western and northern sides of the gezira. Even within the 
memory of the local farmers and the local SCA inspectorate, the sand gezira used 
to descend at a much more gradual gradient than today, when it sharply descends 
on all but the eastern side.

Recent maps (1970s onwards) combined with the view from the top of the 
gezira already help to build up a clearer image of the original extent of the gezira. 
From these maps and from the viewpoint at the archaeological area, it is possi
ble to see additional smaller, lower, sand islands in the landscape, islands which 
would in all probability originally have been a part of the Quesna gezira. Looking 
at the geomorphology of the site, the site can be subdivided into three main geo- 
morphic units:

1) Quesna Turtleback, elongated Pleistocene sand hill, 25 m asl.
2) Flood plain, 10-11 m asl.
3) Damietta branch

Location of the cores
Figure 2 shows the detailed lithological characteristics of the studied cores. The 

cores were placed along two transects in order to gauge the original form of the 
gezira in a number of directions. The east-west transect began with core QUSl to 
the east of the gezira with the other three cores (QUS8, 7 and 9) in this transect ly
ing to its west (Fig. 1). Only one core was placed to the east due to the proximity of 
a local river branch which marks the provincial boundary for Minufiyeh. Along the 
north-south transect, the first core in the line is, again, QUSl, with the remainder 
of the cores falling to the south at the time of this analysis (QUS4, 6, 3 and 5; Fig. 
1), however, during the 2008 season a number of cores were drilled in the area of
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Fig. 2. Lithological description of the studied cores.
(QUS2 was drilled at Kom el-Ahmar, Minuf).

the villages of Kufur Rami, which lie to the northeast of the gezira. There are sev
eral locations around the gezira where, due to sand clearance for farming, sections 
of the gezira have been exposed, providing a chance for geological examination of 
the stratigraphy. Section QUS10 (Fig. 2) represents one of these, located in a sand 
quarry to the north of the archaeological site, where Unit 1 is exposed in the surface 
and represented by thin beds of matrix supporting ordered and disordered gravel 
and cross stratified quartzose sand, medium to coarse grained.
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Lithostratigraphy and sedimentology
The Holocene sediments of the Quesna area are represented by a complex se

quence of both local and Nilotic deposits. The stratigraphy comprises five sedi
mentary units. Each of these is made up of several types of deposits reflecting the 
variability of the environment of deposition during various epochs. These units 
show a great variability in terms of thickness and changes of facies throughout the 
drilled cores (Fig. 3 and Table 1).

Fig. 3b shows a detailed description of the stratigraphy of the Holocene sedi
ments on the western side of the Quesna gezira, where Units 4 and 5 become 
thicker than those in the eastern core QUS1 (Fig., 2). Unit 3 is still well developed 
but becomes more silty than core QU Sion the east of the gezira. Unit 2 is reduced 
in comparison to core QUS1 and it almost disappears in core QUS7.

Moving to the north-south geological cross section of the gezira, the five units 
identified through the drill core data are of different thicknesses and lithologies 
(Fig. 3a), showing much greater variation than in the east-west section and an 
overall dissimilarity between the sections. The contact between the Pleistocene 
and the Holocene sediments shows a gentler slope than that of the western and 
eastern sides of the gezira. Unit 2 is well developed in the two most southerly cores 
and virtually disappears in the northernmost two ones. Unit 3 shows reverse rela
tion in that it disappears in the most southerly of the cores. Unit 4 is well devel
oped in the southern cores and exists, but to a lesser extent, in the northern cores 
and Unit 5 exists in uniform thickness in all cores.

Unit 1 
Description

Unit 1 is recorded in the base of all studied cores at depths of up to 10 m below 
the present flood plain surface as well as on the surface on the southern slope 
of the gezira. In the gezira, it is represented by very pale brown (10 YR 7/4) col
our, quartzose gravely sand, poorly sorted, cross-stratified, with foresets in a 60° 
northeast direction. Ripple lamination and thin mud drapes are also observed. 
Few well-rounded limestone pebbles and gravel of local origin are scattered in the 
lower part. On the subsurface, Unit 1 is represented by very pale brown (10YR 
7/4) colour, poorly sorted, quartzose gravely sand, its upper surface is located at 
different levels in the drilled cores. The top part of this unit is characterised by 
the existence of calcareous soil (ranging in thickness from 10 to 40 cm). The soil 
is white (10YR 8/1), highly calcareous silty sand, with scattered sub-angular to 
angular quartz, limestone rock fragments and pale olive (5Y 6/3) re-worked mud
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Fig.3. Stratigraphic cross section showing the distribution of the different units 
in the studied area (A) N-S stratigraphic cross section and (B) E-W section.

clasts. The local angular limestone clasts and the occurrence in a relatively low 
palaeorelief area suggest that the soil formation is related to high water influx 
under wetter conditions.

Interpretation
Fine and medium-grained sand is the dominant lithology for this unit, 

but gravel and coarse sand also occur. The abundant internal structure of 
the sandy facies is the planar and trough cross stratification. Both the lithol
ogy and sedimentary structures indicate that the PS has been deposited by
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Table 1. A comparison between the different lithogical and sedimentological 
characteristics of the five units discussed above. The final row, 

the environment of deposition, explains how the analysis 
has allowed the interpretation of the units in relation 

to the ancient environment.

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit5

Location
QUS sand hill, 
and the base of 

all cores

QUS 3, 5, 
8,9

QUS 3, 7, 8, 9
QUS 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 

7, 8,9
All cores

Colour
Light yellowish 
grey(10YR8/4)

Dull yello
wish brown 
(10YR5/3)

10yr3/3
Light brownish 
grey (10YR6/1)

Dull yellow
ish brown 
(10YR5/3)

Structure
Fining upward 

cycles

Sand-silt
intercala

tions

Thin lami
nated

Massive Massive

Boundaries Sharp erosive
Grada
tional

Gradational Sharp contact
Sharp ero

sive

Stiffness Friable Slightly stiff Soft Slightly stiff Slightly stiff

Carbonate Non
Low (Less 
than 5%)

Low to Mod
erate (3-7%)

Moderately (5
10%)

Moderately
(5-10%)

Organic mater <0.5% 2.2-4% 1-1.8% 1-5% 4-5%

Texture Gravely sand
Sand and

silt
Sand Silt and sand Silt

Mean size (<f>) -5 to 0 3 to 5 2 to 3 1-5 3 to 6

Sorting
Moderately

sorted
Very poorly 

sorted
Poorly sorted Poorly sorted

Poorly
sorted

Skewness Fine skewed
Coarse
Skewed

Fine Skewed Coarse Skewed Fine skewed

Deposition processes
Rolled and

traction

Slope wash 
and Sus
pension

rolling and 
suspension

Traction Suspension

Environment of deposi
tion

Braided chan
nel

Margin 
of flood 

plain with 
re-depo
sition of 

Pleistocene
sand

Levee envi
ronment

Laterally aggrad
ing meander 

channel in flood 
plain

Flood plain
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aggrading river channels migrating laterally across the alluvial plane (Bridge 
and Leeder 1979). Based on their mineralogy, lithology and stratigraphic 
position, these deposits are correlated with Qena sand, in Upper Egypt (Said 
1981) and Sath Ghorab Formation of Late Pleistocene age in Middle Egypt 
(Hamdan 1992).

Unit 2 
Description

This unit is recovered in some drilled cores, such as cores QUS3 and 5 to the 
south of Quesna Turtleback, and core QUS9 to the west. In general, the thickness 
increases southward to more than 200 cm at QUS5. Lithologically, it is repre
sented by two lithologies; medium to coarse grained quartzose sand and dark 
yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) colour, hard massive, silty clay, slightly calcareous, 
and highly gypsiferous where fine acicular and columnar gypsum crystals fill the 
fractures and joints, especially in the upper two metres. This unit is non-fossilif- 
erous, however, poorly preserved root casts are recorded in certain horizons. The 
unit also contains fine-grained calcareous concretions with thin black manganese 
cortex and yellowish ochre coat.

Interpretation
Sedimentologically, Unit 2 may indicate no flood surge but instead sheet wash 

from higher ground which began to prograde several hundred metres onto the 
flood plain with little attrition by overflow. So, the sedimentation of the Upper 
Sand Unit is therefore best interpreted by the waning Nile flood. This hydrologic 
shift was recorded at several localities at the Eastern Nile Delta during 7000 to 
6500 BP. (Butzer 1998). The present study suggests the existence of a distributary 
channel which passed very close to the turtle back sand hill. The friable sand of 
the turtle back was re-worked in the flood basin by the high water flood, as well as 
by wind deflation.

The heavy mineral assemblage of the sediments of Unit 2 is represented in de
creasing order of abundance by opaques, amphiboles, pyroxenes, epidotes, micas 
as well as metamorphic minerals and metastable minerals. It is obvious from the 
lithological and mineralogical studies that there is a great similarity between the 
sediments of Unit 2 and the sand of the Turtleback sand. This unit may be corre
lated with fan-like deposits in the south of the site of Minshat Abu Omar, Eastern 
Nile Delta (Andres and Wunderlich 1991).
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Unit 3 
Description

This unit is recorded in the southern and the western cores. In the north-south 
transect cores it is recovered in cores QUS6 and 3 with constant thickness (2 m) and 
very little thickness to the north at core QUS4, completely disappearing at core QUS5 in 
the south. In the western cores, it is recovered in the three cores (QUS7-9) with constant 
thickness. It is represented by a light yellowish brown (10YR 7/4) colour, fine-grained 
micaceous quartzose sand, with occasional pebbly horizons at different levels.

Interpretation
Unit 3 is formed of coarse siliclastic sediments which indicate a high energy environ

ment. The fining upward nature of the sand as well as the decrease in the thickness of the 
layers probably indicates the deposition of a levee environment of a meander channel. 
The heavy mineral assemblages are dominated with opaques, pyroxene, amphiboles as 
well as low percentage of metamorphic minerals. These mineralogical characteristics 
probably indicate that these sediments were derived from East African sources.

Units 4 and 5
These units are recovered in all drilled cores, but with pronounced variation in thick

ness and lithology (Figs. 2 and 3). In general, the thickness increases away from the Que- 
sna turtleback sand (Fig. 1). Lithologically, it is represented by a dark yellowish brown 
(10 YR 4/4) colour, hard massive, silty clay, slightly calcareous, and highly gypsiferous 
where fine acicular and columnar gypsum crystals fill the fractures and joints, especially 
in the upper two metres. This unit is non-fossiliferous, however, poorly preserved root 
casts are recorded in certain horizons. The unit also contains fine-grained calcareous 
concretions with a thin black manganese cortex and yellowish ochre coat.

Description
These units represent the main unit of the studied cores and are recovered in 

all cores. In the southern cores, Unit 4 it shows great thickness in the core QUS5 
and much less thickness at core QUS4. In general, it is represented by about 2 m 
thick, pale brown (10YR 6/3), hard, heterogeneous, sandy silt, sometimes gravely, 
and calcareous. The sand grains are represented by sub-rounded to sub-angular 
quartz, rounded basement rock fragment and mica flakes. Calcareous nodules and 
concretions, as well as calcified root casts are abundant and concentrated in certain 
horizons. Along these horizons black Mn203 coat the carbonate nodules and yel
low ochre fills the microfractures. Fresh water molluscan shells, represented mainly
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by gastropod tests are observed. Most of these shells are broken. Unit 5 mainly cov
ers the whole studied area and represented by Nile silt rich in Roman pottery. It is 
highly calcareous and rich in calcified root casts and carbonate nodules.

Interpretation
The massive nature and the grain size is dominated by fine-grained elastics 

(>50% clay), which may indicate that this unit was deposited from suspended wa
ter in a rather low energy environment (flood plain). The abundant clay content 
and the relatively low CaC03 content probably indicates that they were deposited 
in a back swamp environment with relatively low evaporation. Poor vegetation 
cover prevailed during their deposition as indicated by the frequent amount of 
calcified root casts. The existence of fine-grained micaceous sand lenses within 
this unit favours its interpretation as levee or crevasse splay deposits.

The heavy mineral assemblages of both Units 4 and 5 are similar and indicate 
East African sources.

Geological Evolution
Fig. 4 explains the geological evolution of the area under study. This area, as 

part of the Nile Delta, was occupied by braided channels where Unit 1 was depos
ited as a bedload deposit and probably point bar. The heavy mineral assemblage 
of this indicates that this river originated in central Africa. During the time of the 
Late Pleistocene, there was a drop in sea level to about -100 m below the present 
level. As a result of this drop, a deep erosion prevailed over the whole Nile Delta 
and as a result of this a deep incision and sub-aerial erosion of the Pleistocene 
deposits occurred. The surface of the site was littered by low ridges which were 
separated by small depressions (furrows). This period is marked in almost all of 
the cores by relatively high calcareous soil.

Unit 2 is characterised by two lithologies, coarse grained sand and silt which 
were deposited by a river which were originated from an equatorial African source. 
The correlation of the core indicates the existence of a distributary channel which 
passed very close to the turtle back sand hill. The friable sand of the turtle back was 
re-worked in the flood basin by the high water flood, as well as by wind deflation.

Unit 3 is characterised by fine grained quartzose sand and silty sand, the heavy 
assemblage of which indicates a mixed source between Ethiopian and central Af
rican sources. The top of this unit is marked with soil of a reddish colour with 
patinated lag gravel which probably indicates a low flood level. During the time of 
deposition of Unit 3 there was an eastward migration of the distributary channel
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and the foot slopes and nearby areas were occupied by the flood basin which was 
covered with levees and back swamp pools.

Unit 4 consists of two lithologies which indicate deposition in a flood plain 
basin with a migrating channel close to the Quesna sand hill. The heavy mineral 
assemblage indicates that the river responsible for the deposition of Unit 4 is of 
Ethiopian origin. The top is marked with reddish colour soil.

During the time of deposition of Units 4 and 5, the site was occupied by the 
flood basin with probably a subsidiary distributary channel, which intercalated 
with the flood plain silt.

During the 2000 season, geophysical survey was conducted on the low ground 
around the Quesna gezira for the first time, both using magnetometry and re-
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sistivity. Although no archaeological structures were determined, the method
proved successful as an additional means of providing information as to the sub
surface of the Pleistocene gezira and (Rowland et al. 2009).
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Prehistoric Sais: Results from the Western Nile Delta 
Floodplain

Introduction
Previous drill auger work and trial excavations 2 and 3 at Sais (Sa el-Hagar) in 

the Western Nile Delta from 2001-3 discovered Prehistoric pottery, lithics and an
imal bones in the area of the ‘Great Pit’ (Gilbert and Wilson 2003; Wilson 2006). 
Access to the material was relatively easy because the ground level had been low
ered to form the Pit and the material lay only a metre or so below the current base 
level, especially on the western edge of the Pit. In 2005 the mission excavated a 
10m by 10m trench, Excavation 8, using dewatering equipment, in order to un
derstand more clearly the stratified layers of the Prehistoric sequence and to col
lect material for analysis.

The upper levels of the excavation area consisted of modern rubbish deposits 
and then a layer of Saite period destruction with much pottery and stone frag
ments (Contexts [8000] to [8007]). It appears that there was once a monumental 
building at this location in the Saite period. In order to construct the building, 
an area was cleared down to the sandy Predynastic layers and a trench was cut 
through the Prehistoric layers and filled with mud. The sandy fill and mud base 
trench were then used as the foundations of the Saite building, but were all that 
remained of it, as the stone and mud brick construction material had been totally 
removed. Between the Saite period and the Predynastic period there was no inter
vening stratigraphy (Fig. 1).
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NORTH

Excavation 8, North-West sector of trench

Fig. 2. Plan of the north-west sector of Excavation 8: 
showing Buto-Maadi period phase.
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The Buto-Maadi Phase (Contexts [80008] to [8012], [8014] and pit [8027])
The Predynastic period was represented by, what appeared to be, a grey mud 

platform or the remains of a wall with a large amount of rubbish and debris ly
ing against it (Fig. 2). The rubbish contained many pottery sherds and lithics, 
as well as bone fragments. There may have been a series of postholes around 
the mud platform, but, because of the small area excavated and the fact that the 
Saite trench cut through the structure at the southern end, it was difficult to 
determine the exact nature of this feature. A solid, raised, mud platform could 
have been surrounded by a wattle-and-daub construction of reed mats tied to 
large posts set into postholes. The raised area did not seem to cover the whole 
extent of the building, as it is curtailed at the north and south, so that it may 
have been a dais of some kind.

The pottery and lithic material from the area was comparable to that from 
the Buto-Maadi period, particularly at Buto itself, only 14 kilometres north of 
Sais. An estimated 12,000 pottery sherds were recovered after total sherd re
covery and sieving. The pottery included straw tempered and untempered Nile 
silt fabrics, as well as southern Egyptian imports and some Palestinian fabrics, 
characterised by their fine limestone inclusions, hardness and light orange col
our. The main forms were open and straight rimmed bowls, closed ovoid ves
sels with pointed bases, necked jars with pointed bases and large bread trays. 
There was a good range of fineware pottery and some sherds were decorated 
with impressed patterns, such as V-shaped lines of dots and the hemispherical 
finger nail impression motifs in rows. A large amount of pottery may have been 
polished but the surfaces had not survived very well and, after washing, the pot
tery was subject to further degradation through salt action. In fact, the worn 
and eroded condition of the pottery was a problem for its study and evaluation. 
The imported pottery material included a fragment from a wavy handled vessel. 
Although the orange colour of the sherd is mostly due to salt action, the orange- 
grey composite fabric is most likely not to be Egyptian in origin and perhaps to 
have come from the southern Syro-Palestinian area.

The lithic material included core fragments (2), retouched blades and bladelets 
(8), sickle blades (4), a burin, a scraper, as well as a large amount of chips and 
chunks of chert debris. A hammer axe and a hammerstone of chert and a lower 
grindstone of pink and grey quartzite also came from context [8009].

A few objects were found including a carnelian discoidal bead (SF05), four 
pottery cylindrical ‘nails’ (SFOla-c and SF04) similar to those found at Buto 
(von der Way 1987: 247-9, fig. 9, 1992: Fig. 2, 1997: PI. 57; von der Way 1992,
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1997 earliest Buto-Maadi levels) and Hierakonpolis (Friedman 2000: 13 Naqada 
IIAB, ca. 3700 BC) and also a fragment of a baked clay anthropomorphic figu
rine with indistinct features and no head or legs 4.8 cm in height. The prelimi
nary date for this material is around 3600-3500 BC based primarily on compari
son with the material from Buto.

Below the level of the Predynastic period there was a layer of brown alluvial 
mud across the excavation trench, context [8012], ranging from 30 cm to 10 cm 
in thickness, suggesting that the area had been flooded prior to the settlement in 
the Buto-Maadi period.

Sais Middle-Late Neolithic (Contexts [8013] and [8021-8030])
When the alluvial mud [8012] had been peeled away, the whole of the 

trench appeared to be carpeted in a dense layer of pottery sherds and lithic 
fragments around 10-15 cm thick and, in some places, filling underlying pits 
and depressions to a considerable degree. It seems that this layer was once a 
much fuller sandy-silt matrix (soil), which contained the pottery sherds and 
perhaps other archaeological features. The layer seemed to have been exposed 
to the elements, perhaps dried out and deflated, with the lighter finer sand 
and silt being blown or washed away and the heavier human cultural material 
left behind in a consolidated mass. The original layers, therefore, may have 
been considerably thicker but it was not possible to estimate how deep they 
had been. The context [8013] alone produced 50,652 sherds, of which only 
3.1% were diagnostic and many showed considerably eroded suggesting that 
the layer represented a period of exposure and deflation.

Pottery Analysis
Fabric 1: Straw tempered Nile silt (Nile B2 to fine C2; Hierakonpolis Ware 1) 
Fabric 2: Untempered Nile silt (Nile A to Fine Bl; Hierakonpolis Ware 2)

Fabric 22: Untempered fine (Hierakpnpolis Ware 22)
Fabric 3: Straw tempered Nile silt (Coarse Nile C; Helwan Nile C*)

Fabric 3A: Straw tempered, with conspicuous limestone bits 
Fabric 4: not used
Fabric 5: Imports: often sandy-grey composite fabric 
Fabric 99: Used for large brick-like chunks of baked clay.

The pottery from this level and all of the Neolithic contexts showed a pre
ponderance of untempered fabrics (Table 1), in contrast to the majority of straw

Prehistoric Sais: Results from the Western Nile Delta Floodplain
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Table 1. Main contexts, fabrics and diagnostics statistics.

[8009] [8013] [8016] [8021] [8032]

Fl 84.3% 20.9% 27.3% 15.1% 13.2%

F2 13.4% 77.8% 69% 76.6% 79.6%

F22 0.5% 0.5% 0.8% 1.8% 1.8%

F3 1.4% 0.9% 2.6% 5.8% 3.2%

F5 - 0.1% - 0.1% -

F99 0.4% 0.1% 0.3% 0.6% 2.2%

Diagnostics 6.9% 3.1% 2.1% 10.1% 8.6%

Total sherds 13,456 50,652 14,269 1,977 1,763

tempered fabrics in the Buto-Maadi level. Although 36 sherds with impressed 
decoration were collected from [8013], this was a smaller proportion of the total 
sherds than the 11 from [8009]. The decoration mostly consisted of impressed dot 
patterns, arranged in horizontal rows, but there were also some incised line and 
grass patterns. The forms of the vessels included many highly polished bowls and 
open vessels, ranging from red to brown to purple to black in colour, but there 
were also closed ovoid jars and large, straight or closed-rim containers. Eleven 
fired bricks were also found in the layer, perhaps from hearth surrounds.

Although small finds were rare, one cylindrical pottery bead was found (SF06a), 
along with a cylindrical bone bead (SF06b), a flat square bone bead (SF06c) and a 
bone rod which may once have been an awl or pin (SF12).

The lithics included a number of bifacial flint (chert) tools including fragments 
of three hollow based arrow heads, a sickle blade, three sickle stones, a bifacial 
blade (Fig. 3), almost 700 whole or fragmentary blades and bladelets, as well as 
cores and a large quantity of debitage. The material suggested that flint tools were 
being prepared at the site in large quantities, with the raw material having been 
brought from the desert edges, either to the west or south of the delta. The types 
of material found compared closely to the late Neolithic levels at Merimde, Levels 
III-V onward (Eiwanger 1992: 51-58), perhaps dating to between 4500-3800 BC 
(Hendrickx 1999: 60-61). Other stone tools from [8013] included a stone grinder 
and two hammerstones made from red and yellow orthoquartzite, as well as a flint 
axe and two hammerstones.

The material suggested that this area was settled, perhaps over a considerable 
period of time and was contemporary with the later Merimde levels. With the
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[8013] B
[8013]C

0 10 20 30 40 50

[8021]

Fig. 3. Bifacial flint sickle stones from [8013] and a knife blade from [8021].

removal of the deflated layer a number of pits, red sand colourations and dark 
patches were exposed on the sandy-silt matrix (Figure 4). Pottery, lithics, stones 
and bone were embedded throughout this layer, context [8030]suggesting that 
it was the earlier phase of the settlement in this location in Neolithic times. Al
though the interpretation of the form of the settlement here is difficult because 
of the small area excavated, it is possible that at least two or three small struc
tures were represented. The red colouration in the soil at [8030] seems to show 
the presence of circular features, perhaps pot or basket emplacements, where the 
vessel has been removed or decayed, leaving a circular ghost image behind. Simi
larly, the longer, straight features may be fallen posts, long since disintegrated. The 
deeper slots could be post-holes or organic slots, which were later filled by the 
compacted pottery material from above.
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North

depressions in red burnt material filled with sand

Excavation 8, North-east sector, Phase E 

Fig, 4. North-east sector of Excavation 8, Phase E [8030],

The lithics from this settlement material comprised bladelets and a bifacial 
fragment. There was also a chert hammerstone, a yellow orthoquartzite grind
stone and a number of chunks of red and yellow/brown orthoquartzite also from 
this context, which perhaps came originally from the Gebel el-Ahmar area.

In the sandy-silt matrix associated with this settlement layer, there was found 
a bone harpoon (cf. Eiwanger 1988: tf. 53 11.1103) (Figure 5), a baked clay net
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Fig. 5. Bone harpoon from Early Neolithic settlement layers. Length 12cm.

weight, as well as pottery sherds from highly polished ovoid, dosed jars. This type 
of material seems to be similar to that from Merimde Level II, an intermediate 
phase between the earliest levels at Merimde and the late Neolithic levels III-V. 
The exact phasing of these layers [8021, 8023 and 8030] was made difficult by sev
eral pits from the upper Buto-Maadi layers into the lower layers, which contained 
several almost complete ovoid necked jars with pointed bases. It seemed that the 
earlier layers had been disturbed in places by later digging from above.

Sais Early Neolithic, Contexts [8032-3]
The third main level [8032] consisted of a thick layer of concentrated red and 

black burnt material, mostly made up of fish bone and pottery, with some chert 
and orthoquartzite chips and tools. This level was also associated with an increase 
in sherds decorated with incised ‘herring bone pattern (Fig. 6). As this layer seems 
to have been associated with fish processing on a large scale the fish pattern on 
the pottery may indicate the primary activity and production or processing activi
ties of the people living here. Tins level was most clear in the western part of the 
trench, where there was also a red burnt hearth and a cooking pot in situ. They lay 
next to a remarkable stump of the sandy-silt matrix which had dark linear decol
ourations, like brickwork. If this were the case, then the ‘bricks’ would have been 
made of sandy-silt and were cemented together with a darker brown mud. Only 
a small number of flint tools were found in the layers, but they included a small 
point and blade tool. There was a large number of orthoquartzite grindstones, 
hammerstones and chunks from the burnt material.

The herring-bone pattern pottery was red and black burnished and seems to 
come from straight sided, round base bowls. It can be compared to the material
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Fig. 6. Herring-bone motif on vessel, diameter estimated at 14 cm.

from Merimde Level I (Ursicht) and if so would then date to the Early Neolithic 
period, perhaps ca. 6000-4800 BC (Midant-Reynes 2000: 108-113). However, the 
pottery layer may have lain above the top level of the fish-midden and so the mid
den layer may be slightly earlier in date again. It remains to be seen, however, if 
this can be classed as a true Epipaleolithic layer and thus complete the sequence 
of cultural transitions in Excavation 8 at Sais.

'lire bottom of the burnt fish bone layer was not located due to time constraints. 
In fact the layer dived down steeply under the eastern section, suggesting that it 
lay upon a slope or hill-side of some kind (Figure 7). It is possible that this was the 
river-bank and that the early Neolithic area was upon the western bank or sand
bar of a river branch (Wilson 2006: 111). It may be in a protected position on the 
eastern side of a river levee which would have been ideal for settlement. It seems 
that the river, however, moved from this course and flooded the area creating 
the silty-sand material upon which the Middle and Late Neolithic settlement was 
based. The implication is that between these two periods the Saite settlement had 
moved from the western riverbank to the eastern bank, where it remains until the 
present day. The cause of this significant change in the environment in the Late 
Neolithic period may have been a crevasse splay with the river bursting through a 
levee during a period of high flooding.



35Prehistoric Sais: Results from the Western Nile Delta Floodplain

Fig. 7. Excavation 8, with [8032]-[8033] the dark area in the foreground; 
[8030] to the right (east) and [8023] in the left hand corner (south-west). 

North is at the top, the ranging rods are 2m long.

Animal bone, botanical remains and lifestyles
Around 15,000 fish bones were recovered from the burnt layers [8032-8033], 

of which around one third could be identified because of the small, fragmentary 
and burnt nature of the bone. The most common species of fish were clariid cat
fish, then tilapia fish, then Synodontis catfish followed by smaller numbers of oth
er freshwater species. It is possible that the fish could have been most easily caught 
at the beginning or end of the annual flood season when they were caught out in 
the flooding channels or drying floodplain. The variation in ages and types of fish 
suggests, however, that they were caught all year around in shallow and deep wa
ters and that the fishing was not seasonal. In turn, this suggests a more permanent 
human presence on the river bank than was first assumed. The burnt nature of the 
fish-bones suggests that they may have been smoked in order to preserve them for 
consumption throughout the year or for ‘export’.

The identifiable animal bone was dominated by pig bones at all periods of the 
Prehistoric and Predynastic. There is a rise in the number of cattle bones during 
the later Neolithic period, as well as sheep or goat bones. The brittle nature of the 
smaller animal bones, however, means that the numbers could be skewed due to
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preservation. Donkey bones were identified in all phases and a hippopotamus 
bone fragment was found in the early Neolithic layers. There were also a number 
of human bones in the Neolithic phases.

Other evidence
Drill augering in the area has confirmed the presence of these Prehistoric lay

ers, including the dense fish-bone midden to the north of the excavation area and 
running underneath the modern village of Sa el-Hagar. It is possible that the Pre
historic area may have covered up to 4 hectares, but not all of the area is accessible. 
In fact, even the area of the excavation is now the civic rubbish dump and will be 
developed for building projects within the next five years.

Six carbon samples were collected and sent to the Radiocarbon Dating Laboratory 
at the Institut Fra^ais d’Archeologie Orientale in Cairo. Unfortunately, following an 
extensive pre-treatment programme to clean the samples, which were contaminated 
by fine silt, the amount of carbon left for radiocarbon dating was considered to be too 
small to give an accurate result for all of the samples (pers. comm. Mohammed Maha- 
ran) (Table 2). It seems, therefore, that the results must be discounted.

Conclusions and present state of research
The fish midden, with an apparent emphasis on shallow water fish including 

catfish and deep water fish including perch and tilapia suggests that there was a 
settlement on the riverbank or part of a settlement devoted to the specialised ex
ploitation of the river and pools or lakes. The intensive processing of the fish and 
perhaps their storage in fish-motif vessels, may suggest an organised programme 
directed towards storage of the commodity throughout the year after a busy in
undation season. The community may have been able to continue in the dryer 
parts of the year to fish the river, or they may have moved on. This phase of life
style seems to have ended when the peculiar environment of the riverbank next 
to a deep river channel changed, perhaps with the movement of the river chan
nel at the end of the Epipalaeolithic-Early Neolithic period. The new settlement 
on the eastern bank of the river on high ground, still subject to flooding at high 
flood times, was more concerned with raising domesticates and growing cereal 
crops. The apparent emphasis on pig rearing, suggests that this was the animal 
of choice because of its versatility and omnivorous nature. Cattle and ovri-caprid 
herds were, however, not unknown but whether they stayed here all year round or 
moved here at certain times in their lifecycle or at certain seasons of the year is not 
clear. That they grew and collected grains for processing and eating is indicated
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Table 2. Radiocarbon dates from Sais samples, with 2 sigma calibration.

[8013] Cal 919-176 BC (95.4%)

[8013] Cal 552-110 BC (91.3%)

[8022] Cal 806-88 BC (94.5 %)

[8023] Cal 670-20 BC (89%)

[8024] Cal 594 BC - AD 238 (91.9 %)

by the sickle blades and the grindstones, which occur even in the Early Neolithic 
levels and into the Late Neolithic period. Then, after some sort of hiatus where 
the living site was abandoned, the surface was deflated and flooded for perhaps 
300 years, it was resettled in the Buto-Maadi period. People may not have moved 
away from the Sais area, but perhaps only from this particular site, because our 
geological work has also detected another underlying sand bank of some kind to 
the north under the modern antiquities area of Kom Rebwa. Here, in drill augers 
there is also Predynastic pottery at depths of around 7m below ground level - a 
little more inaccessible for excavation.

Excavation 8 has assisted greatly in understanding the stratigraphy of the ma
terial excavated in Excavation 2 and 3 (Wilson 2006), as well as confirmed the 
presence of Neoltihic and perhaps late Epipalaeolithic material I the floodplain 
of the Delta (see also Krzyzaniak 1992), but it has also highlighted problematic 
areas in the interpretation of the data. Firstly, the disappointing results from the 
radiocarbon samples suggest that if small samples from such important contexts 
cannot survive the pre-treatment process, then alternative methods of prepara
tion or dealing with the material should be sought. Archaeologists can play their 
part in the careful collection of samples, but the authorities need to recognise that 
the nature of the facilities available is also a sensitive issue.

Secondly, the material does enable us to present a kind of model of lifestyle 
and exploitation of resources at Sais in the Neolithic period, but it also highlights 
the organised nature of fish exploitation in the earliest phases, perhaps focused 
around the inundation season. In turn, it may be supposed that during the rest of 
the year, they focused on other activities, perhaps not represented in the dataset 
at Sais and that it may be necessary to look further afield in order to construct the 
living pattern for the whole year.

Thirdly, the Neolithic layers seem to provide a complex sequence, with distur
bance from above, which is divided from the Buto-Maadi phase by a change in 
environment or in the settled locality. This change should be investigated further
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and also the exact nature of the Buto-Maadi period settlement could be deter
mined by more extensive excavation to the north of this trench. Finally, in the 
light of other Neolithic work the time at which and process by which domesti
cates arrived into Egypt is still unclear from the material so far studied. It also 
seems at Sais that there is of an adaptation of the Neolithic package, with reliance 
upon the domestication of the pig, perhaps more suited to the wetter conditions 
of the Delta. Current work into Neolitihic animal DNA maybe applied to the Sais 
zooarchaeological material in order to fill the gap in our knowledge about ancient 
animal species in Egypt. In turn, the results may have some underlying cultural 
and ideological implications for the Saite Neolithic society and lifestyles.

The Sais team is working towards the publication of the Excavation 8 material 
in order to set this site within the wider context of the Neolithic in the Delta, in 
Egypt and much further afield including Europe and the Near East.
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Eastern Kom at Tell el-Farkha. Excavations in 2006-2007

Tell el-Farkha is located next to the northern outskirts of the modern village 
of Ghazala, along the southern side of the Ghazala Drain, about 14 km east of 
El-Simbillawein. The site was discovered by Italian mission and the first excava
tions was made by them (cf. Chlodnicki, Fattovich, Salvatori 1991). Since 1998 
the works are continued by Polish Archaeological Expedition to the Nile Delta 
(Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 2002). The site is divided on three koms (Western, 
Central and Eastern) along the northern edge of gezira and a gentle slope delim
ited by houses of the village to the south and east.

The works on the Eastern Kom at Tell el-Farkha are organized in two trenches. 
In the northern one the rests of poor settlement were discovered, in the southern 
the cemetery dated from dynasty 0 to the beginning of IVth was explored.

In 2006 excavation of the settlement on the north side of the kom was resumed 
within the confines of trenches E83-84 and E82-84. Levels 26-33 were examined, 
largely dating to late Phase 3 and Phase 4 of this site (Naqada IID2/IIIA1-Naqada 
IIIA2/IIIB).

The surface of the trench was covered by a network of walls running in vari
ous directions, demarcating more-or-less regular rooms. Some of the walls were 
curved. At the north-east end of the trench (E83-84) the alignment of the walls 
deviates slightly from N-S and E-W, hence they probably form a further part of 
the building excavated in 2003-2005 (cf. Chlodnicki, Cialowicz 2004: 63-64). In 
the remaining part of the trench buildings were raised on a NW-SE axis. These
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Fig. 1. Northern part of the Western Kom. Mudbrick waUs in levels 30-33. 
Black dot - place where the golden treasure was found. 



Eastern Kom at Tell el-Farkha. Excavations in 2006-2007 43

Photo 1. Carnelian and ostrich egg-shell beads found together with golden figures.

were temporary and rather fragile constructions, usually only one brick thick, 
very rarely two. They contrast sharply with the huge building which stood directly 
to their south (Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 2006: 92-94).

A significant change was noted in level 29/30 (Fig. 1). These buildings were 
raised during Phase 3 of this site, and they have not yet been fully excavated. One 
building in particular was striking, with its fairly massive, one-metre-thick walls 
(131,186,194, 211, 243) delineating three elongated rooms of 3.5 m in width. One 
of these rooms (213) extended across the entire length of the building and was 
15 m long; the other part of the building was divided into two smaller rooms of c. 
9 m (209) and 5 m in length respectively. It cannot be precluded that the rooms to 
the west of wall 194 are linked to this complex (207, 231, 255), as is be suggested 
by the fact that the walls are of the same thickness and are tied into one another 
in some places. The south-east portion of this complex is covered by the massive 
wall of mentioned above huge building.

Outlined between walls 194 and 193 is the corner of a courtyard, where a vast, 
ancient cut of over 5 m in diameter was visible. The section of trench to the north-
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Fig. 2. Ripple flake knife from the treasure.

east of the earlier described building and courtyard mirrors the previously re
ported situation - the architectural remains were severely damaged, and the large 
number of later pits truncating the walls made it very difficult to interpret these 
remains. The walls are narrow, sometimes curved, and their alignment underwent 
various changes. A large number of hearths and large quantities of ash were pres
ent. Ceramic vessels were recovered from some of the hearths. The dense concen
tration of hearths and their frequent relocation points to intensive human activity 
in this area, though not of a permanent nature. It was completely surprising that 
in this context, in the corner of one of the rooms (205) a hoard composed of two 
golden figures together with a necklace of 382 beads (Photo 1) made of ostrich egg
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Fig. 3. Bifacial flint knife from the treasure.

shells (326) and carnelian (56) as well as two large flint knives were discovered. 
First of them, 30 cm long, is typical ripple-flake knife (Fig. 2), especially charac
teristic for the Naqada IID period (Midant-Reynes 1987), whereas the execution 
of the second knife (Fig. 3), 51 cm long, may point both to the close of the Gerzean 
Culture and an early phase of Naqada III.

The deposit was discovered in the layer 30/31, approximately 3 meters below 
present ground level (4.50 - 4.40 meters a.s.L). The structure was formed by three 
walls - western, northern and eastern, while it was open to the south. The north
ern and western walls were more solid than their eastern counterpart. They were 
50 cm thick with bricks laid either in three rows parallel to the face of the wall or
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Photo 2. Bigger golden figure (after reconstruction in 2008).

in two rows, one of them composed of header bricks and the other of stretcher 
bricks. The wall was wider at the bottom part (about 60 cm, two brick lengths). 
The bricks were not homogenous, sometimes they were formed of grey silt only 
and other times they contained an admixture of sand, which turned them yellow
ish. The western wall was considerably thinner. It was built of one row of header 
bricks. The bricks here were not homogenous either. At places the wall has a light- 
grey colour, at other places it was made of green silt. The walls encompass an area 
that is approx. 3 - 3,5 m wide and 3,6 - 4 m long. A hearth with a vessel inside was 
located in front of the structure. The structure itself constitutes a south-western 
corner of a larger complex, probably residential.

It is however hard to directly link the time the structure was used and the hearth 
functioned with the moment the treasure was hidden. Probably during that time 
the structure had already been ruined. The layer in which the deposit was discov
ered was composed of brick rubble settled in green and yellow silt (probably from 
bricks), mixed with traces of burning. A considerable number of white marks from 
mats were also discovered there. A part of the wall in the NE corner was destroyed 
by a hearth dug into it a mere 10 cm above the place where the treasure was hidden. 
The treasure was concealed near that same corner. It was placed alongside the north
ern wall with all the objects positioned parallel to one another, two of the knives 
adjacent to the wall and the remains of the figures next to them. The beads were
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Photo 3. Smaller golden figure (after reconstruction in 2008).

scattered between the neck and waist of the bigger statue. The statues were crushed 
and the gold plate that covered them was often ruptured, which probably resulted 
from the pressure and movement of earth. Their anatomical order was preserved, 
however, and golden rivets fastened to the gold plates prove that entire statuettes 
covered with gold plates were hidden rather than just gold ripped from them. Prob
ably all of the objects were originally wrapped into something (mat, linen cloth ?). 
Poor archaeological context suggests that the objects in question were hidden in the 
structure and it is not a place where they had been previously stored or exhibited. 
Ceramic material discovered in the vicinity of the deposit was very fragmentary 
and uncharacteristic. Nevertheless, on the basis of pottery encountered directly over 
the golden statuettes and in adjacent rooms, we may date the time the objects were 
deposited to the middle of the Naqada IIIB period.

The statuettes depict standing naked males - one of them measuring 57 cm 
in height (Photo 2); the other 30 cm1 (Photo 3). Both consisted of a core made of 
an unpreserved material (probably wood), no traces of which are distinguishable. 
The core was later covered with sheets of thin gold foil (0,1-0,2 mm.), which was 
fastened by golden rivets (140 of which are preserved), each measuring 4 mm in 
length and 1 mm in diameter. The lapis-lazuli eyes of both figures are preserved. 1

1 Meticulous reconstruction of both figures was made by W. Weker and A. Longa in 2007 and 2008.
Now both statuettes are in the Cairo Museum.
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Their eyebrows must have been incrusted with some other unpreserved material. 
The heads of the figures were bald and their faces bear no signs of facial hair. The 
face of small figure is much more lean than the face of bigger one. Both have dis
tinctively shaped noses and mouths. Their protruding ears were made of separate 
pieces of metal. Comparatively short torsos of both figures were shaped together 
with arms2. Their hands fell alongside the body to the length of their shins, ending 
with large palms with clearly marked fingers and nails. Considerably large phallus 
protectors were placed sticking upwards between their long legs. The protector 
of the larger figure is decorated with a carved band running around it. The feet 
of both figures were fitted with plastically modelled toes and toenails. A necklace 
adorned the first of the figures, however it is hard to define whether it was wrapped 
a couple of times around its neck or was hanging from its shoulder, which seems 
to be indicated by the position of the beads at the time they were discovered.

The style of the figures and the way some of the details were accented - large 
protruding ears, unnaturally large phalluses, meticulously carved nails of hands 
and feet - fit well into the art of Predynastic Egypt. The first example to confirm 
this rule is statuette of Mahasna carved in ivory, depicting a naked male with 
small but visibly protruding ears and a big phallus, discovered in a grave dating to 
the Amratian period (Ayrton and Toat 1911: pi. XI, 1). Other figures of a similar 
type and probably dating were bought at Balias by Petrie (1920:6; pi. II).

A number of statuettes depicting males were discovered in a deposit in Hiera- 
konpolis (Quibell and Petrie 1900: pi. V-X). The heads that were preserved depict 
bald and short haired males, with faces with short or long pointy beards. Their eyes 
were almond shaped and in most cases were inlayed with other types of materials. 
Their noses and lips are distinctively modelled and ears are big. The characters are 
usually naked, wearing only phallus protectors, with hands along the torsos.

Yet another important artefact is a figure, from the former collection of Mac 
Gregor, currently in the Ashmolean Museum, said to have been found at Naqada 
(Payne 1993: 12-13). Here provenance and date are uncertain. The basalt sculp
ture (about 40 cm high) depicts a standing male wearing a penis protector only. 
He has a pointy beard, reaching almost to his waist. His eyes are almond shaped 
and large, with bulging eyelids. His ears are large and protruding and his finger
nails are carved with great precision.

The most enigmatic is a small figure (approx. 22 cm), that has been bought in 
the vicinity of Thebes during the years 1907-09. The statuette is currently in the

2 Front part of the torso of smaller figure is not preserved or never existed. Few golden fragments which 
are left after the reconstruction not allowed to state if they are rests of mentioned torso.
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collection of the Royal Ontario Museum, where it is exhibited as probably origi
nating from Syria3. It is made of a partially preserved core covered with sheets of 
gold plate. The figure was not preserved undamaged and on the basis of a photo
graph it is hard to define to what degree it has been reconstructed. The carefully 
crafted head was preserved best. It was formed of one piece of gold plate, together 
with the ears, which admittedly are large, but not protruding. Visible holes form 
rivets prove that the plate was fixed, at least in some parts, to the core. The almond 
shaped eyes were encrusted with some other unpreserved material, just like the 
eyebrows. The nose and lips are distinctively marked and the face is surrounded 
by a short beard, emphasised by an undercut. Facial hair is marked by engrav
ing. The hands are long and drop along the body, the fingernails of large palms 
are made with precision, in a way analogical to the figures from Tell el-Farkha. 
The character wears a belt suspending a protector, which seems to be modelled 
in the front of the silhouette. The legs of the character have been visibly repaired. 
It is hard to judge either whether the length of the legs has been properly recon
structed - they seem visibly too short, or whether both legs were in fact made of 
one piece of gold plate and joined. The feet, probably original, seem to be joined 
together. The attribution of the figure to the Sumerian circle or a wider Near East
ern circle - despite it had been bought in Egypt - is also mysterious.

The provenance of the described figure and the previously mentioned statuette 
from Oxford is unknown and it is hard to precisely define at what time they were 
created. Flowever, both have some stylistic features characteristic to the Late Pre- 
dynastic and Early Dynastic periods. Most of the figures that are certainly dated 
to that period depicting men are characterized by penis protectors, large, almond 
shaped, often encrusted eyes, large and protruding ears and carefully modelled fin
gers and toes together with nails. They are usually depicted standing or walking. A 
part of those traits (large ears, eyes made from different materials, penis protector) 
is also characteristic for the plastics of an earlier period. Such a meticulous depiction 
of fingers as in the case of the above described statues, however, does not appear. 
Beards as well only became popular during the Late Predynastic and Early Dynastic 
Periods. They may be both long and pointy (Quibell, Petrie 1900: pi. VI, 2) as well 
as short, surrounding the chin and cheeks, as known from some of the statuettes 
from Hierakonpolis (Quibell and Petrie 1900: pi. VI, 1) and also ivory figurine of 
king from Tell el-Farkha (Cialowicz 2007a: 71). In case of the statue from the Royal

3 Inv. No 910.85.158 (B.987). The authors would like to thank Dr R. Shaw and Dr K. Grzymski for pro
viding access to illustrations and descriptions of the figure in the collection of the Royal Museum of 
Toronto.
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Ontario Museum, the situation is complicated by the fact that it has been assigned 
to the Sumerian circle and regarded as an import from Syria or Mesopotamia. It 
seems, however, that both the fact that it was discovered in Egypt and its stylistic 
traits that fit into the tradition of Predynastic and Early Dynastic art allow to regard 
it as a work of an Egyptian artist of that period or at least a figure that was created 
in Egypt. It is worth to remind the reader about the famous knife from Gebel Arak, 
the creation and connections of which with Egypt are obvious, yet the origin of its 
creator is still an object of lively discussions (cf. Cialowicz 1997).

As mentioned above, the eyes of the figures from Tell el-Farkha were made of 
lapis-lazuli. The material was imported during that period from the area that today 
is Afghanistan. The eyebrows of our figures were also inlaid with a material different 
than gold. Because it was not preserved, we may only assume that it may have been 
bitumen or ebony. Both those materials must have also been imported to Egypt - the 
first one from the Near East, the second one from Nubia. The beads - or at least the 
materials used to produce the necklace - also originated outside of the Delta area 
(perhaps the Eastern Desert and Upper Egypt). The technique used to make flint 
knives is characteristic for the end of Naqada II and very beginning of Naqada III.

The materials used to manufacture the entire group were thus imported to the 
Delta from various directions. It is - by the way - yet another proof of how huge 
a role did trade exchange play for the ruling elite. Flint knives may point to the 
fact that the treasure discovered in Tell el-Farkha is in truth much older than it 
was indicated by the archaeological context of the discovery place. It is however 
doubtless that the treasure was created in the Naqada Culture. Nevertheless, due 
to the fact that we lack any analogies, it is hard to define whether it had been cre
ated in Upper Egypt, from where it was later transported to the Delta, or, on the 
contrary, it originated in the Delta and was made from imported materials. It is 
also hard to unambiguously resolve whether the fact that it was discovered in a 
poor settlement on the Eastern Kom in Tell el-Farkha is a proof that it had been 
hidden by its inhabitants because of an impending danger or, quite the opposite, 
it points to a robbery performed by the inhabitants on some other competing city. 
The fact that the treasure had not been dug out in the past seems to point to the 
first possibility. Probably those who hid it had never returned to Tell el-Farkha. 
Otherwise the treasure - and especially the gold - would have been utilised in 
some way instead of having to wait 5000 years to be discovered. A complicated 
stratigraphic situation on the Eastern Kom in Tell el-Farkha, that is subsequent 
phases of the cemetery and settlement overlapping one another, seem to point to 
a different than usual process of overtaking the Delta by the Naqadians and a ri



Eastern Kom at Tell el-Farkha. Excavations in 2006-2007 51

valry between various power centres in Upper Egypt (Cialowicz 2008). Economi
cal and political troubles and military conflicts concerning the trade routes must 
have taken place between main centres of power (p. ex. Abydos and Hierakon- 
polis) until the country was finally unified under the rule of one dynasty. Tell el- 
Farkha, as indicated by graves and the so called ‘mastaba’ from the Eastern Kom 
(Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 2006: 92-94), but above all buildings on the Western 
Kom, must have been a tremendously important and high ranking centre in the 
period between Naqada IIIA and the half of the 1st Dynasty. It is yet difficult to 
evaluate the role and significance of Tell el-Farkha, mainly due to the lack of suf
ficient information from other sites. We may assume, however, that it was one 
of the most important (if not the most important) centre in the eastern Delta. If 
we assume that the Tell el-Farkha treasure was hidden by the inhabitants of the 
settlement, we may wonder where its original location had been. The most prob
able location is the Western Kom, where - according to the excavation results - an 
administrative area was located at least from the beginning of Naqada IIIA. Later 
(dynasty 0/1), in the same place, administrative-cultic centre existed. It is verified 
not only by the buildings that were discovered there, but also two deposits which 
clearly served a cultic purpose (Cialowicz 2007: 71). It is therefore possible that 
the golden statuettes were kept in some early chapel that stood on that spot.

It is harder to unambiguously estimate the period in which the figures may 
have been created in Tell el-Farkha. Taking into consideration the stylistic traits 
existing during the Naqada period: emphasis put on the details that have already 
been mentioned, a lack of facial hair and the period during which flint knives of 
the ripple flake type are encountered, we may assume that the figures were created 
even earlier than it is pointed to by the archaeological context they were discov
ered in. The latter only gives us terminus ante quem. The most important examples 
of art flourishing during the Naqada III period, in relief and sculpture alike, are 
also dated with little precision. The majority of artefacts known today either come 
from purchases or were discovered in conditions that hindered a precise chrono
logical definition. A stylistic analysis of such items usually only allowed to date 
them roughly. We may assume, however, that the figurines from Tell el-Farkha 
have not been hidden right after they had been made, but rather had been created 
a few/few dozen years before they have been concealed on the Eastern Kom. The 
general development of Egyptian art that was going through its first great period 
at least from the beginning of Naqada IIC/D (the painting from Hierakonpolis) 
until the Ist Dynasty and a dominant role of depictions of leaders/rulers that from 
the beginning was clearly distinguishable allow us to make an assumption that the
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golden figures from Tell el Farkha may even have been created during the Naqada 
IID/IIIA period. However, due to the fact that we have not gathered - at least until 
now - irrefutable evidence to back the above hypothesis, it is necessary to assume 
that our artefacts were created between the very beginning of Naqada IIIA and the 
half of Naqada IIIB, and certainly earlier than the rule of any of the kings of the 0 
Dynasty that we know of today.

Apart from described hoard, the finds assemblage recovered from this part of 
the settlement was remarkably modest, though several elongated stone pendants 
(of agate and carnelian) and part of a copper artefact, probably a knife, were found 
here. As usual, ample quantities of pottery were discovered - including an excep
tionally large number of whole vessels, alongside flint tools and stone grinders, 
pounders and quern fragments.

Of the remaining finds the most notable was the relatively large quantity of clay 
marbles, measuring c. 25-30 mm in diameter. Over 30 were recovered; they were of 
variously regular shape, some of them being almost polygonal. A number of the mar
bles were flattened. Small clay discs of c. 30-50 mm in diameter were also discovered.

Of particular note was a group of clay artefacts which may have served as 
spindle whorls or large beads. This assemblage, numbering 10 items, was the 
largest of its kind found at this site. These pieces were of a wide variety of shapes 
and had different sized hole diameters. The majority were spherical, though 
some were diamond-shaped. Their diameters ranged from 25 mm to 30 mm. 
Two examples are disc-shaped with a diameter of 40-50 mm, and were made 
from rounded pieces of thick-walled vessels with a hole drilled through them. 
Also worthy of mention are three small, rectangular tiles made from potsherds. 
One of these was fitted to a round, ceramic item, which had been fired after an 
impression of the tile had been made in it, the tile itself later being affixed in the 
impressed space. What purpose these artefacts served remains unclear. Clay was 
also used to make models of boats; it was probably the prows of these models 
that were discovered during excavation.

Seasons 2006 and 2007 were the 7th and 8th in the history of excavation on 
the cemetery situated in the southern part of Eastern Kom at Tell el-Farkha. The 
fieldworks were carried out in newly opened trenches labelled with respective are 
numbers: 45, 55, 65 and 75, all arranged in a row one after another along the N-S 
axis. As a result 30 burials were excavated subsequently numbered: 9, 16, 34-53, 
55, 57, 58, 61, 62, 64-66 (Fig. 4). On the ground of pottery analysis, architectural 
or stratigraphycal data and represented burial custom all graves in Tell el-Farkha 
were divided into 3 main chronological groups. It means that the preliminary pro-
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Photo 4. Grave no. 9.
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posed 4 categories of burials were reconsidered and - in the light of new discover
ies - replaced with the chronological groups. They are presented below in greater 
detail using graves excavated in 2006 and 2007 as their illustration.

The group of so-called Protodynastic burials is represented by a single grave 
unearthed in 2006, although numerous examples are known from previous sea
sons. Basing on pottery analysis this group of burials should be dated from the 
Naquada IIIB period to Naquada IIIC1-2. These graves in their majority belonged 
to the middle class society of Tell el-Farkha, however, they reveal examples of 
both wealthy and pauper representatives. Economic status of the tombs owners 
is confirmed by differentiation in offerings assemblage. Most of these structures 
was built of mud bricks and what is more, they were apparently erected employing 
significant effort, carefully lined with mats and often secured with a massive su
perstructure. A small number of graves assigned to the group is represented also 
by simple pit burials devoid of offerings but usually lined with mats.

Grave no. 9 (Photo 4). This burial deserves attention because of its undisturbed 
condition, in which it was discovered, its interesting architecture and diverse of
ferings. Mats that inlayed walls of a very deep burial chamber (measuring 2.04 m 
long, 0.96 m wide and 1.29 m of maximum depth) were also perfectly preserved. 
Its massive mud brick superstructure (4.13 m long, 2.18 m wide) was built over 
visible rests of a mound of earth that filled the burial chamber in. The superstruc
ture itself was oriented along the N-S axis with a small declination to the east. It 
was preserved to the height of over lm and was nearly touching another neigh
bouring tomb’s superstructure. Ca. 0.5 m beneath the superstructure’s top and on 
its eastern side an external wall was built ca. 0.7 m wide and ca. 0.5 m high. The 
outer face of the wall had a wavy outline, while the whole wall was clearly separat
ed from the superstructure with a light joint. It seems possible that the complete 
structure was thoroughly plastered in this way.

The burial chamber was trapezoid in its section, visibly narrowing to the bot
tom, walls were lined with mud bricks. An interesting set of offerings was depos
ited in the grave. 18 pottery vessels were grouped by the chamber’s shorter walls
- on one wine jar the serekh with the simplified royal name, probably of Narmer, 
was engraved. 9 cylindrical jars and 2 geometric greywacke palettes were placed 
on the body. Some carnelian beads were registered on the deceased right forearm
- probably composing a bracelet. Among the most interesting findings from the 
tomb are also 2 stone bowls and a bone spoon found near the head of the 40-50 
years old grave’s resident4. Although the burial was undisturbed, the skeleton was

4 All skeletons were investigated by M. Kaczmarek
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Photo 5. Grave no. 50.

badly preserved, legs in particular. The deceased was lying contracted on his left 
side, the head to the north. The body was resting on a mat on which in the back 
area a layer of most probably ochre was found.

The group of so-called Early Dynastic graves is represented by 13 exam
ples excavated in 2006 and 2007. And again, it is pottery that enabled dating 
of this part of burials from Tell el-Farkha, that is from (late Dynasty I or even 
to early Dynasty II). Tombs assigned to this group are quite elaborated in their 
architectural form. Most of them preserved massive and probably freestand
ing superstructures of mud bricks. Their substructures in many cases were 
relatively deep and also divided into several chambers. The main difference in 
comparison to the previous group is the typical set of offerings - composed 
of numerous items but often repeating almost identical shape. As for today, it 
seems a rule that burials dated to this group concentrate in the south-eastern 
sector of the so-far excavated cemetery part.

Grave no. 50: its superstructure measured 4.92 m x 2.36 m and was preserved 
to the height of ca. 0.9m. It was a massive, very compact cover of light sand and
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Photo 6. Granary models from the grave no 50.

mud bricks in a very regular rectangular shape, oriented almost ideal along the 
N-S axis. A clear break between the superstructure and the top of the substructure 
walls measuring ca. 0.4m of height was registered. The substructure composed of 
2 mud brick-lined-chambers (1.5m x 0.86m wide x 0.79m of maximum depth and
1.25 m x 1.2 m x 0.92 m of maximum depth) and was slightly dislocated to the east 
(Photo 5). Nevertheless, there is no doubt that these both parts create the same 
structure. There was a deposit of 5 pottery objects found in the middle of the layer 
between the super- and substructure. Presently, these objects are interpreted as 
granary models (Photo 6).

The offerings were grouped along the southern wall of the smaller southern 
chamber - three layers of pottery jars in a very similar shape (35 when counted 
all together) as well as a deposit of 11 stone vessels concentrated in the chambers 
north-eastern corner. One bowl was found on the top of the substructure walls, 
while a plate of alabaster, 1 jar and a pottery bowl in a niche in the eastern wall 
of the northern chamber. Directly by the body there were no objects registered. 
Both chambers were covered with some poorly preserved mats, also inlaid with
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Photo 7. Grave no. 51.

the same material - parts found in the corners where mats were turned up on the 
walls belong to the best preserved.

The burial belonged to an adult man, who was resting tightly contracted on his 
left side, the head pointing to the north. Unfortunately, the state of bones’ preser
vation was very weak.

Grave no. 51 is a puzzling structure (Photo 7). It is a rather small-sized burial 
in a pit (1.26 x 0.56m) lined with mud bricks oriented along the N-S axis with 
a small declination to the west. The deceased had been placed in a tightly con
tracted position on the left side, the head turned to the north. Offerings consisted 
of 8 pottery vessels, a deposit of 6 miniature stone vessels and a couple of beads 
of agate, faience and pottery - 11 of them found inside pottery vessel 7. The stone 
objects were gathered close to the deceased face, while the pottery ones were ly
ing by his/her feet and outside the burial chamber on the top of the substructure 
walls. Adjacent to the western wall of the subterranean part of the tomb, there was 
a puzzling structure of mud bricks and similar size to the actual burial chamber. 
There nothing but mud and a single hippopotamus tooth with processing traces 
was unearthed. The burial was covered with a mud-bricked superstructure. How
ever, this part of the tomb has different orientation - still the N-S axis but with
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visible declination to the east. What is more, the superstructure was erected above 
the actual burial chamber only and the side annex was left unprotected.

Grave no. 52 is a multiple burial, bones in a weak state of preservation depos
ited in an unclear position. The best preserved was skeleton no. 2 belonging to 
an adult woman (?) - a visibly anatomical contracted position on the left side, 
the head to the south, the left hand slightly moved from its original place. Over 
deceased no. 2 there was skeleton no. 1 (an adult woman?) - poorly preserved 
in an unclear position, her head was placed on a piece of a large pottery bowl. 
A fragment of pelvis and one leg most probably should also be attributed to the 
skeleton. Then, the worst preserved was skeleton no. 3 - only the skull and some 
very grated teeth of an adult man (?). The pit’s outline was untraceable. A few of
ferings were found by the bodies: pottery fragments, a bead of faience and, finally, 
a quern stone close to the second body’s head. The burial (its total measurements 
are estimated as 0.86m long, 0.7m wide, 0.29m deep) was registered beneath nar
row walls of structure no. 70 of a typically utility function. The scarce chronologi
cal data allow only tentatively attach the grave to the Early Dynastic group.

Grave no. 53 is an incomplete burial probably of an adult woman in contracted 
position, on her left side, the head to the north - only a fragment of pelvis and 
one leg was preserved. The inhumation was probably disturbed as a result of later 
building activity above the pit (walls of structure no. 70), it is even possible that 
originally the burial was not thoroughly anatomical. The pit itself (0.5m long; 
0.36m wide; 0.09m deep) was nearly untraceable and its bottom was - as it seems 
- plastered with o thin layer of mud. The few pottery fragments found over the 
bones do not have to consist the grave offerings. Nevertheless, the poor state of the 
grave preservation disables any further opinions in the field, so only very tentative 
dating of the burial is possible.

Grave no. 55 is the only, fully excavated burial complex found in Tell el-Farkha. 
It comprised of a four-chamber-tomb with a brick superstructure surrounded by 
a perimeter wall, all measuring 9.16 m x 6.74 m (Photo 8). The superstructure was 
preserved to the impressive height of over 1. 5m. It was constructed of dark mud 
bricks arranged in regular layers, that created the core of the structure, covered 
with an extra adjusting wall of sand-and-mud-bricks. Every third layer of bricks 
was interleaved with matting, most probably stabilizing the construction, simi
larly as the combination of walls built of two different types of bricks. Addition
ally, the eastern facade of the superstructure was decorated with two niches, one 
close to the northern corner, the second - to the southern one. The extremely high 
amount of rough pottery (mostly bread moulds) concentrated by the niches but
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Photo 8. Superstructure of grave no.55.

within the perimeter wall suggests their significance probably to the cult of dead. 
The perimeter wall was ca. 0.30 m thick and much lower than the main structure. 
Its corners were clearly rounded and on the south a kind of entrance leading to 
the whole enclosure was visible. In addition, the extra wall was distant from the 
main facade for ca. 0.30 m, while by the eastern side for ca. 0.40m. The main body 
of the superstructure (ca. 8 m x 5.5 m) as well as the perimeter wall were perfectly 
shaped, carefully built and plastered. All these features point to the statement that 
this part of the burial was planned to be visible above the cemetery level. Beneath 
this part of the structure there was again a ca. 0.40 m layer of plain earth that cov
ered the substructure. The subterranean part is also interesting: four chambers, 
beautifully preserved mats and over a hundred of items deposited as offerings: 51 
pottery vessels, 20 vessels of stone (Photo 9), 2 copper harpoons and some ochre. 
The deceased was resting in a tightly contracted position on left side, the head 
pointing to the north. The burial chamber was the biggest in the substructure, the 
majority of grave goods were deposited in two side chambers and partially on the 
top of the subterranean walls in the southern part of the structure.
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Photo 9. Grave no. 55. Stone vessels in situ.

Grave no. 64 is a small in size single-chamber-brick-structure (0.48 m x 0.37 
m and 0.54 m of preserved height) comprising a simple child burial with no 
offerings but a single bead of carnelian. The body was covered with a mat. How
ever, the interesting fact is that the small and poor structure was adjacent to the 
perimeter wall of large grave no. 55, so it is very likely that the burial in question 
should be regarded as an subsidiary one. And together graves nos 55 and 64 
belong to one funeral enclosure.

The so-called Old Kingdom group of graves counts 16 simple pit burials reg
istered in 2006. It is also the most homogenous in the cemetery. Dating of these 
graves is difficult as they usually reveal nothing but small fragments of pottery. 
However, in this case, their pottery date to the beginning of the Old Kingdom 
(Dynasties III-IV ?) can be confirmed by their high stratigraphic position - just 
beneath the surface and their range limited to the very top of the tell. Another 
novelty is a very simple burial custom characteristic of these inhumations - all 
bodies (many of them are babies and children) were found resting in straight po
sition mostly on their right side, the head consequently pointing to the west. The 
localization, relatively good state of bones preservation and especially burial cus
tom, so different from the earlier one, presented by these graves correspond to the
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Photo 10. Grave no. 16.

final stage of the Tell el-Farkha settlement attested on the central tell.
Grave no. 16 (Photo 10) measured 1.7m long, 0.6m wide, 0.2 m of maximum 

depth and was oriented along the W-E axis. Its outline was only partially visible. 
The poor offerings (sickle blades, a grain (?), 2 pottery counters, a seal impression, 
a bead of faience) and the straighten position of the 30-35 years old man together 
confirm the Old Kingdom date of the burial.

Grave no. 35 is a 2-3 years old child burial, its regular outline was shaped as 
an oblong rectangular with a rounded western edge. The grave measured 0.98m x 
0.30m and 0.18 m of maximum depth. The deceased was lying in a straight posi
tion on its right side, the head to the west and was devoid of any goods.

Grave no. 37 belonged to a 35-45 years old man resting in a straight position on 
his stomach and partially on his right side, his head was pointing to the west. The 
pit’s outline was clearly visible, particularly in its eastern part - an oblong rectan
gular with rounded shorter walls. The pit measured 2 m long, 0.48 m wide, 0.17 m 
deep and was V-shaped on its section. The single piece of offering was a bead of 
limestone which was found close to the deceased feet.
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Grave no. 47 is a 9 months old infant burial with clearly visible pits edges mea
suring 0.4 m long x 0.2 m and 0.16 m of maximum depth. Bones were partially 
disorganized, probably even primarily it was not a burial in the fully anatomical 
position. The skull was turned to the south, while the whole grave was oriented 
along the NE-SW axis. The baby had no offerings of any type.

Grave no. 48 consists an interesting case. First, fieldworks revealed a loose 
scapula and a rib without any traceable outline of the grave or of any other 
bones. Then, 10 cm below, exactly beneath the scapula a skull was found and a 
level deeper an outline of the grave pit (1.54 m long; 0.4 m wide; 0.27 m deep). 
The head had been divided from the rest of the body just after the third cervical 
vertebra but without its damage. The skeleton was incomplete - one hand and 
the chest are missing. Since some parts of the body were found outside the grave 
pit, it seems possible that the burial was primarily in anatomical position, then 
disturbed not long after the funeral (the hand bones together with phalanges 
were found in their proper position). The body was oriented along the W-E axis 
and probably meant to rest in a straight position on its right side (found slightly 
turned on the stomach), the head pointing to the west. The 17-20 years old 
owner of the grave was devoid of any offerings.

Graves registered in the necropolis in Tell el-Farkha reflect early Dynastic 
history of the settlement. As far as it is possible to presently state the oldest 
burial represent the greatest variety in terms of their architectural form and 
offering assemblages, they also seem to be concentrated in the western part 
of the excavated area. The Early Dynastic group of graves comprises the big
gest structures equipped with numerous pottery vessels and stone objects but 
also poor and very simple burials. Inhumations assigned to this group cluster 
in the south-eastern part of the cemetery as it is recognized today. Moreover, 
most of these graves cuts the older ones, so we probably deal with a distinct 
group of people, although of the same cultural origin. The youngest group of 
burials occupies the very top of the tell and is obviously different from the 
previous groups because of their homogenous and very simple burial custom 
and stratigraphical position. The overall situation on the cemetery is quite 
complicated, that is why we look forward further discoveries.
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Were Spinning Bowls Used in the Predynastic Period? 
Findings from Tell el-Farkha

The spinning bowls and the spinning process
The spinning bowls were usually made of pottery (less frequently of stone), had 

one or two loops placed inside the vessel (identical in form to loop handles that 
would normally be placed on the outside of a vessel), usually at the bottom (Allen 
1997: 20-21). Originally some scholars suggested that they might have been lamps 
or even lids (MacAlister 1912: 145-146; Peet and Woolley 1923: 137). Actually, 
they are associated with the spinning process (Allen 1997; Vogelsang-Eastwood 
2000: 272-274).

Distaffs used commonly in draff flax spinning were unknown in Egypt before 
Roman times. Egyptians used different technology for making flax thread. They 
had two methods, including spinning, that is twisting together fibers into a strong, 
continuous thread (Allen 1997: 19; Vogelsang-Eastwood 2000: 271-2). When we 
focus on this subject we can find two different explanations of how the spinning 
bowls were used and to which stage of spinning they belong. Some scholars as
sociate them to the beginning of spinning i.e. twisting of the flax fibers or roves 
to make a single length of thread. During this process the bowls contained water, 
because moisture was very important in setting the twist of newly-spun thread. 
Linen thread was premoistened in the bowl before it reached the spindle. Addi
tionally the newly spun thread had to be stretched until the twist was set perma
nently. The bowls were elements of tension (Allen 1997: 19).



66 Agnieszka M^czyriska

Other scholars associate them to plying - the latest stage of spinning and in 
this case spinning bowl” is an inaccurate name for this kind of vessels. Spinning 
bowls were used for twisting together of two or more previously spun threads 
in order to make a plied yarn. In the spinning process semi spun or fully spun 
threads were passed through loops in order to keep them separate and to exert 
some tension on the thread (Vogelsang-Eastwood 1987: 84-87).

Neither theory excludes a possibility that spinning bowls could be used at both 
stages of spinning.

The spinning bowls have been found on many sites in Egypt (Abu Ghalib, Deir 
el-Medineh, Amarna, Abydos, Mendes, Memphis) but also in Israel (Beth-Shean, 
Tell Jerishe) (Allen 1997: 25-26; Vogelsang-Eastwood 1987-1988: 78). First spin
ning bowls were excavated by W. M. F. Petrie in Kahun in 1890 (Petrie 1890: 25, 
pl.XIII: 58). Petrie did not associate them with the spinning process.

The spinning process and the use of spinning bowls are known from various 
tomb paintings dated to the Middle Kingdom and the New Kingdom: the Middle 
Kingdom tomb of Khnum-hotep II at Beni Hasan, the Middle Kingdom tomb 
of Thuthotep at Deir el-Bersha, the New Kingdom tomb of Thunefer at Thebes 
and the Middle Kingdom Tomb of Kethy at Beni Hasan. Spinning bowls are also 
shown in wooden models - eg. the model from Tomb of Meketra (12th Dynasty). 
They appeared in the Middle Kingdom and their use is regarded as a contem
porary innovation in the spinning process. No examples and representations of 
them had been known before that period. It seems that spinning bowls were in
vented in the Middle Kingdom period

Findings from Tell el-Farkha
The excavations at Tell el-Farkha have brought to light many interesting objects, 

which help us explain and understand many aspects of the Predynastic period in 
Egypt. Since the beginning of the excavations in 1998 we have found many pottery 
fragments with holes made before firing which were difficult to define. For a few 
years they had belonged to a group “undetermined objects”. They could be frag
ments of pots, parts of handles or parts of other pottery objects. In 2002 we found a 
complete bowl with a loop with four holes placed on the interior of the vessel, at the 
bottom (Fig.1-3). Other complete vessels of this type were found in 2008. All frag
ments and complete vessels are simple bowls with flaring walls, with 2 to 4 holes in 
loops. They are made of Nile clay tempered with medium sized sand and straw and 
belong to rough ware (Fig.4-8). All of them are dated to the first part of Nagada III 
period and were found in various trenches of Western, Central and Eastern Korns.
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In terms of form complete vessels resemble spinning bowl known from the 
Middle Kingdom. They have loops with holes, typical for the Middle Kingdom 
spinning bowls. Additionally, on some fragments of the loops grooves worn on 
the inside of holes were registered (Fig.6:1 -4; 9-10). These grooves are also vis
ible on bowls from the Middle Kingdom period. Scholarly opinions about how 
they were made vary. According to all who suggest that the spinning bowls were 
used to make plied yarn, these grooves could be caused by hard, already spun 
linen thread rubbing against the fired pottery surface (Vogelsang-Eastwood 1987
1988:85-86). On the other hand spinners could have cut grooves into the loops so 
that they better guide the thread (Allen 1997: 27-28).

According to Allen (1997: 29) spinning bowls have to be heavy enough to pull 
against and provide tension, stable enough to stay put and not tip over and imper
vious enough to retain their contents. It seems that all items from Tell el-Farkha 
meet all these conditions. Required weight and impenetrability are provided by 
material they were made of (Nile clay tempered with a medium sized straw and 
sand), while stability is provided by a wide and flat base.

However, the small quantity of findings from Tell el-Farka is striking. To the 
excavation season 2007 only 30 fragments of spinning bowls were found. Is this 
enough for the entire settlement over some 200 years? It is difficult to answer this 
questions without data concerning organization of textile production in the predy
nastic period. On the other hand we have to remember that spinning bowls were 
tools and not vessels and therefore their life span was completely different from that 
of storage or cooking and serving vessels. They could be used for a long time. More
over only fragments that actually have a loop or at least a piece of it can be properly 
identified as spinning bowls. Other sherds can be misinterpreted as fragments of 
bowls which so frequently occur in the ceramic assemblages of Tell el-Farkha.

The spinning bowls in the Predynastic period
Taking into consideration the similarity of vessels and their fragments 

discovered at Tell el-Farkha and the spinning bowls known from the Middle 
Kingdom period we hit on important questions linked to each other. Were the 
findings from Tell el-Farkha used in the spinning process and are they the old
est spinning bowls in Egypt? And going further - is the use of spinning bowls 
rooted in the Predynastic period?

Although we are very near to give a positive answer to all these questions, it is 
obvious that the problem of the spinning bowls in the Predynastic period needs more 
researching, not only focusing on bowls, but also on the spinning process of the time.
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W66-123
Fig. 1. Tell el-Farkha. Complete spinning bowl. Western Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).

Fig. 2. Tell el-Farkha. Complete spinning bowl. Western Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).
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Fig. 3. Tell el-Farkha, Complete spinning bowl. Western Kom (drawn by M. Jucha).
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Fig. 4. Tell el-Farkha. Loop of the spinning bowl. Western Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).

Fig. 5. Tell el-Farkha. Loop of the spinning bowl. Western Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).
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Fig. 6. Tell el-Farkha. Fragments of the spinning bowls. Central Kom (drawm by A. Longa).
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Fig. 7. Tell el-Farkha. Fragments of the spinning bowls. Central Kom (drawm by A. Longa).
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Fig. 8. Tell el-Farkha. Fragments of the spinning bowls. 1-2 Western Kom;
3-4 Central Kom (drawm by A. Longa).
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Fig. 9. Tell el-Farkha. Grooves on the loop of the spinning bowl. 
Central Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).

Fig. 10. Tell el-Farkha. Grooves on the loop of the spinning bowl.
Central Kom (photo by R. Slabonski).
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A Supplement to Lech Krzyzaniak’s Research

In Lech Krzyzaniaks paper on sites from the East Delta he depicts several arte
facts purportedly coming from Husaniya (1989: Fig. 3; Fig. 4). As part of my on
going research into Predynastic and Early Dynastic sites in the Delta I came upon 
an inconsistency between the East Delta register and the Heriya Museum register. 
On consulting staff members of the Tell Basta Magazine and Said Museum I can 
now correct a clerical error (Table 1) that led Dr Krzyzaniak to wrongly identify 
objects as coming from Husaniya.

The site of Husaniya (aka Tell Faraon - Imet) is located in the East Delta along the 
course of the old Pelusian Branch (see van Wetering and Tassie 2007: Fig. 4). It was 
excavated by members of the then Egyptian Antiquities Organisation, now called 
the Supreme Council of Antiquities. The initial excavations at the site were begun by
M. I. Kamal in 1962, and were continued under the direction of M. el-Mosalamy in 
the 1970s and concluded by I. A. Mustafa in the 1980s.1 This brief note is not about 
the site itself (see for instance Mustafa 1986; 1988a; 1988b; 1988c), but about a cleri
cal error that was made in the Heriya Museum (Ahmed Orabi Museum) register, 
Zagazig, and has worked its way into the Egyptological literature.

All these objects listed in Table 1 actually come from the site of Beni Amir, 
also located in the East Delta further up river from Husaniya near to where the

1 This information comes from the annual excavation reports on the site held by the SCA at Zagazig and 
Abbasiya by the respective directors.
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Table 1. The numbers of the objects

Krzyzaniakl989 
Figure No. Object No. East Delta Register No. New Fleriya Museum No.

Figure 3 8 2700 948

Figure 4 1 2701 52

Figure 4 13 2704 74

Figure 4 14 2705 75

Figure 4 15 2715 76

Tanitic Branch splits from the Pelusiac Branch. The site of Beni Amir seems to be 
an important settlement in the political hierarchy of the East Delta (van Weter- 
ing and Tassie 2003) during the Protodynastic and Early Dynastic; the cemetery 
contained many large mud-brick lined graves that were well stocked with grave 
goods (abd el-Hagg Ragab 1992; abd el-Monein 1996a; 1996b).

The importance of correcting this information is largely due to the dating of 
the site of Husaniya, for the objects (Krzyzaniak 1989: Fig. 4.13-15) give the im
pression that the site dates to Naqada 1IC-D, whereas without these objects the 
earliest date for the site is Naqada IIIC. Another small point is that the objects 
(Krzyzaniak 1989: Fig. 3.12-13, and Fig. 4.2-11) come from the excavations of El- 
Mosalamy in 1970, not those of Mustafa in the 1980 s.
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Helwan Pottery Collection of National Museum of 
Egyptian Civilization. Results of Preliminary Analysis

Introduction
It appears that the prehistoric Helwan area was a very attractive region in the 

history of ancient Egypt. In Wadi Houf near Helwan, for example, we have found 
hand axes dating back to the Lower Paleolithic period, which are distinguished 
from a variety of tools of the Upper Paleolithic such as arrowheads with double- 
notched bases, piercers, crescent tools and borers. Mesolithic tools from Helwan 
are similar to, and are clearly influenced by tools from Mount Carmel area in 
the Mesolithic Natufian culture of Palestine. Helwan then developed into a semi- 
Neolithic culture with no pottery.

The importance of Helwan in the Neolithic period is related to el-Omari, which 
is considered to be the latest stage of the Neolithic period in the Nile Delta and 
the link between Neolithic sites in the Delta and those that belong to the Chalco- 
lithic period (Predynastic), such as al-Maadi, which was an important point on 
the trade route to the Eastern Mediterranean. The frequent presence of copper 
indicates a connection to the sources of copper ore in Sinai or parts of Palestine. 
At the beginning of the dynastic period Helwan cemetery was a suburb of the 
capital (Memphis) which lies on the opposite side of the Nile. This conclusion is 
due to the huge number of graves that Zaki Saad found in Ezbet el-Walda to the 
north-west of Helwan. We now understand from the name of Helwan (Hroun = 
High Oun) that it was the southern extension of the famous historical city of Oun 
(Heliopolis).
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Table 1. Helwan pottery collection.

No. Types of pottery Frequency

1 Funnel shape vessel 82

2 Barrel shape vessel 44

3 Cylindrical shape vessel 38

4 Bowl 39

5 Pointed base vessel 26

6 Part of stopper 24

7 Lid 20

8 Dish 17

9 Rectangular shape vessel 17

10 Spherical shape vessel 16

11 Conical shape vessel 13

12 Stopper 13

13 Pear shape vessel 12

14 Ewer 15

15 Model of silo 41

16 lamp 12

17 Model of Boat 9

18 Stela 9

19 Coffin 7

20 Spool 8

21 Censer 6

22 Large mouth Vessel 7

23 Unclassification vessel 35

It is clear now that the ancient Egyptians may have learned, unwittingly, how 
to make pottery in the late Upper Paleolithic; some fired chips of clay were found 
under fireplaces of the Sebilian culture in Upper Egypt. We assume that these chips 
were an important step on the way of making pottery for the ancient Egyptians.

The oldest site at which pottery has been found is Bir Kessiba on the road 
called Darb al-Arbain. It is dated from the middle of the eighth millennium B.C. 
and included potsherds of sand paste and mica, with simple, geometric notches.
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From the same period, we found sherds of pottery at many sites in Bashandi and 
Sheikh Moftah in Dakhla Oasis. From the seventh millennium B.C. we found 
some sherds with engraved decorations from Nabta. Some potsherds were also 
discovered at the site of Fayum B from the end of the eighth millennium and the 
beginning of the seventh millennium B.C.

Helwan pottery collection
The collection of this study was found between 1940 and 1951 near Helwan, 

south of Cairo. It was that cemetery, located in front of Memphis (Ineb Hedj) and 
a little to the south of Oun (Heliopolis) on the east bank of the Nile where the 
Egyptian archeologist Zaki Saad discovered about 10,258 tombs during twelve 
seasons of work and despite these tombs having yielded huge amounts of vessels 
and many other objects still waiting to be studied. Recently the Egyptian Ministry 
of Culture decided to exhibit this important collection of pottery in the National 
Museum of Egyptian Civilization (NMEC), which is a new museum dedicated to 
Egyptian civilization from the prehistoric period to the present day.

The Helwan pottery collection goes back to the Proto-Dynastic and Early Dy
nastic periods of Egypt. It contains some objects showing the features of Naqada 
III (vessels with a net decoration, wavy-handled vessels) and some showing the 
names of First Dynasty kings like Hor-Aha and Den.

The collection shows great variation, first, in the material used. There are two 
kinds of pots: those that are made of clay and those made of Nile mud. Second, in 
the decoration: while many objects have no decoration, some have kept elements 
of decoration, such as ropes, birds, animals, scratches, or even the name of the 
vessel’s contents, the owner or the reigning king in a serekh. Third, in purpose: 
there are different uses for these objects.

We suggest to classify them as follows:

Everyday vessels
This group of vessels includes forms used during basic, everyday activities. 

1-A. Serving vessels (1-A)
These comprise shallow and deep dishes, bowls, cups, pots (in some there 
were the remains of food, possibly offered by the family of the deceased to 
sustain him in the afterlife). Other utensils, such as pot stands, ladles and 
other items, were also found, in addition to models of small pots, some for 
aromatic oils and some for medical materials. The belief among people,



84 Ashraf Abo-Elyazied

Fig. 1. Collection of serving vessels (dishes, bowls, cups, pots) a necklace found in one of pots.

especially those who lacked resources, was that thanks to prayers and magi
cal spells, these small pots would be turned into real ones to be used in the 
second life. ( Fig. 1).

Holding vessels (1-B)
These are relatively large pots devoted to holding liquids such as milk, wine, 
beer or solid materials, such as salt, the remnants of which were found in 
some, or for keeping fruit, such as dates and nabk, or grain and pulses includ
ing wheat, barley and lentils. These pots are spherical, conical, cylindrical, 
funnel shaped, pear shaped and in other forms. There are jar stoppers (some 
bearing the names of First Dynasty kings, including Narmer, Hor Aha, Aned- 
jib, Djer, Den, Semerkhet and Qaa). In some cases we found the name of the 
vessels contents written in black or the name of the person to whom it was 
dedicated, together with the name of the king in whose reign he lived, or for 
whom he worked. For example, there is a pot with the name of King Anedjib,
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Fig. 2. Collection of holding vessels (Jars, stoppers, cylindrical, funnel shape vessels one has 
painting net decoration, one has carving net decoration and some have name of first 

dynasty kings or name of its contents.

the sixth king of the First Dynasty. Another vessel bore the name of King 
Den, the fifth king of the same dynasty, along with the name of the owner 
of the tomb. In one tomb we found two vessel stoppers, one with the name 
of King Hor-Aha and the other with the name of King Djer, which gave the 
impression that the deceased lived during the reigns of both kings ( Fig. 2).

Storage vessels (1-C)
These include silos (in which remnants of cereals and pulses, such as wheat, 
barley, and lentils were found), model of silos, as well as models of grana
ries of rooms. One model consisted of a yard containing silos. These models 
served the same purpose assigned to them in subsequent historical times, 
to help the deceased in the afterlife. They show how the Egyptians at that 
period were organized in what concerned their lives, and these stores that 
came from mattamores known by the ancient Egyptians since they ceased
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Fig. 3. Model of granary with rooms and different sections to it.

Fig. 4. Examples of storage vessels; silo of cereals on the left and model of silo on the right
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Fig. 5. Pottery coffins; oval shape on the left and rectangular on the right.

wandering and settled in Merimda, Fayoum, and other Neolithic sites. Zaki 
Saad found at the site fixed silos built of mud brick or mud lumps similar to 
the ones that are still used in the Egyptian countryside today ( Fig. 3-4).

Funerary pottery
This includes pottery sarcophagi and other objects that may be used in funeral rites.

Coffins (2-A)
A number of clay coffins are rectangular or oval in shape. Some contain 
the remains of skeletons in the extended or fetal positions. One is painted 
white, and in one case we found a relief of a double shrine. Another has six 
holes on the side; some have lids; some contained a vessel or two beside the 
deceased. In a few the bodies were covered with tar. In spite of their poor 
condition, these burials have given us a lot of information about the evo
lution of burial customs and sarcophagi in the Proto-Dynastic and Early 
Dynastic periods ( Fig. 5).

Ritual pottery (2-B)
A range of items related to ritual and religious rites includes vessels and pu
rification utensils (ewers, washbasins, censers and sistra) that are considered 
to be the beginnings of those used in later periods. There are also a number 
of boat models, which accompanied the dead in their graves. The remains of 
the real boats were found buried in the cemetery beside the tombs because 
they were needed nearby as a means of crossing the sky in the company of 
the sun god. One of the oldest boat models, from Merimde, was an imitation 
of the original boats made of papyrus; models of boats like these were also
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Fig. 6. Collection of ritual pottery (Ewers, censers, model of papyrus boat

Fig. 7. Pottery lamps on the left, pottery stelae each one has two holes.

found in Badari and Naqada I and II. The widespread use of boats in pottery 
decoration during the Naqada II period might have been done intentionally, 
to be the means of accompanying the sun god in the afterlife. Or at least to be 
like amulets to please and protect the deceased (Fig. 6).
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Other pottery types

Spinning tools (3-A)
A range of tools including a number of spools and several pieces of pottery, 
which resemble the pins that had fixed the threads onto the wooden loom 
since the beginning of the First Dynasty, at the very least. Some tools for 
spinning were found in a tomb from the First Dynasty and are already the 
subject of study.

Unclassified pottery (3-B)
This category contains a number of flat stelae with no inscriptions and with 
two holes, tubes, seals, lamps, ink pots and other objects (Fig. 7).
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Relocating De Morgan’s Royal Tomb at Naqada 
and Identifying Its Occupant

Introduction

Much has been written about the Royal Tomb at Naqada, an elaborate 
niche-facade mastaba structure found by Jacques de Morgan in 1896 (De 
Morgan 1897: 147-202). This was the first time that the monumental archi
tectural style of the First Dynasty was encountered. As such, the tomb and the 
associated objects found by De Morgan, subsequently supplemented by finds 
found during the re-excavations of the Royal Tomb by Borchardt in 1898 and 
by Garstang in 1904, made quite an impression, not only their quality and 
quantity but moreover their historical significance. Among these finds was a 
label with the serekh of King Aha and the possible Nebty name Mn (De Mor
gan 1887: 167). Another interesting label had a so-called Neith-serekh topped 
with the symbol of the Goddess Neith and the signs Hetep and Uy within the 
name compartment (De Morgan 1887: 169). Both finds have attracted much 
attention (Massoulard 1949: 269-351; Emery 1961: 47-49). This tomb was 
deemed lost with only the published information on its architecture available 
(Kahl and Engel 2001: 8). The Washington State University / WSU Predynastic 
of Egypt Project led by F. A. Flassan, which consisted of surveying and targeted 
excavations in the Naqada region, re-located the Royal Tomb during its 1981 
survey season. Initial findings on the tomb’s re-location are presented here as 
part of a re-evaluation and publication of the WSU project (Hassan, van We
tering and Tassie et al. In Prep.).
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Discovery and (re-)excavation of the Royal Tomb

Jacques De Morgan carried out several extensive investigations along the Nile 
Valley between 1892 and 1897. At a time when new building activities were still 
small-scale and mostly confined to Cairo and large towns, his survey of the low 
desert edge between Cairo and Esna is of extraordinary importance to Egyptian 
archaeology (Gran-Aymerich and Gran-Aymerich 1994; Hendrickx and van den 
Brink 2002; Lorre 2007). In 1897, De Morgan worked on the west bank in the 
area between modern el-Ballas and modern Danfiq and found there many sites 
with material difficult to date. Two years earlier Petrie and Quibell had worked in 
the same area and investigated two town sites with associated cemeteries which 
they initially dated as post-Old Kingdom (Petrie and Quibell 1896). De Morgan 
showed, however that the most recent types of‘New race’ objects occurred in his 
Royal Tomb of the early First Dynasty and thus that the ‘New Race’ sites predated 
the First Dynasty. Much to the chagrin of Petrie, De Morgan was proven right and 
this stimulated a life-long animosity between Petrie and his French colleagues 
(and in particular J. de Morgan).

Two mud-brick tombs and a concentration of smaller graves were found on a 
spur or hillock between two wadi drains with later graves, seemingly dated to the 
Roman period, in the vicinity (De Morgan 1897: 147, 159) (Fig. 1). De Morgan 
provides the location of the site on his map but unfortunately he did not make 
clear that the site northwest of modern Naqada is his Khattara site and that the site 
southwest is the actual location of the cemetery containing the Royal Tomb (De 
Morgan 1897: 38-39). The elaborate niche-faqade mastaba structure was identified 
as a Royal Tomb and investigated, whereas the other mastaba structure was too 
disturbed to be extensively investigated but according to De Morgan, this tomb 
is contemporary with the Royal Tomb (De Morgan 1897: 159). He also dates the 
cemetery with smaller graves, north of the two mastaba tombs to the Early Dynas
tic period (De Morgan 1897: 159; Hendrickx and van den Brink 2002: 360).

The superstructure of the Royal Tomb consists of 16 small shallow chambers [A 
to P] around 5 larger and deeper chambers [1 to 5, south to west] of which the mid
dle one [3] is the largest and can be identified as the burial chamber (De Morgan 
1897: figs. 518-519). These five inner chambers are interconnected by portals (De 
Morgan 1897:154). The outer chambers seem to have been storage rooms (De Mor
gan 1897: 164) although, according to Kahl (et al 2001: 174), these are only archi
tectural features and did not contain any grave goods. These rooms are the result of 
erecting inner support walls after the funeral took place and before the roof was put 
on (Kahl etal 2001:174). The non-ceramic objects in outer room C are, according to
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Kahl {et al 2001: 174), the result of tomb robbery. Pottery was found in rooms A and 
B as mentioned by De Morgan (1897:163). However, his statement that nothing was 
found in the other outer rooms except fragments of uninteresting pottery (De Mor
gan 1897: 164) seems to indicate that the outer rooms functioned as storage rooms 
for lower status objects. This seems to indicate that the objects of precious material 
found in room C were indeed redeposited there as the result of robbing activities. 
The structure had a low bench around its outer walls and, at a distance of about 2.8m 
an enclosure wall (Kahl et al 2001: 174).

The grave assemblage is very extensive but poorly listed and published with 
only objects of outstanding interest and general pottery types shown in drawings. 
De Morgan left many objects at the site that he deemed of little interest (Kahl et 
al 2001: 172). The burial chamber had an ivory label (the Men-label), small ivory 
vessels, some inscribed with the names Rechit and Neith-Hetep, a sealing with the 
name Rechit, and fragments of a large ivory coffin-like object as well as other high 
status finds (De Morgan 1897: 161-162). Large amounts of ceramic vessels and 
stone vessels were found in the other chambers as well as ivory objects and copper 
objects, stone palettes, and precious beads (De Morgan 1897: 160-164).

The inscribed objects1; labels, seals and vessels mention a number of names in
cluding Narmer and Aha. The most frequently mentioned name (after King Aha) 
is Rechit which De Morgan identified as one of the names of the King buried in 
this tomb (De Morgan 1897: 165-170). The most striking inscription is the Neith- 
serekh, this seems to belong to Queen Neith-Hetep and will be discussed below.

In 1898 the Royal Tomb was re-investigated by L. Borchardt, resulting in an 
article with an impressive architectural plan of the tomb (Borchardt 1898) but 
it should be taken into account that the re-investigation took only one day. It is 
frequently indicated in the report that the work was carried out fast, assumptions 
were made based on small exposures and that certain things could not be checked 
due to lack of time (Borchardt 1898: 87, 90). The investigation by J. Garstang in 
1904 is poorly published and difficult to analyse although an investigation of Gar- 
stang’s field documentation in Liverpool might solve some of the outstanding is
sues1 2. It is doubtful whether either Borchardt or Garstang investigated the entire 
tomb structure.

1 Inscribed objects have been analysed by Kaplony (1963) who, unfortunately, based his research on 
sketches by Newberry and not the publication by De Morgan and as such there are discrepancies 
between Kaplonys drawings and the actual inscribed objects (Kahl et al 2001: 177-note 51).

2 Communications between F.A. Hassan and Chris Ellis in the early 1980’s indicated that the latter was 
carrying out such an investigation, seemingly as thesis research, but this research does not seem to 
have been published.
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A re-investigation of the published and unpublished material from the Roy
al Tomb in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo (De Morgan excavations), Liverpool 
(Garstang excavations) and other museums (London, New York, Oxford & Cam
bridge) was carried out between 1989 and 2000, and has resulted in a report arti
cle (Kahl et al 2001) and a few research articles (Kahl 2000; Engel and Kahl 2002; 
Engel 2003) as well as a colour booklet (Kahl and Engel 2001).

Washington State University (WSU) Survey and Re-location 

of the Tomb

The WSU Predynastic of Egypt Project (1978-1981) led by F. A. Hassan 
was a large-scale investigation of the sites on the west bank of the Nile in the 
Naqada region. This project consisted of a systematic field walking survey of 
the concession area with extensive excavations conducted at the settlement 
site Kh3, with small-scale excavations at cemetery site Kh2, settlement site 
South Town and settlement site Kh5 (Hassan, van Wetering and Tassie et al. In 
Prep.). A one kilometre wide transect was surveyed from the edge of cultiva
tion to the limestone escarpment, and another transect was run along the low 
desert margin bordering the edge of cultivation. The north-south strip was 22 
km long from Power Tower 92 south of Danfiq to Power Tower 202, just north 
of Balias3. A 400 meters wide survey track was decided upon because the 
transect perpendicular to the floodplain opposite Menchia (south of modern 
Naqada) and additional spot checks in the region failed to discover any Pre
dynastic remains outside of 400 meters spacing from the edge of cultivation. 
Conveniently, the power towers are spaced at regular intervals of 200 meters 
apart. It was therefore decided to take advantage of this arrangement in laying 
out a grid for the survey. Blocks of 1 x 1 km represented the basic grid units of 
the survey area. The blocks were labelled after the first Power Tower from the 
South and with an alphabetic designation from West to East e.g. 1-157. Since 
the edge of cultivation runs in a southwest-northeast direction following Pow
er Tower (PWT) 122, the blocks were realigned to that direction (Hassan, 
Hays and Gallagher n.d.). The information obtained included archaeological 
data on prehistoric and historic sites, topography and geomorphology, surface 
geology and soils, plants, water sources, and land-use. All sites encountered 
during the survey were recorded and these records are currently being pre

3 In preparation of the 1982 season which was to carry the survey south of Power tower 92, the area 
where the Wadi Imran enters the floodplain was investigated and archaeological sites were recorded 
(Hassan and van Wetering et al. In Prep.). The 1982 season did not proceed due to lack of funding.
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pared for publication (Hassan, van Wetering and Tassie et al. In Prep.). The 
objects from the WSU Predynastic of Egypt Project (so-called Naqada study 
collection) held at University College London were investigated and regis
tered by Dr. G. J. Tassie and the author before being returned to Egypt in 2010 
(Tassie and van Wetering 2011; Tassie et al. 2010). Ceramic fragments from 
site PWT.122 were analysed, but these do not add any new information to the 
body of evidence already published.

During the 1981 season, site PWT.112 was encountered (Fig. 5). The site was 
easily recognisable due to the activities of the University of Alexandria there in the 
days / weeks prior to the arrival of the WSU survey team. The University of Alex
andria team, under the direction of Dr Rashid el-Naduri, had dug within the royal 
tomb structure, thus exposing the internal structure and leaving many ceramic frag
ments scattered in and around the tomb structure. The WSU team collected ceramic 
surface finds and ceramic finds from within the tomb structure as well as taking 
charcoal samples from within the tomb structure. These finds are currently being 
analysed, together with finds from other sites surveyed by the WSU team (Has
san, van Wetering and Tassie et al. In Prep.). The architectural remains of two tomb 
structures were investigated and measured. The larger tomb measuring 54 m by 27
m. was only later identified as De Morgan’s Royal Tomb (Fig. 1-2).

A comparison between the plans (Fig. 1) shows a marked difference in tomb ar
chitecture: an annex on the western side not previously alluded to, the irregularity 
of the walls (especially the southern wall), and the lack of niche-fapade. The lack of 
niche-fapade on the walls of the main structure can be explained by erosion whereby 
the walls as seen in the WSU survey map are the lower part of the structure: the bench 
or platform on which the niche-fapade walls were situated. The irregularity of the walls 
is striking and contrasts greatly with the published architectural maps. It should be 
taken into account that in the early years of Egyptology, walls and structures were 
often planned as being more regular in shape, or straighter, than they actually were. 
It would seem that this type of artistic license was taken in the drawing of the plans 
of the royal tomb at Naqada by De Morgan and Borchardt. However, the annex on 
the western side of the structure is more difficult to explain: it might be a later ad
dition (post-early First Dynasty) and as such recognised by the early excavators and 
ignored. On the other hand, the annex might not have been noticed by the early exca
vators who spent little time on the excavation and made assumptions about the entire 
structure; thus the annex could be contemporary with the main structure. It might 
also be that the walls of the annex never protruded above ground. Another possibility 
might be that the WSU team mistook the enclosure wall of the Royal Tomb as part
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of the structure. The nature of the annex can only be resolved by re-excavation of the 
cemetery which could also provide answers as to the relation between the mastaba 
tombs and the nearby graves dated to the same period. Satellite images (GoogleEarth) 
revealed in 2007 that the cemetery is still accessible and has not been covered with 
modern buildings or agriculture. Numerous pits, however, are visible, which implies 
that the area of Early Dynastic tombs and Roman tombs has been severely disturbed 
either by robbery or sebakhin activities (Fig. 3).

The political system of Early Egypt (First Dynasty) and the role 

of the Royal Family

This section provides the socio-political background at the time when the 
Royal Tomb at Naqada was built and it’s occupant lived. The focus is on the reigns 
of King Narmer and King Aha when the political entity spanning the Early Dy
nastic Period and the Old Kingdom4 came into being. After an overview of the 
state formation in early Egypt, the role of the (extended) royal family within the 
political system / state administration is examined.

The formation of the Old Kingdom State, and the reigns of King Narmer 
and King Aha
The state formation leading to the establishment of the first Egyptian state is a 

confluence of different processes which brought about a strong centralised nation
state in the Nile Delta and the Nile Valley (up to the island of Elephantine, First 
Cataract). The protracted expansion of the Thinite polity (Predynastic - early Pro- 
todynastic periods) is the central process. This process seems initially to be driven 
by the Thinite need to establish political hegemony in its core-area (northern Up
per Egypt) and, in general, to be driven by the desire / need of the Thinite rulers to 
control the flow of prestige goods from the North (Lower Egypt and the Southern 
Levant). This resulted in a powerful Thinite polity (during the Naq. IIIA-B Period)

4 The Early Dynastic Period and the Old Kingdom are here perceived as a single period of centralised 
rule whereby the state came into being at the beginning of the First Dynasty and ended at the end of 
the Eighth Dynasty. The defining characteristic being that there is only one king ruling over the whole 
of Egypt (Nile Valley from the First Cataract northwards and the Nile Delta) whereas it does not mat
ter if that king is strong or weak as long as he is recognised as sole king by local potentates. As such, 
the term Early Dynastic Period is problematic as it subdivides a unified political period into separate 
time-spans. From a purely political point of view, the Old Kingdom state started with the First Dy
nasty, it is preceded by the Protodynastic Period - in which multiple polities existed in the territory 
that would become the Old Kingdom state - and it is succeeded by the First Intermediate Period - in 
which central rule was no longer recognised in the south of the former Old Kingdom state with the 
Heracleopolitan kings (9th-10th Dynasty) ruling in northern Egypt and nomarchs ruling parts of 
southern Egypt.
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which controlled a territory stretching from northern Upper Egypt to the Delta, 
either through direct or indirect rule (regional vassal or tribute polities that were 
deferential to the Thinite supraregional polity). In Upper Egypt, the Thinite territory 
seems to have included the territory of former rival, polity of South Town / Nubt 
[Naqada] whereas in Lower Egypt, it seems to have excluded the West Delta.

The subjugation of the West Delta polity, the last independent territory in the 
Nile Delta, seems to have taken place during the reign of King Narmer (see be
low). This concluded a protracted process of Thinite expansion which, according to 
Dreyer (2000: 10; 2005: 256-260), is commemorated on the so-called City Palette. 
This palette shows animals hacking up / subjugating a number of fortified towns 
which seem to be identified by the signs within the structure. The animals with the 
hack are identified as Thinite rulers. The fortified towns might represent the central 
place of polities north of the Thinite polity. According to Dreyer, the first major vic
tory in this Thinite expansion took place during the reign of a ruler identified with 
the falcon, a Thinite ruler he recognises as Falcon I who is seen on the right of the 
upper register (Dreyer 2005: 256-260)5. Behind the fortified town being subjugated 
by the falcon is a fortified town topped by a stork sign. This can thus most likely be 
identified as Buto, it should then be King Narmer in the guise of the catfish hacking 
up Buto. Unfortunately the area of the palette is badly damaged6. Another indicator 
of the northwards expansion policy by the Thinite polity is that during the reign of 
the Thinite rulers Iry.Hor and Ka, the two immediate predecessors of King Narmer, 
there is evidence of Thinite taxation of Delta territories (Dreyer 2000: 3).

The other important process in Egypt’s state formation is a seemingly short 
process which might not have been intentional but just a happenstance of history, 
the fusion of the Thinite polity with the Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] polity: Unifi

5 Other rulers of the Thinite line shown on the City Palette are: (lower register, from right to left) 
Lion, Scorpion, and Two Falcons on Standards; (top register, from right to left) Falcon I, ruler’s name 
destroyed (possible Catfish / Narmer, see above and next footnote), rulers name destroyed (possible 
Falcon II as the tail of a bird / falcon is still visible), and ruler’s name destroyed (Dreyer 2000:10; 2005: 
256-260).

6 Contrary to Dreyer (2005: 260) who assumes that the Scorpion shown in the middle of the lower 
register is to be identified as the Scorpion II (the ruler shown on the Scorpion Macehead) and that the 
City Palette is to be dated to the reign of that ruler. More likely, the Thinite ruler identified is another 
Scorpion who ruled the Thinite polity after the reign of Falcon I (and thus after the reign of Scorpion 
I, the Thinite ruler buried in Tomb U-j). The position of Scorpion II is still unclear but this ruler is to 
be placed near in time / shortly before King Narmer and he does not seem to belong to the Thinite 
ruling line. As such, Dreyer does not suppose King Narmer is shown on the City Palette, however, the 
identification of Buto and the possible reference to Buto on the Narmer Palette (Dreyer 2005: 254) 
point at Buto being conquered in the reign of King Narmer. Thus if the fortified town identified by the 
stork is indeed Buto, then it would be hacked up by King Narmer in the guise of the Catfish as such the 
City Palette should be dated to the reign of King Narmer and be added to the set of commemorative 
objects depicting the subjugation of the West Delta polity.
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cation of Two Lands. This fusion took place at the end of the Protodynastic Pe
riod, presumably during the reign of King Narmer. The existence of two complex 
polities in Upper Egypt can be argued based on the occurrence of large, elaborate 
graves identified as belonging to local rulers at Abydos cemeteries U-B (Thinite 
polity) and cemetery Hk.6 at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] (Wilkinson 2000b: 390, 
392). The sequence of graves at Hk.6 comes to an end with grave 1 at the end of 
Protodynastic Period, contemporaneous with the reign of King Narmer (Adams 
2000: 181). Also, King Narmer is the first Thinite King to have a substantial pres
ence at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis], as indicated by the finds within the temple area. 
This so-called ‘Main Deposit’ collection of objects included the Narmer Palette 
and Narmer Macehead, as well as the finds at Hk.29a, a ceremonial complex or 
public / display area of the Palace. If the assumption about the White Crown is 
correct (see below), then King Narmer is also the first Thinite King known to wear 
that crown. How this fusion between the Thinite polity and the Nekhen polity 
came about is still unclear. It could be due to violent conflict with the Thinite pol
ity victorious or through peaceful development. It might be that the male ruling 
line at Nekhen died out and by intermarriage between the Thinite ruling line and 
the Nekhen ruling line, the crown of Nekhen fell to a Thinite ruler. The implica
tion of this reasoning is that either the mother of King Narmer or the mother of 
King Aha belonged to the ruling line of Nekhen. The fact that King Narmer wears 
the White Crown on the Narmer Palette could mean he was the natural heir to 
the Nekhen throne via his mother, or that he acted as ruler of Nekhen on behalf 
of his son, the future King Aha during his minority. The presence of the young 
sandal-bearer behind King Narmer (on the side where King Narmer is wearing 
the White Crown) on the ceremonial palette and again on the King’s ceremonial 
macehead might be significant in this regard, as this person could be the crown- 
prince7. Near the head of the sandal-bearer are two signs under each other: the 
upper one is a rosette, generally identified as a power / ruler indicator (Wilkinson

7 Contrary to Morenz (2003: 189-193) who identifies this person as wdpw wn “Servant of the Ruler”.
As crown-prince, Morenz (2003: 186-188) identifies the person in front of King Narmer, wearing the 
panther-skin and associated with the signs tsht which Morenz translates as “the younger one” mean
ing in relation to the king, the heir to the throne. However, his dismissal of tsht as precursor of vizier, 
t;3tj (Wilkinson 1999: 137) or as priest, sm does not take into account the clothing and the display 
of regalia. On the other hand, his identification of the sandal-bearer as servant does not take into 
account the rosette as power-symbol, nor the possibility that the sandal-bearer also has a bulls-tail 
(again a symbol of very high / kingly status) the right ‘streamer’ is quite similar to that bull’s tail worn 
by King Narmer and is dissimilar to the streamer hanging in front of the sandal-bearer (Winter 1994:
279 identifies both streamers as animal tails, probably giraffe tails). The seal around the neck of the 
sandal-bearer hints at this person’s role / function as seal-bearer or sealer, a function of high status in 
early Egypt (Morenz 2003: 192).
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1999: 56; Morenz 2003: 189-190; Dreyer 2005: 261) and underneath this rosette, 
a sign representing either a name8 or a title. A similar rosette can also be seen 
near the head of the ruler identified as Scorpion [II] as shown on his Macehead 
found at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis], This ruler cannot easily be placed within the 
Thinite line (succession of tombs in cemeteries U-B at Abydos Umm el-Qaab) 
and based on artistic grounds his reign is near-contemporaneous to that of King 
Narmer. Therefore, it is tempting to identify Scorpion II as a ruler of the Nekhen 
[Hierakonpolis] polity (Wilkinson 1999: 56-57) and by implication to identify the 
rosette as a power symbol connected with the Nekhen polity9.

The reign of King Narmer: establishing the State
King Narmer is one of the most important rulers of early Egypt. During his 

reign the Protodynastic Period, with its multiple political units, ended and the 
Old Kingdom state under a single central authority commenced (Wilkinson 2001: 
23; Seidlmayer 1998: 27). Narmer began his reign as sovereign of the Thinite poli
ty and ended it as King of the Two Lands: the fused territories of the Thinite polity 
and the Nekhen polity. Therefore, he was both the last regional ruler and the first 
King of the First Dynasty of Egypt (Morenz 2002b: 81). This dual kingship of King 
Narmer is indicated on his ceremonial palette. This palette has been identified 
as representing almost everything in the political landscape of early Egypt, from 
being a purely ideological object with no historical meaning to a commemorative 
object for a historical event albeit with an ideological layer (Kohler 2002). The pal

8 Problematic in this regard is how to read this name as it does not relate to the King’s name (Hor-)Aha, 
although this name might have been taken at the time of coronation, but more importantly nor does 
it relate to the Prince’s name Mn / Men as shown on the sealing from B.18 at Abydos Umm el-Qaab 
(Petrie 1901: pi. XIII-93), on the back of a label from the reign of King Aha (Petrie 1901: pi. XI-2/3), 
and on a sealing (Kaplony 1963: abb. 77). The name Mn / Men apparently seem to have been the birth 
name of King Aha (Dreyer 2000: 222-223).

9 Supporting this are two objects, one found at Qustul and the provenance of the other is unknown. 
The object found at Qustul within Tomb 24 of cemetery L is an incense burner that depicts a ruler 
wearing the White Crown (presumably of the Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] polity) with a serekh in front 
of him (the name cannot be read due to fragmented state of the object) and next to it a rosette sign. It 
is tempting to identify this object as a funerary gift from a Nekhen ruler (and displaying the Nekhen 
emblem) to the burial of a ruler of the Nubian polity centred on Faras-Qustul (van Wetering & Tassie 
2006: 845-846), the southern neighbour of Nekhen [Hierakonpolis]. The shape of the serekh seems 
more Egyptian then Nubian, especially with a falcon on top, and resembles a serekh in a boat, found 
at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] (Quibell 8t Petrie 1900: pi. V). The other object is the Metropolitan knife 
handle which depicts again a ruler wearing the White Crown with directly in front his head the ro
sette (the configuration is very similar to that of the Scorpion Mace-head). The procession of people 
on the Met knife handle is very similar to similar representations on objects from the Main Deposit 
at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] whereas the representation of prisoners is similar to that in Tomb 100 at 
Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] (Williams 8; Logan 1987: 247, 250) A cursory examination of the finds from 
Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] shows that a rosette on a standard on clay-seals is frequent (Quibell & Petrie 
1900: pi. LXXI-26-29, 31).
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ette, although most certainly a statement concerning the political union of Egypt 
(Seidlmayer 1998: 28), does not reflect the actual Unification of the Two Lands but 
a slightly later stage in the process of state formation whereby King Narmer, as 
ruler of the Two Lands, conquers the remaining parts of the Delta, the polity cen
tred on Sais and Buto in the West Delta ~ Papyrus Land (Morenz 2002a 282; Kin- 
near 2004: 48-54; Dreyer 2005: 254-255). The actual Unification of the Two Lands 
is however implied. On one side, King Narmer is shown striking down an enemy, 
and on the other, the King is depicted in the guise of a bull trampling the fortified 
city of his enemy and also in a ‘victory’ procession where the King, proceeded by 
standards inspects a large number of conquered enemies (Dreyer 2005: 254-255). 
Where the King is smiting his main enemy, or rather the ruler of the opposing 
polity, he wears the White Crown whereas the Red Crown is worn by the King 
in the procession on the other side10 11. Both the Red Crown and the White Crown 
seem to originate in Upper Egypt (Wilkinson 1999: 192-195). Tire earliest occur
rence of the White Crown is at Qustul, cemetery L, but it could be argued that 
these objects are funeral gifts (see below) from the rulers of Nekhen [Hierakon- 
polis] where the White Crown is first worn by a dateable ruler", Scorpion II, on 
the so-called Scorpion Mace-head, dire White Crown can probably be identified 
as the crown of the Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] polity. The earliest occurrence of the 
Red Crown is at South Town / Nubt [Naqada] on a fragment of Upper Egyptian 
ceramic ware (thus arguing against it being a Lower Egyptian import) and this 
crown can be tentatively identified as the crown of the This [Abydos], whereby 
the fragment at South Town / Nubt [Naqada] is identified as a gift or tribute from 
a Thinite ruler to a ruler of the Naqada polity. However, it might also be that the 
Red Crown belonged to the Naqada polity and was usurped by the Thinite polity 
after it subjugated the Naqada polity, although the early development of the Red 
Crown is still unclear. In the procession on his ceremonial palette, King Narmer 
is preceded by four standards; the first two with one falcon each, the third one

10 Dreyer (2005) identifies the Red Crown in the traditional sense as the Crown of Lower Egypt, an 
identification this crown acquires in later times (and the White Crown as the Crown of Upper Egypt). 
However, the Red Crown is worn by King Narmer in a number of pivotal events connected with the 
subjugation of the West Delta polity as shown on the Narmer Palette and the Narmer Macehead. The 
earliest occurrence of the Red Crown is in northern Upper Egypt, as such it would seem more likely 
that the Red Crown is connected with the polity of This [Abydos] and only later was transposed to 
Lower Egypt (whereas the White Crown, originally connected with the polity of Nekhen [Hierakon
polis], was transposed to the whole of Upper Egypt).

11 A small ivory head of a man wearing a conical crown (E.4974 - Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) very 
similar if not identical, to the White Crown was found with the Main Deposit at Nekhen [Hierakon
polis] might represent a ruler of the Nekhen polity but it cannot be dated (Quibell & Petrie 1900: pi. 
VII-2, VIII-6).
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with a jackal and the fourth standard with a ‘throne-cushion’. The standards with 
falcons seem to represent kingship whereas the Jackal standard seems to represent 
the Thinite polity and the ‘throne-cushion’ standard the Nekhen polity. Therefore, 
the whole group should be read as Ruler ofThis-Abydos, Ruler of Nekhen [Hiera- 
konpolis] and followed by the name Narmer (Morenz 2002a: 278-279, 282). It is 
tempting to hypothesize about the Narmer Palette, and speculatively argue the 
palette found at Hierakonpolis was one of a set of two commemorative palettes; 
one dedicated by Narmer to the God of Nekhen at the Temple of Nekhen [Hiera
konpolis] and the other dedicated by Narmer to the God of This at the Temple of 
This [Abydos], Both palettes would be votive objects commemorating the subju
gation of the West Delta polity and its ruler W3sj / Wash but on the Hierakonpo
lis Palette, King Narmer is wearing the White Crown in the prominent smiting 
scene whereas on the Abydos Palette, he might have been shown wearing the Red 
Crown in that prominent scene.

Besides the ceremonial palette of King Narmer, a number of other objects 
from this reign are relevant to the last phase of the Thinite expansion: the sub
jugation of the West Delta polity centred on Sais and/or Buto (Dreyer 2005). 
These objects are the Abydos year-name label, the ivory inlays of a wooden 
box (Narmer Chest), the City Palette, and the Hierakonpolis ivory cylinder. All 
mention either Ta mehoe, which can be identified as Papyrus-land (meaning the 
Delta region), W3sj / Wash who seems to be the ruler vanquished by Narmer 
and/or the Tjenoe which in later times denote Libyans but seem in this early con
text to point at Delta inhabitants (Morenz 2002b: 81, 83, 85; Dreyer 2005: 254- 
255)12. It is possible the King’s Mace-head (the King’s name is damaged and 
unidentifiable) also shows the subjugation of the Delta. This palette was found 
at Nekhen [Hierakonpolis], together with the other ceremonial maceheads and 
palettes and is most likely a commemoration object dedicated at the Temple of 
Nekhen [Hierakonpolis], It shows a King robed in heb-sed clothing and wear
ing the Red Crown sitting under an elevated canopy, the falcon in front of the 
canopy presenting prisoners to the King (Adams 1974: 3, pis 1-2). If the as
sumptions made here about the Red Crown are correct and the assumption by 
Dreyer (2000: 10) that the Thinite ruler Falcon I played an important role in the

12 See Kinnaer 2004: 52, for arguments that W3sj / Wash was a geographical location, an identification 
primarily based on the valid assumption that naming an enemy and thus granting his name life seems 
doubtful. However, the presence of a clear geographical identification above W3sj / Wash on the 
Narmer Palette would argue against a geographical identification and supports the identification of 
W3sj / Wash as the name of the ruler shown on the Narmer Palette and assumed on the Narmer Chest 
(Dreyer 2005: 255-256).



102 Joris van Wetering

Thinite expansion drive, then it might be assumed that the King on the King’s 
Mace-head is a Thinite King. King Narmer is the most likely candidate as he is 
the most likely King to be presented the spoils of his West Delta victory by his 
illustrious ancestor, Thinite ruler Falcon I. The analysis by Kohler (2002: 504) on 
the identity of the enemy on the Narmer Palette highlights two ‘non-Egyptian’ 
features: circumcision but not in the Egyptian style, and bearded, to identify the 
enemy as non-Egyptian. For this early period, however, it cannot be excluded 
that Upper Egyptians and Lower Egyptians saw each other as foreigners and 
that certain features attributed to the lower Egyptians in early times were later, 
after the lower Egyptians had become part of the Thinite territory, exclusively 
assigned to non-Egyptians. On the Narmer Palette and the Narmer Chest, the 
signs associated with the vanquished enemy could either be identified as a name 
W3sj / Wash (Morenz 2002b: 85; Dreyer 2005: 255-256) or a geographical iden
tification (Kinnaer 2004: 52). The Abydos year-name label seems to identify the 
enemy as Nw / Noe, which according to Dreyer (2005: 255) are a grouping of 
people and which is a shortened version of Tjenoe but Morenz (2002b: 85)13 
identifies Nw / Noe as a Lower Egyptian ruler. From about the same time (reign 
of Narmer), a number of Lower Egyptian objects mention a ruler identified as 
Ni. This ruler is even mentioned on a object discovered by Petrie within the 
Temple area of Abydos (Petrie 1903: pi. X-216), and it might have been a tribute 
to the Thinite polity or it could represent a victory offering by King Narmer to 
his god with the name of the vanquished enemy. Morenz (2002b: 86) argues 
that the Nw / Noe mentioned on the objects from the reign of King Narmer is 
the same as Ni. How ruler Ni relates to ruler W3sj /Wash is unclear. According 
to Dreyer (2005: 255), the final victory over the West Delta polity occurred late 
during the reign of King Narmer based on the Abydos year-name label.

It is beyond doubt that King Narmer played a pivotal role in the Egyptian state 
formation. He was the first King to display on a single object the White and Red 
crowns and seems to have brought the whole of Egypt, meaning the Nile Valley 
(up to the First Cataract) and Delta under direct Thinite Rule. If Dreyer (2005: 
255) is correct in his statement that the conclusion of military activities took place 
late in the reign of King Narmer, this has several implications. Obviously, King 
Narmer spent a lot of time in the northern part of his kingdom and thus the need

13 Morenz states that Nw / Noe is not an Egyptian name but our understanding about language in the 
whole of Egypt is still to imprecise to substantiate this claim, the possibility of different language 
systems in Upper and Lower Egypt needs to be taken into account. One needs to bear in mind that 
Lower Egyptians (their names, their dress, etc) can in this early time still be seen as foreign / ethnically 
different by the Upper Egyptians.
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arose to have an efficient administration in the rest of the kingdom (see below). 
The war activities in the north, primarily its organisation and its economic im
plications, as well as incorporating the newly acquired territory of Nekhen [Hi- 
erakonpolis] and securing borders, would have led to less incentive / stimulus for 
symbolic display and (funerary) architectural aggrandizing. Instead, the wealth 
of the Thinite polity would most likely have benefited the on-going military and 
administrative efforts. Also, the King’s presence in the north might have led to 
Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] gaining importance as royal residence and state adminis
tration centre to cover the whole of the kingdom. With the death of King Narmer, 
his son and successor inherited a territory which was in later times recognised as 
Egypt; from the First Cataract (Elephantine Island) in the Nile Valley to the Medi
terranean coastline of the Nile Delta.

The reign of King Aha: consolidating the State
If the previous reign is about establishing royal (Thinite) authority, then the 

reign of King Aha is about consolidating that authority. The process of consolida
tion seems to have been facilitated by the cessation of large-scale hostilities within 
the territory of the Two Lands. Royal authority is:

• enhanced by elaborate display in tomb architecture and innovations in the 
rituals associated with the King’s funeral;

• strengthened by a policy of integrating the former West Delta polity into 
the Thinite state and by accentuating the position of the goddess Neith in 
relation to that of the principal queen;

• and secured by initiating a policy to remove the threat of a powerful politi
cal-economic rival south of the Two Lands (Wilkinson 1999, 2000; Bestock 
2007; Dreyer 2007; van Wetering & Tassie 2006: 845-846).

The extent of the territory now under the control of the King probably neces
sitated a policy whereby the King is seen in all parts, especially the important cen
tres, of the Two Lands. This royal tour was as much a political and religious event 
as it was administrational (Wilkinson 1999: 220-221; van Wetering 2004: 1057) 
The tour seems to have been well established by the end of the reign of King Aha 
(Wilkinson 2000a: 90-91). On this tour the King would have resided for a while in 
all the major centres of the Two Lands: This [Abydos], Nekhen [Hierakonpolis], 
Sais etc, although it is likely that the King and his court spent considerable time at 
Inebu.Hedj [Memphis], the administrative centre of the Two Lands. This partially 
itinerant King and court had the social-political effect of distancing the King from 
his important kinship groups, in both This [Abydos] and Nekhen [Hierakonpo-
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lis]. This process effectively changed the stage on which the King interacted from 
that of a proto-kingdom environment where kinship / reciprocity ties limited the 
space in which a ruler could manoeuvre to an early state environment where there 
are less constrains upon the ruler to use his coercive powers as well as military- 
economic powers in general (Campagno 2003: 25-26, 29, 33).

It is clear that during the reign of King Aha his royal tomb complex at Aby- 
dos Umm el-Qaab went through one or more architectural innovations / enlarge
ments, transforming a simple double-chambered tomb (B13/14) into a multi- 
chambered burial complex with a queen’s burial, numerous subsidiary graves and 
animal graves (Bestock 2007: 52-70). The extraordinary display of wealth visible 
in the royal mortuary monuments belonging to King Aha and his court: tomb 
complex (Abydos Umm el-Qaab), cult complex (Abydos north cemetery14,), and 
royal mastaba tombs15 (Naqada and North Saqqara) can be seen as enhancing 
the royal authority. These monuments were a potent, highly visible and imposing 
device to project the power of that authority so as to coerce the inhabitants of the 
Two Lands to comply with royal authority, be it the King or his representatives 
(royal princes and state officials, most importantly the state tax collector). The 
early stage of the royal tomb complex is still very much in line with the develop
ment up to the previous reign, the subsequent enlargements and other innova
tions point to the needs of the new political entity: to display on both earthly and 
celestial levels the royal authority. This elaborate tomb complex should however 
not be seen as a prime indicator for the identification of King Aha as the first 
King of the First Dynasty (contra Dreyer 2007) but rather as the outcome of the 
resources King Aha had at his disposal. Some of these made possible by the ac
tions of King Narmer.

At least two labels show King Aha on a royal visit to Sais and the temple of 
the Goddess Neith (Petrie 1901: pi. Illa-nr. 5-6; Wilkinson 1999: 71, 221). These 
labels seem to testify to a distinct act of integrating the former West Delta pol
ity, subjugated in the previous reign, into the Thinite state by according Sais and 
its Goddess Neith and Buto royal favour. The administrative arrangement of the 
First Dynasty divides the Delta into two parts; a western part and an eastern part 
(Wilkinson 1999: 139). This might be a result of the differential way the two parts 
of the delta were incorporated into the Thinite state. These royal visits were part 
of a policy to strengthen royal authority in the West Delta (Wilkinson 2000b:

14 There might also have been a cult complex / funeral shrine of King Aha at Saqqara, the royal cemetery 
of Memphis (van Wetering 2004: 1063-1064).

15 With royal mastaba tombs (at North Saqqara, Naqada) is implied a mastaba tomb for a member of the 
royal family, not necessarily a tomb belonging to a King.
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393), and to avoid unrest in this particular region (and its main centres Sais and 
Buto) that had only recently been brought under Thinite control. Also, part of this 
state policy seems to have been to promote a relationship between the (principal) 
queen of the royal household and the Goddess Neith of Sais. By tying the God
dess Neith to the Thinite queen, probably in the role of high priestess, the danger 
of the temple of Neith becoming a focal point of resistance against Thinite rule 
was contained. Queen Neith-Hetep is the first queen with the name component 
Neith, a name-component that was favoured during the First Dynasty. It seems 
most likely that Neith-Hetep was the daughter of King Narmer, and she seems 
to have been one of the principal queens of King Aha. Her name 'the Goddess 
Neith is Satisfied’ and the fact that her name is written within a serekh but with 
the sign of Neith where Horus usually stands, all point at this queen being pivotal 
in Thinite integration policy towards the West Delta. It is unclear if she had been 
named Neith-Hetep from birth (thus during the reign of King Narmer), or if that 
name was given to her for specific political-religious reasons at the time of her 
installation as principal queen of King Aha. The latter assumption seems the most 
likely. During the reign of King Aha, Queen Neith-Hetep therefore seems to have 
held a religious office (but politically significant) in the cult of Neith and as a sign 
of that office, she wrote her name in a so-called Neith-sere/ch. A number of later 
queens (during the First Dynasty) are known which might signify that the policy 
established in the early First Dynasty continued (or the situation within the West 
Delta, especially Sais and Buto necessitated its continuation). On the other hand, 
it might signify that the popularity of Neith meant that queens continued to be as
sociated with the Goddess Neith after the usefulness of the integration policy had 
ceased. Queen Neith-Meret (reign of King Djet - King Den) also seems to have 
had access to / right to use a Neith-sere/c/z, so it is possible that the other (princi
pal) queens with the Neith component had a similar role in the cult of Neith and 
access to / use of a Neith-serekh16.

16 The Neith-serekh has been identified as a symbol of regency by a queen based primarily on link
ing the regency of Queen-mother Neith-Meret for her son, King Den, with the Neith-serekh of this 
queen (Kaplony 1963: abb. 730). There is a discrepancy between the reign of King Aha and the reign 
of King Djer of either 1 month + 15 days or 13 months + 20 days (Wilkinson 2000: 92-93) which 
might signify a regency-period, and this tentative regency has sometimes been linked with Queen 
Neith-Hetep (Seipel 1980). However, there are major problems arising from this interpretation as it 
implies that [1] queen Neith-Hetep was still alive after the death of King Aha and she was therefore 
definitely not buried during the king’s reign at Naqada; [2] the regency of queen Neith-Hetep was 
already known during the reign of King Aha as she already has the Neith-serekh when king Aha was 
still alive whereas a regency only becomes an issue after the death of a king, and [3] the connection 
Neith-serekh - queen-regency is based on the connection Queen-regent Neith-Meret and her Neith- 
serekh whereas the linking is not based on solid evidence, and is the existence of a Neith-serekh for 
Queen-regent Neith-Meret doubtful (Roth 1997: 111-112).
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Funeral gifts decorated with the White Crown found within a tomb complex 
(Williams 1986: figs. 40-c, 55, 165-b, 166, 168-b) assigned to the rulers of the Nu
bian polity, centred on Faras-Qustul (Campagno 2003: 33) point at non-violent / 
diplomatic / economic contact between Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] and the Nubian 
polity during the period immediately preceding the Unification of the Two Lands 
/ First Dynasty (Wilkinson 2000b: 390; van Wetering and Tassie 2006: 845-846). 
The rock-cut inscriptions at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman, however, point at hostile 
contact if the scorpion can be identified as a ruler from Nekhen [Flierakonpolis] 
in conflict with a ruler of the Nubian polity (Wilkinson 2000b: 390). By the early 
First Dynasty / reign of King Aha the relations seem to deteriorate further. To 
secure the southern border and to eliminate a growing political-economic rival to 
the south, a policy of military action against the neighbouring Nubian polity was 
instigated during the reign of King Aha as indicated by a label and continued in 
the succeeding reign (Petrie 1901: Ill-nr. 2; Wilkinson 1999: 71; van Wetering & 
Tassie 2006: 845-846).

The Unification of the Two Lands
Within the reigns of King Narmer and King Aha, the Unification of the Two 

Lands took place and the expansion of the Thinite polity resulted in creating an 
immense territory - from the Mediterranean Sea to the First Cataract - under a 
single central authority, one of the most remarkable features of early Egyptian de
velopment. The dynamics of increasing complexity within societies along the Nile 
have been discussed elsewhere (Hassan 1988) as well as the need for an increas
ingly complex constellation of religious beliefs to develop alongside the social- 
political development of early Egypt (Hassan 1992). Suffice it to say, all political 
activities of the state are to a high degree steeped in religious ideology.

The sealings and labels of the early First Dynasty point at a complex adminis
tration with taxation and tribute within a mostly agricultural society of numerous 
small communities and a few large cities along the Nile (Hassan 1988). The reign 
of King Narmer can then best be seen as concluding a long process of establishing 
a centralised polity (the Thinite expansion process), whereas the reign of King 
Aha is the start of a process of consolidation, strengthening the royal authority 
and expanding the state administration. This process can be tracked throughout 
the Old Kingdom with a significant improvement during the early Third Dynasty 
(Wilkinson 1999: 139). The two reigns signify a period of fundamental change 
for the Thinite ruler and his direct family. Hie needs of Thinite warfare organisa
tion and the enlarged administration necessitated changes in the political-admin
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istrative system, thus providing the (senior) members of the royal family with 
new opportunities, be they religious or administrative. The greater wealth (from 
tribute / taxation and expanding access to natural resources) now flowing to the 
king and his administration facilitated the means to expand royal display / status, 
re-distribute wealth to royal relatives, state officials, temple officials and trustees, 
and enlarge the administration with functions for members of the higher elite.

By the late Old Kingdom, under political pressure for establishing a nation
ally inclusive identity, the historical event of the Unification of Two Lands was 
transformed into a propaganda-ideological tool to create the construct of a 
Lower Egyptian Kingdom and an Upper Egyptian Kingdom, thus including 
the whole of the territory of the Old Kingdom state in the narrative of how that 
state was formed. The meaning of the symbols and devices that were so inti
mately connected with the history of the original Two Lands, This [Abydos] 
and Nekhen [Hierakonpolis] as well as the historical events of the process of 
state formation were changed to suit the political needs of the day. These sym
bols, devices, and images were kept, but altered to include the whole unified 
country. The Unification of the Two Lands now implied that a Kingdom of Up
per Egypt unified the country by the fusion with a Kingdom of Lower Egypt. 
This kind of political-ideological propaganda, whereby a historical event is 
changed to suit later political needs and where the outer trappings of the event 
are kept but the meaning completely changes, is an established process in hu
man political dealings (Suny 2001). In the same vein, it seems the crowns of 
the Two Lands underwent a significant geographical shift in dynastic times 
(again probably late Old Kingdom). No longer is the White Crown tied to the 
southern of the Two Lands (Nekhen [Hierakonpolis]), and the Red Crown to 
the northern one (This [Abydos]) but the first becomes the Crown of Upper 
Egypt and the latter the Crown of Lower Egypt. These acts were propaganda 
tools to forge an inclusive national identity encompassing the whole of Egypt 
(meaning the Nile Valley north of the First Cataract and the Nile Delta, or 
rather Kmt / Kemet ~ the black Land).

The Royal Family of the (early) First Dynasty, and their role in the King’s
administration
That the court of a King consisted of several queens and their children as well 

as the brothers, uncles, sisters and aunts of the reigning King is made clear by 
the inscriptional evidence. This extended royal family must have been regulated 
by a rank hierarchy, especially among the queens and princes (Roth 2001: 13;
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Schmitz 1976). This ranking system, nonetheless, is difficult to recognise within 
the archaeological record. As stated above, during the reigns of King Narmer and 
King Aha opportunities arose for members of the royal family to function in the 
increasingly complex state administration of the kingdom of the Two Lands.

The Queens, their roles within the court and in the state administration
The funerary context of certain females who - based on their titles - can be 

identified as queens indicates that widely different types of graves were allocated to 
the queens during the First Dynasty. As funerary evidence is our most extensive ar
chaeological resource, the wide range of grave types might be taken as indicative of 
ranking among queens. The elaborate tomb complex (including subsidiary graves) 
of Queen Neith-Meret at Abydos Umm el-Qa’ab, indistinguishable from a Kings 
tomb complex, can be taken as an indication of the rank of this queen17 whereas 
tombs that are completely indistinguishable from non-royal graves within the Kings 
royal tomb complex are also identified as belonging to queens and these queens 
must have ranked much lower within the King’s court (Roth 2001: 11).

At the beginning of the reign, the Kings mother probably played an important 
role in her son’s court (Roth 2001: 303). If the King’s mother was not a principal 
or senior queen in the court of the previous reign, the principal queen (especially 
if she was the daughter of the principal queen) of her son’s court might outrank 
the King’s mother from the start. If, on the other hand, the King’s mother was a 
senior queen or even the principal queen she will probably have been the foremost 
queen in her son’s court. It cannot be stated conclusively that the mother of the 
King is a queen in the court of the previous King (Roth 2001: 9-10) but this seems 
very likely. It can, however, be assumed that the King is a son of a King, meaning 
legitimate succession followed the principle of father to son (and the added pos
sibility of father to son to full brother so the latter King is still a son of a King). The 
Royal Annals (Palermo Stone) underline this principle as only the King’s mother 
is mentioned, implying that it was superfluous to mention who the King’s father 
was. Depending on her status and the age of her son at his coronation, the influ
ence of the King’s mother might even extend into the political arena. The title 
djd.t ikh.t nb.t (nefr.t) iri(.t)=tw n-s ~ «Who says, it will be done » connected to

17 Queen Neith-Meret is the only queen buried within the royal cemetery at Abydos whose tomb is fully 
independent of a King’s tomb complex. All other identified tomb structures belonging to a queen are 
an integral part of a Kings tomb complex. As such, the unique occurrence of an independent tomb 
complex for Queen Neith-Merit indicates that the position of this queen and her role in the state 
administration is extraordinary (although the favour bestowed by a son on his mother should not be 
overlooked in this unique situation).
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certain queen mothers points at this influence (Roth 2001: 303). The situation is 
different when at the King’s death his heir apparent is still a minor and in need of 
a regent. His mother would then be a primary candidate, but only if her status in 
the court of the deceased King permitted her such a powerful role. Otherwise, it 
seems most likely that the principal queen of the court of the deceased King will 
probably be queen-regent to the new King.

The importance / status and influence of the principal queen would grow the 
longer she held that position (or could even strengthen it by producing a male 
heir). Presumably, one of the spheres in which the principal queen participates 
is in the state religion, so as to further the political aims of the King. The Neith- 
serekh as a symbol of religious office, presumably high priestess, in the cult of 
Neith (as part of the state policy to integrate the West Delta polity into the Thinite 
state) can be taken as case in point. Another queen who would gain influence and 
importance in the court (at the end of the reign) is the mother of the presumptive 
heir, irrespective of her status before the birth of her son.

Princes functioning in the state administration
A King’s son seems only identifiable through so-called prince-seals: sealings 

showing the King’s name (usually in a serekh symbol) and closely associated a 
name apparently belonging to a royal prince (Helck 1963: 72-73). The appearance 
of a prince-seal in a specific reign does not conclusively imply that the prince 
named with the King is necessarily that King’s son as it seems feasible the King’s 
(half-) brothers can also be named.

It would seem that half-brothers, younger full brothers, and sons, if they had 
reached the age appropriate for such functions, played a pivotal role in the central
ized state administration18. These, princes are closely linked to the King and can 
through their close physical relationship act, as a ‘proxy’ for the King at strategic 
places around Egypt (superseding any local hierarchy or kinship groupings). Even 
if the King and his court (including the holders of the most important state of
fices) were itinerant part of the two-year cycle during the so-called Following of 
Horus (Wilkinson 2000a: 90-91; van Wetering 2004: 1057), the King would not 
be able to be everywhere where his attention was needed. As such, having reliable 
proxies permanently stationed at strategic places around the country to carry out 
the King’s wishes, to oversee the local economic facilities, and to keep potential

18 It is only at the end of the Fourth dynasty / early Fifth Dynasty that the record shows that non-royal 
elite could reached high office (Roth 1993) although tied within royal control mechanisms (Kanawati 
2003: 56-57).



110 Joris van Wetering

places of unrest under control benefited the state administration. The close rela
tionship between princes and King can be beneficial to the state administration 
but at the same time, it could be a liability for the King. Depending on the rules 
of succession, certain princes are potential threats because they can stage or be 
involved in a coup attempt against the King. Most certainly younger full brothers 
who have the same claim to the throne as the King himself could be considered 
such threats. Under these circumstances, it would be imprudent to give such a 
prince a position of (regional) importance where he could build a powerbase in 
opposition to the King. The same applies to the King’s sons when they reach ma
turity, in particular the presumptive heir to the throne. Half-brothers of the King 
(be they older or younger), and sons of queens of a lesser status would be less of 
a threat as they depend on the King for positions and not have a strong enough 
claim to the throne. These princes would be the ideal candidates to act as prox
ies for the King at strategic places around the country. One would expect Inebu. 
Hedj [Memphis] to be such place as the King does not permanently reside at the 
administrative centre. Other potential places where a royal prince might be sta
tioned to act as the King’s proxy could be places of economic importance.

The Royal Tomb of Naqada and its Social-Political Context

The tomb’s architecture, its location and the status of the owner provide clues 
about the social-political context of the tomb and its occupant. The architecture as 
well as the contents of the Royal Tomb are both remarkable. The elaborate niche- 
faqade and the tomb’s size are impressive, while the contents are to a high degree 
similar to the contents of the tomb complex of King Aha at Abydos Umm el- 
Qaab and seemingly of similar status to the royal mastaba tomb ES.3357 at North 
Saqqara (Kahl et al 2001: 183-185).). The re-discovery of the tomb by F. A. Hassan 
and the WSU team now makes its location secure: cemetery PWT112, which is 
located about halfway between the settlement-site Kh3 and cemetery-site Kh6, 
southwest of modern Naqada (Fig. 4). The distance to South Town / Nubt is ap
proximately 7 km, which argues against a connection between this cemetery and 
the settlement of South Town / Nubt. In fact, the community at South Town / 
Nubt [Naqada] does not seem to have had much political significance during the 
early Old Kingdom (First Dynasty - Third Dynasty), as most, if not all, references 
refer to the God Seth. By the late Old Kingdom, Nubt had become completely 
insignificant (Baer 1981). The large settlement, Kh3, is nearby but no firm traces 
of First Dynasty occupation have been found. However, no investigation of the 
floodplain area actually took place where those occupation layers might have be
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found. According to Baer (1981), the cemetery with the Royal Tomb as well as 
other cemeteries in the area seem to be connected to Qus. To date the earliest 
remains at Qus date to late Old Kingdom (Sixth Dynasty), it is located within the 
floodplain thus it is very possible its associated cemeteries are located on spurs of 
the low desert of the nearest Nile Bank (Makris 1999: 657-658). There is a distance 
of about 6km between PWT. 112 and Qus. The royal mastaba tomb at Naqada can 
best be compared with the royal mastaba tomb, ES.3357 at North Saqqara which 
can most likely be assigned to prince Het. The location of the tomb, overlooking 
the city of Inebu.Hedj [Memphis], makes it likely that prince Het held a high of
fice in the state administration and was based at Inebu.Hedj [Memphis]. Both the 
time frame and the potential threat of Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] becoming a power- 
base for a prince, seems to argue against an identification of Prince Het as a son of 
King Aha19. As a son of KingNarmer (Wilkinson 1999: 71), Prince Het might have 
entered the state administration in the second half of his father’s reign and would 
have continued in this function into the reign of his half-brother, King Aha. If this 
interpretation is correct it has important political consequences, for on the basis 
of tomb ES.3357, it is frequently assumed that Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] as principal 
political centre was only established during the reign of King Aha (Wilkinson 
1999: 71). Although the princely burials at both Naqada and North Saqqara can
not be more precisely dated then within the reign of King Aha, it seems very likely 
that Prince Het and Prince Rechit held office already during the reign of King 
Narmer. Thus, the founding of Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] as a political centre can be 
pinpointed to the reign of Narmer.

The identity of the occupant of the Royal Tomb at Naqada
The following names have been found inscribed on objects found with the 

Royal Tomb: Narmer, Aha, Neith-Hetep, Rechit, Het and Meri.iti20 (Kahl et al 
2001: 179; Kahl and Engel 2001: 27). The Royal Tomb has been assigned to ei
ther Queen Neith-Hetep based on the display of wealth (Petrie 1901: 4; Kahl et 
al 2001: 185) or to Prince Rechit (De Morgan 1897: 165; Kaplony 1963: 560-561; 
Seipel 1980: 8). The ‘presence’ of King Narmer in the form of a small label (seem

19 The absence of the name of King Narmer might be an argument against the identification as a son of 
King Narmer but the absence of certain names within the assemblage of a plundered tomb cannot be 
taken as conclusive.

20 It is unclear who Meri.iti is, possibly a prince (it is tempting to link this name to the later king Djer 
who also carried the name Iti [Wilkinson 2000: 186] but this can in no way be substantiated) or a 
princess. It is also possible that Meri.iti was the wife of prince Rechit. There is a possibility that objects 
naming a princess identified by “three fishes” were also present in the tomb (Kaplony 1963: 613) but 
this is not confirmed by the re-investigation of the grave goods (Kahlet al 2001; Kahl and Engel 2001).
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ingly attached to a funerary gift) can either indicate it was deemed important 
that the deceased King’s name was present among the inscribed objects or that 
it was deemed important that something in the tomb indicated him (Rowland 
pers. comm. 2009). The label with the name of King Narmer and the funeral gift 
it was attached to, was either carved during the reign of King Aha especially for 
use in the tomb, or it must have been kept in storage specifically as a burial gift. 
The presence of King Aha is self-evident as the burial took place during his reign. 
The primary reason for linking Prince Rechit to this tomb is because of the high 
frequency of this name occurring on objects found within it (15 times). Only the 
name of King Aha occurs more times, whereas Queen Neith-Hetep is mentioned 
10 times (Seipel 1980: 8, 11). The position of Queen Neith-Hetep is a lynchpin 
in the reconstruction of the family relations of the early First Dynasty. She is fre
quently identified as queen of the court of King Narmer and mother of King Aha 
(Adams and Cialowicz 1997: 62; Wilkinson 1999: 6, 70), or as queen of the court 
of King Aha (Kaplony 1963: 591-592; Seipel 1980: 11). Queen Neith-Hetep seems 
more likely to have been a daughter of King Narmer and (half-) sister of King Aha 
as well as King Aha’s principal queen. The name of Prince Rechit has been found 
within the royal tomb complex of King Aha at Abydos Umm el-Qaab (Petrie 1901: 
pi. 11-15) and within the royal tomb located at Naqada (Kahl et al 2001: 179). In 
both contexts, the name of the Prince appears independently (object inscribed 
with name of the prince only) and associated with King Aha (object inscribed 
with the serekh of King Aha followed by the name of the prince). It is clear that 
the prince belonged to the royal family of the early First Dynasty with his father 
either being King Narmer or King Aha but based on the context it seems more 
likely to identify Prince Rechit as a son of King Narmer. He was either a younger 
full brother of King Aha or, more likely, the King’s half-brother and thus probably 
a brother of Queen Neith-Hetep. The tomb and its contents imply that the owner 
had a high function within the state administration. This timeframe is difficult 
if Prince Rechit is a son of King Aha as this would mean that he reached an age 
old enough to hold office and functioned long enough in the state administration 
to attain high office and be buried by his father. Even if certain high offices were 
hereditary, a mature age would still be necessary.

King Narmer and King Aha can be excluded as the tomb’s occupants so either 
Queen Neith-Hetep or Prince Rechit are the most likely candidates as owners of 
the tomb. However, one should be careful to assign the tomb based on names 
inscribed on objects as these could represent persons who donated a funeral gift 
(Kahl et al 2001: 178, 184) or that the object came from an estate that belonged
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to this person (Rowland pers. comm. 2009). These names do, however, provide 
a reasonable dating context. Only a careful analysis of all available inscriptions 
and their location within the tomb might provide tentative insights. Besides the 
name of King Aha on an ivory plaque, the names of both Queen Neith-Hetep and 
Prince Rechit have been found on ivory vases in the burial chamber while the 
name of Prince Rechit has also be found on sealings from that chamber (De Mor
gan 1897: 161; Kahl et al 2001: 184). The name of Prince Rechit is mostly found 
on sealings (both with and without the name of King Aha), stone and ceramic 
vessels throughout the inner rooms (De Morgan 1897: 165, 168, 177, 184-185), 
whereas the name of Queen Neith-Hetep is found on ivory labels in room C and 
a small ivory vase in a the burial room as well as the bullae with the Neith-sere/c/z 
(De Morgan 1897: 161, 163, 169). The distribution of the name of Prince Rechit 
indicated to De Morgan that this name had to be associated with the person bur
ied in the tomb although he connected Rechit as a secondary name with Menes 
(De Morgan 1897: 165). The names of King Aha and Queen Neith-Hetep can be 
explained without identifying them as the person buried there, for they were the 
reigning monarch and chief wife - the most prominent persons in the kingdom 
- as well as close family relatives of Prince Rechit. The considerable presence of 
objects with the name of Prince Rechit can not be so easily explained, other then 
it belonging to the owner of the tomb.

Concluding remarks

It is evident from the location of the Royal Tomb as well as the lack of First Dy
nasty activity at South Town / Nubt [Naqada] that the socio-political focus within 
the Naqada region had shifted southward by the early First Dynasty, focussing on 
the area of modern Naqada and Qus within the floodplain. Here the tomb struc
ture of a prominent member of the royal family was erected, the burial taking 
place during the reign of King Aha. The rediscovery of this royal mastaba tomb 
(cemetery PWT-112) in 1981 during the WSU Predynastic of Egypt Project shows 
the potential for re-excavation of this important structure, most importantly to 
clarify architectural inconsistencies.

According to Wilkinson (1999: 6, 37, 70-71), Queen Neith-Hetep was bur
ied in the Royal Tomb at Naqada and that the location of the Royal Tomb im
plies a Naqadian origin for her, even indicating that she was a heiress. This being 
the case, her union with the Thinite ruler Narmer can be identified as political 
union between This-Naqada, with the purpose of cementing political relations. 
King Aha, being the son of the Thinite King Narmer and Naqadian Heiress Neith-
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Hetep, would then have had a strong support base for his rule. These assumptions 
are quite problematic, however, insofar as the incorporation of an independent 
Naqada polity into the Thinite state took place generations before the reign of 
King Narmer. Also the location of the Royal Tomb, away from South Town / Nubt 
[Naqada], does not allow for such a close linking of the Royal Tomb at Naqada 
and the Predynastic-Protodynastic remains at South Town / Nubt [Naqada], Not 
Queen Neith-Hetep but Prince Rechit can be identified as the owner of the royal 
tomb at Naqada. The location of this princely burial at this specific place can be 
explained as the posting of a royal prince as the King’s proxy in the economically 
important region of the Wadi Hammarat and its access to the resources of the 
Eastern Desert. His posting here seems to indicate that the prince was not in a 
position to be a threat to the King by building a political powerbase in the Naqada 
region to stage a coup uprising against King. Thus, it seems that Prince Rechit 
was a half-brother who did not have strong claims to the throne. Prince Rechit 
probably started his career in the state administration during the reign of King 
Narmer and either received his posting in the Naqada region from this King or 
from King Aha. He died during the latter reign and was buried under the supervi
sion of his half-brother in an elaborate tomb structure with a well-adorned grave 
assemblage. It would seem a very real possibility that the King contributed to the 
construction of the tomb. It should be taken into account that the elite cemetery 
at North Saqqara where (senior) members of the royal family were buried during 
the First Dynasty and onwards, was not yet in use. The Mastaba Tomb ES.3357 
was either still empty (under construction) or had just become the burial place 
of Prince Het. Both princes seem to have chosen to build their tombs at / near to 
their official residence or the King provide them with a tomb structure at the place 
of their posting.

As a result of the military activities in the north of the kingdom, King Narmer 
must have spent a degree of time away from Upper Egypt and the Thinite central 
place; This [Abydos]. This seems to have facilitated a system of royal management 
through the posting of a royal prince as the Kings proxy at strategic places along 
the Nile. The burial of Prince Het in mastaba tomb ES.3357 at North Saqqara 
seems to be connected with this prince holding office at Inebu.Hedj [Memphis]. 
Presumably the decision to create such a high office at Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] and 
to place a (senior) royal prince there was taken by King Narmer, and this deci
sion most likely stimulated the initiation of Inebu.Hedj [Memphis] as administra
tive centre of the Kingdom of the Two Lands (van Wetering 2004: 1057). A royal 
prince was, probably, also stationed at This [Abydos]. but no elaborate Mastaba
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tomb of the early First Dynasty has been uncovered. This might be because the 
prince in question was the crown-prince, due to the status of This [Abydos]. The 
burial of Prince Rechit at Naqada is part of this system of royal management at 
strategic places. It is unclear when this system was put in place, but as it seems 
likely to identify both Prince Het and Prince Rechit as sons of King Narmer, the 
system seems to have already been in place during the latter part of King Narmer’s 
reign.

The strategic importance of the Naqada region is indicated by a sealing found 
in Mastaba tomb 3 at the Kh2 cemetery, south of the PWT112 cemetery and of 
modern Naqada. The title on this sealing: sealer of the golden things (Kaplony 
1981) underlines the importance of this area for the gold supply from the East
ern Desert and its distribution within the Two Lands. Another indicator of the 
connection between the Qus-Naqada area and gold procurement is also found 
at cemetery Kh2, where a crucible was found with traces of gold smelting21. As 
such, the royal tomb and its occupant had nothing to do with South Town / Nubt 
[Naqada] as argued by Wilkinson (1999: 337). The location and socio-political 
position of the occupant, Prince Rechit, points to the necessity for royal control 
over the distribution of gold mined in the Eastern Desert that entered the King
dom of the Two Lands via the Naqada region. This distributive node, somewhere 
in the area of modern Naqada but as yet not located (possibly Qus), required the 
presence of a loyal member of the royal family with direct lines of communication 
to the King: Prince Rechit.
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Fig. 1. Top left: plan based on the work of De Morgan and Borchardt, after Kaiser (Kahl and Engel 
2001). Top right: cemetery of the Royal Tomb with 2 mastaba tombs at the northern end of the 

cemetery and early graves at the southern end (and Roman graves in the southwest), after De Mor
gan (1897). Below: plan of cemetery PWT. 112 by WSU team, with the large structure of the Royal 
Tomb, a smaller structure north of it and the house that is also shown in the map of De Morgan,

plan courtesy of Prof. Hassan.
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Fig. 2. WSU team investigating the Royal Tomb and its extant walls, 
all photographs courtesy of Prof. Hassan.
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Fig. 3. GoogleEarth images of cemetery PWT.112, top wide view showing the numerous pits and 
subsurface features in the area, and below (right to left), the house, the two shrines, the structure 

of the Royal Tomb (with the three pits in it), and the structure north of the Royal Tomb, and pow- 
ertower 112 to the northwest. Images courtesy of GoogleEarth 2007.
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Fig. 4. Map of the Naqada region with sites mentioned in the text. 
Courtesy of Prof. Hassan, re-drawn by J. van Wterenig.
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Introduction
Dentists (and doctors) were designated ibHy or swnw (Nunn 1996). The first 

documented dentist was Hesy-ra in Dynasty III, c. 2650 BC, who was designated 
as ‘chief of doctors and dentists’ (Roberts and Manchester 1995). This link be
tween dentistry and doctors is important as it demonstrates the inclusive nature of 
Egyptian bodily health. There is no written evidence for dentistry before the Old 
Kingdom, and therefore this study assesses dental health in the Predynastic and 
early Old Kingdom in order to assess the impact upon individual health and the 
associated social implications.

Teeth can be studied to obtain a measure of the health of an individual over 
their lifetime, and to provide information about genetic ancestry, diet, the oral 
hygiene and dentistry, the level of biological stress experienced in childhood, the 
occupation and repeated activities undertaken by the individual, cultural behav
iours, and the subsistence economy of the population. Of these, health and oral 
hygiene and their links to diet will be considered in this paper.

Given the changes in social organisation associated with the formation of a 
unified state, a linked change in food production and distribution is likely. This 
social transition is marked by a change from a hunter-gatherer mode of subsist
ence to one increasingly dependent on agriculture, potentially associated with an 
increase in concentration upon cereal production (Midant-Reynes 2000; Wetter- 
strom 1993). By the early Predynastic, domesticates included goats, sheep, bovids,
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and pigs; this was associated with some 
hunting, such as of gazelles. Barley and 
emmer were being cultivated, possibly 
alongside peas, lentils and vetch. By the 
early Dynastic period there was the rel
ative abandonment of pastoralism and 
the adoption of intensified agriculture, 
with increasing use of artificial irriga
tion. By this period, diet consisted pri
marily of C3 plant resources forming 
the staple, largely in the form of bread 
and beer produced from emmer wheat 
and barley. Both the loaves of bread and 
the beer provided plenty of carbohy
drate in the diet. Furthermore, artistic 
representations of beer and bread pro
duction are most common from the Old 
Kingdom (Samuel 1993). A wide range 
of vegetables were also cultivated. Ani
mals kept for consumption commonly 
included goats, sheep and pigs, whilst 
dairy products were supplied by ovic- 
aprids and cattle (Ikram 2000; Osborn 
and Osbornova 1998).

Tooth Morphology and Dental Wear
The key feature of tooth anatomy for 

this study is that, unlike bone, dental 
tissues are not remodelled during life.
This means that tooth dimensions and 
morphology, where unaffected by den
tal wear, retain traits that are associated 
with genetic ancestry.

Dental wear begins with dentine 
exposure on the occlusal surfaces of a 
tooth, and is progressive with age. Dental attrition starts with the wearing away 
of the tips of the cusps, leading to a gradual reduction in cusp height and finally

Fig. 1. Stela of Hesy-ra. Cairo Museum, JdE 
28504, image courtesy of Carol Andrews.
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causes flattening of the occlusal surfaces. This can lead to the destruction of a 
tooth crown in advanced age and can cause teeth to be lost through abscesses and 
other effects of excessive wear. Dentine exposure generally progresses from one 
tooth to another in order of tooth eruption, starting with the first molar (Ml).

Most adult teeth show some evidence of attrition due to the abrasive nature of 
the food consumed. In Egyptian populations, most abrasive matter results from 
grinding corn with stone and contamination of the grain with wind-blown sand 
(Leek 1972a; Ruffer 1920). Factors involved in dental attrition include:

1. the nature of the diet,
2. the relative toughness of the diet,
3. the abrasiveness of the food,
4. the fibrousness of the food, and
5. the way in which the food is prepared (Ibrahim 1987).
The quality of the food determines the amount of bite force required to per

form mastication. Tough fibrous food requires a greater amount of stress to be 
exerted on and by the teeth, thus producing heavier wear on the occlusal surfaces 
of the teeth than consumption of soft refined foodstuffs. Dental attrition, includ
ing both wear and abrasion, therefore depends not only upon masticatory func
tion, diet, and food processing techniques, but also on the timing and sequence 
of tooth eruption, tooth form, position of the tooth, sex, and the thickness and 
hardness of the enamel.

Within Egyptian populations, most studies have suggested that dental wear 
decreases with increasing technological development. These studies assume that 
since diet is the major contributor to tooth wear, a change in dietary composi
tion will lead to a change in the masticatory role of the teeth. Grilleto (1977, 
1978, 1979) found greater dental wear in early Predynastic individuals from Ge- 
belein than in a wide-ranging Dynastic sample, mainly from Gebelein and As- 
siut. He argued that this reflected more elaborate food preparation techniques 
in the later populations. Ibrahim (1987) found that Predynastic samples showed 
significantly greater wear than Dynastic and Late Period groups, but these re
sults contrast with Hillson (1978, 1979) who noted lower dental attrition in a 
Predynastic sample than Dynastic (mainly Nubian) populations. Hillson (1978) 
also noted that the wear in the anterior teeth relative to the wear in the posterior 
teeth was lower in his earlier sample. Both Ibrahim (1987) and Hillson (1978) 
also noted greater wear in their Upper Egyptian samples than in their Middle 
Egyptian samples. This geographical pattern of wear may reflect socio-econom
ic, nutritional, and food quality variations, due to the drier and sandier envi
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ronmental conditions of Upper Egypt as compared with Middle Egypt. Ruffer 
(1920) noted greater dental wear in Upper Egyptians, including Nubians, than 
in a Lower Egyptian potentially temporally later sample. (Ruffer did not divide 
his sample by time period, but it appears that the northern sample dates from a 
later period than the southern material.)

Materials and Methods
The samples studied are shown in Table 1. All skeletons were studied by the 

author and were selected for their relative cranial completeness and preservation, 
and for the documentation regarding their excavation and collection. Only adult 
crania were studied, with permanent third molar eruption or complete fusion of 
postcranial epiphyses being used as marker of skeletal maturity. The sample con
sists of 418 individuals from whom 2630 teeth were measured. The populations 
studied are all from a relatively localised area in Upper and Middle Egypt, thereby 
avoiding skeletal and dental variation due to differing environmental conditions. 
The Middle Kingdom sample was included here as an out-group for comparison 
with the earlier periods.

Table 1. Skeletal (dental) samples included in current study

Period Sample (cemeteries) Collection N 3 N$

Badari El-Badari Duckworth 22 27

EPD Abydos, El-Amrah & Gebelein NHM & Marro 39 41

LPD El-Amrah & Hierakonpolis Duckworth & NHM 31 41

EDyn Abydos & El-Amrah Duckworth & NHM 55 42

OK Regagnah, Meidum & Gizeh NHM & Vienna 60 38

MK Gebelein Marro 13 9

Where Badari refers to the Badarian population, EPD to the Early Predynastic, LPD to the Late 
Predynastic.EDyntotheEarlyDynastic.OKtotheOldKingdomandMKtotheMiddleKingdom. 
Duckworth refers to the Duckworth Collection of the University of Cambridge, NHM to 
the Natural History Museum, Marro to the Marro Collection of the University of Turin and 
Vienna to the Naturhistorisches Museum in Vienna.

Maximum bucco-lingual and maximum mesio-distal diameters were meas
ured for each tooth in the dental arcade, following Buikstra & Ubelaker (1994). 
Maximum values were taken rather than contact values in order to reduce intra
observer error, following Calcagno (1986). As all crown dimensions decrease with 
wear, crown size cannot simply be calculated. The most reliable indicator of size is
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tooth breadth (bucco-lingual distance) as the mesio-distal diameters are more af
fected by occlusal and interproximal wear. The scoring technique for dental wear 
used, following Molnar (1971) and Ibrahim (1987), takes into consideration the 
location of the tooth in the dental arch and therefore can be used to assess for dif
ferences in wear through the arcade.

Tooth Size Results
Using a paired t-test, no statistically significant differences in the size of the 

bucco-lingual diameters were found between right and left antimeres within indi
viduals. As shown in Table 2, using a type I hierarchical linear model, correcting 
initially for sex and then assessing for differences in bucco-lingual size through 
time, only one tooth (lower 2nd premolar) showed significant differences in size 
by time period.

Table 2. Results of univariate ANOVA, type I model for bucco-lingual tooth diameter.

Tooth n Sex Period Sex & Period interaction

F P F P F P

UI1 74 2.99 0.089 0.47 0.795 0.29 0.884

UI2 108 8.94 0.004 0.60 0.702 0.26 0.936

UC 173 15.79 <0.001 2.11 0.067 1.37 0.237

UP1 234 8.31 0.004 1.40 0.224 2.35 0.042

UP2 239 2.03 0.156 1.27 0.280 1.78 0.119

UM1 266 6.94 0.009 0.44 0.820 3.53 0.004

UM2 258 11.19 0.001 1.85 0.103 4.12 0.001

UM3 190 4.27 0.040 1.85 0.105 1.22 0.303

LI1 71 3.91 0.053 0.09 0.986 2.35 0.064

LI2 93 1.54 0.219 0.40 0.808 0.85 0.496

LC 117 12.76 0.001 1.44 0.217 1.84 0.127

LP1 145 4.64 0.033 0.25 0.937 2.75 0.031

LP2 153 0.35 0.554 4.11 0.002 1.31 0.269

LM1 176 0.57 0.450 0.38 0.857 1.98 0.084

LM2 181 8.80 0.003 1.01 0.414 1.97 0.102

LM3 152 3.61 0.060 1.04 0.397 2.03 0.094
Significant results (at the 95% level) are shown in bold.
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The table shows that only the lower second premolar (LP2) exhibits significant 
change through time. As this tooth exhibits no sexual dimorphism, Figure 2 plots 
bucco-lingual diameter through time with sexes pooled. This graph shows that 
the significance result arises because the later Predynastic sample is significantly 
different in size from the early Predynastic and Middle Kingdom samples; the 
later Predynastic LP2 sample is, however, very small both in absolute terms and in 
comparison with the other periods.
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Fig. 2. Change in bucco-lingual diameter of the lower 2nd premolar through time, sexes

Nine of the teeth exhibited significant sexual dimorphism in size, including 
both canines and first premolars, all upper molars and the second lower molar. As 
expected, the females generally have smaller teeth than the males.

Dental Health Results
Aspects of adult health are reflected in the teeth through the presence of caries, 

abscesses and periodontal disease.
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The presence of caries is directly related to the presence of sugars in the diet 
of the population, and may be inversely related to the degree of dental wear and 
attrition. Thus it would be expected that caries prevalence would increase through 
time as greater varieties of sugary foods became available to the Egyptian popula
tion. This study has relied simply on count of caries. In total, 92 teeth had carious 
lesions, i.e. 2.36 % of the available teeth.

Since many caries within one individual are intrinsically related, individuals 
were scored as either having or lacking caries. This was then assessed through time. 
The Pearson Chi-square indicates that time period and the presence or absence of 
caries is not independent (y2 = 19.55, p=0.002). The variation in the proportions of 
each time group having at least one carious lesion is shown in Fig. 3.

35
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Fig. 3. Percentage of individuals by time period with presence of at least 1 carious lesion.

As expected, the later groups have significantly higher levels of incidence of 
caries than the early Dynastic group, with the out-group from the Middle King
dom having highest proportion of the population sample with caries.
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Dental Abscessing
Dental caries can predispose the development of a dental abscess. Most ab

scesses are caused by a caries infection spreading through the pulp chamber of the 
tooth and into the alveolar bone, or by excessive attrition which results in inflam
mation of the pulp chamber. Eventually the pus-filled abscess bursts through the 
bone to release the pus, thus forming a distinctive drain hole. Abscesses can also 
form if there is an accumulation of plaque between the soft tissue of the gum and 
the teeth (Hillson, 1996).

Since the presence of many abscesses within one individual may have a com
mon cause, individuals were scored as either having or lacking the presence of at 
least one abscess. Chi-square analysis of prevalence by sex indicated that abscess 
presence is independent of sex (y2 = 2.24, p=0.135). However, like caries presence, 
abscess presence is not independent of time period (y2 = 15.54, p=0.008, Fig. 4).

45

Badan EPD LPD EDyn OK MK

Fig. 4. Percentage of individuals by time period with presence of at least 1 abscess.

The shape mirrors that of caries presence (Fig. 3), suggesting some relationship 
between the two. This is supported by statistical analysis (y2 = 26.03, p<0.001).

Dental Wear Results
Each tooth was also awarded a wear code, following Molnar (1971). As noted 

earlier, this scoring takes into consideration the order of eruption of the perma
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nent dentition; a tooth that erupts earlier should have a higher degree of wear than 
a later erupting tooth. Codes 1 and 2, for no wear or wear facets only, mean that 
there is only simple flattening of the enamel cusps and would be asymptomatic to 
the individual concerned. Codes 3 and 4, which are for teeth with small dentine 
patches, develop when dentine exposure occurs, leading to some discomfort to 
the individual. Code 5 is an intermediate wear level, with some moderate level of 
dentine exposure. Codes 6 and 7, for teeth with large dentine patches and/or the 
edge of the tooth crown being worn down with exposure of the pulp cavity, occur 
when the rate of abrasion of the primary dentine exceeds the rate of deposition of 
the secondary dentine. At this stage of wear the individual would experience se
vere pain as the nerves become exposed. The last possible code, code 8, is for teeth 
with very advanced wear, with the tooth roots functioning in the occlusal surface. 
The most noticeable feature of the teeth from the Badarian sample is the severe 
pattern of wear (Fig. 5), indicative of the teeth being used as a tool. This is a rela
tively common feature of non-agricultural populations, and is found in modern 
Eskimos, Aborigines, and San (Larsen 1997). Dental wear occurs as a result of 
masticatory stress being placed upon the teeth, usually during biting, and hence 
mainly occurs on the occlusal surface. By contrast, tooth abrasion normally oc
curs away from the occlusal surface and tends to be the result of cultural activities. 
The two processes are difficult to separate in populations that upon occasion use 
their teeth as tools and so have been considered together in the current study.

Given that no significant differences (apart from the upper canine) were found 
in dental wear between the left and right antimeres (employing Wilcoxon matched- 
pairs signed-ranks test), the mean wear code was employed to maximise the avail
able data. Obviously dental wear is an age-related phenomenon as the older an 
individual is, the longer their teeth have had to develop dental wear. In order to age- 
correct the wear score, the dental wear score for each tooth was divided by the score 
for the first molar for that individual. This then provides a measure of the pattern 
of dental wear within the mouth. Seven tooth combinations exhibited statistically 
significant differences in dental wear across time periods (Table 3).

Discussion
The results of the dental analyses presented suggest that the individuals stud

ied did having differences in their diet, or at least in some aspects of their diet. 
The presence of caries is directly related to the presence of sugars in the diet of the 
population (Hillson 1979). Given the increase in consumption of sugars through 
time, such as the presence of honey in the Middle Kingdom (Darby et al„ 1977),
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Fig. 5. Severe pattern of wear in specimen AF.l 1.5.21 from el-Badari (Duckworth Collection).

it would be expected that caries prevalence would roughly increase through time. 
In total, 92 teeth had carious lesions, i.e. 2.36 % of the available teeth. Cavities in 
teeth, due to caries, have rarely been found in Egyptian archaeological samples 
(Koritzer, 1968; Leek, 1972a, 1972b; Ruffer, 1920), despite being the most com
monly dental disease in archaeological populations (Roberts and Manchester, 
1995). This study noted significant differences through time in the proportions 
of the Egyptian population having at least one carious lesion in their dentition 
(varying from approximately 5% to 35% of individuals in any time period sample 
being affected). As expected, the out-group from the Middle Kingdom studied 
here had significantly higher levels of incidence of caries than the Predynastic and 
early Dynastic groups. This is similar to Hillson (1979), who noted lower levels of 
caries in a Predynastic sample than a later (mainly Nubian) sample, and attributed 
this to less extensive plaque deposits on the teeth of the Predynastic individuals 
due to their lower intake of sugars. The pattern of the current curve of caries pres
ence, with the increase in prevalence through the early Predynastic, followed by
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Table 3. Results of Kruskal- Wallis tests, for pooled sex samples, showing differences 
in dental wear patterns between time periods

Teeth n X2 P

UI1 /UM1 43 3.25 0.661

UI2/UM1 57 6.17 0.290

UC/UM1 121 11.9 0.036

UP1/UM1 204 14.4 0.013

UP2/UM1 219 13.3 0.021

UM2/UM1 239 25.6 <0.001

UM3/UM1 172 21.4 0.001

Lit / LM1 50 6.79 0.148

LI2/LM1 64 7.58 0.108

LC/LM1 75 8.17 0.086

LP1 / LM1 124 13.0 0.023

LP2/LM1 136 16.4 0.006

LM2/LM1 163 3.04 0.694

LM3 / LM1 130 1.23 0.942
Significant results (at the 95% level) are shown in bold.

decline to the early Dynastic, is unexpected, and suggests a complex relationship 
with diet and food consumption. The pattern of abscess presence matches that of 
caries, and hence also suggests changes in diet over time.

Tetracycline in food or beer may have had some effect upon caries and abscess 
presence, as its presence has been linked to very low levels of bone diseases (Armel- 
agos et al, 1981); this has been suggested as a possible cause of the low level of caries 
infection (Rose et al., 1993). Tetracycline labelling has been found in the enamel 
matrix of some teeth dating from the Roman occupation of the Dakhleh Oasis 
(Cook et al, 1989), and so its presence might be hypothesised in earlier groups.

Extensive dental wear has also been suggested as providing a more difficult 
environment for decay to begin (Harris et al., 1998). Caries presence is usually 
considered to reduce in frequency with increasing rates of dental wear (Hillson 
1996). The current study, however, found on opposite trend, with caries prev
alence tending to increase with grade of dental wear. Within Egyptian popula
tions, most studies conclude that the expression of dental wear decreases through
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time with increasing technological development. These studies assume that since 
diet is the major contributor to tooth wear, a change in dietary composition will 
lead to a change in the masticatory role of the teeth. Grilleto (1977, 1978, 1979) 
found greater wear in early Predynastic individuals than in a broad range Dy
nastic sample, which he argued reflected more complex or elaborate food prepa
ration techniques by the later populations. Ibrahim (1987) found greater dental 
wear in Predynastic populations, including a Badarian sample, than Dynastic and 
Late Period groups. Hillson (1978, 1979), by contrast, noted lower dental attrition 
in Predynastic individuals than in Dynastic (mainly Nubian) individuals. Here 
a temporal change in the pattern of dental wear within the mouth itself has been 
noted. This means that the degree of dental wear accruing on each tooth is chang
ing through time, suggesting a change in some aspect of diet.

A reduction in tooth size within Nubian Nile Valley populations over time 
has been noted (Calcagno 1986; Carlson and van Gerven 1977; Chamla 1980; 
Smith 1980). This is expected because, as food becomes more refined and food 
preparation techniques more complex and sophisticated, less masticatory force 
is required to process these softer foodstuffs and therefore complex masticatory 
apparatus, such as large teeth, are no longer required. No such temporal trend was 
found in the Egyptian samples, suggesting no real change in the amount of mas
ticatory force required for food consumption. Given the change in dental wear 
within the dentition found, some particular aspects of diet must be changing.

Aspects of the actual diet of individuals can be reconstructed through stable 
isotope analyses. This typically involves analysis of the carbon and nitrogen con
centrations within the bone collagen. The nitrogen concentration provides an in
dication of the protein consumption, and therefore is a marker of trophic level. 
The higher the nitrogen value (15N), the greater the amount of protein consumed 
by that particular individual. The carbon value provides an indication of the type 
of plant material being consumed by either that particular person, or by the ani
mals upon which that person subsisted. Scientifically, plants are divided into two 
photosynthetic pathways, C3 and C4, with the former generally covering temper
ate plants and the latter more arid-loving tropical plants. An individual whose 
collagen has relatively high carbon values (13C) will have consumed more tropi
cal grasses (such as sorghum or millet) or animals that ate such tropical grasses. 
Egyptians, from both Nile Valley and oases sites, appear to have had a diet based 
upon more temperate plants, such as emmer wheat and barley (Dupras et al. 2001; 
Iacumin et al. 1996, 1998; Macko et al. 1999; Thompson et al. 2005). From the 
Badarian period through to the later Dynastic period, the human isotopic values
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tend to cluster together, with highS15N ratios, potentially due to freshwater fish 
consumption, and Sl3C values indicating a largely C3 cereal based diet. These re
sults suggest a lifetime diet based either upon C3 plants themselves, such as wheat 
and barley, or upon animals consuming these plants, accompanied by either Nile 
fish or fauna with unusually high 5I5N values due to high desert aridity. It is worth 
remembering that given the slow turn-over of bone in the body, stable isotope 
reconstruction of diet only permits long-term diet to be analysed, and does not 
enable recent or short-term changes in diet to be identified.

The isotopic results suggest continuity of dietary constituents from the Badar- 
ian period through the later Dynastic period. This, therefore, contrasts somewhat 
with the results from the gross dental analyses. It is likely that what was actually 
being eaten did not in itself change over the Predynastic and early Dynastic peri
ods, but rather that the way people ate changed or the ways in which the foodstuffs 
were prepared changed. This links to the hypothesised changes in food process
ing techniques predicted earlier. It is also extremely likely that these changes in 
and potential increases in complexity of food preparation techniques might also 
reflect changes in social organisation.

The link between the morphology of the dentition and social organisation is 
not unexpected as teeth were used as a social marker from the Neolithic period 
onwards, e.g. teeth being placed in the orbits during funerary treatment at Gebel 
Ramlah (Irish et al. 2005). Dental treatment may also occur within early Dynastic 
Egypt, as most named dentists derive from the Old Kingdom (Miller 2008), even 
if this treatment might have been somewhat rudimentary. There is little evidence 
that dentists had much effect on the dental health of the Egyptian samples studied. 
Some possible cases of tooth extraction were found. At most six individuals had 
reasonably clear evidence of tooth extraction: five were of incisors and one premo
lar. Of these possible extractions, two were in the Badarian sample, two from the 
Dynasty I sample from Abydos, and two from the Old Kingdom. It is unlikely that 
all dental care involved specialized dentists, but ‘dentists’ may have been involved in 
aiding the extraction of teeth when severe periodontal disease was present and the 
supporting alveolar bone was already naturally lost. It does, however, indicate the 
importance of the dentition to the ancient Egyptians themselves.

Conclusions
Dental health appears to have declined through the Dynastic period relative to 

the Predynastic. This may reflect both dietary variation and aspects of social life. 
Certain features of the diet have been shown to change between the early Predy-
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nastic and the Middle Kingdom and these are either linked to or mirror changes 
in Egyptian social organisation. The actual chemical composition of the foodstuffs 
themselves does not appear to change, but the processing techniques involved in 
food preparation appear to have changed the physical consistency of the foodstuffs, 
thereby affecting the dental wear and hence dental health of the individuals. Teeth, 
and by implication dentistry, have been shown here to provide a guide to markers of 
social identity and hence of social organisation within Egypt, and thus indicate the 
importance of the dentition to the ancient Egyptians themselves.
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Child Burials of The Nubian A-Group

Introduction
In the area between the First and the Second cataracts, more exactly, between 

Kubaniya in the north, and Semna-Kumna cataract in the south, the archaeological 
surveys brought to light finds attributable to the Nubian A-Group. About 75 cem
eteries were recorded, not including sites with only one or two graves (Nordstrom 
2004). Most of them belong to the Middle and Terminal phases, 3400-3000 BC.

Distributed along both banks of the Nile, they were placed preferably on small 
land rises of ancient silt formations above a rocky substratum and covered by aeo
lian sand. They were often found in proximity to the alluvial plane and near fossil 
tributaries, which were probably still seasonally active at that time.
The subject of my study is the children of the Nubian A-Group. I think it is mean
ingful to throw light on a social category that may be a rich information source 
for still hidden aspects of this appealing culture. The logical start has been to col
lect all available data on the burial customs. This was completed in a Memoire de 
maitrise at the Lille university (Zegretti 2001)1.

The first surprising result of this investigation comes precisely from the amount 
of child burials found in the published A-Group record: there are 41 cemeteries 
with a total of 373 children. These have all been included in a data base with de
tails taken from the available publications. On some sites only 2-3% of the burials 
consist of children, while several cemeteries can hold 40-50% most likely depend

1 This topic was given to me by Francis Gens in 2001 .
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ing on different chorological phases when child burials were first more and then 
less common, and on social differences between different cemeteries (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Amount of Children Graves in the A-Group sites.

Number and percentage of graves

Site Tot. n"
Graves

A-Gr.
Graves %

Children
Graves %

ASNI7 361 277 76,7 26 9,3

ASNI 17 98 81 82,6 3 3,7

ASN I 14 55 22 40 7 31,8

ASN I 30 13 2 15,3

ASN I 23 74 20 27 4 20

ASN I 41:200 43 43 100 8 18,6

ASN I 41:400 31 31 100 7 22,5

ASN I 40 37 2 5,4

ASN I 45 511 160 31,3 9 5,6

ASN I 43 82 26 31,7 5 19,2

ASN I 44 32 32 100 2 6,2

ASN II 73 104 75 72,1 14 18,6

ASN 1176 136 58 42,6 10 17,2

ASN II 79 141 136 96,4 31 22,7

ASN II 80 23 23 100 4 18,1

ASN II 83 12 4 33,3 1 25

ASN II 88 9 9 100 1 11,1

ASN IV 110 334 45 13,4 1 2,2

ASN III 98 101 19 18,8 1 5,2

ASN III 101-102 394 394 100 62 15,7

ASN III 103 40 40 100 2 5

ASN IV 111 91 80 87,9 4 5

ASN IV 136 23 23 100 3 13

ASN IV 134 20 20 100 7 35
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Site
Tot. n°
Graves

A-Gr.
Graves

%
Children
Graves

%

ASN IV 148 45 45 100 2 4,4

E&K 168 32 21 65,6 8 38

E8cK 166 80 76 95 14 18,4

E&K 204 59 12 20,3 1 8,3

E&K 206 37 37 100 14 37,8

E&K 215 123 123 100 29 23,5

OINEL 33 33 100 2 6

OINE W 88 34 38,6 12 35,2

OINEV 85 11 12,9 1 9

OINET 8 8 100 4 50

SJE 292 20 20 100 10 50

SJE 308 37 36 96,2 1 2,7

SJE 187 35 35 100 1 2,8

SJE 332 72 26 36,1 5 19,2

SJE 401 46 31 67,3 3 9,6

SJE 277 66 66 100 28 42,4

It is quite an important and impressive presence, if related to the period in 
question, and also in relation to the subsequent periods of Nubian antiquity.

Analysing data from such a rich information source, many aspects can be con
sidered, not only of the children’s funerary treatment but also of their life and 
social position, and the relationship between childhood and adulthood.

First of all, we can outline the general features of child burials of the Nubian A 
Group.

Child Burial Practices
Children were interred in simple pits dug in the sand, usually without digging into 

the harder silt or sandstone subsoil, constituting often the bottom of the shaft (Fig. 2).
Without any traces of superstructures and despite the fact that their presence 

is already attested since the Final Palaeolithic and in almost all periods in Sudan 
(Reinold 2006, p. 141), we could suppose there were not any coverings at all, or 
that they were made in perishable materials.
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The sporadic presence in three cem
eteries (ASN III 101-102, ASN IV 134) 
of stone blocks may indicate that, origi
nally, a part of them was sealed.
Most of the graves are not especially 
arranged, with rather standardized 
outlines (Fig. 3). The most diffused is 
the oval shape (type 2), with vertical or 
nearly vertical walls, flat bottom and 
rounded corners.

Nevertheless, in six cemeteries they have a more complex arrangement, with 
one or two lateral chambers to lodge the deceased (Fig. 4).

Their dimensions change a lot according to the size and the number of bod
ies: 40 to 150 cm in length for single burials, while multiple ones can exceed 2m. 
Depth is on average lm, depending on the degree of erosion.

Fig. 2. Pit.

Fig. 3. Outlines of the shaft.

200

150

100

o
Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5

Fig. 4. Shafts with one and two lateral chambers.
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Remarkable data concerns shaft ori
entation (Fig. 5): about 82% of them are 
approximately oriented following a S-N 
direction. It may be linked to a custom 
belonging to the whole A-Group cul
ture which gives graves the same orien
tation as the local direction of the Nile 
flow. As a consequence, the longitudi
nal axis of the graves slightly fluctuates 
in a range including the SW/NE and 
SE/NW orientation.

The body lies more or less in the middle of the shaft bottom or, if there’s a lat
eral chamber, in the middle of its floor. Placed usually in direct contact with the 
sand, in several cases (34 graves) it is nevertheless protected by linen, or kid or 
goat hide pieces, often painted red and covering the shaft or wrapping the body 
(ASN I 7, 14, 17, 23, 41, 45 and ASN II 79). In these seven cemeteries, a very 
high density of burials presenting these features may indicates that it was a norm, 
excluding hence any sort of social status differentiation, which occurs instead in 
other contemporary culture customs like, for example, in Kadruka 1 cemetery, 
where this sort of careful arrangement is reserved for the richest grave of the most 
important male personage of the community (Reinold 2006).

Nothing confirms the presence of cloths: subject to decomposition, small frag
ments inside the grave could have been belonged to both cloths and woven pieces. 
The only exception is a belt found in a grave that could indicate a real existence of 
clothing (ASN I 7:123).

Interring infants in pot burials, attested largely in Late Neolithic Central Sudan 
(Reinold 1986) which have several affinities with the A-Group, is nevertheless 
atypical for the last one: only four children have been placed into big pots or jars, 
or covered by an upside-down pot (ASN I 41:404-406, E&K 168:15, OINET:110). 
The common use and the quality of chosen pots should not indicate a privileged 
condition of these burials, despite their peculiarity.

The most common position of the body, as a consequence of secondary move
ments caused by plunders or decomposition of fleshy parts of the corpse, is lying 
on its side, preferring the left side, but it doesn’t constitute a general rule.

Legs are always contracted or completely contracted; arms may be straight
ened along the body, slightly contracted, or contracted with hands in front of or 
on the face. The more contracted position could have been facilitated by laces or
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cloth bags (Reinold 1991, pp 12, 22), as the presence of these materials inside the 
shafts suggests.

According to the orientation of the shafts, the head is usually in a SW direction, 
while the direction of the face is data mainly specified on the most recent excavation 
reports (in 81 graves descriptions on 373) and then the information is only partial.

The same goes for the children age. Even if it is recorded in the publications, 
it is often quite questionable because too subtle differences referring to age as, for 
instance, “newborn” and “still-born”, were made for children dead soon after or 
soon before their birth.

Funerary Offerings
In almost all graves the deceased is accompanied with his funerary offerings 

placed into the shaft without keeping special rules. These offerings are found iso
lated as well as regrouped in an empty corner, around or above the body (fig. 6). 
However, later violations of the burials make bringing data on the exact position 
of the goods very difficult.

Regarding children, funerary gifts consist mostly in personal adornments. 
Beads, bracelets and necklaces have been found in almost all graves, associated in 
indifferent way to both adults and children, male and female. Beads (fig. 7-a) of 
different size and shape (cylindrical, ring, drop, flower-shape ...) as well as mate
rials (ostrich egg, bone, ivory, faience, carnelian, ...), are applied to wrists, arms, 
ankles, neck and waist, often enriched with amulets and pendants.
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Finger rings are less common in child burials, made in bone, eggshell, ivory 
and copper; hair pins in wood and copper; ivory combs; leather bags and caps; 
black feather fans.

Utensils such as awls, axes, knives, found frequently in adult graves, are not in
cluded among children funerary goods. They may indicate an active participation 
of the adults to works and to a social life and status; therefore they are excluded 
from the inventory associated to children.

Stone palettes (Fig. 7-b) are typical in child burials, with oval, rectangular and 
rhomboidal shape, zoomorphic sometimes imported from Egypt, often associ
ated to rounded pebbles used as pestle.

Associated only with children burials (Nordstrom 19721:122), we find several ostrich 
eggshells. In recorded graves there are 12 of them, and two of these are decorated with 
human and animal patterns. Their aim was probably to contain liquids, but on the other 
hand, their nourishing properties could be another possible reason for their presence.

An exception is one goose eggshell (ASN III 102:96) and four tortoise cara
paces (all in ASN I 7:254).

Pottery is an important category among children funerary offerings.
It is an index of largely diffused and developed local production; it confirms, 

on the other hand, the more well-known and more intensified commercial trade 
between Lower Nubia and Upper Egypt. As a consequence, besides a predomi
nant presence of typically local red black-topped ware bowls (Fig. 7-c), we can see 
just as many imported pink ware jars (Fig. 7-d).
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Fig. 8. Spatial localization of children graves into the cemeteries.

As noted by Nordstrom (Nordstrom 2004), pottery strainers (Fig. 7-e) are 
present only in children graves and are frequently associated with an ostrich egg. 
Among all child graves, six strainers have been recorded, all coming from cem
eteries E&K 215 near Abu Simbel and SJE 277 in Haifa Degheim, excavated by 
Emery and Kirwan and the Scandinavian Joint Expedition respectively. These 
sites have several affinities in size, period and amount of child burials, and both 
similar cemeteries have the same curious peculiarity of the presence of pottery 
strainers linked to children burials, an evident sign of a special and precise choice 
hiding a symbolic significance that is still unclear. We could perhaps consider 
them as fundamental elements to prepare the children’s food, made up likely of 
ostrich eggs, which may also represent an eternal food source, as interpreted by 
Nordstrom (1996; 2004).

It is unusual to find objects such as figurines in Lower Nubia (Nordstrom 1972 
I: 120). Inside recorded child burials we find five of them, made in chalk with 
zoomorphic shape, such as frog and hawk, and with anthropomorphic steatopy- 
gia shape (Fig. 7-f), made in grey-brown ware, associated to female burials.

Regarding funerary offerings, we have to consider that they may have been 
placed in the shaft and chosen by mourners. Evident wear traces let us never
theless suppose that these goods should not have a purely funerary destination. 
This feature may attribute minor importance to child burials. On one hand they 
were used daily and, when the children died, chosen as funerary gift, having 
likely a symbolic significance still incomprehensive to us.
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Spatial Analysis of the Sites
From a primary spatial analysis of the cemeteries, it appears that there is not 

usually a special area reserved to children graves. They can occupy, for the most, all 
parts of the site without differences with adult graves (Fig. 8, SJE 277). Their interre- 
ment seems to follow the same natural spatial enlargement of the funerary area.

In this case we can notice an absolute equalization without considering any 
difference in age categories, between adult and children funerary treatment.

On the other hand, in a few sites a sort of differentiation of both adult and 
children burials is rather evident in their spatial placing. We can thus find all child 
graves regrouped in one separated sector of the cemetery (Fig. 8, SJE 292), as well 
as bordering on external edge of all adult graves normally distributed in the funer
ary area (Fig. 8, ASN II 76).

In this last case, we find the first really clear distinction of the childhood sphere, 
still not integrated with the socially active adult age.

Multiple Burials
Children are usually interred individually, but 19% of shafts hold two to five 

bodies.
Among the 67 recorded multiple burials, only 12 graves hold children exclu

sively (Fig. 9, ASN II 79:117), never more than two of them together. In one case 
only, a child is accompanied with an animal.

Most multiple burials include adults with one child or more. They are 75, and 
it is difficult to establish if this practice involves for the most women or men, be
cause their sex is not always identified or comprehensible. The only explicit data 
we dispose indicate that there is not a marked preference to bury adults of one 
chosen sex with children: women are in fact 32, while men are 25.

We usually find one adult interred with one child (Fig. 9, ASN 145:403), except 
for two isolated cases where children there were two or three, and where one grave 
held a woman, a child and an animal.

In this category we also include two burials of women with their foetuses.
Where adults are two, we could perhaps, but not exclusively, label it “family- 

burial” since it includes a couple of adults together with their children (Fig. 9, SJE 
277:33), apart from three graves where two women are buried with children.
Four graves give us exceptional examples: one child buried with three adults of the 
same sex, both male and female.

Several multiple burials are the result of a repeated opening of the same shaft 
with the aim to inter deceased, likely members of the same family, at different times.
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Fig. 9, Multiple burials.

Their position inside the shaft is, in fact, superposed on different levels.
On the other hand, the bodies interred at the same time lie always both on the 

same side, otherwise in symmetric position.

Conclusions
Concluding this preliminary analysis of the basic features of the A-Group child 

burials, we can remark that burials of all age categories were represented in the 
cemeteries. Children, infants, new-borns and even foetuses were provided with a 
burial rite, exactly like the funerary treatment of adults.

Parents, relatives and members of the same clan also organized a worthy prep
aration for the eternal after-life for these children.

Apart from this first result, many questions arise. Some of them:
• Are child burials simply a reflection of infant mortality rates?
• It is clear that children enjoyed a very careful funerary treatment, but may 

it stand in contrast to the reality of the childrens lives?
• Did they have a special place in daily social life, or was their death charged 

with extraordinary symbolic significance?
• Why do some cemeteries have a significant proportion of child burials (i.e. 

cemeteries E&K 215 and SJE 277) while other cemeteries have no or very 
few children? Is there a chronological difference in this respect?

This rather unexplored subject is quite worthy of more detailed and compre
hensive investigations.
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I hope to answer these and other questions in future work, where the main ap
proach should be:

• a comparative ethnographic study of the transition from birth to childhood 
and from childhood to adulthood and its significance for understanding of 
the A-Group social structure;

• ranking child burials and in other ways analyse their funerary equipment 
in order to outline the social position of children;

• differences and similarities of the A-Group and contemporary burials in 
Egypt and Nubia.
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Pottery Manufactures at Sai Island, Sudan

It is widely accepted that pottery manufactures are among the best cultural 
markers in archaeology, as well as in ethnoarchaeology (e.g., Rice 1996; Gosselain 
2000). Also with regards to Nubian ceramics, Gatto (2002a) and Lange and Nor
dstrom (2006) have observed that ceramic variables reflect specific cultural con
texts. This paper considers the pottery manufactures from two sites on Sai Island: 
a Khartoum Variant site (8-B-10C) and a Pre-Kerma site (8-B-52A). The analy
sis of these ceramics provides the opportunity to revise the geographic ranges 
and cultural influences that reached Sai Island from both the north and the south 
during the critical periods that predate animal husbandry on one hand, in the 
Khartoum Variant, and the import/use of domestic cereals on the other, in the 
Pre-Kerma period.

The geographic position of Sai Island
Sai Island is located between the Second and the Third Cataracts of the Nile, 

about 30 km south of the Batn el-Hagar, a vast rocky outcrop that long challenged 
crossings for its harsh terrain (Fig. 1). However, the presence of the Batn el-Hagar 
just north of Sai was not only a disadvantage for the inhabitants of the island as 
it often protected and favoured the island as a strategic stronghold, which was, 
in fact, continually occupied from the Palaeolithic to the Ottoman and present 
periods. As a matter of fact, although the Batn el-Hagar was a rough land, it was 
not an insuperable barrier. Thanks to its geographic position, Sai could receive
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Fig. 1. Map of Nubia (adapted from Wendorf et al. 1993). 

cultural influences from both Upper Nubia to the south and Lower Nubia to the 
north, as well as the oases of the Western Desert. Therefore, Sai could be affected 
by different, northerly and southerly, cultural orbits at the same time.

With regards to the cultural periods dealt with in this paper, various distribu
tion maps exist for the Khartoum-related traditions and the Pre-Kerma period. The 
Khartoum Variant, according to Shiner (1968), who suggested this term, derives 
from the Early Khartoum and covers the area stretching from Khartoum to Wadi
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Haifa. Therefore, it seemed that, during 
the Early Holocene, ceramic traditions 
originated from the south. More recently, 
Gatto (2006a) observed that the Khar
toum Variant has more affinities with the 
Nabta-Kiseiba area than the Khartoum 
province. Usai (2004, 2005) also distin
guished the Khartoum Variant from the 
Early Khartoum on the basis of lithic 
technology, and Jesse (2002) noticed a 
distinction in the pottery traditions from 
the Khartoum province and the region of 
the Second Cataract. Furthermore, Rie- 
mer and Jesse (2006) recorded the Khar
toum style of pottery farther north than 
Nabta and Kiseiba, as far as Dakhla Oasis. 
Sai would then be in the middle of an area 
extending from Kerma/El Barga to the 
Second Cataract and farther north.

The Pre-Kerma culture was defined by 
Bonnet (1988), when he first found a settle
ment below the eastern cemetery at Kerma. 
Honegger (2004a) suggested that the site 
of Kerma does not designate the southern
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Fig. 2. Location map of sites 8-B-10C 
and 8-B-52A at Sai Island 

(adapted from Van Peer et al. 2003).

border of this culture, there being evidence in the northern Dongola Reach and beyond 
the Forth Cataract. At the same time, he indicated an overlapping of the Pre-Kerma and 
the A-Group around the Second Cataract area (Honegger 2004b). The analysis of the 
Pre-Kerma pottery from Sai Island also provides some new ‘food for thought’ on the 
question of the possible interferences between the Pre-Kerma and the A-Group.

The ceramic assemblages and the analytical methods
The Khartoum Variant ceramic assemblage comes from an extensive excava

tion (105 square m) at Site 8-B-10C (Fig. 2), which brought to light a complex 
habitation floor including seven hut floors, three hearths, three rubbish pits, 
and one-hundred postholes. Charcoal from the hearths was dated to 5980±40 
BP (4950-4770 cal. BC) (KIA-24464) and 6080±35 BP (5070-4900 cal. BC) (KIA- 
24463) (Garcea 2006-07).
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The Pre-Kerma sample comes from Site 8-B-52A (Fig. 2) which features more 
than 75 rock-cut granary pits, first excavated by F. Geus and his team, who found 
both wild and imported domestic plants. Domestic crops included emmer wheat 
and barley, which was directly dated to 4142±48 BP (UtC-5294) and 4151±44 BP 
(UtC-5295) (2872-2612 cal. BC) (Geus 1998, 2004). The excavation of the site has 
been recently resumed by E. Hildebrand (2006-07), in charge of the ethnobotani- 
cal research at Sai Island, who entrusted me with the study of the pottery from 
8-B-52A. The ceramic assemblage that I analysed comes from the decapage of 
four 5x5-m squares and the excavation of two granary pits (59 and 67).

The ceramic data from both sites were processed with a relational database (Gar
cea and Caputo 2004). Observations regarded type, size and frequency of tempering 
material, surface treatment, vessel body parts, thickness, and decoration, according 
to a standardized system (Garcea 2006a, 2008). The database integrated the hierar
chical system of classification of decorations devised by Caneva (1988; Caneva and 
Marks 1990) and could be successfully extended to the Pre-Kerma pottery.

Site 8-B-10C
The ceramic assemblage

The ceramic assemblage from Site 8-B-10C has a gritty texture due to a large 
amount of mineral inclusions, mainly of quartz and feldspar, but also mica and 
plant tempers. A thin layer of fine clay was applied on the surfaces as a self-slip. 
Rims often show milled and notched impressions (Fig. 3), as those that Gatto 
(2002b: 70-71) identified in the Nabta and El Jerar complexes.

Generally speaking, decorations are less common than in the Early Khartoum 
assemblages. Many sherds (76.2%) are not decorated and even those with decora
tions exhibit banded, not continuous, decorations. Dotted wavy line decorations 
often display symmetrical waves to form a series of specular semicircles; waves 
can be long, short, or arch-shaped (Fig. 4). Finally, the spatial distribution of the 
artefacts was plotted in relation with the architectural features. Pottery is concen
trated on the eastern side of the site, outside the hut floors (Fig. 5) and differs from 
that of lithic debitage and tools, which are more frequent between the huts.

8-B-10C in the Khartoum Variant context
The ceramic assemblage from Site 8-B-10C can be undoubtedly assigned to 

the Khartoum Variant, which also shows great similarities with the Nabta-Kiseiba 
area. However, it seems surprising that the pottery from six Khartoum Variant sites 
collected by the Scandinavian Joint Expedition, the Combined Prehistoric Expe-
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Fig. 3. Rimsherds from 8-B-10C.

dition, and Myers’ excavations, which 
Gatto (2006a) has recently thoroughly 
reviewed, include only 15% undecorated 
sherds against 76.2% in the 8-B-10C as
semblage. Although there may be other 
explanations, one is tempted to suspect 
that not all undecorated sherds had been 
collected in the past.

The absence of incised wavy line dec
orations both in the Khartoum Variant, 
as well as at El Barga (Honegger 2004c), 
is one of the most relevant differences 
from Early Khartoum. The lack of wavy 
line decorations represents a significant 
affinity with the pottery of Saharan Early
Holocene foragers. Moreover, the pres-

r i , i .. j v , Fie. 4. Dotted wavy line sherds from 8-B- 10C.ence of short dotted wavy lines suggests 6 ;
another connection with the Sahara, as indicated by Jesse (2004).

The hut floor unearthed at 8-B-10C has parallels with the mud plastered floor 
at Site CPE 2016 (Shiner 1968), the hut at El-Barga near Kerma, and the hut floors 
in the Nabta-Kiseiba region (Wendorf et al. 2001). Such articulated architectural
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Fig. 5. Contour map and classed post map of pottery from 8-B-10C.
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features confirm that foragers also in this part of Nubia had developed a settle
ment system based on a great degree of sedentism (Garcea 2006b). As the updated 
chronology of the Khartoum Variant spans between 8000 and 6000 BP (Gatto 
2006a), 8-B-10C, dated around 6000 BP, represents the end of the Khartoum Vari
ant, when sedentism had considerably increased.

Finally, considering that Site 8-B-10C represents a single cultural phase and was 
occupied over a seemingly short time period, the variation in fabric types and decora
tions cannot reflect diachronic changes, but rather functional or stylistic differences.

Site 8-B-52A
The ceramic assemblage

Site 8-B-52A provided a large quantity of potsherds from the layer on top of 
the granary pits (silos) that was removed with the decapage technique. Their fre
quency is not homogeneous in every square, but it is lower in the areas with the 
largest pits. Vessel shapes predominantly include globular bowls or store jars with 
inverted rims (Fig. 6). All vessels from the silos have inverted rims. Bowls with 
everted or straight walls (Fig. 7) are extremely rare, conforming the function of 
the site as a location for storing goods. Some store jars have very thick walls and 
must have been of very large sizes. Wall thicknesses indicate a considerable pres
ence of very thin (below 5 mm) vessels in the assemblage, the frequency of 6-7
mm thick vessels, and the importance of 8-10-mm thick containers, but also the 
relevance of very thick (11 -24-mm) store j ars.

Surfaces show a coating usually made with a red or brown wash and are burnished; 
ripple marks are occasionally visible. Mineral tempers can have a low angularity de
gree, suggesting that aeolian sand was selected as tempering material. Organic tempers 
are frequent and mostly tubular, processed from herbivore dung. Rims show different 
types of decorative techniques, with a frequency of herringbone and geometric motifs 
(Fig. 8). Black topped, plain or impressed, ware is also present. The rocker technique is 
very common on body parts and exhibits both plain and dotted zigzags (Fig. 9). Some 
surfaces are very well polished and show a lustre (Fig. 10).

Some of these samples show clear similarities with the Pre-Kerma culture, such as 
the geometric and herringbone motifs. However, others seem to raise some doubts 
on this cultural attribution. When Geus (1998: 93) first discovered Site 8-B-52A, he 
could not clearly associate its pottery to a precise cultural period, but he was able to 
assert that it was made “between the end of the Neolithic and the beginning of the 
Kerma Auden”. He noted that similar pottery occurred in the Batn el-Hagar and 
at Armant in Upper Egypt and reported Bourriau and Nordstrom’s opinions, who
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Fig. 6. Globular bowls and store jars from 8-B-52A.
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Fig. 7. Bowls with everted and straight walls from 8-B-52A.

Fig. 8. Rimsherds from 8-B-52A.
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Fig. 10. Polished and burnished sherd with lustre: a. Outside; b: Inside.
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had seen the pottery and noticed some imported Egyptian specimens. Nevertheless, 
based on the age of the site, between 2800 and 2600 BC, he assigned the site to the 
Pre-Kerma period. However, the ceramic sample indicates that some elements can 
not be fully associated with the Pre-Kerma period and show more affinities with the 
A-Group. Such “suspicious” elements include thin walls, open bowls, beakers or ves
sels with straight walls, burnished zigzag decorations, lustre surfaces, black topped 
and black internal surfaces, and fine-medium textures (Gatto 2006b), which occur 
on 2.00% of the pottery from 8-B-52A.

8-B-52A in the Pre-Kerma context
Considering the age of Site 8-B-52A, between 2800 and 2600 calBC, which cor

responds to the Late Pre-Kerma period in Kerma (Honegger 2004a), and the pres
ence of some A-Group pottery, it is possible that some exchanges across the Batn el- 
Hagar occurred during the final phase of the A-Group. As a matter of fact, Gratien 
(1986) had already noted that some beads and some pots from Sai were similar to 
A-Group samples. She also pointed out that the Kerma Ancien at Sai shows strong 
affinities, even identities, with the first phase of the C-Group, which again positions 
Sai Island at an overlapping frontier between Lower and Upper Nubia. Moreover, 
Honegger (1997) suggested that the supposed ‘depopulation of Lower Nubia that 
took place around 2800 BC may have driven some human groups toward the south. 
Thus, if they reached the Kerma basin, they must have gone across Sai Island. On 
the other hand, biological evidence suggests continuity with minimal gene flow 
between the A-Group and the C-Group people (Prowse and Lovell 1995). There
fore, Lower Nubia must not have been completely depopulated, even though a few 
groups may have explored farther territories to the south.

A final evidence of the presence of A-Group influences at Sai Island comes from 
the archaeobotanical sample. A-Group populations had a mixed economy, includ
ing domestic wheat, barley, leguminous plants, and small and large livestock. Im
ported emmer wheat and barley were also found in some of the granary pits at Site 
8-B-52A (Geus 1998, 2004; Hildebrand 2006-07). Provided that domestic plants 
arrived at Sai from the north by means of transactions with A-Group people, it is 
plausible that other goods, including ceramic vessels, reached the island.
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HSAP 057 - a Middle Holocene Site in the Fourth 
Cataract Area, Sudan

Introduction
During the first months of 2007, the Hungarian Sudanese Archaeological 

Project (HSAP) arranged it’s second campaign in the vicinity of the fourth cata
ract, by the eastern bank of the Nile, at a strip of 16 km2 land near the dam con
struction area in Sudan (Lassanyi 2008). Within the frames of the project, we 
excavated a site, called HSAP 057 between the 17th and 24th of February.

The prime aim was to explain the site’s chronological and cultural stand by the 
investigation of findings. Besides, we tried to take reasonable statements about the 
organization of the site through the examination of relationships between natural 
and artificial phenomena there, as well as the micro-region around. In the course 
of the survey, we registered countless occurences with microlithic findings, ce
ramics with seemingly prehistoric character (Kiraly 2008). Against the usual light 
carpet of artefacts, the recorded spots shared distinctive traits, as heavy concen
tration of findings, and/or the presence of objects with the scatter, like artificial 
depressions or stone alignments. In consequence of the special ecological and 
geomorphological circumstances (lack of stratification, heavy erosion, transport 
factors, etc.), the disturbances, the poor knowledge about the region of the 4th cat
aract, in many cases we were unable to decide in the field, whether the phenom
ena are coherent, contemporaneous, or how can we evaluate the data in cultural 
terms. With the help of a nearly intact site like HSAP 057, we hope we can offer 
useful suggestions concerning these questions in the future.
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Excavation
HSAP 057 was lying near the village Dar el-Arab, on a granite djebel’s pla

teau dissected by weathered boulders and cliffs, in the hill zone behind the 
habitation area. These boulders gave a kind of compartmental structure to 
the site, with which the traces of occupation accomodated. The plateau gen
tly sloped towards the west, and outside the collection area this inclination 
became more pronounced. The lower sections of the jebel and the narrow 
valleys around were plotted with (sub)recent stone shelters and bones of small 
livestock. Besides, often we explored patches of prehistoric artefacts similar to 
the material on the plateau. For example, at HSAP 055, later stone alignments 
were built on a surface covered with microlithic material, just below our site in 
question. Same was the situation with HSAP 060, slightly towards the north. 
Two valleys away, a hundred meters to east we discovered a huge prehistoric 
plateau site, designated as HSAP 080. That plateau was quite disturbed by 
later burials, ceramics and recent activities, but the collected sample showed 
cultural similarity to HSAP 057.

Surprisingly at the excavated site, hints of recent intrusions were complete
ly lacking. At the northern margin of it, among cliffs, two rectangular humps 
of stone stretched, clearly isolated from the occupation in question. Although 
they remained unexcavated, according to our experiences elsewhere in the 
concession area, they were graves from later times. None of the cultural mate
rial around could be connected to them, or their material was identical with 
the prehistoric findings. The southern perimeter of the plateau was framed by 
naturally formed minor „compartments” with microlithic artefacts in a light 
density, compared with the main excavation surface.

After a 294 m2 grid was constructed, we made a piece-plotting, photo doc
umentation and systematic collection at 80 m2 (Area A), and a total collection 
of ceramics at 116 m2, which squares with the length of the plateau (Fig. 1). 
From the plotted area, we had the possibility to keep only the typical and 
curious lithics and all the ceramic fragments. These were in a quite fresh con
dition, other categories of findings were absent. The restricted subsurface in
vestigations showed fine homogenous, yellowish brown sandy sediments with 
the thickness of 10-15 cm, below that the base rock was lying. Only the upper 
3-5 cms contained artefacts, in a very light density in comparsion with the 
surface. At the southern margin of the grid, an isolated compartment of 3 m2 
was densely covered with chert and flint material (Area B). A total collection 
was made here, that served as the base of technological analysis.
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Lithic artefacts
The lithic industry based on small flint and quartz pebbles, which were omni

present in the vicinity. In some cases, the knappers used blocks of quartz instead 
of pebbles, that were locally available as outcrops. The dominant raw material of 
cores are flint and chert in both samples. At Area B, only these were present, at 
Area A, five quartz pieces encountered; apart these, one agate core fragment was 
found. In the view of size differences between the two collection area, it can be 
stated, that in Area B the presence of cores was much more pronounced.

In Table 1, we can see the distribution of core types. The most frequent is the 
single platform core at both areas, but the other types together are balancing their 
weight in both samples (Area A - 50%, Area B - 43%). The so-called ..centripetal” 
cores (Fig. 3.1, 4) are standing for themselves mostly among the core fragments 
of Area B. These are made of flint, their striking platforms extending around the 
whole perimeter of pebbles. The closure of the debitage surface consists of a big 
flake negative in the middle, which starts from the usually prepared proximal part 
of the core. This negative is surrounded by much smaller traces of detachments, 
along the perimeter. At first sight, this pattern looks like a kind of Tevallois meth
od, but there are differences to that, e.g. the lack of axial side preparation, the the 
lack of dual convexity (Brantingham, Kuhn 2001; Van Peer 1995; 2002). Anyway, 
this reduction mode differs significantly from the conception of single platform, 
where the blanks are detached till a point where the knapper decided to abandon 
the core or changed the direction of blows, creating a new striking platform (as 
well as the ninety degree and opposed types of cores).

If we investigate the unhurt platforms of cores and core fragments, we can see 
that irrespective of raw material, the most common are lisse and cortical (43,6%, 
28,1%), followed by faceted examples (18,6%) in both samples. To sum up, the 
blank production was quite simple and accomodated to the size of pebbles used. 
The debitage categories are shown in Table 2. Knowing the small size of pebbles 
and the technological attributes recognized on cores, it is not suprising that the 
majority of blanks are flakes in opposition of blades (Fig. 4.2,4,6,8), with an av
erage length of 27,7 mm for the undamaged artefacts. The splintered and use- 
retouched pieces are represented as debitage, because these artefacts are not de
liberately worked as this. Their inclusion into the class of modified pieces would 
overbalance the analysis’ ratio. Within this study, the target of tool typology is not 
the recovery of tool-use, hereby the framing of actions performed, but to assem
ble a data set, wherewith I can search analogies for the establishment of the sites 
cultural and chronological position. As for the angular pieces, these artefacts are
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without butt or traces of detachment on the dorsal surface, and they do not have 
striking platforms too. The modified pieces are the different formal tools, created 
by retouch, backing, notching.

In sample B, almost all the debitage is from flint or chert. In the case of Area A 
this distribution is illusive in the manner that the sample conatins mostly flint and 
chert, but in the field, the overwhelming majority of lithics was made of quartz 
(2618 against 759 pieces), other raw materials are rare. The main difference be
tween the two areas manifests in the raw material usage, which can be detected 
through the two samples too. This difference is not appears in the category of 
finished tools, that are primary made of flint and chert at both areas.

As previously mentioned, at Area A only the typical and curious lithics was 
possible to keep in the sample. Independently from raw material, it consits of all 
the modified pieces, cores, core fragments, and a selection of blanks which are 
able to represent the technological repertoire of the site. In comparsion with the 
sample of Area B, this aim was succesfully reached.

The blanks and modified pieces were grouped by proportion of dorsal cortex 
coverage. The categories are the followings: without cortex, 0-25%, 26-50%, 51
75%, 76-100% cortex, and pieces with lateral cortex. The aim of this classification 
was to recover, whether the cortex-amount of a blank played a role during selec
tion for supporting a tool. This question of preference is interesting in the light of 
that the length of undamaged blanks and modified pieces are roughly the same as 
the length of the undamaged debitage surfaces of cores. With the knapping tech
nologies applied here, mainly cortical pieces could be detached from the small 
pebbles used. If the knappers were economical” they used mostly cortical flakes 
for formal tools, as blanks without cortex are rare. At Area A, 52,5%, at Area B, 
26% of the blanks are without cortex. This distribution with the use-retouched 
items is 52% and 25%, and 78,3% and 61,5% by the modified artefacts respec
tively. The difference between the two samples is partly because of blanks from 
quartzitic blocks in sample A. If we exclude them, the difference remains in a 
somehow smoother grade. The tools in both samples usually bears no cortex, the 
use-retouched pieces also, or they have cortex on a lateral edge. This means that 
the knappers were quite uneconomical”, which is not suprising in the view of 
abundance of pebble raw material in the vicinity.

Among blanks, the most frequent butts are cortical and lisse, converging with 
the observations taken about cores. In less proportions, faceted, punctual, dihe
dral and linear butts are present. There is not any preference of butt-type in case 
of modified or use-retouched pieces, as there is not a strong connection between
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butts and raw material. In sample A, faceted butts are more frequent among arte
facts made of quartz blocks, but the cortical and lisse types are much more com
mon with this raw material too.

In the two samples, one third of the items are broken, the breakpoint situates 
usually at the distal or proximal end. In many cases, damages characteristic for the 
bipolar technology of detaching occur. Between damage and raw material, there is 
not any connection.

To summarize, the technological traits on the collected pieces suggest a certain 
coherence for the artefact scatter. The industry used local raw materials, mostly 
small flint and quartz pebbles with different coloration, occuring everywhere 
along the wadis. The pebbles were sliced without preparation, with the help of an 
anvil and hard hammer, or a lisse striking platform was formed by a blow, from 
where flakes were detached with direct percussion until the platform became use
less in the knapper s view. At this point, the core was abandoned or rotated to con
tinue the operation. In rare cases, the pebble was exhausted in a way that resulted 
centripetal cores. As the conception is quite different, It is hard to decide whether 
this chain of movements can be incorporated in the usual sequence of detach
ments or it existed separatedly. Flakes from these cores are rare or hard to recog
nize (e.g. Fig. 4.11). The debitage consisted mostly of secondary flakes, which were 
used without further modifications. Some blanks, usually without cortex, were 
selected to make formal tools in a sense we understand it.

These formal tools are made of almost exclusively flint and chert, they have an 
apparently microlithic character (Fig 4;5). The main types are the backed pieces, 
including characteristic lunates, double backed perforators, other backed tools. 
In sample A, besides the lunates we can find some rectangles, a trapeze among 
geometries, and an atypical backed point which has not an exact analogy in the 
region (Fig. 5.3). Besides, retouched artefacts, notched pieces, and two burins are 
present. The types and their distribution are similar in the two samples.

Ceramic material
The ceramic material counts 102 sherds with an average size of 10,2 cm2, in a 

quite good state of preservation. Wall thickness varies between 3 and 12 cms. The 
ware is well fired, usually brown or light-brown, but there are items with reddish 
and blackish colour. The fractal surface bears, mostly on the thicker shreds, a black 
strip in the middle. Almost all the pieces were smoothed or burnished inside and 
outside, a pair of them had a polish, and in two cases a red and a brown slip can be 
recognized. With a ratio of more than 90% the fabric is tempered with quartzitic
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sand and angular mineral particles. In the remaining cases the temper was of veg
etal fibres, supposedly they are belonging to one vessel. The volume of tempering 
is medium-heavy, the granule size is mostly medium or smooth. There are not safe 
estimations of vessel forms; most of the pieces are too small to reconstruct shapes. 
Probably there were big open bowls with simple, linear profiled or lipped rims.

Along the fabric, three types can be differentiated. The first is represented by the 
sherds with organic temper; these are thick, quite badly fired pieces, some of them 
showing the technique of coiling at the inner surface (Table 3 A, fabric 3). The sec
ond group contains well fired, thick sherds with mineral temper, their color varies 
between reddish-brown to black (Table 3A, fabric 1). In some instances, the fabric is 
heavily tempered with coarse particles. The third group consists of well fired, care
fully smoothed thin sherds, tempered with fine sand (Table 3A, fabric 2). Their color 
is light brown or greyish-brown. Almost all the sherds are decorated, for their clas
sification I used the system of Caneva and Marks (1990; Gatto 2002; Table 3B). The 
motifs were applied before firing with the methods of punctuation, rocker stamping 
with tools of evenly serrated edge leaving 4-7 dots behind, and simple impression. 
Striking was the absence of motifs made by incision or rocker stamp with a plain 
edge. In the majoritiy of cases, the impression of the tools used are dots and dashes. 
A few sherds wears lines originated from a cord wrapped implement.

As the small fractions allowed, I set up the tightly packed zigzag of dots as the 
best represented motif, arranged in curved bands. Popular is the loosely packed 
zigzag, besides common are impressed lines of dots in straight and smoothly curved 
bands. Based on the dominance of continuously decorated sherds, the structure of 
application is covering, or in some instances, zonal patterns were made. One of the 
three rim shreds has a line of deep oblique dashes, on the other two, a line of tiny 
dots stretches along the intersection of rim and body.

Features and spatial aspects
The distribution of the artefacts roughly followed the plateau’s natural com- 

partmentality at Area A, but there were anomalies of density that deserve more 
attention. Around the stone alignment counted as “1” in Figure 1, the amount of 
ceramics and lithics was highly increased. The alignment itself consisted of 20-30 
cms long, flat stones in an apparently conscious arched arrangement on the sur
face. Similar one layered alignment we discovered at the nearby HSAP 059, but 
we did not make a detailed examination there. We suppose that the alignment in 
question was contemporaneous with the main use of the site, as the coverage of 
artefacts is dense around it.
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A second artefact concentration extended around the object signed as “3” and 
the quadrants southeast from it. Here again, the amount of debitage, tools and 
cores was more pronounced as elsewhere. Object 3 was a „patch”, a phenomenon 
we observed at more places during our survey. These features were situated at 
deeper parts of the ground, their shapes were circular with a diameter between 1 
and 1,5 m, slightly deepening towards the middle, with a filling consisted of very 
fine, homogenous, light-brown sediment. The archaeological material occured 
always around the perimeter of the patches. Similar phenomena were observed 
by Wolf and Welsby in the vicinity (Wolf, Nowotnick 2005; Welsby 2006). Also 
interesting is the natural cliff-compartment that framing the patch, and the other 
such „niches” within the collection area.

One niche was lying just north from this compartment. The borders of this 
circular area was formed by huge boulders and smaller, flat stones humped at the 
hiatuses between them. The floor of that niche was systematically cleaned from 
gravels, these debris swept away into a curved hump around, marked as „2” in Fig.
1. This hump had a sharp contour in every direction, not absorbing in the gravel 
outside the compartment. The gravel-free area in the middle was lightly littered 
with lithic artefacts and some sherds. This phenomenon suggests that the cleaning 
of the niche pre-dated the deposition of the prehistoric artefacts.

The next anomaly has to be mentioned is a more intensive ceramic sherd cov
erage west from area A, where, at the same time the amount of lithics dropped 
drastically. The last distinctive spatial phenomenon was Area B itself. The second
ary nature of the deposit is quite sure in the light of those factors like the lack of 
quartz debitage and ceramics, the fact that much of the lithics was dropped down 
among millstone-huge cliffs, which was absolutely uncommon at Area A.

The relative homogenous composition of the recovered artefacts delineates quite 
a tight bracket of time for the use of HSAP 057, but the processes and meanings 
of their spatial distribution is somewhat obscure at the moment. As the first step 
towards the differentiation between site formation and subsequent taphonomic 
processes, a pebble analysis began in 2011 with promising preliminary results. In 
course of this analysis, we used high resolution orthorectified images, and piece- 
plot drawings of the surface. On these, we compared the natural granite rubble and 
the anthropogenic lithic material with respect to three size classes. At the time of the 
publication of this article, the study covered one fourth of the 80 m2 Area A, that is, 
an 50 by 50 cm plot at every one square meter of our grid system.

Spatial distribution of non-anthropogenic, worn granite rubble and anthropo
genic material was almost similar in respect of quantity, but there were discrepan
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cies between the distribution of pebbles in different size classes. The previously 
mentioned compartment (no. 2 on Figure 1) was almost free from medium and 
big rubble, but considerable amounts of anthropogenic material occured here in 
the same size-class. These selective representations of cultural and natural phe
nomena, the absence of later Holocene cultural material together suggest only a 
slightly altered spatial configuration since the earlier Holocene.

Discussion and conclusions
In the lack of appropriate material for radiometric investigations, the age 

and cultural connotations of HSAP 057 have to be determined through techno- 
typological analysis. Nowadays numerous publications are entitled to make a 
coherent, dynamic picture of the whole area, incorporating the new fieldwork 
results, structuring the material culture, sketching the relations of cultures and 
groups (Gatto 2006; Jesse 2002; 2003; Keding 2006; Kuper 2006; Lange and Nor
dstrom 2006; Salvatori and Usai 2006-2007). The place of our data would have 
to be found in that kaleidoscope of periodizations that are also searching their 
validity beside each other. Based on the classic interpretation of cultural mark
ers, we compared the characteristics now attested to the site with traits of the 
neighbouring cultures and groups. The lithic technology fits well into the trends 
of Central Sudan and Nubia. These are the use of quartz and flint, the single 
platform, rarely prepared cores and the slicing, the abundance of cortical flakes 
in the debitage. It seems that the heavy use of quartz against all other material 
is not a feature at culture level, as it varies from site to site independently from 
cultures, but it has chronological significance (Shiner 1968a; Garcea 1996). The 
heavy presence of it in the debitage but not among tools is a common point with 
the Abkan (Lange and Nordstrom 2006). The importance of wide lunates among 
geometries can denote a more recent phase, as in Central Sudan the widening 
of lunates is an observed trend form the late Early Khartoum on (Garcea 1996; 
Fernandez 2006). The double backed perforators represent a significant portion 
of Abkan assemblages also, and there are some Khartoum Neolithic examples 
of their frequent use (Shiner 1968b; Nowakowski 1984). In the Khartoum Vari
ant, this type is underrepresented. The lack of gouges and celts is characteristic 
to the north, and for the Early Khartoum in the south, but their appearance 
could not strictly knotted with Khartoum Neolithic (Haaland 1989). Although 
many grinding stones were found at the nearby HSAP 080, at HSAP 057 only 
one occured in the slopewash. In any case, the lack of grinding implements 
signifies more the function than the age or culture of an occupation. The ce-
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ramie material is comparable with Khartoum Variant and Khartoum Neolithic 
pottery, manifesting in characteristics like zonal and covering decoration, long 
dotted curved zigzags, impressed lines of dots. From the Karmakol industry and 
the Abkan it differs in mineral tempering, the lack of notched rim decoration, 
the lack of incision. Among the recently excavated sites, we can cite for analo
gies 8-B-10C and el-Barga, counted as Khartoum Variant (Garcea 2006-2007). 
On the account for homologous composition of lithic and ceramic material we 
should mention the „Early Ceramic/Mesolithic” MTG-3 and the „Neolithic” 
3-Q-92 sites, or the Neolithic sites of the GAME concession area (Geus and 
Lecointe 2003; Paner 2003; Wolf, Nowotnick 2005).

The most important question about the reasoning above is the coherence of 
this sample. The palimpsest nature, the disturbed condition of surface material 
within our concession area usually permitted to recognize mapping units, instead 
of “sites”. In the case of HSAP 057, the situation was different. The hilltop location 
assured a delineated spatial context, and the general character of artefacts gave a 
restricted time-range, i.e. the Holocene. The fact, that this configuration was re
peatedly occured in the vicinity (for example HSAP 080), also supports a certain 
coherence in our sample. These considerations allowed us to handle our data in 
one interpretative scheme, based on the markers listed. The cultural characteris
tics of the artefacts suggest an earlier Khartoum Neolithic connotation of HSAP 
057, within the second half of the 5th Millenium BC time range. This conclusion 
hopefully serves as a locational information in the regional history of the Fourth 
Cataract area. A more minute cultural interpretation requires the unfolding of the 
site’s taphonomic history, a theme of our ongoing research.
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Table 1. HSAP 057, cores and typical items by type and raw material

Area A Area B

totalflint and
chert

quartz and 
quartzite

other
flint and

chert
other

single platform 7 2 4 13

opposed platform and bipolar 1 2 1 4

ninety degree 3 3

multiple platform 2 2

centripetal 1 1

initial 1 1

other 1 1

cores total 14 4 7 25

lunate 18 1 5 19

trapeze/rectangle 3 3

other backed pieces 4 1 5

perforators 9 9

notched pieces 1 4 5

burins 1 1 2

retouched pieces 5 7 1 2 15

varia 1 1

typicals total 41 8 2 12 1 59
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Table 2. HSAP 057, lithic material by type and raw material

collected pieces flint and chert quartz and quartzite other
total

category modification A B A B A B

cores 14 7 4 25

core fragments 5 10 1 1 17

natural debris 5 1 6

angular debris

no 12 37 6 1 2 58

splintering 1 1

total 13 37 6 1 2 59

flakes

no 117 164 106 2 2 391

splintering 8 1 9

use-retouch 17 8 8 33

total 142 173 114 2 2 433

blades

no 11 4 6 1 22

use-retouch 2 3 5

total 13 4 9 1 27

modified pieces

retouch 8 2 2 1 13

notch 3 4 1 8

backing 29 5 1 1 36

burin blow 1 1 2

total 41 12 3 2 1 59

collected pieces total 228 248 137 3 5 5 626

other registered pieces 556 0 2498 0 0 0 3054

total amount 3680
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Table 3. HSAP 057, in comparsion of other cultures and groups

A) CERAMIC SHERDS BY TEMPERING AGENTS

coarse 
(>1,5 mm)

medium coarse 
(0,9-1,5 mm)

medium smooth 
(0,4-0,8 mm)

smooth 
(0,1-0,3 mm)

sherd thickness

▲ ▲
-A—

A *■

4>

A light mineral tempering 
A medium mineral tempering 
▲ heavy mineral tempering 
O organic tempering 
n = 102

11 12 13 cm

27 straight,
tightly packed zigzag

52 curved/arched,
tightly packed zigzag11 curved banded 
spaced zigzag

1 10 straight,
simple impression

2 curving
simple impression

1 impressed dashes 
(rim decoration)

■8 non-identifiable

B) POTTERY 
DECORATIONS 
BY SHERDS

■ fabric 1
□ fabric 2
□ fabric 3

J____ I____ I____ I____ 1____ I pieces
10 20 30 40 50 total = 102

Data after Caneva 1984; Caneva and Zarattini 1984; Clark 1984; 1989; Garcea 2007; Geus 1984; 
1992; Jesse 2002; 2003; Lange and Nordstrom 2006; Mohamed-Ali 1982; Nordstrom 1972; Shiner

1968a; 1968b; Wendorf 1968.
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A HSAP057 
V HSAP080 
O prehistoric site

+ grave 
X rock art

Q cliffs under 20 cm height 

^ protruding cliffs, over 20 cm

patches, weak gravel & lithic coverage 

' ! dense gravel & lithic coverage 

ceramic sherds

^ flint, chert & other debitage (excluding typicals) 

0 quartz debitage (excluding typicals)

% typical (formal) tools

101-110
91-100
81-90
71-80
61-70
51-60
41-50
31-40
21-30
11-20
1-10

HSAP 057
57.4

E 32 33’29.3

□ stone alignments

surveyed area [294 m*] ■ area b [i m1]

area A isom

• •
• ••

• • •••••• •• • ■ • • •••••••
••••- ••••••••

Fig. 1. HASP 057. See the figure for explanations (drawings and arrangement: Attila Kiraly; 
satellite map from Google Earth).
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Fig. 2. HSAP 057, lithic material, cores. 1: ninety degree core; 2: multiple platform core;
3-4: single platform cores, (drawings: Attila Kiraly).
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Fig. 3. HSAP 057, lithic material, cores. 1: centripetal core (broken); 2:ninety degree core; 
3: single platform core; 4: centripetal core, (drawings: Attila Kiraly).
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Fig. 4. HSAP 057, lithic material, debitage and tools. 1: splintered piece; 2: cortical flake with use- 
retouch on dexter edge and damage on the distal part; 3: flake with notch on the dexter edge;

4: cortical crescent shaped flake from quartzite; 5: backed flake; 6: cortical crescent shaped flake 
from flint; 7: flake with end-scraper on the dexter-distal corner; 8; cortical crescent shaped flake 

with lisse platform; 9: flake with end-scraper on the sinister part; 10: splintered piece;
11: retouched flake from centripetal core; 12: backed tool with dorsal cortex.

(drawings: Attila Kiraly).
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Fig. 5. HSAP 057, lithic material, tools. 1,4,6: double backed perforators; 2-3,9: backed tools; 
5: perforator; 7-8: rectangles; 10-18: lunates. (drawings: Attila Kiraly).
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Fig. 6. HSAP 057, ceramic shreds (photos and drawings: Attila Kiraly).



Fig. 7. HSAP 057, ceramic shreds (photos and drawings: Attila Kiraly).
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Bucrania from the Eastern Cemetery at Kerma (Sudan) 
and the Practice of Cattle Horn Deformation

A Nubian culture that emerged in the early third millennium, the Kingdom 
of Kerma has retained in a rather lively fashion certain traditions of the pastoral 
societies that preceded it, notably the tight relationship between man and cattle. 
Evidence is plentiful and shows that cattle not only played an economic role, but 
also served a social function. Cattle have been depicted as small figurines discov
ered in the ancient city of Kerma (Ferrero 1984) or painted on murals decorating 
one of the large funerary chapels of the Eastern Cemetery (Bonnet 2000). More 
spectacular, however, is their use in funerary rituals, where thousands of bucrania 
were placed in front of burials.

During all phases of the Kerma culture, domestic animals have played an essential 
role in the economy (Chafx, Grant, 1992). The study of numerous remains found in 
the kingdoms capital shows the importance of livestock, which represent more than 
95 % of the fauna (Chaix 1994). Hunting activities were rare, with only scarce remains 
of gazelles, hippopotami and small game of various sorts. The meat diet of the Kerma 
people was essentially based on cattle (Bos taurus L.) and caprines, sheep (Ov/s aries
L.) and goat (Capra hircus L.). Some donkeys were also eaten. Cattle represent around 
50% of stock breeding, while caprines form 44%. These proportions changed as the 
Kerma culture developed (2450-1480 BC). From 1750 BC onward, a strong increase 
of domestic caprines is noted, cattle becoming more rare and precious during the Ker
ma classique period (Chaix 1994). The decrease of oxen is probably due to the more 
arid environmental conditions of the second millennium BC.
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Kerma’s Eastern Cemetery reveals much information that allows the study 
of the role of cattle within funerary practices (Chaix 1986; 1988; 1993). The sig
nificance associated with the presence of oxen in this context attests to their im
portance within society at that time. Starting with bucrania deposited in front of 
burials, notably those with deformed horns, the authors hope to understand the 
meaning of this practice by observing its technical aspects and by making ethno
graphic comparisons, following an investigation amongst the Hamar of Southern 
Ethiopia. Finally, it is expected that this research shall shed some light on the 
bucrania deposits found in front of tombs of the Kerma civilisation.

The Eastern Cemetery at Kerma and funerary practices
The Eastern Cemetery at Kerma is located four kilometres east of the ancient 

city, in the direction of the desert. It is a distinctive funerary complex that includes 
the burials of Kerma’s sovereigns and, therefore, was accessible to only a certain 
class of the population. The cemetery’s vast surface measures 70 hectares and, 
according to estimates calculated from completely excavated sectors, comprises 
approximately 40,000 tombs1 (Fig. 1). Developed from north to south, the ne
cropolis was exploited during the entire span of the Kerma civilisation. Typologi
cal studies of locally manufactured ceramics and Egyptian imports as well as the 
results of a dozen 04 dates have helped define the chronological markers and the 
development stages of this funerary assemblage, which, from 2450 to 1480 BC, 
spans almost a millennium (Bourriau 2004; Bonnet 2000; Privati 1999).

North, the Kerma ancien tombs are round and small; they generally contain the 
remains of a single individual. Only at the end of this period do larger burials appear; 
these are indicative of greater social distinction amongst individuals. Objects depos
ited within and around these burials are notably more numerous, as is the presence of 
animal offerings. Within the largest graves, the bodies of accompanying individuals 
can be found buried next to the deceased. Differences between burials increase during 
the Kerma moyen and, at this time, it is not rare to find grave pits of up to 10 -15 m in 
diameter. During the Kerma classique period, pits are generally rectangular and the 
principal burials are of impressive size: the famous royal tombs excavated in the early 
twentieth century by G. A. Reisner measure up to 90 m in diameter. Since 1977, the 
Swiss Archaeological Mission has excavated over 280 burials. These are found in 27 
sectors and cover almost all phases of the Kerma civilisation (Fig. 1).

1 During the Kerma ancien, the diameter of the tombs is lower and their density higher, 750 tombs per 
hectares on average. During the Kerma moyen, the dimensions of burials increase, but their density 
decreases to 570 tombs per hectare. Finally, during the Kerma classique, the development of royal tumuli 
measuring several dozen of metres in diameter results in an average density of 300 tombs per hectare.
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Fig. 1. Plan of the Eastern Cemetery at Kerma, with the location of the excavated sectors.
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Bucrania deposits in funerary context are known from the onset of the Neo
lithic period, around the time when the first cattle burials are also noted. The most 
ancient ox burial dates to circa 5400 BC, found in area E-94-1N at Nabta Playa 
in southern Egypt (Brass 2007). The first known bucranium originates from the 
Kerma region; it was found atop a child’s grave in the cemetery at el-Barga and 
dates to circa 5700 BC. While various forms of cattle deposits are recorded in both 
Egypt and Nubia (Wengrow 2001), the presence of bucrania is specific to Nubia. 
This practice is well attested during the fifth millennium at Kadruka and the Se
lim Basin, south of the Third Cataract (Salvatori et Usai 2002, Reinold 2000), as 
well as at Kadada and el-Ghaba in Central Sudan during the fourth millennium 
(Reinold 2008, Lecointe 1987). Generally, one or two bucrania were placed within 
the grave, next to the deceased, together with other offerings and funerary goods. 
During the Kerma civilisation—as was the case with the C-Group and the Pan
Grave culture of Lower Nubia, bucrania (if present at all) were deposited on the 
ground’s surface, in front of the tumulus covering the grave.

In Kerma s Eastern Cemetery, the first bucrania deposits appear during the 
Kerma ancien2 (Fig. 2). Rather rare at this time, they become common during the 
Kerma moyen when several hundreds can be found in front of the largest tombs. 
During the Kerma classique, bucrania are still deposited in front of burials, but in 
lesser numbers compared to earlier periods. Even in the larger tombs measuring 
more than 30 m in diameter, only a few dozen were included. This corroborates 
the notion of the decline in stock breeding due to the increased aridity, which was 
noted with the fauna of the city of Kerma (cf. supra).

Within the entire necropolis, it is difficult to understand why certain burials were 
provided with bucrania and others not. Excavated areas are generally too limited to 
provide a precise picture of the frequency of this phenomenon. Only sectors 12 and 
25, which date to the early Kerma moyen, were cleared sufficiently to allow a global 
view (Fig. 3). However, this area has suffered from erosion, at times rather intense. This 
caused the disappearance of bucrania in numerous areas. Furthermore, in areas of high 
density, successive burials have resulted in a reorganisation that might have caused the 
disappearance of the bucrania on the surface. Nonetheless, it was possible to observe 
that not all burials included bucrania deposits. The smallest burials (less than 2 or 3 m 
in diameter) generally do not include these deposits. On the other hand, tombs of larger 
dimensions appear to have been systematically provided with them, even when these

2 Other bovine remains found in the necropolis are horns placed directly in the tomb shaft. This practice 
is rather rare, expressed in only 11 tombs, but is found from the Kerma ancien period to the Kerma clas
sique. Additionally, the deceased is often placed on ox hide and similarly covered. Other animal remains 
are found inside the tomb—complete dog or sheep skeletons as well as chunks of sheep meat.
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Period Sector Grave
Normal
bucrania

Bucrania with 
forward-pointing 

horns

Bucrania with 
asymetrical

horns
Calves Total

KA II CE 2 53 i i

KA II CE 23 229 17 2 19

KA II CE 23 231 13 1 14

KA II CE 23 236 5 5

KA II CE 4 57 1 1

KA II CE4 58 1 1

KA IV CE 8 80 1 1

KM N 24 241 241

KM I CE 11 115 98 31 129

KM I CE 25 238 343 75 1 36 455

KM I CE 25 241 22 4 5 31

KM I CE 25 253 4069 560 5 265 4899

KM II CE 12 119 27 6 33

KM II CE 12 A 49 1 50

KM III CE 10 92 2 1 3

KM III CE 10 109 2 2

KM IV CE 20 182 ' 17 1 18

KM IV CE 20 183 6 6

KM IV CE 20 185 34 7 10 51

KM IV CE 20 186 12 1 1 14

KM IV CE 21 189 21 3 24

KM IV CE 21 190 41 1 10 52

KM V CE 15 B 23 6 29

KM VI CE 14 25 1 1

KC I CE 19 156 36 1 37

KC I CE 19 175 37 37

KC II CE 19 181 59 2 2 63

Total 5047 647 12 376 6082

Fig. 2. Inventory of excavated tombs with rows of bucrania placed before them.
The chronology is based on the period subdivisions proposed by ceramic studies (Privati 1999). 

KA: Kerma ancien; KM: Kerma moyen; KC: Kerma classique.
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Fig. 3. Plan of sectors 12 and 25 (Middle Kerma I-II) with the location of bucrania 
and associated burials.

could not be brought to light due to erosion. Among the latter, the largest were covered 
by a large tumulus around which small subsidiary burials were dug.

In general, the number of bucrania is proportional to the dimensions of the 
tomb (Fig. 4). In a rather obvious manner, this displays the wealth and the power 
of the deceased individual, whether it is by the abundance of funerary objects and 
offerings or by the number of subsidiary burials positioned around the grave. A 
clear connection thus exists between the status of the deceased and the number of 
skulls placed before his grave.

Bucrania with deformed horns
We shall now focus on the areas dated to the beginning of the Kerma moyen 

(KM I, circa 2,000 BC) which revealed the largest number of bucrania. Among 
these is found the largest number of specimens with deformed horns. At this 
time, the funerary ritual follows very specific rules, as demonstrated by tomb 1153

3 This ritual is valid for tombs of a certain size (generally diameter of two metres or larger). Smaller 
tombs, often considered subsidiary burials around a principal tomb, are much simpler: they contain
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Fig. 4. Graphic correlation between the diameter of Kerma moyen tombs 
and the number of skulls placed before them (logarithmic scale).

The doted line indicates the regression line.

(Fig. 5). The pit is covered by a tumulus of earth topped by an arrangement of black 
and white stones. In certain cases, a chapel was erected on the west side and ceram
ics were frequently placed on the ground at the edge of the tumulus. Bucrania were 
positioned in a semicircle, facing the tomb, on the south side, while an alignment of 
posts is often present in the north. These might have served as windscreens, unless 
they were flagstaff's (Bonnet 2000: 24-25). Within the tomb, the deceased rests on a 
wooden bed; he is dressed and accompanied with personal goods. Complete sheep, 
often placed in a leather sack, were deposited south and west of the bed (Chaix 
2000). Occasionally, one or more individuals accompany the deceased within the 
pit, in the same location as the sheep. North of the principal deceased are located 
chunks of sheep meat, cut following a very specific procedure (Chaix 2003), as well 
as bowls and vessels that must have contained liquids and perfumes.

The bucrania were also prepared in a very specific manner, by cutting 
the jawbone and occipital bone in order to preserve the frontal bone and the 
horns. In tombs that included several hundred skulls, these were placed in a 
very precise order (Fig. 6). The front row comprised cows and their juvenile 
offspring; it was followed by a row of bulls and, finally, by a series of oxen.

fewer funerary goods and do not include beds and animal offerings.
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pottery and 
offerings

e>

%ta m&'sz
2 m bucrania

Fig. 5. Plan of grave 115, dated to Middle Kerma.

This arrangement could be repeated several times (Chaix 2007). Interest
ingly, certain graves revealed within this arrangement unusual specimens 
with artificially deformed horns (Chaix 2004). From a total of 27 excavated 
graves containing bucrania, nine included such specimens (Fig. 2). When a 
tomb includes only a few dozen skulls, there are only one or two specimens 
with deformed horns among them. Within more richly endowed tombs, de
formation is more frequent. On average, there is one deformed specimen 
per eight heads of cattle (between 6 and 9.5, depending on each case). Two 
major types of deformed horns have been observed.
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The first type, by far the most fre
quent, consists in bringing together 
the two horns, in order to make them 
grow parallel to each other. Because 
their horns go forward and upward, 
these animals are called cattle with 
forward-pointing horns’ (Fig. 7). To 
obtain this deformation, the traction 
was exerted at a young age; we have 
found all stages of this deformation 
procedure. This biomechanical con
straint also produces an important oc
cipital bump between the base of the 
horns as well as a change in the shape 
of the horn-cores. A cross-section 
shows them as now elliptical. The po
sition of cattle with forward-pointing 
horns is carefully planned within the 
whole funerary assemblage. For exam
ple, in grave 185, the seven deformed 
specimens form a single line (Fig. 8); 
the 75 parallel bucrania of grave 238 
are arranged in two rows, and in the very large grave 253, the 560 parallel bucrania 
form five lines interspersed by rows of cows, bulls and probably bullocks.

The second type of artificial deformation consists of pulling forward one of the 
horns, while the other keeps its natural growth direction (Fig. 9). These specimens 
were found in different sectors of the cemetery. Type 2 deformation is rare com
pared to type 1 (12 against 647).

Traces found on certain skulls have revealed information regarding the de
formation techniques used. Some calves, with well-preserved horn-sheaths, show 
typical excrescence at the tips. These were artificially created in order to put a rope 
and a tightener between the two horns (Fig. 10). Nowadays, these morphological 
features can be observed on living cattle raised in East Africa. The Murle of Sudan 
and the Turkana of Northern Ethiopia, for example, use a strap between the two 
horns in order to make them grow parallel to each other.

Additional marks point to the utilisation of cutting tools; these consist of cuts at 
the base of the horn or on the frontal bone (Fig. 11). Ethnographic examples show

Fig. 6. Clearing of skulls placed 
in front of grave 253.
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10 cm

Fig. 7. Bucrania with forward-pointing horns from grave 253 and reconstruction of a bovine.

Fig. 8. Location of forward-pointing horns amongst normal bucrania of grave 185.
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that the modification of the direction 
of the horn is made by fracturing the 
base of the horn-sheath. Two methods 
are known for this procedure. The first 
consists of cutting the base of the sheath 
with a white-hot spear, as performed by 
the Nuer and the Dinka in Sudan (cf. in
fra). The use of sharp tool creates deep 
incisions at the base of the horn, as those 
observed on some skulls. The second 
technique was observed by one of the au
thors, Jerome Dubosson, during an eth- 
noarchaeological investigation among 
the Hamar of southern Ethiopia. It shall 
be described below in more details and 
within its social context. The necessity 
of expanding our ethnographic observa
tions of pastoral societies prompted this 
visit, undertaken in order to understand 
better the complex connections between 
man and cattle. As this research project was conceived to answer questions brought 
forward by field archaeology at Kerma, an emphasis was placed on the meaning of 
deformed horns and on the deformation techniques currently used.

Pastoralism and society among the Hamar of Ethiopia
In numerous pastoral and agro-pastoral societies, cattle horns possess practi

cal, aesthetic or symbolic values. However, there exist very few historical or an
thropological documents that explain their true function and meaning within 
societies of African breeders—hence the reason for a 6-month ethnoarchaeologi- 
cal investigation held in 2005 among the agro-pastoral society of the Hamar of 
southern Ethiopia.

Hamar pastoralism is chiefly a masculine activity. Men are constantly moving 
between the low- and highlands, not only to find pastures and watering holes 
for their herds, but a also to maintain their social and political connections. Al
though cattle are the main subjects of conversation, they are also the favourite 
objects of attention. Cattle ownership is highly valued and deemed essential to 
human activities, and therefore herders take good care of their animals. Indeed,

Fig. 9. Bucrania with asymmetrical horns from 
grave 190 and reconstruction of a bovine.
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the Hamar not only live from their ani
mals, they live with them. The spatial 
and temporal framework of domes
tication therefore contributes to the 
birth of intimate connections between 
a man and his animal. Because it also 
incorporates a set of representations, 
values and perceptions, cattle domes
tication cannot be considered only as 
radical transformation of the connec
tions between man and his natural 
environment, these connections being 
fostered by pastoral knowledge and 
technique. Approaching pastoralism 
as an ideological system enables us to 
highlight new elements in domestica
tion processes.

As a result of the daily caring for 
their cattle, herders are led to pay 
attention to the physical qualities of 
their animals. While the considera
tion for the health and well-being of 
the animals is an important element 
of this charge, it appears that the 

simple viewing of the animals—and specific physical attributes, in particu
lar—is source of daily satisfaction for their owners (Coote 1992). The animals’ 
visual appearance contributes to their owner’s attachment. While every beast 
is noted for the colours and the shine of its hide, the shape of its tail and 
horns, and for the size and appearance of its hump and body, only a few play 
a pivotal role in the social life of their owners. Indeed, in some East African 
pastoral and agro-pastoral societies, every young man is socially obliged to 
maintain a special relationship with a bovine, which becomes a prestige item 
due to its personality and appearance. The bovine also becomes a partner in a 
deep and complex emotional relationship. Man and animal thus become mu
tually dependent, a relationship that reinforces the individuality of the herder, 
while facilitating his social integration and cultural training. This symbiotic 
relationship has intrigued a number of anthropologists who, since C. G. Selig-

Fig. 10. Calves’ bucrania showing the artificial 
excrescence at the tip of the left horn-sheath 
and technical system used for deformation, 
after ethnographical observations amongst 
the Turkana pastoralists (after Jones, 1984).
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Fig. 11. Left: cut-marks at the base of the left horn, observed on a skull from grave 253.
These marks were made by a sharp blade, in order to break the horn-sheath, 

before deformation. Right: longitudinal cut-marks on the right part of a frontal bone.

man (1932), have talked about the identification of the man with the animal 
(Evans-Pritchard 1953; 1956; Lienhardt 1961; Beidelman 1966; Deng 1972; 
Gourlay 1972). The diversity of terms associated with this animal highlights 
the complexity of this phenomenon (bell-ox, name-ox, dance-ox, display-ox 
or favourite beast), and the difficulty of translating such vernacular terms. 
However, most scholars agree on the non-economic aspect of the favourite 
animal, which can be a bull, an ox or a goat, but rarely a cow (Fukui 1996). 
They also insist on the animal’s symbolic and aesthetic values (Evans-Pritch
ard 1940; Gulliver 1955; Lienhardt 1961; Buxton 1973; Burton 1981). Indeed, 
the animal is set apart from the herd by markings on its body and specific at
tributes that confirm these values. Breeders will even go so far as to artificially 
modify its visual appearance in order to satisfy aesthetic desires and respond 
to cultural demands peculiar to the pastoral ideology4 of their society.

The favourite animal phenomenon is known in several cultures, without 
necessarily being found in all pastoral and agro-pastoral societies of East Afri
ca. We note it in the Sudan among the Dinka, Longarim, Mandari, Murle and 
the Nuer; in Uganda, among the Dodoth, Jie and the Karimojong; in Kenya, 
among the Pokot and the Turkana; and in Ethiopia, among the Bodi, Dassan- 
etch, Mursi, Nyangatom and the Hamar. Far from being complete, the study of 
this phenomenon already reveals that the favourite animal is the emblematic 
expression of the complex connections that bond a herder, his herd and his 
society (Hazel 1997; Dubosson in press).

4 Here, we understand this ideology as the « ensemble social de representations; [such as the] ensemble 
des idees et valeurs communes dans une societe (Dumont 1983 : 263).
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The role of cattle horn and deformation practice amongst the Hamar
The horns of South Ethiopian cattle display a wide variety of natural forms5, 

some of which are particularly appreciated by herders due to the meaning given 
them. The Hamar artificially reproduce two of these forms on their cattle. Horns 
angled upward in a circle or a semicircle above the head, the tips of which converge, 
are called loukouri. These evoke the door of the cattle pen and symbolise protection. 
The horns of certain cows can be given the shape of loukouri because this is said to 
enhance their fertility. However, this particular modification of horns is rare and 
does not concern favourite animals. On the other hand, horns called kamara are 
found on oxen and this consists of the deformation of the left horn of the animal 
towards the front and downward, while leaving the right horn to grow upward natu
rally. Occasionally, the right horn is deformed.6 Kamara horns, which are the most 
prized among young breeders, are a true marker of cultural identity of the Hamar 
and their bovines. Other ethnic groups of the region prefer different types of horns. 
Bovines with forward-pointing horns, for example, are much appreciated by the 
Mursi; however, the Hamar consider this type unlucky. Therefore, the Hamar shall 
never select these bovines as favourite animals, but might eventually keep them for 
their economic and practical value (exchange, meat, blood, hide, etc.).

For the Hamar, the pastoral practice of horn deformation is the ultimate step in 
the embellishment procedure of the favourite animal (Errewak). Previously, the ani
mal was castrated, its ears incised with notched motifs, its dewlap cut in the shape 
of a pendant, and its hide scarred with geometric designs. These body markings are 
clear signs that differentiate the animal and make obvious its Errewak status. Horn 
deformation is painful and can be fatal to the bovine if not executed by an expert. 
The owner shall call upon this expert, if he isn’t one himself. The operation takes 
place when the horns of the animal, then one to three years old, have developed 
enough to indicate their natural growth direction—should the owner choose not to 
keep it. The operation generally takes place by the river where men gather to water 
the animals, but it has been known to take place at the pastoral camp or the Errewak 
owners house, as was the case for this particular deformation (Fig. 12).

Horn deformation takes place during the dry season, at the time of famine, 
and it strengthens the bond between the herders gathered for the occasion

5 We have identified at least 14 Hamar words discribing the various forms of natual horns; each pos
sesses a name and holds a particular significance.

6 Amongst the Longarim of south-eastern Sudan, society is divided up in two groups: lions and mon
keys. Horn deformation is connected to this social organisation: “If a 'lion' wishes to deform his fa
vourite ox’s horns so that they will grow asymetrically, he must do this so that the right horn will bend 
upwards and the left horn downwards. The ‘monkeys’ must pattern theirs in the opposite way.’’ (Kronen- 
berg 1961:263).
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Fig. 12. Deformation procedure of an ox’s horn, near the house of its owner, 
Hamar society of southern Ethiopia.

in order to insure its success. The Hamar elders (donza) perform the barjo 
ela ritual, which is to say that they call for rain, abundance and the health of 
men and cattle to come. Barjo is a complex Hamar notion that takes different 
meanings (destiny, good fortune, luck, life force, well-being) and that is pos
sessed by certain substances as well as things, words, ‘invisible beings,’ places, 
water, plants, animals and mankind (Strecker 1988). The Hamar say that their 
bovines contribute to their own barjo. Horn deformation aims to not only 
strengthen their own barjo, but also that of their Errewak.

The ownership of a favourite animal appears to indicate the herders’ compli
ance with the norms of their society, insofar as it is key to their pastoral training 
and social integration. Through it, they experience the difficult handling of a 
herd (necessary to their future collective and family lives), a youthful manliness 
(strength, courage, beauty, endurance, warlike fervour) away from a feminine 
presence, the ethics of equality that prevails amongst friends of the same age 
group that are at the onset of their social career and, finally, subordination to 
the elders {donza), who hold cultural knowledge and political power. Thus, the 
acquisition of such an animal does not reflect a herder’s personal interest for bo
vine aesthetics, but the will to belong fully to one’s age group by corresponding 
to the Hamar’s conception of the ideal man.
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Fig. 13. Fracturing the base of the horn-sheath with a stone weight.

At the moment of deformation, the organiser has the opportunity to present to 
the attending Hamar his own singularity and that of his Errewak. Indeed, friends 
of his own age group (anamo) choose at this time the name of the favourite ox, 
based on the colour of the animal’s hide. Then, the herder takes this name for him
self as ‘father of this hide colour,’ a name by which his friends shall refer to him 
out of respect and acknowledgement. Tire deformation of the horns is therefore a 
fundamental step in the future life of a man who endangers the life of his favourite 
animal itself, in order to insure his status as a herder.

‘Deforming horns’ is the English translation of the Hamar words kroshumba 
para—the first word means ‘horn’ and the second, ‘throwing a stone.’ Indeed, a 
Hamar herder modifies the shape of a favourite bovine’s horns by dealing precise 
repetitive blows with a stone weighing between 1 and 3 kilos. Found on river- 
banks, this stone is often pitted so as to offer a good handgrip and to make its 
edges round, thereby avoiding the deep fracturing of the skull’s bones. The stone 
is extremely difficult to find and is generally used only within this context. After
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Fig. 14. After the forehead of the animal is cut, a stick is inserted in order to maintain 
the tension on the rope attached to the horn.

each use, it is stored in a safe place until another man needs it for his favourite ani
mal. The stone does not hold a particular significance for the Hamar; it is simply 
an ordinary stone appreciated for its physical properties. However, the Hamar do 
give a certain importance to stones that were deemed effective during a previous 
usage—in other words, stones that were used for successful deformations.

During the deformation procedure, (in this example, we are dealing with fu
ture kamara horns) the animal is isolated from the herd and held lying on its left 
side by a few men, while the expert confidently deals a dozen blows to the ox’s 
skull, specifically at the base of the horn-sheath (Fig. 13). The blows slowly free the 
sheath from its bony base and create a semicircle of fractures towards which the 
horn shall be pushed and twisted until the cracking sound indicating its release is 
heard. The horn shall then grow against the break. The intervention is brutal and 
occurs only once. Supposedly, it promotes docility in the animal, in the same way 
castration is said to. If it fails and the animal does badly, the owner shall have to 
find a new Errewak, because it is considered the herald of bad luck.

A rope is then affixed to the tip of the left horn and the head of the animal (Fig. 
14). With a knife, the expert carefully cuts parallel lines on the animal’s muzzle. 
The two cuts that he attempts to produce must be deep enough to insert a stick
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that shall hold a rope connecting the forehead of the Errewak to its horn, which 
was previously incised. Indeed, the expert creates a groove along the circumfer
ence of the tip with his knife in which he will secure the rope (Fig. 15). Thanks 
to the rope, which shall fall off by itself about a month later, this technique al
lows for the creation of the tension needed for the desired alignment of the horn 
and keeping it stationary. Fresh cow dung is later applied to the wounds, used 
as disinfectant and painkiller. Finally, in order to mark their participation, ad
ditional lines are handmade by the individuals present. Referred to as gomorro 
(ornaments), these have a temporary aesthetic value that distinguish the Errewak 
from the other animals as well as a propitiatory value. Once the procedure on the 
horns is completed (approximately 10 minutes), the animal gets up by itself and 
rejoins the herd.

This step completes the aesthetic transformation of the favourite ox. The visual 
characteristics of this animal are noticeable against the other animals of the herd, 
thanks to the care given by its owner. These also confirm the symbolic value of 
the Errewak, which, by its barjo, guarantees the good health of its owner. In fact, a 
Hamar breeder believes that his Errewak personifies his own barjo. Horns having 
been deformed as prescribed by tradition, he can now honour his anamo and cel
ebrate the qualities of his favourite animal in his songs. Also, in his dances, when 
surrounded by his close relatives and friends, he imitates with his arms the shape 
of his Errewak’s horns (Strecker 1986).

Techniques related to the deformation of cattle horn vary from one ethnic group 
to another. While the stone weight used to break the base of the horn-sheath is 
common to the populations of southern Ethiopia (Bodi, Dassanetch, Hamar, Mursi, 
Nyangatom) as well as the Pokot of northern Kenya (Brown 1990) and the Lon- 
garim of south-eastern Sudan (Kronenberg 1961), this is not the case amongst the 
Murle, Dinka and Nuer of Sudan, for example (Lewis 1972; Ryle 1982; Streck 1982). 
Shortly after his initiation, a youth receives an ox, the beauty of which he tries to en
hance and for which he composes songs that inspire respect from the other herders. 
An expert is called to modify the shape of the horns of the favourite animal in order 
to personalise it according to the youths wishes. The expert softens the horn by ex
posing it to the heat of a firebrand, and cuts it diagonally with a freshly sharpened 
spear. The incision is made through the stratum germinativum deep into the corium 
(Schwabe 1984). The base of the horn is then garrotted with bark fibres to stop the 
blood weeping from the wound. The horns will grow back, curving in the direction 
of the open angle. This technique of incision with a spear allows for its repeating 
until the shaped desired by the owner is obtained. The animal suffers and certain
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Fig. 15. Cuts, made with a knife, on the tip of the horn help secure the rope.

anthropologists remind us that the Nuer compare this ordeal to the initiation that 
transforms adolescents into men, during which parallel incisions are made on their 
forehead (Evans-Pritchard 1953; Streck 1982).

What is the significance for the bucrania at Kerma?
Bucrania deposits at Kerma demonstrate without a doubt the fondness for 

cattle and the value their ownership represented within society. Deposited around 
tombs, they symbolised the wealth and the power of their master. Evidently, it
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is extremely tempting to make parallels with modern pastoral societies of East 
Africa, where the social and symbolic role of cattle is important. The deformed 
horns that characterise certain skulls at Kerma evoke the practices related to the 
embellishment and differentiation of the favourite animal, as performed amongst 
numerous groups of modern herders, notably the Hamar. It would be rather sim
plistic to transpose directly these ethnographic observations to the archaeological 
context. Yet, the animals (cattle) with deformed horns at Kerma were without a 
doubt imbued with a special significance and the will to physically mark them 
expresses a desire to distinguish them from others. Perhaps these were favourite 
animals, represented by only one or two per herd. Our calculations show that 
their ratio was one animal to eight. We can thus suggest the existence of family 
herds (from the same lineage), each provided with a favourite ox.

The most richly endowed tombs show that, within the hierarchical society of 
the Kerma moyen, certain individuals were sufficiently powerful for 500 to 5000 
heads of cattle to be gathered at their death. In this case, we are mostly likely deal
ing with the gathering of several herds for the funeral. The distinctive diets of cer
tain bovines—highlighted by carbon/nitrogen isotope analyses—suggests differ
ent environments, thus herds of various origins (Iacumin et al. 2001; Thompson 
et al. 2008). There would have been, among each of these herds, several favourite 
animals; however, their skulls would have been arranged according to other cri
teria: beast with deformed horns, cows, bulls, oxen, and bullocks. However it is 
also possible that special herds existed, for example a herd entirely comprised of 
cattle with forward-pointing horns. Such “royal” herds, belonging to the monarch 
himself, would symbolise his power and his special rank.

In interlacustrine kingdoms and in Madagascar, pastoralism has played an 
important role related to the wielding of power. Known examples have revealed 
much on the status certain bovines might have had. In Rwanda, the ownership of 
one or several cows granted a certain social prestige, which created class divisions 
(De Heusch 1982). The monarchical system rested on the ownership of bovine 
herds. In theory, the king was the owner of every cow in the kingdom and trusted 
its management to the Tutsi lords. The most prestigious of all herds was that of the 
king; it was comprised of specifically chosen cows, with great horns and a slender 
figure obtained by crossbreeding. In Bunyoro, there were also royal herds and any 
person owning a herd was assured of high social status (Mafeje 1991). The exis
tence of royal herds is also mentioned in the south-west and the south of Mada
gascar, among the Bara and the Mahafaly (Faroux 1989). Within these societies, 
pastoral practices cannot be separated from the religiosity experienced by these
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groups. Oxen remain at the centre of communication between the living and the 
family ancestors, on which their prosperity depends. The quality of this commu
nication is always achieved by sacrifice of oxen—the ultimate wealth. Similarly, 
connections of power are also made through ostentatious display: the family that 
sacrifices the greatest number of oxen during important ceremonies (circumci
sion, funerals) is the one with whom alliances are most sought. Thus a herder can 
build, for his own profit, a network and, when the need arises, mobilise groups of 
labour beyond the potential offered by his extended family. At the death of the last 
Mahafaly king, Tsiamponde, in 1911, a large platform of 40 m square, which took 
six months to build, was erected (Boulfroy 1976). At the funerary ceremony, 700 
zebu skulls were deposited, representing only half of the total number of animals 
sacrificed. Fifty percent of these were taken from the royal herd itself and vassal 
clans provided the rest. After the slaughter of the 1400 zebus—an event that lasted 
3 days—the meat was distributed to the inhabitants of the kingdom.

In Kerma, like in these kingdoms, cattle ownership must have conferred a cer
tain prestige, the expression of which was also demonstrated by funerary customs. 
While certain oxen might have been favourite animals, it is also possible that horn 
deformation was reserved for the animals belonging to the elite, like the royal 
herd found in certain African kingdoms. As in Madagascar, the sacrifice of these 
animals during particular ceremonies, notably during funerals, must have corre
sponded to a demonstration of power and a means of establishing one’s authority 
over an alliance network.

Text translated in English by Caroline M. Rocheleau
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Introduction
The results of preliminary excavations at palaeolithic site Affad 23 have 

been presented at the symposium Archaeology of the Earliest Northeastern 
Africa, Poznan in 2003 and later on during some other occasions. It was pub
lished in the final form in 2011 (Osypinski, Osypinska, Gautier 2011). One of 
the works impact was initiating a new research project1 focused on a possibly 
completed description of the late-pleistocene settlement near Affad and its 
contexts. Survey done in February 2012 let to complete data from previous 
research in the area - Southern Dongola Reach Survey (Zurawski 2003). One 
of the main aims of the new project is to determine the relative and absolute 
chronology of Affad sites occurring on the same stratigraphic level (surface 
of riverine late-pleistocene terrace) and containing lithics with very similar 
technological and stylistic features.

Lithic production in Affad 23
Analysis of the lithic artefacts collected in 2003, point to the workshop 

character of the assemblage. Refittings of numerous cortical flakes and their 
dispertion marked relics of the initial knapping activities using chert pebbles 
as a raw material, collected in the nearest vicinity. Technological attributes of

1 Project ..Levallois Tradition Epigons in the Middle Nile Valley” financed by the Polish National Cent
er for Science, research grant DEC-2011/01/D/HS3/04125. www.archeosudan.org

http://www.archeosudan.org
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the assemblage were related with discoidal - flake oriented methods. Leval- 
lois flakes were used as a blank for burins production, but most of recorded 
flakes wasn’t retouched at all. However, refitted pieces didn’t mark the stage of 
predestined flake or point production. Presence of such a gap let to consider 
the assemblage to be remnants of few visits in short time span with different 
motives. Initial raw material working was not related directly to using (and 
abandoning) the tools.

What is more the absolute age of Affad 23 was problematic. Technological 
analysis excluded link to blade traditions typical for late-pleistocene inventories 
of Old World. However, presence of few burins and lack of bifacial items had been 
the elements recalling the latest flake-oriented industries of Nubian Nile Valley 
(Khormusan). Moreover the occurrence in the upper parts of silt terrace point
ed to the relation with one of the youngest Nile aggradation stage (Late-Middle 
Palaeolithic Aggradation - according to Schild and Wendorf 2010 dated to early 
MIS4, but maybe even younger one - dated to MIS3?). Such a long term surviving 
of levallois tradition in the area between 3rd and 4th Cataracts should be taken 
under consideration.



The Lithic Traditions of Late-Pleistocene settlement at Affad, Sudan 215

Palaeolithic sites revisited in 2012
The main aim of the survey in February 2012 was the recognition of the lithic 

traditions present at sites surrounding Affad. Artifacts collected during SDRS 
usually didn’t represent typical tools or technologically distinctive elements. Only 
the next prospection of these sites surfaces made the ability to complete valuable 
set of artifacts. Also contextual data needed completing especially in term of de
scription of primary/secondary artifacts deposition sediment.

In total 52 locations were revisited (Fig. 1). All produced some palaeolithic ar
tifacts during SDRS. The sites were located in 5 clusters reflecting different states 
of deposition levels preservation. Although most of them presented much worse 
state of preservation than Affad 23, usually allowing collecting representative lith- 
ics. Identification of lithic traditions known from Nubian Nile Valley and in gen
eral - northeastern Africa was possible basing on these collections.

Single elements - Mousterian and bifacial pieces, originate from early stage of 
Middle Palaeolithic (Nubian Middle Stone Age) among artifacts collected during 
2012 survey. All these represented technological traditions basing on big flakes pro
duction (often elongated) of ferruginous sandstone. Tool set didn’t include endscrap- 
ers, burins or perforators restricting to denticulate and notched forms. There was also 
no evidence of levallois points production using Nubian Methods. Those inventories 
reflects presence of Nubian Mousterian tradition noticed in Nubia (down the 2 Cata
ract - Wendorf, 1968), on Sai Island (Van Peer 1991) and at another parts of Nile Val
ley, however known from surface finds mostly (Osypinski in print; Wqs 2006, Paner 
and Pudlo 2010). Similarly Affad finds of that type came from secondary context.

The core-tools found near Affad didn’t fit to the definition of bifacial works too 
(shaped at two faces simultanously and symetrical in crossection). Beside published 
artifact from Affad 23 (Osypinski et al, 2011, Fig.6a), in 2012 were recorded one 
more atypical point (Fig. 2:a). It was performed on big discoidal core with crude 
work on two opposite side edges never modifying old flaking surface. It resulted 
with shaping elongated tool, triangular in crossection. The size of blank (discoidal 
core of ferruginous sandstone) point to the origin related to earlier tradition than 
most of another Affad lithics, however reutilization can not to be excluded (both 
blank or finished form). The artifact was found within silt deposit rich in quartz 
pebbles, toghether with hippo bones and most probably it wasn’t redeposited.

Next bifacial piece (Fig. 2:b) was found some 35km to the east of Affad and 
was much smaller and regular in shape (leaf point). Unfortunately its production 
schema is not clear - also reusing the older tool could not be excluded. Tire find 
came from sandy surface cover so it’s hard to define its primary context.
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Fig.2. Middle Palaeolithic core-forms (a-point made of discoidal core; b-leaf point; 
c-levallois flake core; d-levallois Nubian II point core; e-levallois classic point core).
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Fig.3. Middle Palaeolithic tools (a,b-levallois classic points; c.d-levallois Nubian II points; 
e-Tayac point; f,g-denticulate tools; h-side scraper; I-perforator)
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Fig.4. Microlithic finds (a,b,c,d-discoidal cores; e-microlithic blade; f-endscraper made of blade;
g.h-crescents made of blades; i-blade core).
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Fragment of Aterian tanged point found in Tergis in 1999 (Osypinski 2003: 
Fig. MTC II/4:e) was the same unique find. Tanged points were typical for North
Western African Middle Stone Age (Garcea 2010), although were similarly noticed 
in the Nile Valley (Wendorf and Schild 1992; Garcea 2003). Dating of Aterien in
clude wide time span between 80 and 40 ka BP, but most flourished period fold on 
the turn of MIS5 and MIS4. Accepted data pointed that after hyper arid optimum 
in the middle MIS4, Aterien survived in the Northern Africa only (Mediterranean 
coast) (Garcea 2010).

Easily most of the lithic cores and tools from Affad bore traces of manufactur
ing within levallois methods of wide palette of raw materials. Numerous cores 
for flakes (Fig. 2:c) and points (Fig. 2:d,e) were recorded - both classic levallois 
in concept and Nubian II (Guichard and Guichard 1968; Van Peer 1991). No one 
example of Nubian Method I point (nor core) was noticed instead. Relief of nega
tives in each case (except of Nubian II points) was formed from the same direction 
as the main strike.

Assemblages of Affad contained also numerous tools present in late-Middle 
Palaeolithic Khormusan inventories (Marks 1968; Vermeersch 1992). Published 
burins from Affad 23 (Osypinski et al. 2011: Fig 6:b-c) were supported after 2012 
with next levallois points, denticulate tools, Tayac-type point, sidescrapers, perfo
rators (Fig. 3).

Affad produced also a minute number of miniature discoidal lithics (Fig. 4:a- 
d) typical for latest palaeolithic inventories from Wadi Haifa dated to MIS2 (Shild 
and Wendorf 2010). Those artifacts didn’t dominate in any case and probably 
should be considered as a margin of medium-size production prevailing in Affad. 
The last kind of lithic tradition recorded on the surface were microlithic blade 
artifacts (Fig. 4:e-i). Occasionally (as at Affad 23) microlithic artifacts were re
corded on the surface together with older - pleistocene pieces. Such evidence re
flected complete erosion of sediment coeval with neolithic settlement. Only in the 
eastern part of Affad district silts of holocene aggradation survived in much bet
ter condition. Microlithic items had been prevailing single levallois flakes there. 
Clusters of pottery and remnants of pits and fireplacs were also present.

Summary
Lithic assemblages of Central Affad sites showed a number of common fea

tures typical for the Nubian inventories dated to the fall of Pleistocene (MIS4- 
MIS2). Lithic technology was based on tertiary Hudi cherts procured from natu
ral outcrops or intentionally mined. Raw materials palette was fulfilled with other
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fine grained rocks most probably available in the same geological sediment as 
cherts - sandstone, mudstone, petrified wood. The main debitage methods were 
variations of levallois schemas with exception of Nubian I variant of point pro
duction. It seems specially interesting as in Nubia that method occurred both in 
early inventories dated to late MIS5 (Late Nubian Complex - Van Peer 1992) as 
well as in latest ones (Gemaian - Schild and Wendorf 2010) of MIS2.

On limited scale also older finds could be reused both as a blank for new forms 
(eg. big core-forms or bifacial pieces) and as simple pieces.

Studying lithic assemblages from Affad region one should also notice absolute 
absence of blade tradition older than Holocene production. At the other parts of 
northeastern Africa blade methods appeared at the turn of MIS5 and MIS4 evolv
ing from local levallois traditions (eg. Taramsan in middle Egypt - Van Peer et al. 
2010). Southern Dongola Reach Survey produced only minute number of such 
type artifacts - each time recorded out of their primary context. Even if blade tra
ditions were present between 3rd and 4th cataract, original sediments related to 
them eroded. In the contrary late-pleistocene silt terraces around Affad presents 
much higher value and their absolute dating (planned to 2013) should clarify the 
problem of last levallois craftsmen age.
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Introduction
This article will present some new discoveries regarding the Fayum Epipal

aeolithic culture. These new discoveries were made through the survey and sur
face artefact collection as part of the UCLA/RUG Fayum project. The survey area 
is located in the northeastern part of the Fayum. It runs between Kom Aushim 
(the ancient Karanis) in the east and Qasr el-Sagha in the west, and includes the 
northeastern shore of Lake Qarun in the south and the rocky terrain in the north 
which marks the northern fringe of the Fayum Depression. The 2003-2006 sea
sons’ fieldwork concentrated on the eastern half of the area (Fig.l). The Fayum has 
been investigated by several research projects in the last century, and information 
about the spatial distribution of Epipalaeolithic remains and the lithic technology 
and subsistence of the Fayum Epipalaeolithic culture has been obtained (Brewer 
1989; Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934; Mussi et al. 1984; Puglisi 1967; Wen- 
dorf and Schild 1976; Wenke et al. 1988). The new survey aimed at locating and 
reinvestigating previously-published Epipalaeolithic sites and recording any other 
archaeological features that were encountered. Since no new radiocarbon date 
was obtained through this survey, the attribution of finds to the Epipalaeolithic 
depends solely on the previous information about the technological features of 
this culture. The time span of the Fayum Epipalaeolithic is presently understood 
as around 7530-6090 cal.BC (Table 1), based on the latest calibration of published 
radiocarbon dates (Hendrickx 1999: 34).
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Fig. 1. General map of the Fayum and the location of the area surveyed.

Low desert in the survey area
The low desert close to the present lakeshore is marked by four large basins, 

which were named by Caton-Thompson as the Z Basin, X Basin, L Basin and 
K Basin (Fig.2) respectively from the west to the east (Caton-Thompson and 
Gardner 1934: pl.CIX). According to a reconstruction of lake level fluctuations 
in the Pleistocene and Holocene (Hassan et al. 2006), the water margin of the 
lake has moved between 40 m asl and 40 m bsl. These basins have been filled 
with water as long as the lake level was higher than 10-15 m asl. Epipalaeolithic 
remains have been located on the shores of these basins at elevations between 5 
m asl and 20 m asl.
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Table 1. Archaeological cultures in the Fayum and neighbouring regions 
in the Early-Middle Holocene

cal.BC Dakhleh Oasis Djara Fayum Negev & Sinai Southern Levant

Late Bashendi A

Early Bashendi A

Djara B

Djara A

Epipalaeolithic

Epipalaeolithic

Ghassulian
(Chalcolithic)

Qatifian (Late Pottery 
Neolithic)

Lodian 
(Jericho IX)

Early Pottery 
Neolithic Yarmukian (Early 

Pottery Neolithic)

Desert PPNB

Site E29H1
Site E29H1 is located on the gentle slope of the northeastern shore of the X Ba

sin. The site has been recognised and reported by Caton-Thompson in the 1920s 
as an unnamed surface site (Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934: 74 and pl.CX). 
Thereafter, it was revisited and studied in more detail by the Combined Prehis
toric Expedition in 1969 (Wendorf and Schild 1976: 181-199). The Combined 
Prehistoric Expedition found vast scatters of Epipalaeolithic lithic artefacts in this 
site, and studied the lithic assemblage from the surface collection and excavation 
squares named Areas A, B, and C (Wendorf and Schild 1976: Fig.121). Although 
the Combined Prehistoric Expedition published main typological indices of tools 
from Areas A and C on the basis of the Tixier typology while dealing with 310 
tools in total (Wendorf and Schild 1976: Table 17 and Fig.210), few drawings of 
the tools were presented (Said et al. 1970: Figs.6 and 7), and it was only briefly
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mentioned how the cores in this lithic assemblage looked. Therefore, how the 
lithic technology was organised remains unclear.

Even at present, the surface of the northeastern shore of the X Basin is lit
tered with lithic artefacts. They are spread on the gentle slope of light yellow silty 
sediments thinly covered by fine-grained aeolian sand, mostly around 9-13 m asl, 
and their spatial extent is approximately 100 m by 300 m in an oval, extending
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Fig.3. Site E29H1 hearth field (Looking the X Basin to the southwest).

from the northwest to the southeast. Judging from the location of two hillocks 
and a colluvial fan (described as a wadi) indicated on the sketch map made by 
the Combined Prehistoric Expedition (Wendorf and Schild 1976: fig.121), there 
is no doubt that the area of vast lithic artefact scatters corresponds to Site E29H1, 
although the elevation of the area in question is almost the same as indicated on 
Caton-Thompson’s map but is approximately 5 m lower than that indicated on the 
Combined Prehistoric Expedition’s map. The traces of a series of 18 trenches dug 
by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition in the centre of Site E29H1 are not seen 
on the present surface.

A particularly remarkable feature of the site is the hearth field (Fig.3), which is 
in the eastern half of the site recognised by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition. 
18 stone-built hearths were recorded within the area of approximately 80 m by 80 
m which is just to the east of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition’s Areas B and
C. There is a blank area in the middle of the hearth field, and no clear structural 
remains are visible, but its surface is covered by a tremendous number of lithic ar
tefacts. Most of them are supposed to be dated to the Epipalaeolithic. It seems that
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those lithic artefacts are not randomly scattered, but somehow concentrated in a 
wide meandering band running from the northwest to the southeast. This may 
be caused by wave action of oscillating basin water on the beach in the past. In 
spite of the possible water rolling, preservation of these lithic artefacts is generally 
very good, and edges and ridges of the artefacts are still sharp at the macroscopic 
level. This suggests that these lithic artefacts may have been disturbed by a single 
high energy wave event, and thereafter buried beneath lacustrine sediments for 
a long time, and have become exposed on the present surface very recently by 
wind erosion. Also as described below, five concentrations of Epipalaeolithic lithic 
artefacts in this hearth field exhibit extremely high integrity. Thus it is concluded 
that successive different wave events caused different degrees of disturbance even 
within the Epipalaeolithic period. In contrast, there is a tendency that apparently 
Neolithic bifacially-retouched tools which are sparsely seen in this hearth field are 
more heavily rounded. This may support the above-mentioned suggestion that 
Epipalaeolithic lithic artefacts have been buried intact beneath lacustrine sedi
ments for a long time, but overlying Neolithic lithic artefacts have been subject to 
water/wind erosion for a longer period.

A 10 m x 10 m square was set up in this blank area, and all lithic artefacts on 
the surface were collected, in order to obtain a general idea about the lithic assem
blage of this hearth field. In addition to the cores and debitage products listed (Ta
ble 2), there are 31 unused or only partly used whole flint pebbles. As mentioned 
above, the majority of the artefacts are Epipalaeolithic, but some are considered to 
be dated to the Neolithic on the basis of technological features.

The most commonly used raw materials are elongated or globular, subangular 
or rounded flint pebbles of less than 7 cm long and 4 cm wide. The surface of the 
pebbles is very smooth and not weathered. The colour of this flint is generally 
light brown to brown, and darker colour varieties are few. Larger and globular 
flint cobbles were also used. Cores are quite numerous in the collection. Cores can 
be divided into four different categories based on their original shape. The first is 
made on pebbles of various shapes. The second is made on conical or hemispheri
cal chunks with almost 100 % cortex, which derived from elongated or globular 
pebbles, and the ventral face of the chunks were flaked. The third is made on other 
fragments of pebbles. The fourth is made on fragments of cobbles. Cores are dom
inated by single platform cores. In most cases, platforms are created on one end of 
an elongated or globular pebble by one strike, forming an angle of approximately 
90 degrees or less with the longer axis of pebbles. Vertically half-split elongated 
pebbles were also used as cores, and a few flakes/bladelets were obtained from the
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n %

single platform core 215 58,27

opposed platform core 36 9,76

ninety-degree core 13 3,52

multiple platform core 78 21,14

discoidal core 7 1,90

unclassifiable/fragnientary core 20 5,42

total 369 100,00

Cores

n %

core tablet 18 0,89

primary chunk 134 6,66

chip/chunk 196 9,74

primary flake 210 10,43

flake from single platform core 569 28,27

flake from opposed platform core 35 1,74

flake from ninety-degree core 9 0,45

flake from multiple platform core 186 9,24

flake from discoidal core 1 0,05

unidentifiable flake 304 15,10

primary' blade/bladelet 68 3,38

blade/bladelet from single platform core 206 10,23

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

14 0,70

blade/bladelet from ninety-degree core 1 0,05

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

4 0,20

unidentifiable blade/bladelet 58 2,88

total 2013 100,00

Debitage products

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 291 2,59 0,89

width 291 2,40 0,52

thickness 291 2,04 0,91

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

ti mean (cm) st.dev

length 31 2,16 0,59

width 31 2,28 0,49

thickness 31 1,86 0,56

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 10 2,97 0,98

width 10 2,60 0,48

thickness 10 1,36 0,47

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 17 2,65 1,15

width 17 3,35 1,02

thickness 17 2,66 0,93

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of cobbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 1195 2,40 0,88

width 1195 1,73 0,60

thickness 1195 0,58 0,31

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

ventral face. Pyramidal cores are one type of single platform core. They were made 
on angular or subangular fragments of weathered or abraded large flint cobbles. 
The second most numerous cores are multiple platform cores. Opposed platform 
cores and ninety-degree cores are not numerous.

The predominance of single platform core in the assemblage is also indicated by a 
large number of flakes and blades/bladelets from single platform cores. One notable 
kind of primary piece is a conical or hemispherical chunk with a complete cortex. 
The chunk has an impact bulb on the naturally flat proximal end with no platform 
preparation, and a tiny breakage on the distal end, and the ventral face is flat with few 
or no surface undulations. This means that a considerable number of whole globular 
or elongated pebbles were brought here and the primary chunks were produced by 
bipolar wedging, in order to create a platform on one end of pebbles.
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Fig.4. Lithic debitage dumping spot B in Site E29H1 hearth field.

Formal retouched tools are not numerous in this assemblage, and the most predomi
nant are bladelets without backing retouch. They are followed by various backed blade- 
lets, including a number of straight-backed and pointed examples without basal retouch 
(Tixiers Type 45) and a few arch-backed ones without basal retouch (Tixiers Type 56).

Besides the vast scatter of lithic artefacts, interesting remains in this hearth field 
are extremely high density concentrations of lithic artefacts at five spots. Those lithic 
concentrations are less than 1 m in diameter, and the accumulation of those concen
trations is not thick (Fig.4). Many pieces sit firmly on slightly consolidated, very fine
grained sand. They look like spots where toolmakers collected debitage products and 
discarded them. It is probable that the debitage products were originally dumped in 
a shallow pit dug in sand by toolmakers, but the light sand was later blown away, and 
heavier and more solid debitage products in the deeper parts remained intact and 
became gradually exposed on the surface as a discrete concentration.

In order to better understand the nature of these remains, two concentrations 
were chosen, and all artefacts were collected and studied. In one concentration, there 
are 23 cores and 431 debitage products (Table 3), but the success rate of refitting was
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n %

single platform core 14 60,87

opposed platform core 4 17,39

ninety-degree core 1 4,35

multiple platform core 4 17,39

total 23 100,00

Cores

n %

core tablet 3 0,70

primary chunk 31 7,19

chip/chunk 37 8,58

primary flake 30 6,96

flake from single platform core 111 25,75

flake from opposed platform core 8 1,86

flake from ninety-degree core 5 1,16

flake from multiple platform core 7 1,62

unidentifiable flake 74 17,17

primary blade/bladelet 21 4,87

blade/bladelet from single platform core 86 19,95

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

3 0,70

blade/bladelet from ninety-degree core 2 0,46

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

1 0,23

unidentifiable blade/bladelet 12 2,78

total 431 100,00

n mean (cm) st. dev

length 18 3,13 1,12

width 18 2,52 0,63

thickness 18 2,03 0,99

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st. dev

length 4 2,25 0,72

width 4 2,63 0,72

thickness 4 1,28 0,15

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 209 2,46 0,90

width 209 1,50 0,52

thickness 209 0,48 0,28

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

Debitage products

not high. In another concentration, there are 14 cores and 312 debitage products 
(Table 4), and the success rate of refitting was very high. A successful example of re
fitting gives an idea about how the Fayum toolmakers handled raw materials (Fig.5). 
The reconstructed reduction sequence is as follows. Firstly, one end of an elongated 
flint pebble (approximately a quarter of a piece) is struck off by bipolar wedging in 
order to create a flat, unfacetted platform. Then, cortical flakes and bladelets were 
taken off continuously along the longer axis of the pebble by striking the edges of the 
platform. Finally, non-cortical bladelets and flakes were obtained in the same man
ner of striking the edges of the platform. This example also shows that the platform 
was rejuvenated by way of removing a core tablet. Other debitage products which 
could not be refitted also suggest that bladelet production was quite standardised by 
employing mainly single platform knapping. These characteristics are exactly the 
same as those which were found in the surface collection square of the hearth field 
described above. Therefore, it can be said that these remarkable lithic concentra
tions do not represent any special use of raw material or special toolmaking, but 
rather a common use of raw materials and toolmaking.
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Table 4: Cores and debitage products from Site E29H1 hearth field debitage dumping spot B

n %

single platform core 11 78,57

opposed platform core 2 14,29

multiple platform core 1 7,14

total 14 100,00

Cores

n %

primary chunk 23 7,37

chip/chunk 9 2,88

primary Hake 23 7,37

flake from single platform core 96 30,77

flake from opposed platform core 2 0,64

flake from ninety-degree core 2 0,64

flake from multiple platform core 8 2,56

unidentifiable flake 18 5,77

primary blade/bladelet 16 5,13

blade/bladelet from single platform core
108 34,62

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

3 0,96

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

2 0,64

unidentifiable blade/bladelet 2 0,64

total 312 100,00

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 12 3,33 1,04

width 12 2,22 0,41

thickness 12 2,08 0,83

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 2 2,10 0,00

width 2 2,25 0,05

thickness 2 2,20 0,50

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 190 2,18 0,73

width 190 1,28 0,47

thickness 190 0,32 0,23

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

Debitage products

A question is where the source of the most commonly used flint pebbles 
is. Since flint pebbles of this size and shape do not naturally occur on basin 
shores, they must have been transported from elsewhere. It has been argued 
by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition that the source of flint pebbles used 
by the Epipalaeolithic people in the Fayum was on the escarpments between 
Qasr el-Sagha and Gebel Qatrani (Wendorf and Schild 1976: 311). There are 
certainly flint pebbles on these escarpments, but they are at the farthest 20 km 
away from Site E29H1, and there is no clear evidence that the pebbles were 
transported over this long distance. Moreover, the occupants of Site E29H1 
have used not only elongated flint pebbles but also larger and globular flint 
cobbles. Such cobbles do not naturally occur on the escarpments in question. 
Therefore, it should not be assumed that Qasr el-Sagha and Gebel Qatrani are 
the sole sources of flint in the Fayum. A survey around the X Basin found that 
flint pebbles of that size and shape are available on the gentle slopes of low 
desert ridges which extend from a rocky and gravelly summit named Gebel 
Abyad or El-Qarah el-Kharshah, approximately 2.5 km to the north of the X 
Basin shore (Fig.2). This area would have been the nearest source of flint peb
bles for the Epipalaeolithic toolmakers in the X Basin.
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Fig.5. A refitted single platform core from lithic debitage dumping spot A 
in Site E29H1 hearth field.

Camp II
Camp II is the place where Caton-Thompson pitched her second camp during her 

fieldwork in the 1920s (Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934: 76-77). It is located at 
the eastern margin of the Z Basin. She stayed on the bottom of a narrow cove, which 
was divided from the main body of the Z Basin by a linear dune and was named the 
Camp II Basin by her. Surface artefact scatters are quite extensive from the bottom of 
the Camp II Basin, which is around 7-10 m asl, onto the eastern slope and ridge of the 
Basin, which is around 15-18 m asl (Fig.6). The Camp II Ridge is actually the eastern 
shore of the Z Basin, and its surface is marked by an approximately 100 m wide white 
band of beach sediments, consisting mainly of calcium carbonate pellets.

Lithic artefact scatters are particularly dense around the eastern margin of the 
white band of beach sediments on the ridge, though there are no structural re
mains like hearths. Lithic artefacts from two squares of 5 m by 5 m set up at the 
eastern margin of the white band of beach sediments were surface collected and 
studied. In one square, four unworked flint pebbles as well as 49 cores and 170 
debitage products were collected (Table 5). In another square, five unworked flint 
pebbles as well as 34 cores and 95 debitage products were collected (Table 6). 
Cores from the two squares show that there are two distinct kinds of flint. One
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Fig.6. Overview of Camp II Ridge and Camp II Basin (Looking south).

is elongated pebble, and another is globular cobble, though globular cobbles are 
numerous (Fig.7). Since such pebbles and cobbles do not naturally occur in these 
beach sediments, they must have been transported from elsewhere. There is no 
refitted example for discussing the tool making process, but the cores and debitage 
products suggest that toolmakers knapped flint pebbles and cobbles in a regular 
manner. Knapping was generally bladelet-oriented, and tools include numerous 
backed bladelets (Tixier’s Types 45, 52-53, and 95) and microbladelets.

Apart from the surface collection in the two squares, one particular location 
was noticed approximately 400-500 m to the east of the two squares. It is a long, 
low mound stretching north-south along the eastern shore of the Z Basin, and the 
surface is covered by porous calcrete duricrusts. The western face of the mound is 
more severely eroded, and laminated calcium carbonate and sand are exposed. It 
seems that this mound was made and eroded by a westerly wind and wave action 
of oscillating water on the eastern shore of the Z Basin. Lithic artefacts are scat
tered on and around this low mound, and some artefacts are about to be eroded 
out of the laminated calcium carbonate and sand.
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n %

single platform core 39 79,59

opposed platform core 5 10,20

ninety-degree core 3 6,12

discoidal core 2 4,08

total 49 100,00

Cores

n %

core tablet 3 1,76

primary chunk 6 3,53

chip/chunk 1 0,59

primary flake 13 7,65

flake from single platform core 69 40,59

flake from opposed platform core 11 6,47

flake from ninety-degree core 21 12.35

unidentifiable flake 17 10,00

primary blade/bladelet
8 4,71

blade/bladelet from single platform core 18 10,59

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

2 1,18

unidentifiable blade/bladelet 1 0,59

total 170 100,00

Debitage products

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 29 3,09 0,72

width 29 2,64 0,66

thickness 29 2,64 0.85

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 20 3,27 0,94

width 20 3,35 0,63

thickness 20 2,28 0,78

Metric data of measured cores on cobbles 
and their fragments

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 107 2,40 0,86

width 107 1,90 0,57

thickness 107 0,57 0,32

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

Table 6. Cores and debitage products from Camp II Ridge surface collection square B

n %

single platform core 21 61,76

opposed platform core 3 8,82

ninety-degree core 3 8,82

multiple platform core 6 17,65

discoidal core 1 2,94

total 34 100,00

Cores

n %
core tablet 2 2,11

primary chunk
2 2,11

primary flake 10 10,53

flake from single platform core 58 61,05

flake from opposed platform core 3 3,16

flake from ninety-degree core 5 5,26

flake from multiple platform core 6 6,32

unidentifiable flake 5 5.26

blade/bladelet from single platform core 4 4,21

total 95 100,00

Debitage products

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 17 2,64 1,03

width 17 2,75 0,80

thickness 17 2,33 0,85

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 7 2,17 0,45

width 7 2,47 0.62

thickness 7 1,49 0.46

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 10 3,25 1,46

width 10 3,81 0,73

thickness 10 2,75 0,78

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of cobbles

n mean (cm) st.dev
length 71 2,45 0,89

width 71 2,29 0,73

thickness 71 0,63 0,27

Metric data of measured debitage 
products
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Fig.7. Cores from Camp II Ridge.

The lithic artefacts include a number of backed bladelets, but the most notable 
artefacts are a side-notched and tanged projectile point, a barbed and tanged pro
jectile point, and a leaf-shaped projectile point (Fig.8), which are reminiscent of 
not only those of the so-called (bi)facial techno-complex in the northern half of 
the Western Desert in the late 7th - early 6lh millennia cal.BC (Riemer 2007a; 2007b) 
but also those of the Levantine Pre-Pottery and Pottery Neolithic (Gopher 1994: 
34-41). As Caton-Thompson has reported, Camp II and its vicinity has yielded an 
extremely large number of peculiar projectile points whose dates were uncertain 
(Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934: 76-77 and pl.LI), and these new discoveries 
reconfirm the uniqueness of Camp II. Although the precise dates of these projectile 
points remain uncertain, they give some clue for reconsidering the Fayum chronol
ogy and cultural connections with neighbouring regions (Table 1).

Site Z
Site Z is located on the northern slope of the Z Basin. The entire site was al

ready surveyed by Caton-Thompson in the 1920s, and it was reported that sur
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face artefacts were scattered between 6 
m asl and 18 m asl, and the width of 
the artefact scatters was approximately 
700 m (Caton-Thompson and Gard
ner 1934: 59-60, 77-78 and pl.CX). It 
is probable that Puglisi’s Site S4 was 
located around the easternmost part 
of Site Z. At present, artefact scatters 
on the northern slope of the Z Basin 
at lower elevations are spread over the 
entire stretch of approximately 1200 
m wide, but are disrupted by strips of 
fine-grained aeolian sand or colluvial 
deposits of limestone fragments and 
fossil shells extending north-south at several locations. Concentrations of sand
stone and limestone cobbles which seemed to be hearths, and concentrations of 
bone fragments, are observed on the slope surface in the areas which are not dis
turbed and obscured by natural features mentioned above. The majority of the 
finds on the surface are Epipalaeolithic lithic artefacts. Apparently Neolithic arte
facts were very rarely found.

One particular locality of Site Z was chosen for surface artefact collection. This 
locality is in the eastern half of Site Z and on the gentle slope of approximately 13
15 m asl. It is marked by a concentration of turtle bone fragments surrounded by 
sandstone and limestone cobbles in a circle (Fig.9). A 5 m x 5 m square was set up 
to contain this concentration, and lithic artefacts were surface collected and studied 
(Table 7). In addition, since the size of sample from around the concentration of 
turtle bone fragments is small, a 5 m x 25 m square was set up longitudinally along 
the north-south axis 10 m to the east of the 5 m x 5 m square, in order to cover the 
slope of the northern shore of the Z Basin which gently rises northwards, and all 
lithic artefacts were surface collected in the 5 m x 25 m square and studied (Table 8).

The most common lithic raw material at this locality is subangular or rounded, 
globular or irregularly-shaped flint pebbles of various colours from light to dark brown. 
The surface of the pebbles is quite smooth and well polished. Another raw material is 
globular flint cobble of various colours from light to dark brown. The cortical surface of 
cobble is weathered and exhibits a dark brown colour. A further variety of raw material is 
translucent brown chert of uncertain original shape. All of them do not naturally occur 
on this basin shore, and hence must have been transported from elsewhere.

Fig.8. Small projectile points 
from Camp II Ridge.
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Fig.9. A concentration of turtle bone fragments surrounded by sandstone 
and limestone cobbles at Site Z (Looking the Z Basin to the south).

Cores are not numerous in the collection. There are 18 single platform cores. 
Except for one single platform core made on an angular fragment of a weathered 
cobble, the rest are made on pebbles of various shapes. Conical or hemispherical 
chunks with almost 100 % cortex, which derived from pebbles, were often used as 
cores, and their ventral face was struck. All of these single platform cores seem to 
be for flake or microbladelet production. There are four opposed cores made on 
pebbles or chunks. There are 11 multiple platform cores, five of which are made 
on fragments of cobbles and the rest are made on chunks or pebbles. There are 
two discoidal cores made on primary chunk and flake, and their ventral face was 
struck radially. As already suggested by the cores, debitage products are dominated 
by flakes rather than bladelets. Other notable debitage products are primary chunks. 
Apparently, such a chunk was obtained by striking one end of an elongated pebble.

There is no refitted specimen for discussing the tool making process, but the cores 
and debitage products suggest that toolmakers knapped flint pebbles in a slightly 
irregular manner according to the different shapes of pebbles. It appears that they
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Table 7. Cores and debitage products from Site Z turtle bone concentration

n %

single platform core 14 60,87

opposed platform core 1 4,35

multiple platform core 7 30,43

discoidal core 1 4,35

total 23 100,00

n %

primary chunk 2 1,80

chip/chunk 13 11,71

primary flake 10 9,01

flake from single platform core 40 36,04

flake from opposed platform core 5 4,50

flakes from ninety-degree core 6 5,41

flake from multiple platform core 7 6,31

flake from discoidal core 1 0,90

unidentifiable flake 15 13,51

primary blade/bladelet 3 2,70

blade/bladelet from single platform core 5 4,50
blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

3 2,70

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

1 0,90

total 111 100,00

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 22 1,87 0,68

width 22 2,71 0,74

thickness 22 2,43 1,29

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 68 2,02 0,92

width 68 1,80 0,81

thickness 68 0,50 0,30

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

Debitage products

Table 8. Cores and debitage products from Site Z surface collection square

n %

single platform core 18 51,43

opposed platform core 4 11,43

multiple platform core 11 31,43

discoidal core 2 5,71

total 35 100,00

Debitage products

n %
primary’ chunk 15 1,93

chip/chunk 66 8,51

primary flake 73 9,41

flake from single platform core 341 43,94

flake from opposed platform core 33 4,25

flakes from ninety-degree core 33 4,25

flake from multiple platform core 29 3,74

unidentifiable flake 99 12,76

primary blade/bladelet 25 3,22

blade/bladelet from single platform core 51 6,57
blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

5 0,64

blade/bladelet from ninety-degree core 5 0.64

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

1 0,13

total 776 100,00

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 7 2,41 0,S6

width 7 3,11 0,81

thickness 7 2,69 0,64

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 19 1,69 0,70

width 19 2,35 0,32

thickness 19 1,67 0,59

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 6 2,43 0.83

width 6 2,72 0,82

thickness 6 1,77 0,70

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of cobbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 466 1,74 0,67

width 466 1,51 0,61

thickness 466 0,41 0,24

Metric data of measured debitage 
products



242 Noriyuki Shirai

Fig. 10. Small projectile points from Site Z. Fig. 11. Ounan-Harif point and Ounan points
from Site Z.

tended to use fragments of pebbles or cobbles rather than whole pebbles, and that 
their major objective was to obtain non-cortical microbladelets and short flakes.

As for tools, bladelets are numerous, including many microbladelets of less 
than 2 cm long without additional retouch. Other notable tools are backed blade- 
lets, but they are not numerous. The majority of backed bladelets at this locality 
are straight-backed ones with slightly convex cutting edge, which are identical to 
Tixier’s Types 45-47. Other formal tools include two bifacially-retouched small 
projectile points. One is a tanged and winged variety of projectile point, and an
other is leaf-shaped and thoroughly retouched on one face and laterally retouched 
on another (Fig. 10). They are similar to not only those of the so-called (bi)facial 
techno-complex of the Western Desert in the late 7th - early 6th millennia cal.BC 
but also those of the Levantine Pottery Neolithic.

Apart from the systematic surface collection, some noteworthy tools were collect
ed in close proximity to the surface collection square at the same elevation of the slope. 
One Ounan-Harif point and two Ounan points were found on the surface (Fig. 11). 
The Ounan-Harif point appears to be associated with a deflated circle of sandstone 
and limestone cobbles. These typical Epipalaeolithic projectile points of North Af
rica have been found at sites in the Western Desert, Eastern Desert, and Nile Valley, 
but the presence of these types of projectile points in the Fayum has not widely been 
recognised. Tire Ounan points have appeared in the collection made by Seton-Karr 
somewhere probably around Site V or Site Z in the Fayum in the 1900s without be
ing designated the Ounan points (Currelly 1913: pl.XXXVII), but later visitors to the
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Fayum have never reported such projectile points at the sites they studied. The online 
catalogue of Caton-Thompsons Fayum lithic collection which is presently housed in 
the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology in London exhibits at least two Ounan 
Points (UC3435 and UC3436) from Camp II and one Ounan-Harif point (UC3788) 
from Site N, although she did not publish them. Therefore, these new finds at this 
locality of Site Z reconfirm that the Fayum Epipalaeolithic has something in common 
with other Epipalaeolithic industries in Egypt, and that the Fayum Epipalaeolithic is 
not an isolated culture but is situated in a wider North African Epipalaeolithic context.

Moreover, the presence of the Ounan points in the sites of the Fayum can be used 
as a chronological marker, because these peculiar projectile points have been dated to 
around 7500-6500 cal.BC, though some have persisted later than 6500 cal.BC (Mc
Donald 2003; Riemer et al. 2004). This time span corresponds to that of the Fayum 
Epipalaeolithic, and hence this locality of Site Z, which yielded these projectile points, 
is also securely put within this time span. However, the later date of occupation at this 
locality of Site Z suggested by the presence of the projectile points which are reminis
cent of those of the Western Desert (bi)facial techno-complex and the Levantine Pot
tery Neolithic may contradict the possible occupation span suggested by the presence 
of the Ounan points. Therefore, it maybe assumed that the lithic assemblage obtained 
on the surface of this locality is the mixture of those from earlier date and later date, 
and that this locality has been visited repeatedly throughout the long span of the Epi
palaeolithic period. Alternatively, this locality may be dated to a transitional period 
when the Ounan points gradually disappeared and unifacially/bifacially-retouched, 
tanged or leaf-shaped projectile points appeared in the middle of the 7th millennium 
cal.BC. As far as the presently-available Fayum lithic collections are concerned, it 
seems that the Ounan points in the Fayum tend to co-occur with unifacially/bifacial- 
ly-retouched, tanged or leaf-shaped projectile points and do not occur alone. Both 
Site N and Camp II in particular are known for the concentration of many unifacially/ 
bifacially-retouched, tanged or leaf-shaped projectile points (Caton-Thompson and 
Gardner 1934: 76-77 and 84-85). This situation suggests that the co-occurrences are 
not necessarily accidental, and supports the latter assumption that the locality under 
consideration may perhaps be dated to the middle of the 7th millennium cal.BC.

Another particular spot of Site Z was chosen for surface artefact collection. It 
is an extremely high density concentration of lithic artefacts, and is located on the 
gentle slope at lower elevations of the basin shore near the westernmost part of 
Site Z. This lithic concentration is approximately 3 m in diameter, and it exhibits 
a strong contrast to the surrounding area, which is marked by very sparse scatters 
of lithic artefacts and several strips of colluvial deposits stretching north-south. In
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Table 9. Cores and debitage products from Site Z debitage concentration

n %

single platform core 71 66,36

opposed platform core 22 20,56

ninety-degree core 5 4,67

multiple platform core 6 5,61

discoidal core 3 2,80

total 107 100,00

Cores

n %

core tablet 2 0,36

primary chunk 69 12,41

chip/chunk 15 2,70

primary flake 51 9,17

flake from single platform core 194 34,89

Hake from opposed platform core 16 2,88

flake from ninety-degree core 23 4,14

flake from multiple platform core 3 0,54

unidentifiable flake 16 2,88

primary blade/bladelet 28 5,04

blade/bladelet from single platform core 128 23,02

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

8 1,44

blade/bladelet from ninety-degree core 3 0,54

total 556 100,00

Debitage products

n mean (cm) st. dev

length 80 3,53 0,86

width 80 2,08 0,62

thickness 80 1,72 0,66

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 8 2,24 0,42

width 8 2,50 0,30

thickness 8 1,61 0,6S

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

ti mean (cm) st.dev

length 17 2,55 0,65

width 17 1,85 0,59

thickness 17 1,26 0,59

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 2 3,60 0,70

width 2 3,80 0,50

thickness 2 1,35 0,25

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of cobbles

n mean (cm) st dev

length 368 2,18 0,80

width 368 1,38 0,48

thickness 368 , 0,41 0.27

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

this concentration, lithic artefacts sit loosely on coarse-grained sand and slightly 
consolidated silty sediments of the slope. All artefacts and five unworked natural 
pebbles in this concentration were collected and studied (Table 9). A number of 
pieces could be refitted to an extent that the original shape of raw materials was 
understood. Therefore, it is assumed that this was a lithic manufacturing spot, or 
a debitage dumping spot. However, it is not certain if the debitage products were 
dumped in a shallow pit dug in sand by toolmakers but the sand was later gone and 
heavier debitage products in the deeper parts remained undisturbed and became 
gradually exposed on the surface, because the spatial extent of the concentration 
seems to be too wide to be considered as a remnant of a pit for such a purpose.

Cores are quite numerous in the collection, and they amount to 107 in to
tal. The majority of the cores are made on subangular or rounded, elongated or
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Fig. 12. Refitted single platform cores from a lithic debitage concentration in Site Z.

tabular, or irregularly-shaped flint pebbles of various colours from light to dark 
brown. The surface of the pebbles is generally smooth and well polished. These 
peculiar kinds of flint pebbles do not naturally occur on the surface of this basin 
shore. A survey in the vicinity revealed that such flint pebbles were abundantly 
scattered on escarpments at elevations of more than 30 m asl, which were approxi
mately 1 km to the north of this locality. These escarpments have been visited 
by Caton-Thompson, and she found nothing other than thin gravel carpet with 
some Levallois flakes and a large bifacial arrowhead possibly not of the Neolithic 
(Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934: 78). But these gravelly escarpments seem 
to have been the nearest source of pebbles used as raw material. Therefore, it can 
be assumed that the Epipalaeolithic toolmakers of the Z Basin procured lithic raw 
materials within easy walking distance.

Most of the single platform cores made on elongated pebbles are for bladelet 
production. Conical or hemispherical chunks with almost 100 % cortex were also 
used as cores, and their ventral face was struck for flake and microbladelet pro
duction. Several successfully refitted pieces show the common pebble knapping 
sequence (Fig. 12). One end of an elongated pebble is struck off by one strike, and
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Fig. 13. An Epipalaeolithic watching station in Wadi B (Looking northeast).

a striking platform is created, forming an angle of approximately 90 degree or less 
with the longer axis of pebbles. Then several flakes and bladelets were struck off.

There are only a small number of pieces which may derive from weathered or 
abraded flint cobbles, some of which have a white calcareous cortex. A further va
riety of raw material is chert of uncertain original shape and of translucent brown, 
but there are only two pieces of this raw material. The sources of these materials 
could not be located in the vicinity of the Z Basin.

Bladelets of approximately 3 cm long and microbladelets of less than 2 cm long 
are the major tools found in this collection. Backed bladelets are not numerous, 
and no other kind of retouched tools were found.

Area far from the lakeshore
It has been revealed by previous research that Fayum Epipalaeolithic people 

were heavily dependent on aquatic resources on the lakeshores (Brewer 1989). Fur
thermore, it has been suggested that most Fayum Epipalaeolithic sites might reflect
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Fig.14. Cores from an Epipalaeolithic watching station in Wadi B.

seasonal fishing occupations, and that a very different economic emphasis might 
possibly be indicated for the same group when they utilised a different microenvi
ronmental situation or in the base camps wherever they were located (Wendorf and 
Schild 1976: 317). However, this suggestion has not been substantiated by the dis
covery of base camps and other kinds of sites in different environmental situations.

New discoveries of the remains of Epipalaeolithic human activities were made 
in a desert wadi which connects the northern rocky terrain of the Fayum De
pression and the lakeshore (Fig.2). Some Epipalaeolithic tools were found along 
the wadi during the survey, and the most important discovery in the wadi was a 
concentration of Epipalaeolithic lithic artefacts on a high wadi bank, which is ap
proximately 15 km to the north of the Epipalaeolithic lakeshore and approximate
ly 1 km to the southwest of Umm es-Sawan. The findspot is located on an edge 
of the eastern bank, whose elevation is around 130 m asl, overlooking the wadi 
floor to the northwest (Fig. 13). Neither structural remains such as hearths or hut 
circles nor faunal remains were found in the surroundings. Therefore, the study
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of this isolated concentration of lithic artefacts is the only way of understanding 
the nature of this locality. The surface of the bank is covered by flint gravel and 
fine-grained aeolian sand. On this gravelly and sandy surface, 105 pieces of lithic 
artefacts including a number of bladelet cores (Fig. 14) and only a few retouched 
tools were concentrated within an approximately 5 m radius (Table 10). They sit 
on a slightly consolidated surface, but it is not certain whether more pieces are 
buried beneath the surface, because no excavation was attempted.

A remarkable thing about these artefacts is that many of them are produced 
from apparently large cobbles which are not seen in the immediate surround
ings. Although rounded and abraded/polished, elongated pebbles which had been 
commonly used by Epipalaeolithic toolmakers of the X Basin and Z Basin natural
ly occur on the wadi bank, they were not exclusively used. Many cores are so frag
mentary that it is not easy to imagine the original shape of cobbles, but it seems 
that the most commonly used cobbles are rounded and weathered/abraded, flat 
and oval cobble, or irregularly-shaped or subangular cobbles. It is probable that 
the sources of these cobbles are Pliocene gravel deposits which are to the south 
and northeast of Ilwet Hialla (Sandford and Arkell 1929: 16-22).

Several isolated Epipalaeolithic finds along a wadi have already indicated that 
Epipalaeolithic people had passed through the wadi while making and using flint 
tools, but a concentration of lithic artefacts at a location on the wadi bank very 
far to the north of the lake substantiates that Epipalaeolithic people did stop and 
stay at such a distant locality. Considering this odd situation and the location 
with a fine view, it is most likely that this was a watching station or hunting stand, 
where Epipalaeolithic hunters sat down and made tools while watching for game 
animals in the wadi. These findings require reconsideration of the subsistence and 
mobility strategies of Fayum Epipalaeolithic people.

It must be considered that the Epipalaeolithic people who resided on the 
lakeshore had sometimes organised long distance hunting and monitoring 
trips to the wadi. A concentration of lithic debitage products at a wadi locality 
strongly suggests that people did not bring ready-made tools, but brought raw 
materials there from elsewhere and made tools as the occasion arose. As men
tioned above, provided that sources of the raw materials may be located further 
to the east and northeast of the locality, it can be said that lithic raw material 
procurement was combined with, or embedded in, hunting and monitoring 
trips. This means that their hunting did not entail desperate stalking but was on 
an ambush basis. The rarity of backed blades which must have been made from 
large cobbles at this locality suggests that finished tools were taken away with
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n %

single platform core 21 87,50

multiple platform core 3 12,50

total 24 100,00

Cores

n mean (cm) st. dev

length 4 2,43 0,61

width 4 4,00 0,42

thickness 4 2,98 1,29

Metric data of measured cores on pebbles

n %

core tablet 2 2.63

primary chunk 4 5,26

chip/chunk 9 11,84

primary flake 7 9,21

flake from single platform core 22 28,95

flake from opposed platform core 1 1,32

flake from ninety-degree core 1 1,32

flake from multiple platform core 7 9,21

primary blade/bladelet 2 2,63

blade/bladelet from single platform core 17 22,37

blade/bladelet from opposed platform 
core

1 1,32

blade/bladelet from multiple platform 
core

2 2,63

unidentifiable blade/bladelet 1 1,32

total 76 100.00

Debitage products

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 2 2,25 0,05

width 2 2,85 0,25

thickness 2 3,30 0,50

Metric data of measured cores on conical 
or hemispherical primary fragments of 

pebbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 7 2,94 0,76

width 7 3,07 0,77

thickness 7 2,40 1,00

Metric data of measured cores on pebble 
fragments

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 11 3,81 1,53

width 11 3,56 0,79

thickness 11 2 25 0,52

Metric data of measured cores on 
fragments of cobbles

n mean (cm) st.dev

length 38 3,85 0,94

width 38 2,47 0,78

thickness 38 1,00 0,61

Metric data of measured debitage 
products

the hunters to their lakeshore habitat. This can explain the presence of backed 
blades and the absence or rarity of associated large cores for blade production 
in the X Basin and Z Basin sites.

As mentioned above, this wadi locality is approximately 15 km far away from 
the nearest Epipalaeolithic habitation localities on the lakeshore, and there is no 
permanent standing water around the wadi locality. Therefore, it is assumed that 
the people could visit this wadi locality only when sufficient surface water became 
available by winter rain, and that hunting in the wadi was basically a winter activ
ity and the appearance of game animals was predictable. Since no similar localities 
were found in the vicinity, it is unlikely that their visit to this wadi locality was the 
seasonal migration by the entire group of people who usually inhabited the lake- 
shore. It is more likely that a small task group was sent off to the wadi locality from
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the lakeshore habitat, and the majority of people remained on the lakeshore. As 
ethnoarchaeological studies have suggested, a watching station or hunting stand 
was primarily an information gathering location, and hence animals were rarely 
killed directly from such a place, and the place was not necessarily the place for 
consumption of hunted animals (Binford 1978). Therefore, there may probably be 
the remains of butchering or camping in the wadi, but large portions of meat must 
have been transported to the lakeshore residential base.

Summary
In summary, two things must be stressed. The first thing is regarding the lithic 

technological organisation and mobility of Fayum Epipalaeolithic people. Although 
the sampling method and the size of sample were not consistent between sites stud
ied, the collected data gave some new ideas about the similarity and variability in the 
uses of lithic raw materials and core reduction techniques in the Fayum Epipalaeo
lithic. Particularly, knowledge was augmented and strengthened by the information 
about what kind of flint pebbles and cobbles had preferentially been procured, from 
which sources, and how they had actually been knapped and discarded.

This information made it possible to consider life of Fayum Epipalaeolith
ic people in terms of their adaptive subsistence strategies. The location of Site 
E29H1, Camp II and Site Z suggests that the major subsistence activities were the 
exploitation of resources on the gently-inclined basin shores and in the shallow 
water. The natural condition of the sites on sandy basin shores, which are de
void of rock materials like flint pebbles and cobbles suitable for tool making and 
limestone/sandstone cobbles suitable for hearth making, as well as the presence 
of unused flint pebbles and a large number of lithic debitage products at the sites 
suggests that the whole lithic reduction sequence took place there, and that the 
site occupants recognised it adaptive and optimal to bring all necessary materi
als to the sites from somewhere else and to prepare for food procurement and 
consumption at the sites. This is opposed to making necessary tools in advance of 
visiting the sites, exploiting food resources at the sites, and then taking them away 
immediately back to their residential bases elsewhere. If they had gone hunting on 
a desperate stalking basis, or if they had been under time stress to exploit available 
food resources as quickly as possible, they could not have afforded to sit down and 
to start making tools upon arrival at the sites.

The fact that people could afford to start making tools at the sites suggests that 
the wild food resources which they exploited were predictable, stable, and not 
easily depleted, and that their exploiting strategy entailed watching, ambushing
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and trapping, and not stalking. Fishing and fowling, which have been considered 
as the major subsistence of Fayum Epipalaeolithic people, are surely the activities 
achieved through watching, ambushing and trapping. As for mammals, it is pos
sible that the sedentary mammals like wild cattle and hartebeest were hunted by 
the people in the same manner.

There is no reason to believe that the Epipalaeolithic people who resided in the X 
Basin and Z Basin travelled so far westwards as to the escarpments of Qasr el-Sagha 
and Gebel Qatrani in order to procure flint pebbles, because these escarpments are 
not the sole sources and similar flint pebbles are readily available on the gravelly 
escarpments to the north of the X Basin and Z Basin. Therefore, contrary to the 
previous idea about the source of flint in the Fayum, it must be emphasised that the 
procurement of flint pebbles in the Fayum Epipalaeolithic did not necessarily entail 
long distance trips. People could actually procure flint pebbles within easy walking 
distance from their subsistence loci. Considering the small size and light weight of 
flint pebbles and the short distance to the supposed sources, transporting a whole 
handful of flint pebbles repeatedly to subsistence loci would not have been burden
some. On the other hand, as is suggested by a watching station in a wadi far away 
from the lakeshore, it seems that flint cobble procurement was combined with, or 
embedded in, long distance hunting and monitoring trips by a small group of per
sons who were dispatched from the lakeshore habitat. This implies a logistical man
ner of mobility by people who maintained their residential bases on the lakeshore.

It is also significant to consider life in the Fayum Epipalaeolithic in terms of the 
disposal acts of site occupants. Concentrations of lithic debitage products seen at 
Site E29H1 and Site Z seem to be a clear indication of collective dumping acts by 
toolmakers. Lithic debitage dumping acts are quite normal if people stay at a site 
continuously, because the scatter of debitage products on the living floor is dan
gerous to their bare feet. Therefore, lithic debitage dumping acts may be regarded 
as evidence for the long stay of the site occupants.

The second thing which must be stressed in this summary is regarding the 
chronology of the Fayum Epipalaeolithic. As far as the Fayum Epipalaeolithic 
assemblages published so far are concerned, they look isolated from other con
temporaneous lithic assemblages in neighbouring regions. However, some new
ly-discovered artefacts suggest cultural connections between Fayum inhabitants 
and its neighbours. The Ounan points in the Fayum are good indicators of such 
connections within North Africa. On the other hand, the presence of unifacially/ 
bifacially retouched, tanged or leaf-shaped small projectile points in the Fayum 
are more difficult to understand without reliable radiocarbon dates. It is possible



252 Noriyuki Shirai

that they fall in the early-middle 6th millennium cal.BC and hence that they are 
included in the Fayum Neolithic. However, it is not surprising if they already ap
peared in the Fayum in the second half of the 7th millennium cal.BC, given the fact 
that similar artefacts started to appear in the southern Levant and the Egyptian 
Western Desert in the second half of the 7th millennium cal.BC. When their pres
ence in the Fayum in the second half of the 7th millennium cal.BC is substanti
ated, the presently-known time span and definition of the Fayum Epipalaeolithic 
culture may have to be reconsidered, because it is unreasonable to say that an 
‘Epipalaeolithic’ culture with such artefacts persisted until the end of the 7th mil
lennium cal.BC. It is a future task to find well-dated artefacts in the Fayum.
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Introduction
The Western Desert experienced a long severe dry period in the upper 

Pleistocene, at the end of MIS 5 (>70,000 bp), which only ended with the 
return of humid conditions at the beginning of the Holocene, around 10,000 
radiocarbon years bp. At that point the areas which had long been unpopu
lated once more saw the presence of hunter-gatherer groups. These groups 
were armed with microliths and they lay in wait near to the numerous water 
collection basins for those animals that had adapted to the arid climate and 
environment (gazelle, hares, Ammotragus).

In the Farafra Oasis this phase has been dated to the first half of the tenth 
millennium bp (uncalibrated 9650±190 at Ain Rami) and extended to 8000 bp. 
There is also evidence both from Farafra, and other Western Desert locations as 
well, that after that date (during the Middle Holocene) a particularly stable oc
cupation model was established, which was based on the exploitation of sponta
neous grasses. For a long time it was thought that in a basically arid regime, the 
presence of water basins could be the factor that made these places particularly 
attractive. In addition, accepting the assumption that the region had a monsoon 
climate, it has been proposed that occupation took place particularly during 
the arid months of the year. Instead, the latest data show the area as subject to 
a double regime: as well as the tropical monsoon, from the beginning of the 
Holocene a flow of humid air came down from the Mediterranean and would
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have also brought winter rains (Arz et al. 2003). This phenomenon was already 
noted by Neumann (1993). In this way the area would have benefited from a 
rather favourable climate, with a double rainy season and the subsequent raising 
of the water basin, thus favouring gathering of spontaneous plant species and 
herding domestic animals. Availability of water throughout the year would have 
also favoured the rise of semi-sedentary settlements.

In the Farafra depression this situation has been fully illustrated by settle
ment units found in the northern area of the oasis. From 7200 to 6000 radio
carbon years bp this region was subject to repeated occupations in close succes
sion, causing settlement clusters to be formed around the temporary lakes (Bahr 
Playa, Hidden Valley Playa). There are clear structural elements such as lime
stone-lined huts, large hearths re-used by several groups and successive genera
tions, pits and pot-holes. The economy was unquestionably based on plant ex
ploitation: 30 taxa were identified by examining charred remains from hearths 
in the Hidden Valley, and showed a broad prevalence of Sorghum (Barich 2004a; 
Lucarini 2006a; Lucarini 2006b). Gathering was integrated with hunting and 
sheep/goat raising which, on the basis of 04 dating, can be considered among 
the earliest evidence for this in the Western Desert (and also across North Af
rica) (Barich and Lucarini 2005).

The model reconstructed for the Hidden Valley horizon can be compared with 
the Dakhla Oasis and with the more southern Nabta Playa region (McDonald 
2002; Wendorf et al. 2001). In both cases the most recent research has shown that 
throughout the Middle Holocene there was a tendency to have a greater impact 
on the territory, with sites developing within the basins and reaching very large 
dimensions (see E-91-1 at Nabta, or Site 270 at Dakhla). This occupation model 
led to the formation of foragers-herders contexts (Nabta/Al Jerar; late Bashendi 
A at Dakhla) which were strongly rooted within the oases (Barich 2008a). This 
seems to be the beginning of a true process of Neolithisation.

It seems plausible that the architectural transformation which can be seen in 
the settlements also led to a social transformation (McDonald 2009). If it is true 
that the Early Holocene hunter-gatherers of the central Sahara showed early signs 
of a significant level of sedentism and economic complexity (Barich 2002, 2008b), 
the Egyptian oases region can illustrate a further development of this model. The 
presence of large sites with dwellings that used multiple rows of stone slabs, such 
as those found in the Farafra and Dakhla oases and the recent Kharga examples 
(McDonald 2009) indicate the presence of a well-settled population in the region 
for a good part of the Middle Holocene.
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Fig. 1. Bir el Obeiyid Playa (Farafra Oasis). General view of the basin 
with the perennial spring on the left.

This situation was further confirmed during the recent extension of the survey 
work and excavations a little further to the north-west of the Hidden Valley area. 
Here a large occupation area was discovered containing the most elaborate dwell
ings known so far. This new area is found on the slopes of the Northern Farafra 
Plateau, about 20 km west of the Hidden Valley. Its landscape is dominated by a 
large playa (Bir el Obeiyid Playa) that was once fed by a spring (Fig. 1) which lay 
in the lowest point of the Wadi el Obeiyid, and also by erosion surfaces where the 
plateau progressively slopes down towards the wadi. Here one of the most charac
teristic formations is a conical-shaped hill, surmounted by a tower karst, which is 
locally known as Shakhs el Obeiyid.

The presence of the spring made this area an irresistible attraction in various 
periods, as seen in the Early Stone Age and Middle Stone Age artefacts collected 
from the top of the Pleistocene terraces, which were identified at the base of the 
plateau. This identification provides a precise stratigraphic context to the ESA and 
MSA materials for the first time, although they had already been noticed in sev
eral areas of the depression during previous excavation seasons. About 20 datings 
are currently available and reveal a long period of human presence and occupa
tion throughout the area during the Holocene (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sheikh/Bir el Obeiyid (Farafra Oasis). Complete list of 14C datings

Area Feature Material Lab. 14C Age Calibrated

[bp] [BC-AD]

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 56 Charcoal Gd-30181 9420±230 9380 - 8205 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Surface western side Ostrich egg shell Gd-11648 7755±60 6639 - 6503 BC**

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Hearth 3 Charcoal Gd-19101 7530±120 6633 - 6204 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 3 Charcoal Gd-30185 7250±270 6650 - 5630 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Ostrich egg shell GdA-1192 7160±40 6091 - 5981 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid circular 

features
Feature 2 Charcoal Gd-11990 7000±70 6005 - 5740 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid circular 

features
Feature 2 Charcoal GdS-786 6895+40 5885 -5710 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 5 Charcoal GdA-1403 6880±45 5850 - 5665 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid circular 

features
Feature 2 Charcoal Gd-30172 68201130 5985 - 5520 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 7 Charcoal Gd-11991 6760140 5730 - 5620 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 5 Charcoal Gd-19209 6350185 5485 - 5205 BC*

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Hearth 1 Charcoal Gd-19106 63301110 5490 - 5020 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Hearth 8 Charcoal GdS-561 6320160 5472 - 5206 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Feature 1 - Hearth 2 Charcoal GdA-1188 6300140 5365 - 5212 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Hearth 7 Charcoal GdA-1189 6280140 5360 - 5207 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Hearth 24 Charcoal GdA-1193 6260140 5320 - 5205 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Charcoal GdA-375 6170140 5280 - 4990 BC*‘

Bir el Obeiyid Playa Test Pit 9 Charcoal GdA-1191 6170135 5218 - 5011 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 3 Hearth 133 Charcoal GdS-559 5790150 4778 - 4521 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Hearth 9 Charcoal Gd-19103 5600190 4624 - 4322 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 1 Feature 1 - Hearth 1 Charcoal GdS-560 5360160 4332 - 4047 BC*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Valley 2 Charcoal Gd-12622 4010180 2900 - 2250 BC**

Sheikh el Obeiyid Cave Areas 1-3-4 Rope GdA-1190 1520135 432 - 611 AD*

Sheikh el Obeiyid Cave Area 5 Charcoal Gd-19102 1220160 668 - 900 AD*

Calibration curve IntCAL04, (Reimer et al., 2004); Programme used for calculation: OxCal 
v4.0.5 Bronk Ramsey (2007)
Atmosferic data from Stuiver et al. (1998); Programme used for calculation: OxCal v3.9 
Bronk Ramsey (2003)
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Geomorphological interpretation
The exposed bedrock at Sheikh el Obeiyid is made up of the Upper Creta

ceous/Lower Eocene succession, which is widely found throughout the Farafra 
Oasis. It is clearly seen along the scarp faces and plateau surfaces. The succession 
is dominated by many lithologic varieties, including chalk, limestone, dolostone, 
shale, mudstone and sandstone with various micro- and macrofossil assemblages. 
It has an exposed thickness in the range of 250 m. This succession is marked by 
five well-defined formations: Khoman, Dakhla, Tarawan, Ain Dalla and Farafra, 
in that order from the bottom up.

Figure 2 is a north-south geological cross section showing the exposed bed
rock, the main geomorphological units, and the distribution of different Pleis
tocene and Holocene sediments. The morphology of the Sheikh el Obeiyid area 
is mainly determined by several erosion surfaces, which were highly affected by 
karstic processes. This area can be subdivided into three main geomorphic units: 
the plateau, the main scarp and the depression.

The plateau area is characterized by the existence of several karstic landforms, 
such as mature and degraded conkarst, peniplain karst as well as several dolines 
of different sizes.

The main scarp of the Sheikh el Obeiyid area is about 80m high, and is 235 
m asl at its highest point. It is mostly formed of Ain Dalla, Tarawan and Dakhla 
formations. The shape of the scarp face is mainly determined by the lithology of 
the exposed rocks and includes a cave in the limestone of Ain Dalla formation.

The part of the depression in the research area is the floor of the Wadi el Obei
yid which reaches an elevation of 70-90 m asl. It exhibits several karstic landforms 
such as interfluves, tower karsts, inselbergs, as well as playa lakes and phytogenic 
dunes; among these, the Bir el Obeiyid Playa is of great importance.

Field investigations at Sheikh el Obeiyid have revealed the existence of three 
generations of playa lake sediments, which are found at different elevations and 
date back to the Middle Stone Age and to the Early to Middle Holocene. An an
cient playa was recorded that related to Middle Stone Age artefacts. An approxi
mately 1.5 m thick section was recorded at an elevation of ca. 105 m asl. The playa 
sediments are composed of thin laminated calcareous playa sands, together with 
shore and near shore gravel of that playa, intercalated with massive grey silt indi
cating deep water conditions.

With regard to the two younger playas, the first sediments were exposed on 
the northern part of the basin at an elevation of up to 83 m asl, and correspond 
to the Early Holocene occupation. They can probably be associated with the 9000
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bp dating obtained from one of the surface hearths. The sediments of the second 
playa are exposed in the central area of the basin, at an elevation of 70 m asl, and 
could be related to the Middle Holocene occupation. The contact area of the two 
playas shows evidence of an arid and probably cold period as indicated by the 
existence of thermoclastic rubbles and aeolian sand accumulation.

The Shakhs el Obeiyid settlement system
Around the Shakhs el Obeiyid hill, the erosion surface of the main plateau 

scarp contains several small communicating piedmont basins (that we have called 
“valleys”). It is likely that in the past these were filled by small pools or temporary 
water deposits when it rained, thereby attracting people and animals. After some 
initial explorations (in 1999 and 2001), the area became the subject of systematic 
investigation from the 2006 season onwards, during which five distinct “valleys” 
were identified. They proved to have in common plentiful anthropic remains, 
hearths and rich stone assemblages, apparently from different cultural horizons.

The 2006 fieldwork campaign focused on the plateau scarp’s second and third 
erosion surfaces, surveying the entire area with digital techniques and producing 
three-dimensional models of the valleys, into which all the archaeological data 
were entered. An intensive fieldwork was carried out in Valley 1, which is dis
cussed in the following section. Valley 1 is located on the third erosion level, not 
far from the above-mentioned Shakhs el Obeiyid karstic hill. This must have been 
an important territorial marker for groups moving into the area, thanks to its 
particular form and its position, as it is clearly visible even from the bottom of 
the Wadi el Obeiyid. A preliminary survey also looked at the other nearby valleys 
- Valleys 2, 3, 4 and 5 - and these will be the subject of future research. Occupa
tion traces were found everywhere: numerous hearths, often associated with stone 
tools, grinding stones, ostrich egg shell sherds and a small number of ceramic 
fragments. In some cases, various alabaster formations were noted along the outer 
edges of the valleys. These were possible quarries, as shown in the frequent as
sociation with large hammerstones, pointing at an intentional exploitation of this 
raw material probably during Pharaonic or Roman times.

The discovery of a complex of 29 structures on the outer edge of the plateau’s sec
ond erosion surface was particularly important; the structures were oval or circular 
in plan and had diameters ranging from 3-7 metres (Fig. 3). They were surrounded 
by large rings of limestone slabs, placed in an upright position within the deposit or 
standing directly on the bedrock, where the slabs had been quarried from. The outer 
ring was made up of several rows of overlapping slabs. The structures were located
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Fig. 3. Sheikh el Obeiyid (Farafra Oasis), second erosion surface of the plateau. 
Aerial view of two circular features.

at short distances from each other, and generally speaking formed two broad clus
ters: one aligned along the edge of the terrace that gave onto the Wadi el Obeiyid 
and the other slightly behind to the north. In both cases they faced east.

The structures excavated so far contained sediments with ash and charcoal in 
it, which have confirmed their function as dwellings, despite their position on the 
edge of the terrace where they would have been strongly exposed to the south 
wind. Furthermore since the marshy environment of the playa located immedi
ately below could not have been an encouraging settlement during the wet season, 
the area of the circular features could have offered a good living alternative. All 
datings obtained from Feature 2 are around 7000-6800 bp (Table 1).

Analysis of the material from within the structures, or concentrations associ
ated with them, confirms their use as living domestic spaces. Most of the tools, 
such as foliate scrapers, denticulates and notched tools, were designed for scrap
ing activities. In addition, borers, points, bifacial knives, gouges and other debit- 
age materials were also found. Tools were manufactured from different raw mate
rials; the most commonly used was chert. Chert is available as nodules and bands 
in the Eocene Farafra limestone that is exposed at the top of the plateau, or as 
boulders and gravels at the bottom of the basin. Artefacts manufactured in silcret 
and silicified mudstone are present as well even if in lower percentages. Grinding 
equipment and abundant ostrich egg shell sherds were also present, and an area 
for manufacturing ostrich eggshell beads was detected outside one of the stone
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Fig. 4. Sheikh el Obeiyid Cave (Farafra Oasis). View of the entrance.

structures. A large hearth (4 m in diameter) at the edge of the terrace can be di
rectly associated with the structures; it was in an extremely visible position, both 
from the top of the plateau as well as from the bottom of the wadi. Considering its 
position, it is likely that it was used as a night land marker.

Finally, a small karstic cave (Fig. 4), located on the slope between the second and 
the third erosion surfaces and looking onto the Bir el Obeiyid, was surveyed and 
completely exposed. The sub-oval entrance to the cave had been artificially wid
ened, regularising the natural opening as can be deduced from the marks left by 
metal tools. The first room was irregular and sub-circular, and is the largest room of 
the whole complex; two narrow corridors leave it to the north and the west.

The anthropic deposit of the cave was mostly made up of aeolian sands and 
yielded a quite rich ethnographic complex of pottery sherds, wooden tools and 
containers in leather and pumpkin. Several stone tools were also found which 
testify to the use of the cave from at least the Middle Holocene. These findings 
suggest a connection to recent pastoral groups moving within the northern oases 
(Farafra, Bahariya, Siwa) in search of water supplies.

The dates obtained so far for the occupation of the plateau escarpment indicate 
that it was frequented for a long period in the Holocene (Table 1). Eight dates fall



Ill
lll

 sc
at

te
rs

 o
f b

ur
nt

 st
on

es
 

□ 
St

ei
np

la
tz

| exca
va

te
d S

te
in

pl
at

z

264 Barbara E. Barich, Giulio Lucarini, Marina Gallinaro, Mohamed Hamdan

Fi
g.

 5.
 S

he
ik

h 
el

 O
be

iy
id

 V
al

le
y 1

 (F
ar

af
ra

 O
as

is
). 

A
rc

ha
eo

lo
gi

ca
l f

ea
tu

re
s a

nd
 c

ol
le

ct
io

n 
ar

ea
 (w

hi
te

 g
rid

) s
up

er
im

po
se

d 
on

 D
EM

.



Sheikh/Bir El Obeiyid: Evidence of Sedentism in the Northern Farafra Depression
(Western Desert, Egypt) 265

within the seventh millennium bp which is therefore the period of most intense 
occupation. The oldest evidence can be placed in the eighth millennium with two 
dates, while the cave’s occupation can be placed in a historic period.

Valley 1 - The survey and the hearths
A systematic survey was carried out in Valley 1, on the third erosion level, at the 

foot of the imposing sand hill which gives the area its name. The valley is a shal
low depression, covering an area of about 8 ha, delimited towards the north and 
north-east by a ridge 8 meters high. Tire surface was covered by a large number of 
finds: 120 identifiable hearths, 22 scatters of stones derived from eroded hearths 
and many clusters of lithic artefacts.

The entire area has been surveyed with digital survey techniques: all the hearths, 
stone scatters and grinding stones were mapped, while lithic artefacts and ostrich 
egg shell sherds were mapped and collected only in a roughly 700 m2 sample area 
on the north side of the valley. Within this area over 1,000 lithic artefacts were 
collected. The 120 hearths identified and recorded throughout the valley are all of 
the Steinplatz-type (Gabriel 1977, 1984): they appear on the surface as scatters of 
pebbles or fragments of fire-cracked rocks partially covered by the aeolian sand, 
forming small mounds (Caton-Thompson (1952) named them hearth-mounds). 
Their shape depends on the degree of preservation: they range from small concen
trations of stones, scarcely visible on the surface, to large mounds of stones mixed 
with charcoal, up to wider flat scatters of fire-cracked stones. Eight hearths were 
excavated and sampled in the sample area; two other hearths were excavated on 
the southern side. The hearths were intentionally chosen for excavation on the ba
sis that they represented different states of conservation. The best preserved Stein- 
platze were stone-filled burning pits, possibly using stones to obtain longer lasting 
heat transmission; the pit sides were not easily identifiable and only a single layer 
could be linked to the combustion process. Only a few charcoal patches were re
corded under the flat stone scatters, therefore confirming that these represent the 
final deflation stage of a Steinplatz.

Another test excavation targeted an oval-shaped structure (Feature 1) lo
cated at the eastern end of the valley, consisting in a heap of limestone slabs 
covering a sequence of two distinct hearths. All the data collected have been in
serted in a GIS, and plotted on a DEM generated from the deliberately measured 
datum points (Fig. 5).

Radiocarbon dates (Table 1) point to the presence of at least three superim
posed and intermingled occupation phases, which have been partially confirmed
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by the lithic artefacts1: an Early Holocene cultural horizon (fairly high blade and 
microlith index with backed tools) and two Middle Holocene horizons (bifacial 
knives, gouges, discoidal sidescrapers, tools with foliated retouch, and Ounan-Ar
if type arrowheads). A few ceramic sherds, characterized by a rather rough paste 
with vegetal temper and thin walls (black inside and red outside) could be associ
ated with this phase.

Several spatial analyses have been carried out in order to determine: 1) if the sur
face scatters preserved some patterned evidence derived from their original associa
tions; 2) which tools and items can be associated and account for the patterned evi
dence; 3) which interpretive model of occupation strategies best fits the evidence1 2.

The features are located all around the playa basin, mainly on its northern side 
and only partially extending into the lowest part of the basin. This fact points to 
the existence of an active playa basin during the occupation phases. The clustering 
of the Steinplatze has been defined by calculating their density; four main clusters 
can be identified (Fig. 6):

• area a: on the eastern side, with well-defined Steinplatze near the stones 
labelled Feature 1;

• area b: on the northern side, characterized by two main clusters connected 
by a continuous row of Steinplatze with variable diameters (1-5 m) and dif
ferent levels of erosion;

• area c: on the south-western side, composed of two clusters of small-sized 
Steinplatze (maximum diameter 2.5 m). The westernmost cluster is associ
ated with several large scatters of burnt stones;

• area d: in the middle of the southern side, it consists of few well-defined 
Steinplatze associated with two big scatters of burnt stones.

Radiocarbon dates from different areas overlap; in five cases they are statistically 
compatible (e.g. GdA-375, GdA-1188, GdA-1189, GdA-1193, Gds-561). Therefore 
we can assume that different areas were repeatedly used during the same phases.

The central part of area b was selected for more detailed analysis: the arte
facts collected included 924 debitage elements, 50 cores, 80 tools and 407 ostrich 
egg shell fragments. There was a wide range of tool types, including pieces with 
continuous retouch, scrapers, notched tools and denticulates most frequently oc
curring. Spatial analysis of the tabulated artefacts using Point Pattern Analysis 
(Hodder and Orton 1976: 30-52) has shown that most of the items have a non-

1 The analysis of the lithic artefacts and ostrich egg-shell sherds were carried out by Giulio Lucarini and 
Giuseppina Mutri.

2 The survey and analysis of Valley 1 at Sheikh el Obeiyid are part of the PhD project resulting in Gall- 
inaro 2008, Gallinaro 2009.
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random, clustered distribution; moreover, different debitage elements have a cor
related distribution, somehow connected to the scrapers. Cluster analysis of the 
non-random distributed items results in a spatial pattern of alternating zones, 
highly influenced by the general abundance of items and by the opposing con
centrations of egg shell fragments and flakes. The higher frequencies of items are 
located close to the Steinplatze, which therefore seem to have been the focus of 
ancient activities that produced the artefacts scatters, only partially disturbed by 
post-depositional effects.

The overall distribution of the Steinplatze, the C14 dates and the spatial analy
sis of the artefacts suggest a pattern of mobile and periodic exploitation of the val
ley by small groups. Such groups seem not to have performed highly specialised 
activities, as they employed a complete range of tools, including grinding stones. 
Even if no faunal or botanical remains have been found, a broad range of subsist
ence activities can be imagined; hunting, gathering and mainly herding.

Bir el Obeiyid playa
The Bir el Obeiyid playa lies at the lowest point of the Wadi el Obeiyid, at about 

80-70 m asl. It has an elongated shape that is 3 km long and about 1 km wide, and 
is characterized by moderate to small yardang formations. Our interest in the 
region was motivated by the numerous archaeological features which are mainly 
clustered along the beach of the playa lake. They suggest repeated occupation of 
the region and represent temporary campsites, with hearths and rich stone assem
blages dating to the Holocene. The presence of lacustrine sediments and a nearby 
perennial spring may have encouraged this area to be continuously occupied. This 
would explain the high frequency of hearths, stone tools, ostrich egg shell sherd 
concentrations, grinding stones accompanied by a few pottery sherds.

The playa was systematically investigated from 2006 to 2008 at points where 
human activity was most evident. A preliminary DGPS topographic survey was 
carried out with the aim of producing a Digital Elevation Model of the area, so 
that all the archaeological evidence could be mapped and georeferenced (Fig. 7).

In total, 60 Steinplatze, 7 broad clusters of lithic artefacts and 1 cluster of ostrich 
egg shell sherds were mapped. The highest density of archaeological evidence was 
observed on the eastern edge of the Bir el Obeiyid basin where the sand covering 
was minimal and the archaeological remains were more easily identifiable. Other 
remains of hearths and stone tool clusters were noted on the south-western playa 
edges. In total, out of the 60 hearths detected across the basin, eight were excavated 
on the northern and eastern edges of the basin and one in the south-western one.
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All the hearths were characterized by burnt stones scattered on the surface 
aeolian sand, forming a small sub-circular or oval mound with a diameter of 0.5
4.0 m. They showed different degrees of erosion. Under the superficial sandy lay
er, some of them had a rich ashy deposit mixed with playa sediments, while the 
structure of others was completely collapsed, and had been refilled only by aeolian 
sediment, which did not yield any ashy deposit or charcoal.

So far five datings have been obtained from the excavated and sampled hearths 
which can be grouped into two distinct clusters (Table 1). The first has been iden
tified by a single date in the tenth millennium bp, and can be placed in the Early 
Holocene. The second includes the other four dates which all lie within the sev
enth millennium bp, which is in the Middle Holocene. This information is sup
ported by the geological data and the recognition of two distinct playa basins. 
The earliest Early Holocene date appeared on the northern and south-western 
margins of the basin at an elevation of 80 m asl, while the most recent one, in the 
Middle Holocene, was at an altitude of 70 m asl (Fig. 2). The lack of archaeological 
evidence in the period between 8500 and 7500 uncal. bp indicates a severe arid 
phase also recognized in the El Bahr playa area. This phase is demonstrated at Bir 
el Obeiyid by thermoclastic rubbles and aeolian sand accumulation.

The lithic techno-complex of the Bir el Obeiyid playa - In a small number of cases, 
hearths could be directly associated with artefacts, although a large quantity of oth
er lithic implements, grinding stones and ostrich egg shell sherds were abundantly 
scattered across the playa basin. However, hearths 2 and 5 yielded very rich lithic 
assemblages which were directly analyzed, studied, drawn and photographed in the 
field. Areas with a greater number of artefacts were divided into transects and arte
facts were collected within them and their scatter pattern recorded.

Analysis of these materials confirmed the presence of the two above-men
tioned horizons. The date of 9420 ± 230 (Gd-30181) refers to the Early Holocene, 
and was obtained from the only hearth excavated on the south-western edge of 
the playa, it also dates the few backed tools (but these were not found in direct 
association with the hearth). The other horizon lasting for the entire seventh mil
lennium includes the high quality bifacial production along with types that have 
parallels in other Middle Holocene contexts, both in the Western Desert oases, as 
well as in the Nile Valley. These artefacts are almost always surface finds, main
ly concentrated in the central and deeper area of the basin, near the perennial 
spring. These products include bifacial knives, tranchet axes, gouges, tools from 
side-blow flakes, lens-shaped arrowheads/drills. These elements can be directly 
compared with the stone tools from the Djara B phase of the Abu Muhariq plateau
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(Gehlen et al. 2002; Kindermann 2004), with those of Bashendi B in the Dakhla 
Oasis (McDonald 1998) and with the Fayum A artefacts in the Fayum depression 
(Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934).

With regard to the raw material used, although chert is prevalent, a few 
quartzite artefacts were also found. The chert’s colour ranges from reddish to dark 
brown. Almost all the pieces have a very thick white patina which does not make 
identification of the original colours very easy. The few pottery sherds, scattered 
on the surface and characterized by a rather rough paste with plant temper and 
thin walls (black inside and red outside), can also be linked to the more recent 
cultural horizon.

The lithic assemblage associated with hearth 2 (Fig. 8) suggests it was a work
shop, intended for the production of lens-shaped bipointed arrowhead/drills. In 
fact, the debitage elements (1986) make up 96,1% of the entire lithic assemblage 
and, among these, chips and chunks are present in a very high number. On the 
other hand, retouched tools (55) and cores (21) show a notably lower percentage 
(2.7% and 1% respectively). The remaining 0.2 % is represented by 3 hammer- 
stones and an anvil stone which further reveal the nature of the site.

The lens-shaped projectile point is a bipointed arrowhead which may have 
been worked by invasive or covering retouch (Holmes, 1989: 416). This tool is 
well documented in numerous Egyptian contexts from the Middle Holocene 
onwards. The first examples found in the Farafra Oasis are, in fact, those from 
occupation horizon B of the Hidden Valley Village, which has been placed in 
the middle of the seventh millennium bp (Barich 2004b; Barich and Lucarini 
2005). Other direct parallels are available for the Djara B phase (Gehlen et al. 
2002; Kindermann, 2004). The same type of artefact is also characteristic of 
more recent lithic complexes, related to the Predynastic and the Old Kingdom 
periods. Holmes (1989: 416) refers to an example found at Badari in Area 5500 
and to various lenticular points found by Brunton and Caton-Thompson (1928: 
7, plate XXIX) in burial 5116 again at Badari from the Badari period. Kobus- 
iewicz (2006: 455) reports the presence of bifacial projectile points in the Ain 
el Gazzareen context (Dakhla Oasis) dated to the Old Kingdom. Even though 
these were largely standardised in terms of shape, size and retouching, observa
tion of the edges has allowed examples to be identified that undoubtedly have 
not been used as projectile points, but as drills. Near to the distal end, in fact, 
some of these tools are concave on the edges thus giving the artefact the shape 
of a micro-perforator. The discovery of these items, both on the Bir el Obeiyid 
playa as well as in the Hidden Valley Village, in close association with numerous
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Fig. 8. Bir el Obeiyid Playa (Farafra Oasis), Hearth 2. Lithic artefacts (1: multiple platform core; 
2: tanged arrowhead; 3-4: lens-shaped arrowheads/drills; 5: bifacial drill; 6: notch;
7: bifacial knife; 8: ostrich egg-shell bead - Drawings by Massimo Pennacchioni).
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fragments and ostrich egg shell beads, provides a clear indication of what mate
rial was worked using this tool. Use-wear analysis, still underway, will provide 
more precise information about this. Other elements of the lithic context are 
represented by notched tools, scrapers, bifacial drills and bifacial knives.

Hearth 5, near the north-east edge of the playa, was also associated with a 
substantial lithic assemblage (139 elements collected). During the excavation of 
the hearth, along with two cores and 123 debitage elements (equivalent to 88.5% 
of the total) a small number of retouched tools were collected (Fig. 9), including 5 
bifacial knives, 3 sidescrapers, a lens-shaped arrowhead, 1 a piece with continuous 
retouch and 1 unidentified bifacial tool.

Among the retouched tools, it is worth noting four carbonised bifacial knives 
that were found within the playa deposit that formed the hearth base. A charcoal 
sample gave a date of 6350 ± 85 bp (Gd-19209) (Table 1). This is a very important 
identification that for the first time provides a precise stratigraphic context to the 
bifacial materials which had already been noted in several areas of the depression 
in previous field seasons. This date can be directly compared with the final occu
pation horizon in the Hidden Valley Village which was characterised by a similar 
lithic production (Barich 2004b; Barich and Lucarini 2005).

Almost all the bifacial knives found in the Bir el Obeiyid playa were not pro
duced on blade blanks but were made by simply retouching already naturally flat 
chert tablets. The presence of cortex on both surfaces of some examples confirms 
an almost exclusive use of this type of tabular raw material.

While some examples could have been used for specific tasks (possibly for wood
working or cutting of bushes, shrubs or spontaneous grasses that grew around the 
numerous basins along the course of the Wadi el Obeiyid, and which has also been 
confirmed by the macro-traces, fractures and traces of resharpening that can often 
be noted on the use edge) (Lucarini 2008), some examples could have circulated as 
status symbols and could be interpreted as cultural objects or offerings.

As argued by Kindermann (2004) for the knives from Djara the examples 
characterised by large and irregular detachments could have been used for cut
ting a range of materials, while other knives which were instead characterized 
by a fine pressure retouch, gained an exclusive symbolic value.

Conclusions: The significance of occupation at Sheikh el Obeiyid
From what has emerged so far from the Sheikh el Obeiyid area we can recon

struct a palimpsest of human occupation in the northern Farafra depression for 
considerable periods of the Holocene, going back as far as the Pleistocene. This
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Fig. 9. Bir el Obeiyid Playa (Farafra Oasis), Hearth 5. Lithic artefacts (1,4: bifacial knives; 
2: sidescraper; 3: sidescraper/drill - Drawings by Massimo Pennacchioni).
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shows the region’s favourable environmental conditions and its strategic position 
in the general oasis topography.

The only date in the tenth millennium bp, the oldest - after Ain Rami - that 
we know so far in the whole depression, confirms the sporadic and ephemeral 
presence of hunters in the oasis area in the Early Holocene. Visits by groups must 
have been sporadic until the first half of the eighth millennium bp (uncalibrated). 
During the seventh millennium instead a notable intensification of occupation 
can be seen, with the appearance of the largest settlement clusters. On the other 
hand the contemporary presence of more movable structures (hearths, concen
trated surface scatters of artefacts) gathered in Valley 1 and in the Bir el Obeiyid 
playa shows that along with the more stable component was a more mobile el
ement, probably pastoral. This phase saw the appearance of high-quality stone 
tools which implies the existence of expert craftspeople and an exchange network 
with the centres further towards the Nile Valley. Typologically similar tools with 
comparable dates have in fact been found in the Fayum A context (6500 bp un
calibrated); the same tools appear later in the Badari centres and then Naqada 
(Barich and Lucarini 2008).

The presence of sophisticated technology, the use of ceramics, the production 
and working of ostrich egg, together with tangible signs of quite complex archi
tecture, go well with a settled stable situation in the area, probably also with a sig
nificant demographic. It is a situation similar to that which appears in the nearby 
Hidden Valley basin, the development and flourishing of which also appears to 
be centred within the seventh millennium bp (uncalibrated). However, the final 
phase of the Hidden Valley sequence has shown a growing arid trend; from 6000 
bp the permanent structures were abandoned and the lake basin was filled by 
aeolian dunes.

However, this did not end the occupation in the region since a new wet period, 
recognizable in the geostratigraphic tests and dating to c. 5500 bp (uncalibrated), 
led to the reoccupation of the Hidden Valley basin as well as the other areas of 
the Farafra depression. This later occupation phase particularly affected the de
pression’s peripheral areas and the plateaus that surrounded it, these then became 
crucial points 'of contact with the Nile Valley, as the artefacts lead us to think that 
they could be considered prototypes for later Predynastic items.

The role of introducing these new ideas and technologies to the valley could be 
attributed to nomadic groups who continued to cross the desert, even when water 
availability was reduced. Evidence of such movements, which are now identifiable 
at Sheikh el Obeiyid, has already been seen on the eastern edge of the depression.
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Here at Rajih/Bir Murr, concentrations of hearths and artefacts with the same 
technological/typological characteristics were dated to 5670±50bp (Gd-11647) 
and 5380±110 bp (R-2006).

Even in the historic period the oasis may have acted as a crossroads for routes 
from the Siwa Oasis to the Nile. Farafra was reached through the smaller oases 
of Bahrein and Ain Dalla. From there the route would have continued east across 
the eastern plateau in the direction of Assyut and also to the north in the direction 
of the Bahariya Oasis, as the numerous Roman-period wells found in the White 
Desert show. The karstic cave located on the second erosion surface of the plateau 
scarp, overlooking the Bir el Obeiyid, could have been one of the rest stops along 
these routes. Materials recorded there - wheel-made pottery, wooden tools and 
rope fragments - reveal its late, historical exploitation, probably encouraged by 
the presence of the Bir el Obeiyid spring. This evidence sheds light both on the 
ongoing traditions in more recent periods and on relations among the pastoral 
groups moving within the northern oases in search of water sources.
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Rock Art West of Dakhla: “Water Mountain” Symbols

Bergmann discovered Djedefres Water Mountain (DWM) on 9 December
2000. Kuhlmann was one of the first whom Bergmann guided to the site. He 
interpreted the petroglyph shown at Figure 1 as “mountain of water” (Kuhl
mann 2002: fig. 7) and as “Water 
Mountain” (Kuhlmann 2005: 270
278). The symbol “Water Mountain” 
is composed of two hieroglyphs, one 
for mountain, a rectangular area 
with two mountain peaks on top, and 
the other for water, the double zig
zag lines. These double zigzag lines 
are expressed by colouring alternat
ing spaces between the engraved 
lines. According to oral information 
by Bergmann the loose slab with the 
petroglyph was found face-up on the 
platform in front of the frieze shown 
at Figure 2. Probably it was origi
nally in the upper right corner of the 
frieze. A documentation of the situa
tion at the time of the discovery does Fig. 1
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not exist or has not yet been published. The slab with the petroglyph was 
removed from the site.

The picture at Figure 3 is positioned in the upper left corner of the frieze 
visible on Figure 2. It is the name of Djedefre inside a hieroglyph for moun
tain (Kuhlmann, 2005:254). This petroglyph was the reason for calling the site 
“Djedefre’s Water Mountain”. On Figure 2 one can see that parts of the rock
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Fig. 3

surface were polished and, perhaps, cleaned. Untreated parts of the rock sur
face are at the bottom, to the right above and under the petroglyph while the 
surface under the petroglyph was carefully smoothed. There are some traces of 
an earlier modifications of the rock surface in this place.. At the bottom, inside 
the frame of the mountain symbol there are two cupules, which may have been 
left over from an earlier petroglyph, or they may be naturally-occurring holes
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in the rock. It seems also that the V- 
shaped lines at the two mountain peaks 
were engraved before the final phase of 
polishing (Fig. 4). Kuhlmann appar
ently noticed this inconsistency, but 
he comes to the conclusion that the 
mountain-frame and the inscription 
were carried out at the same time, the 
frame first and the inscription there
after. He has, however, the impression 
that the text was expanded during the 
process of writing and therefore the re
sult is an asymmetrical, clumsy picture 
(Kuhlmann 2005: 254-257). Kropelin 
and Kuper (2007: 222) have the impres
sion that “water lines” were erased from 
the inside of the emblem, but there are

Fig. 5
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no traces left of “water lines”. On the right side of Djedefre’s emblem, there are 
the remains of another water mountain symbol. So in total there were originally 
three of these symbols in the upper line of the frieze.

The “Water Mountain” symbol shown on Figure 5 (see also Le Quellec et al. 
2005: fig. 57) was originally comparable to that on Figure 1, except that it had 
four single zigzag-lines instead of the double lines. The patina of the zigzag-lines 
is darker than the patina of the rest of the image. The frame of the mountain was 
worked-over at the same time, when two horizontal lines and three short vertical 
lines at the bottom were superimposed over the zigzag-lines. This re-working was 
probably carried out after the polishing of the rock surface, as the depth of the en-
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graved lines of the pictures around this water mountain symbol was also reduced. 
Much later the water mountain symbol was damaged by a pecked ostrich (?).

Hie petroglyph presented on Figure 6 is located to the right of that shown in 
Figure 5. Originally it also had two mountain peaks. They were found on the plat
form in the rubble. The rectangular area of the mountain-symbol here contains al
ternating zigzag-lines and crenellated lines. Kuhlmann interpreted the crenellated 
lines as small streams of flowing water, the meandering course of water, originally 
the zigzag course of a sailing ship on water (Kuhlmann 2005: 271). The petroglyph 
was also later damaged by pecking marks.
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Fig. 8

The picture presented on Figure 7 is to be found on the platform of DWM, too. 
The rectangle does not have mountain peaks. The upper and lower extension of 
the left bounding line is probably the result of sloppy workmanship and does not 
have a specific meaning. Inside there is at least one zigzag line. The upper part was 
damaged by later pecking marks.

The petroglyph on Figure 7 is not a “Water Mountain" symbol, but it represents 
one (or more) “water lines” in a rectangle. Bergmann termed all arrangements 
of horizontal zigzag and crenellated lines within any boundary as “Water Moun
tain Symbols” or simply as “Water Mountains”. He also transferred this term to
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the mountains on which the symbols occur. Kuhlmann discussed only a limited 
number of examples. He used the term “Water Mountain”, however, also for rec
tangles with “water lines” and unspecific marks on the top (Kuhlmann 2005: 271), 
e.g. those shown on Figure 8 and 20. In line with Bergmann and Kuhlmann all ar
rangements of horizontal “water lines” are called here “Water Mountain” symbols.
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Fig. 10

Figure 8 shows zigzag-lines in the frame. The lower part may be interpreted as 
the hieroglyph for rain. Figure 9 presents a combination of crenellated and zigzag 
lines in a rectangle. In Figure 10 the upper lines of the two rectangles are repre
sented by geological fractures in the rock. The example on the right side is only 
partly filled by “water lines”.
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On Figure 11a shield-like rectangle is depicted which does not have any mark
ings on the inside. Whether this petroglyph does belong to the category of “Water 
Mountain” symbols or whether it is merely a geometric design may be left open 
for the time being (see Fig. 25).

Figure 12 shows an oval enclosure filled with zigzag-lines. On Figure 13 a 
semi-oval boundary encloses zigzag-lines in relief. To the left and to the right are 
two parallel zigzag-lines, also partly in relief. Finally there is another frieze with 
five “Water Mountain” symbols (Fig. 14), two rectangles in the upper line, one 
oval form in the middle line and two irregular rectangles in the lower line. Some 
of them have markings on the inside i.e. combinations of zigzags and crenella- 
tions, others seem to be empty.

Fig. 11
■■
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Fig. 12

Fig. 13

- r '
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Fig. 14
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In total Bergmann and I found more than fifty “Water Mountain” symbols, six of 
them with the proper mountain peaks on the rectangles. They are located at nine
teen sites. The symbols with the proper mountain peaks are concentrated at two 
sites. Figure 15 gives an impression of the geographical distribution. This inventory 
is not complete, as other researchers have discovered additional examples.

For a further more general evaluation we may compare the two friezes present
ed on Figures 2 and 14. The upper part of Figure 2 ( see the petroglyphs depicted 
in Figures 1 and 3) belong clearly to the pharaonic culture of the Nile valley. The 
lower part of Figure 2, at least the first phase of the “Water Mountain” symbol 
on Figure 5, seems to be older than the petroglyphs of Figure 3. On the other 
hand, the “Water Mountain” symbols of Figure 14 certainly do not belong to the 
pharaonic culture of the Nile valley. The rock is heavily weathered, but weathering 
is subject to many parameters and thus the age difference between the petroglyphs 
of Figures 2 and 14 cannot be quantified.

In this context we also have to take into account the “Water Mountain” sym
bols published by Kropelin and Kuper (2007) from a site called Gala El Sheikh. 
The location of the site was not shown in the publication but it seems to be some
where in Wadi el Qa’ab or its neighbourhood west of Dongola. Wadi el Qa’ab is on 
the way from Selima to the Nile valley between the Third Cataract and Dongola,
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a route which circumvents the cataract areas in the north. Shaw (1929: 67-70) 
believes that this route was the original version or an alternate version of the Darb 
el Arba’in as the early travellers used this route to Mushu opposite Argo, Poncet 
(1698), Krump (1701) and du Roule (1704). Browne was the first who reported 
about the route via Laqiya Arba’in from 1793 (Hinkel 1979: 11-12). The petro- 
glyphs at Gala El Sheikh include “Water Mountain” symbols with the mountain
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peaks and with zigzag-lines, comparable to Figure 1, but without colour, and they 
were not polished. In addition there are petroglyphs with crenellated elements 
similar to the petroglyph in the centre line of Figure 2 (i.e. between the pictures 
shown in Figures 3 and 5). Similar types of petroglyphs are also to be found in the 
neighbourhood of DWM. Obviously there was a relationship between the people 
of DWM and of Gala El Sheikh as “Water Mountain” symbols have not yet been 
found elsewhere in the Sahara. From Gala El Sheikh hundreds of additional petro
glyphs are reported, Demotic and Arabic inscriptions of different ages, open squares 
and rectangles, count marks and enigmatic engravings. None of them have been 
published. These geometric symbols may possibly indicate another connection to 
the north. We may remember the interpretation of Pichler and Negro for the petro
glyphs at Selima (2005). Similar symbols are also reported from Dakhla and Kharga 
(Kleindienst et al. 1999: fig. 1.47; Negro 2002: fig. 18; Rowe and Schacht 2004). These 
petroglyphs are not related to the “Water Mountain” symbols; they may, however, 
document the same migration route.

There is a tendency to explain all other “Water Mountain” symbols through the 
pharaonic hieroglyphs (Fig. 1). Another way is to analyse the basic elements of which 
the “Water Mountain” symbols are composed. The zigzag-line is a symbol for water 
for the San in southern Africa. Figures 16 and 17 show two examples, (“two rain ani
mals” and falling rain on Fig. 16 and a rain cloud and rain on Fig. 17). Figure 18 is an
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example of zigzag-lines from southern Algeria (rock near a guelta, location J52c22). 
Apparently the zigzag-line is a basic symbol to represent water. It was utilised for the 
hieroglyphic script. Zigzag or wavy lines are also used in other writing systems. Two 
horizontal zigzag-lines represent water in Sumer (Meifiner and Oberhuber 1967: 19). 
Three vertical wavy lines mean a large river in Chinese (Haarmann 1990: 180). Petro- 
glyphs of vertical water lines exist also west of Dakhla (Fig. 19; location M20ol4-01).
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There are several other naturalistic or semi-naturalistic pictures which were 
used in writing systems. The square means “earth” in Chinese, a subdivided square 
represents “field” (Haarmann 1990: 179). In Sumer the square is an “enclosure” 
(Jensen 1969: 78). This meaning can also be suggested for quadratic “fences” in 
rock art, e.g. at Mogoy, northern Mongolia (Okladnikov 1981: Tab. 21/4), in the 
Pamir mountains (Jasiewicz and Rozwadowski 2001) and in India (Chakravarty 
and Bednarik 1997: fig. 62). The square is utilised in the Egyptian hieroglyphs for 
“house” and “temple, palace” (Betro 1996: 168, 192).

The early symbol for mountain has two peaks in Egypt (Betro 1996: 159) and 
three in China (Jensen 1969: 166) and Sumer (Meifiner and Oberhuber 1967: 19). 
In the Aztec writing system one peak represents a “mountain”, two or several are 
a “mountain range” (e.g. Matricula de tributos, 7r).

After having seen so many examples of naturalistic and semi-naturalistic sym
bols in the early versions of various writing systems we may conclude that the 
“Water Mountain” symbols west of Dakhla and at Gala El Sheikh represent infor
mation by people at a pre-script stage, for example “water between mountains” 
(Fig. 5 - 6), “watered field” (Fig. 7 - 10), “lake” (Fig. 12 - 13) or perhaps a “small 
river fed by rain” (Fig. 19).

What does this mean for the petroglyphs shown on Figures 1 and 3? Was the 
“Water Mountain” symbol taken over by the pharaonic Egyptians and the moun
tain frame adopted as a kind of cartouche for Djedefre? It is unlikely that the 
“Water Mountain” symbols are a direct source for the hieroglyphic script. Most of 
the inscriptions at DWM are older than Djedefre and many more symbols were 
needed to develop the hieroglyphs. It is more likely that the “Water Mountain” 
symbols and the hieroglyphic script have a common background. It would be 
more clear after direct dating of rock art, for example by a comparison of the ages 
of the petroglyphs on Figures 2, 5 and 14. In the Sahara a petroglyph was success
fully dated directly by ITuyge et al. (2001), and five paintings by Ponti and Sini- 
baldi (2005). The method of direct dating may run into problems at DWM as both 
Kuhlmann and the archaeologists from Cologne traced the petroglyphs on plastic 
foil with the risk of micro-damage to the petroglyphs and the risk of introducing 
modern foreign material into the skin of the rock.

Superimpositions and climate
In two cases we found “Water Mountain” symbols superimposed by other 

petroglyphs. Figure 20 presents a giraffe in twisted perspective. It is produced in 
one of the typical styles of the area, the body is polished and the extremities are
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Fig. 20
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Fig. 21

engraved. It was made after the “Water Mountain" symbol and cuts away a part 
of its left side. The time difference is, however, short as the patina is the same. In 
Figure 21 we see two “Water Mountain” symbols with zigzag-lines in relief. At the 
same level on the right side, there are several giraffes with polished bodies and en
graved extremities. In the bottom line there are some pecked giraffes with lighter 
patina. They are superimposed over the older giraffes and the head of the left one 
is drawn over the corner of the “Water Mountain" symbol.

The most frequently depicted animals in the neighbourhood of DWM are the 
giraffe and oryx. Giraffes can live without water for several months, its main food 
is acacia; oryx does not need surface water and lives in semi-arid steppes (Murray 
1935: 9; van Neer and Uerpmann 1989: 321-322). Even if these animals do not 
need water for drinking, they need food. That means there must have been oc
casional rain showers or a rainy season in that area.

Some of the “Water Mountain” symbols were created around the time of 
Cheops and Djedefre, i.e. around 2600 BC. Some others may be a few hundred 
years older, if the concept of the pre-script symbolism is correct. All of them fall 
into the so-called “Marginalisation phase (3500 to 1500 BCE) with only transient 
human activities in the Egyptian Sahara and prehistoric occupation restricted to 
Northern Sudan” (Kuper 2006: fig.2; Kuper and Kropelin 2006a: fig. 2; 2006b).
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The “Marginalization phase” of Kuper and Kropelin is a result of an interpreta
tion of cumulative curves of calibrated radiocarbon dates from 150 archaeologi
cal excavations. The most recent date is from about 2700 BCE in the Abu Balias 
Region (Kuper and Kropelin 2006a: fig. 2). Kuper (2006: 265) warns that “some 
exceptionally well dated sites might lead to a distorted picture”. The opposite is 
valid, too. If the dates reported by Berger (2006:211) and the information about 
rain events by Pachur and Altmann (2006: 332-333) and Bagnold (1933: 211-212) 
were incorporated, the climate curve of Kuper should be extrapolated to a value 
above zero for modern times.

Pecking marks on “Water Mountain” symbols
Figure 22 presents a panel with “Water Mountain” symbols, a variety of single 

and double zigzag-lines and petroglyphs of some animals. In the upper left corner 
there are five stacked zigzag-lines, Figure 23. They are accompanied by several peck
ing marks while the rest of the panel is nearly free of them. In Figure 24 two rectan-
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gles and in Figure 25 a shield-like area is pecked. The internal design is not visible 
after the pecking, if indeed there had been any before. Obviously the pecking was 
purposely restricted to the enclosures. The concentration of pecking marks on some 
“Water Mountain” symbols may indicate a ceremony connected with water.

There are some reports in the literature from other areas mentioning a connec
tion between rocks and rain or rainmaking. Murray (1935:157) reports:

The Bisharin have still a few sacred rocks and cliff's, to which cer
emonial visits are performed and sheep sacrificed. Such a place is 
Kanjar Aweib, “the runaway stone”, in Wadi Kajuj, a tributary of 
Wadi Ibid. Of this stone, the Bisharin relate that it fell from the 
mountain into Wadi Kajuj during or after a great storm of rain. 
Everyone was away at the time, and when they returned, they 
found the valley green with rich grazing, and this marvellous stone 
lying in the middle of it. Ever since its appearance it has afforded 
the occasion for an annual sacrifice.
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Fig. 24

On the Russian map F-36-B (Ash Sharqiyah) there is a Bir Kajuj located in a 
short wadi, a tributary to Wadi Ibid; this is in the Hala’ib Triangle north of 24°N, 
under administration of Sudan.

In Zambia specific geometric paintings are assigned to the women of the Twa. 
According to the description of their physical features they probably belonged to a 
Bushmen/San race. They are extinct now. At some sites with this art, there are an
cient marks of stoning (Smith, 1997:43,49; Le Quellec, 2004:103). Weather divina
tion was the work of Twa women. This practice was taken over by women of other 
peoples in several parts of southern Africa. At times of drought, they smeared dung 
over the paintings or threw the entrails of a sacrificial animal at the paintings and 
then brushed the signs over with fat from the sacrificed beast. The Twa-paintings 
extend into Kenya and Uganda and the rainmaking ceremonies have been carried 
out there until the nineteenth century or even later (Campbell et al. 2007).

Flood (1997:152; 2006:240) asked her informants in the Victoria River district, 
Northern Territory, Australia, about abraded grooves. She writes:

Kulumput, ‘the most knowledgeable authority on Wardaman 
legends and ceremonies’ in the 1950s, described the abraded 
grooves as ‘rain cuts’, and said that ‘The old-fashioned way for 
making rain was to cut the Old Man Rain to make him bleed...
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The rain-making ceremony involved singing and dancing and 
then each man present cut a groove in the rock to make the Old 
Man bleed and bring rain’.

For the sphere of the Indo-Europeans in Central Asia, Rozwadowski (2004:53
54, 81) writes:

... in the Rig Veda the term ‘mountain’ (parvata) often refers to 
clouds and the word ‘rock’ (adri) is regularly used mythologically as 
clouds. These are in turn further identified with cows freed by Indra 
who (under the influence of soma) conquered the demon Vala and 
broke the rock in which Vala had imprisoned the stolen divine cows.

... According to the Rig Veda, the freeing of the cows imprisoned 
by the mythic snake Vritra in a cave occurred when Indra broke the 
rock, and this further freed the waters that had also been ‘closed’ into 
the rock by Vritra. ...

Figure 26 represents a bowman shooting at a zigzag. It is from Sarmish, Uz
bekistan. Rozwadowski (2004:82-83) interprets the zigzag as a snake which in
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Fig. 26
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the Indo-Iranian mythology represents the dragon, the demon of drought. This is 
another rain-making symbolism, but with a completely different meaning for the 
zigzag.

We may also remember the reports that Moses beat against a rock with his 
stick in order to produce water (The Bible, Exodus 17, 1-7).
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Beyond The Wadi El-Midauwara: The Holocene Pre
history of The Plateau Edge above Kharga Oasis, Egypt

Introduction
Since 2001, members of the Kharga Oasis Prehistoric Project (KOPP) have 

worked on the Escarpment and edge of the Libyan Plateau bordering Kharga 
Oasis in order to establish the palaeoenvironmental and archaeological se
quences from the Plio-Pleistocene through to historic times. As the project’s 
Holocene Prehistorian, I have worked 52 days over seven seasons in the area, 
spending the bulk of that time, 58%, in the remarkably rich Wadi el-Midauwara 
at the southern end of the oasis. Discoveries at Midauwara to 2005 have already 
been reported in this series (McDonald 2006), and work since then, in 2006 
and 2008, has been summarized elsewhere (McDonald et al. 2006; McDonald 
in prep.). This paper will focus instead on findings at several other points on the 
Plateau edge to the north of Midauwara, at the passes of Mata’na, Bulaq, Abu 
Sighawal, Refuf and Gebel Yebsa (Fig. 1).

The Wadi el-Midauwara had never been explored by archaeologists, so 
the rich early to mid-Holocene material in the embayment came as a sur
prise. The archaeological record of the localities to the north along the edge 
of the Plateau however was better-known, through the publications of Ca~ 
ton-Thompson (1952) and Simmons and Mandel (1986). In establishing 
their classic geoarchaeological and palaeoenvironmental sequence for the 
Western Desert, G. Caton-Thompson and E. W. Gardner in the 1930s’s sur
veyed the Plateau rim and Escarpment face from Gebel Yebsa south as far as
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Fig. 1. Kharga Oasis, Egypt, showing passes on the Eastern Escarpment mentioned in this paper. 
(Base map by M. R. Kleindienst after Caton-Thompson 1952, PI. 126).
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the Mata’na Pass. On the Escarpment face they found little of Holocene age 
(Caton-Thompson 1952: 32). On the Plateau top, however, they report much 
early to mid-Holocene material: no really large sites, but rather lithic scatters 
associated with innumerable “silt-filled little hollows formed in the limestone 
floor of the high desert” (Caton-Thompson 1952: 162). Such scatters, mostly 
of the ‘Bedouin Microlithic’, but also the ‘Peasant Neolithic’, were recorded at 
the Yebsa Pass, along the Plateau top from Refuf to Abu Sighawal, between the 
Gebel Umm-el-Ghenneiem and the Bulaq Pass, and at the Mata’na Pass.

A. H. Simmons and R. D. Mandel (1986) in the survey by the Kansas Universi
ty Western Desert Expedition (KUWDE) of the northern part of Kharga, ran two 
transects of interest here. Transect 7 lay north and west of the road to Assiut at the 
pass north of Yebsa, between the road and the edge of the Plateau. The seven sites 
recorded here include one with a ‘Terminal Palaeolithic’ component. Transect 4 
ran southward from Gebel Yebsa about 3 km along the edge of the Plateau. The 
50-odd Transect 4 sites include 15 with Terminal Palaeolithic and/or ‘Neolithic’ 
material. A third transect, Transect 1, ran up the old rail line in the Refuf Pass, but 
no Holocene material was recorded.

Finally, D. Darnell, of the Theban Desert Road Survey, mentions a number of 
sites on the Plateau near Yebsa that yield both locally-made pottery and Nile Valley 
imports, including Predynastic and Early Dynastic wares (Darnell 2002:165-66).

My goals, as at Wadi el-Midauwara, were to refine the Holocene prehistoric 
sequence preserved on the eastern Kharga Escarpment and along the edge of the 
Libyan Plateau, and to determine the adaptive patterns of humans during the 
early and mid-Holocene (ca. 8300 to 2500 cal. B.C.). I have defined two major 
cultural units: 1) the Midauwara Unit, an Epipalaeolithic unit dated ca. 8300-6500 
cal. B.C1.; and 2) the Neolithic Baris Unit, now subdivided into Early (ca. 6400
5650 cal. B.C.) and Late (ca. 5400-3800 cal B.C.) phases. A later prehistoric unit, 
the Yebsa, the equivalent perhaps of the Dakhleh Oasis Sheikh Muftah or the later 
Predynastic in the Nile Valley, has also been postulated.

This sequence is based on the Late Prehistoric archaeological record at Wadi 
el-Midauwara. It was necessary to determine if it was equally applicable to the 
more northern portions of the Plateau edge at Kharga. I also wished to relocate 
some of the sites recorded by the earlier projects listed above, and to determine 
where their material fits into the KOPP archaeological sequence.

1 Dating of these cultural units is on analogy with well-dated sequences from Dakhleh Oasis and 
elsewhere in the Western Desert, and from the Nile Valley. There are as yet few reliable absolute dates 
from our Holocene Prehistoric sites at Kharga.
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Gebel Yebsa Area
The Gebel Yebsa Area, because of the tarmac road to Assiut running up the pass, 

is the most accessible of the Plateau edge locations under discussion (Fig. 2). Con
sequently, it has received the most attention from the earlier projects mentioned 
above, and as well as from the KOPP in 2006 and 2008. Like Simmons and Mandel, 
at Yebsa I divided my time between the area north and west of the road (the north
ern survey), and that running south of Gebel Yebsa (the southern survey).

Gebel Yebsa Area, northern survey
The area between the road to Assiut and the edge of the Plateau has all been 

heavily disturbed by recent road building activities. In 2008, none of Simmons and 
Mandel’s Transect 4 sites could be relocated. Still, archaeological remains at four 
recorded locations suggest that the area was occupied throughout Late Prehistory.

GY-16 and GY-23 are Midauwara Unit sites located near the large northeast
ern Kharga re-entrant, in an area otherwise bare of Holocene material. Both 
feature a bladey industry and one or two stemmed points, while GY-16 has two 
possible hut circles.

A few patches of mid-Holocene material were recorded just north of the road, 
above the pass, in an area otherwise criss-crossed by bulldozer tracks. GY-20 
consists of three patches of mid-Holocene chipped stone and pottery: the rich
est patch measures 11 x 14 m; another, 40 m east, is 27 x 16 m; the third patch 
lies 70m southeast of the first. The only features noted were two scatters of fire- 
cracked rock (FCR) on the second patch. The first yielded three Armant axes, 
steep-sectioned denticulates, and a worked white quartz pebble, suggesting it is 
a Late Baris Phase site. The other two patches might be slightly older: the pottery 
appears to be Early Baris Phase in age (C. Hope, pers. com. Feb. 2008). A bifacial 
knife fragment lay on the disturbed ground between these two patches.

GY-18 is a pottery and lithics scatter measuring 11m across and cut on all sides 
by bulldozer tracks. Colin Hope (pers. com. Feb. 2008), noted in the pottery col
lection elements resembling both Dakhleh Late Sheikh Muftah pottery and Nile 
Valley Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom material. The chipped stone collection is 
rather nondescript, emphasizing points and denticulates on tabular chert. GY-18 
is a Yebsa Unit site.

Gebel Yebsa Area, southern survey
I surveyed this area in both 2006 (McDonald et al. 2006) and 2008. In 2006 I 

walked a 2.5 km strip running southward parallel to the edge of the Plateau, ter-
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Fig. 2. Gebel Yebsa area showing Holocene Prehistoric sites recorded in the northern (A) 
and the southern (B) surveys. (Base map by}. R. Smith).
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minating about 3 km south of Gebel Yebsa in a large playa. This strip lies within 
Simmons and Mandel’s Transect 4, and also proved to be the region explored by 
Gardner in 1933.1 was able to confirm the conclusions of both earlier groups that 
the area, particularly the large playa, bears many cultural remains of early to mid- 
Holocene age.

GY-02, near the Plateau edge south of Gebel Yebsa, is also Simmons and Man- 
dels KUWDE #18, which they list (Simmons and Mandel 1986: 122) as ‘Terminal 
Palaeolithic’, our Epipalaeolithic or Midauwara Unit. A new surface collection, in
cluding Ounan points, various backed bladelets, microburins and deeply notched 
(or ‘strangulated’) blades, confirms that designation. We collected an in situ blade 
knapping locality (n = 666) to examine the blade knapping technology.

GY-03 is a pottery and lithic scatter and a couple of clusters of limestone cob
bles on the ridge above GY-02. The pottery, examined by A. Warfe (pers. comm. 
June 2007), consists of a local Baris Unit vessel, and others, including a perforated 
disk, that seem to be transported from the Nile Valley, from either the Predynastic 
or the Nubian culture areas.

The other occurrences recorded in 2006 are all associated with the large pan 
about 2 km south of GY-02. GY-04 is probably Simmons and Mandel’s KUDWE 
#61. Few diagnostics remain, but from their description, the material is probably 
largely Baris Unit.

GY-05 consists of a string of about 12 cobble-covered hearth mounds extend
ing about 100m east-west. It is probably Simmons andMandel’s (1986:172) KUD
WE #59. They list the contents as ‘Terminal Palaeolithic’ (= Midauwara Unit). My 
collection including a Harif point, a double-patinated end scraper, and long ridge 
flakes, confirms this.

GY-06 consists of extensive pottery and lithics scatters associated with lime
stone clusters ca. 1 to 2 m in diameter. The ceramic collection includes seven ves
sels, of which four are good Early Baris examples, one a small Late Baris ves
sel, while the last two are larger, one of them somewhat reminiscent of Dakhleh 
Sheikh Muftah material (Warfe pers. comm. June 2007). The lithics, mostly den- 
ticulates and scrapers, including a side blow flake, suggest a Late Baris age.

GY-05 and GY-06 seem to have both visited by Gardner in 1933. Their location 
matches the published descriptions (Caton-Thompson 1952: 162), and the piles of 
chipped stone left behind and old test pits are still visible. The published collection 
from Yebsa (Caton-Thompson 1952: Pi. 97), which is a combination of Midauwara 
(e.g. # 1 - 12, 16) and Baris tools (tanged and bipointed arrowheads, # 19 - 27), seems 
to be drawn from both GY-05 and 06, which are almost adjacent to each other.
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It was clear from the evidence gathered in 2006, and from the northern sur
vey at Yebsa that this part of the Plateau edge, adjacent to what remains today 
the main route out of Kharga leading to the Nile Valley, was an attractive camp
ing spot throughout the early and mid-Holocene. In 2008 I wanted to check for 
evidence of human activity on the Plateau top beyond the area near the pass that 
had been surveyed in 2006. Accordingly, I conducted walking surveys for several 
kilometres to the south and east of the playa of GY-06, and visited a portion of 
the high limestone ridge between the playa and the Plateau edge. I discovered five 
new localities. Two of these, GY-24 and GY-25, lie within the GY-06 playa basin, 
but upslope from the GY-05 and GY-06 scatters. They appear to be different vari
ants of the Midauwara Unit.

GY-24. Seven to ten clusters of chipped stone, averaging 7m in diameter, oc
cur in an area ca. 85 x 35m. No structures or hearth mounds were noted. A few 
handstones, grinding slab fragments in imported sandstone, ostrich eggshell frag
ments, and a few small sherds at one end of the site were noted. A variety of cherts 
(including ‘wood grained’)—some grading into limestone—were knapped, pre
dominantly into blades of various sizes (blade/flake ratio is 60:40). Tools include 
many notched or denticulated blades, some of them strangulated, rod-shaped 
meches or drills (#16 in Tixier’s [1963] typology), and two simple stemmed ar
rowheads. No backed bladelets or scalene triangles were noted. This appears to be 
a late Midauwara Unit site.

GY-25. Seventy meters east of GY-24, is a patch ca. 20m in diameter where 
predominantly caramel-coloured tabular chert was knapped into relatively small 
narrow blades. Over half of the cores resemble multifaceted burins: they are 
wedge-shaped with the blade removal faces on one or both narrow edges. Tools 
include elongated scalene triangles, backed bladelets, some of them very narrow, 
three piercers (Tixier 1963 # 12), a few denticulates and a microburin. Just off 
the cluster lay a small flat grinding slab and a carefully shaped handstone with a 
gabled back.

I ran transects about 6 km southward from the GY-06 playa and about 2 km 
eastward, where satellite imagery showed large, promising-looking playas. I encoun
tered three outcrops of tabular chert, none apparently exploited in the Holocene, 
although one of them had been used in the Younger MSA. Otherwise, aside from 
the occasional lithic artefact, either of MSA age or from the Holocene, or the iso
lated cluster of FCR, there was little sign of prehistoric human activity. Exceptions 
were two localities, GY-31 and GY-35, lying along what may have been a prehistoric 
communication route approaching the Plateau rim from the northeast.
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GY-31. A scatter of ca. 20 clusters of limestone cobbles stretching about 400m 
on the bare surface at the base of a low ridge. The cobbles measure about 12cm 
across, while the clusters average about 2 m in diameter. Near the north end of the 
site is a ring ca. 6 m in diameter made up of large blocks of limestone about 30cm 
across. Near the south end is an outcrop of siliceous limestone where large flakes 
were knapped. Cultural material around the clusters is sparse and suggests brief 
occupations at various times in the Holocene: a sherd of Early Baris Phase vintage; 
a broken Roman water jar on one of the clusters; some nondescript knapping of 
blades and flakes; a couple of informal notches.

GY-35. An extensive spread of Early Baris Phase hearth mounds in a flat open 
area over a kilometre north of GY-31. Two main clusters of hearth mounds occur: 
the east cluster measures about 200 x 25 m; the west one about 100 x 80 m, with 
about 35 mounds in the west cluster. Mounds range from small, <1.5 m in diam
eter and spaced only 2 to 4 m apart in the south end of the east cluster, to larger 
ones <7 m across and spaced further apart in the west cluster. Flakes and blades 
were knapped from fairly small cores, many on caramel-coloured chert. Tools 
include bifacially-knapped, mostly bipointed arrowheads <55 mm long, knife 
fragments with bifacial edge retouch, two rough side blow flakes, three possible 
planes, three scrapers on thermal spalls, and variously denticulated flakes, blades 
and spalls. Several handstones and grinding slab fragments were noted. The pot
tery seems to be largely locally made and dated to the Early Baris Phase (C. Hope, 
pers. com., Feb. 2008). One or two of the sherds might bear impressions. Tire as
semblage suggests a later Early Baris Phase age.

GY-36. GY-36 lies on the high limestone ridge between the GY-06 playa and 
the edge of the Plateau. It consists of several patches of chipped stone and a few 
small clusters of limestone, possible hearths. The scatters run 150 m roughly 
north-south in a wadi-cut depression. The site probably corresponds to Simmons 
and Mandel’s (1986) KUWDE #29. The lithic industry is fairly bladey, and core 
fragments include several ridge flakes. Tools include four arrowheads, three of 
them grading into drills, and one with invasive retouch covering most of the dor
sal face. There are four double-backed perforators including a short drill bit, and 
a series of notched or denticulated blades. While the clusters may not all be con
temporaneous, the assemblages as a whole suggest a late Midauwara Unit date.

Plateau top between Refuf and Abu Sighawal (Fig. 3)
Moving southward from Gebel Yebsa, the next area reported by Caton- 

Thompson (1952) to be rich in Late Prehistoric material is the Plateau top
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Fig. 3. Holocene Prehistoric sites recorded in the Wadi el-Refuf embayment and on the Plateau 
top between the head of the Refuf Pass and the Abu Sighawal Pass, 

from Refuf to the Abu Sighawal Pass. I spent four days there in the 2006 sea
son, and another day in 2008.

On the Plateau top a well-marked trail runs from the Abu Sighawal Pass 
northeastward to the head of the Refuf Pass. It is bordered on the east by a low 
scarp. To the west, between the trail and the Plateau edge, lie Caton-Thompson’s 
chert workings’, the extensive outcrops of tabular chert which were quarried 
in Late Prehistoric times (Caton-lhompson 1952: 187 ff). Caton-Thompson 
(1952: 162, 192) reports two types of localities along the trail, Bedouin Micro- 
lithic scatters in small silt-filled hollows, and Peasant Neolithic material associ
ated with hearth mounds. Most of our sites would fall into the latter category, 
but one earlier locality was recorded.
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AS-05 seems Early Baris in age. It consists of about eight mostly small hearth 
mounds, within a silt-filled hollow about 100m across. The associated industry, 
emphasizing flakes more than blades, includes denticulates and scrapers, bipoint- 
ed and tanged arrowheads, and a single backed bladelet. (Caton-Thompson’s pub
lished locality from the area [1952: 163-4, PI. 98] seems to belong mostly to the 
earlier Midauwara Unit).

Most occurrences on this stretch of the Plateau top resemble Caton-Thomp- 
son’s Peasant Neolithic material, and in our sequence are probably Late Baris lo
calities. Running southward about 5 km from the head of the Refuf Pass and west 
of the low scarp is quite a rich scatter of hearth mounds and associated artifacts, 
sampled at localities REF-12 and 13. Most mounds measure one to two meters 
across, but a few larger ones are over 10m across; the mound at REF-12, Cluster 1, 
is about 20 m in diameter and over one meter high. Associated artifacts, fashioned 
on the local ‘caramel’ or brown tabular chert, as well as a black nodular chert, 
include tranchets and other scrapers, denticulates, knives and drills. In several 
spots, a series of side blow flakes was knapped off and then retouched. No arrow
heads or pottery were noted. Several grinding slabs with raised rims, and round 
flattened handstones were recorded.

Further south, approaching the Abu Sighawal Pass, similar features and artifacts 
are found, but are fewer, and the artifact scatters are sparse (e.g. AS-02, 03 and 04). 
Three alignments of cobbles and limestone blocks on AS-02 might have been shelters.

The Embayment of the Wadi el-Refuf Pass.
Little of Holocene age has been reported here by either Caton-Thompson or 

the KUDWE, and survey by the KOPP has barely begun. So far the picture in the 
Embayment contrasts dramatically with the extensive Late Baris hearth mound 
fields atop the Plateau. The area surveyed in 2006, up to 3.5 km westward from 
the head of the pass, is not rich archaeologically. Some surfaces are sanded over, 
others barren of chert, and others have a thin scatter of mostly unworked brown 
tabular fragments. Within the latter, a few spots with clear evidence of Holocene 
human activity were noted.

REF-09 and 10 are spots about 300 m apart where chert was knapped. Both 
are small scatters (REF-09 is ca. 30 m across) with blade and bladelet cores, core 
fragments and blades up to 12cm long, mostly in the ‘caramel’ or brown tabular 
chert. Few of the blades are retouched, and almost no diagnostic tools were found.

REF-05: a locality, first recorded in 2001 by Hawkins (Hawkins et al. 2001), 
about two km down the wadi from Ref-10, in a small basin nestled against the north
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Fig. 4. REF-14 from the south showing some of the slab structures. Figure (arrow, middle 
distance) for scale. (B. Churcher, January 22, 2006).

wall of the Refuf embayment. The artifact scatter extends ca. 70 x 40 m, and near its 
north end are five possible slab structures, each up to 2 m across. It is a knapping site 
where mostly the local tabular chert was worked into flakes and blades up to 8cm 
long. As with REF-09 and 10, almost no diagnostics were found. The blades and 
small bladelet cores might suggest the Midauwara Unit, but there were no backed 
bladelets, arrowheads or other tools that would confirm that assignment.

REF-14: A much richer locality in a small northern wadi-cut embayment about 
500 m west of REF-05. It consists of about 20 slab-built structures occupying an area 
ca. 60m in diameter (Fig. 4). The structures, many with their slabs on edge, range 
from round or oval ones 2 to 3 m across to bilobed or crescent shapes up to 5 m long. 
Associated tools, mostly in local tabular chert, include two large knives, another fine 
bifacial tool, bipointed arrowheads, drills and a rounded scraper. While some of the 
tools suggest the REF-14 occupation might be contemporary with the Late Predy- 
nastic or the Early Dynastic period in the Nile Valley, the pottery is a local Late Baris 
ware with medium-coarse shale fabric (A. Warfe, pers. comm. June 2007).

Plateau top south of the Abu Sighawal Pass
In my 2008 visit atop Abu Sighawal, I turned southward from the head of the 

pass. About 1.2 km south along the edge of the Plateau, I encountered a major out
crop of caramel tabular chert, worked in Holocene times, reminiscent of Caton- 
Thompson’s ‘chert workings’ lying to the north, on either side of the Refuf Pass..
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AS-08. The main tabular chert outcrop, at the Plateau edge, measures 150 x 90 
m. The ground is covered with reddish caramel chert. The stone on the surface 
tends to break in rectilinear pieces—slabs up to 40 x 20 x 3 cm, and narrower bars 
up to 35 x 8 x 4 cm. Amongst the debris a number of large, heavy-duty tools were 
noted including various mauls and denticulated scrapers. Along the east edge of 
the outcrop is a “miner’s hut” (cf. Caton-Thompson 1952:192). Unlike those re
corded by Caton-Thompson, which are arc-shaped dry stone walls built up to lm 
high, the AS-08 hut (Fig. 5) is an oval ring 5 x 3.5 m, open to the south, consisting 
of a single discontinuous layer of limestone blocks measuring <40 x 20 cm, inter
spersed with three large slabs of tabular chert. Another structure, 15 m away, an 
arc of stones 2m long, contained a broken Roman water jar. On the north side of 
the outcrop are other alignments of rock that may or may not be natural.

As Caton-Thompson remarks (1952: 194), it is difficult to assign precise dates to 
the chert-workings located on this part of the Plateau edge. She argues that much of 
the extraction work on the sites she investigated is attributable to the Peasant Neo
lithic (our Late Baris Phase) people whose hearth mounds as mentioned, border the 
chert outcroppings above the Refuf Pass. She adds that exploitation of this resource 
may have continued well beyond the Neolithic. For example, large ‘ingots’ of cara
mel chert are found at the Old Kingdom capital of ‘Ain Aseel in Dakhleh.

AS-09. A blade-knapping scatter covering ca. 4 x 2 m is located 30m south 
of the main outcrop of AS-08 (Fig. 6). A grab sample of 70 items shows that the 
edges of tabular chert slabs were knapped to produce relatively short, rectangu
lar-shaped blades with large triangular-shaped butts, most showing no platform 
preparation. Non-cortical blades measure <70mm long.

The Bulaq Pass
As mentioned above, Caton-Thompson (1952) reported seeing scatters of 

Holocene artifacts around pans along the edge of the scarp between the Bulaq 
pass and the Gebel Umm el Ghenneiem to the north. In 2005, four members of 
the KOPP surveyed ca. 4 km2 of the Plateau top at the head of the Bulaq Pass. We 
noted a thin scatter of debris dating from the last several millennia, including iso
lated chipped stone tools or grindstone fragments of early to mid-Holocene age, a 
few well-constructed rectangular slab structures that might date to Roman times, 
and several scatters of sherds bearing basket-impressed decoration that may be of 
early Islamic age. Within the surveyed area, however, we found no coherent scatter 
of early or mid-Holocene material. Also, like Caton-Thompson (above, p. 1), we 
noticed little of Holocene age on the climb up the scarp face to the head of the pass.
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Fig. 5. AS-08 “miners hut” with the outcrop of reddish chert behind it to the left.

Fig. 6. AS-09 blade knapping scatter.



320 Mary M. A. McDonald

The Mata’na Area
The Plateau top at the Mata’na Pass is one of the locations where Caton-Thomp- 

son (1952:164) recorded ‘microlithic’ (our Midauwara and perhaps Early Baris 
units) material. I have not yet visited this part of the Plateau top. In 2006 however, 
A. L. Hawkins and I ran a transect survey eastward for 12 km across the Piedmont 
zone and up the Escarpment to the head of Mata’na Pass, in order to determine the 
density of prehistoric cultural material in different geomorphological zones (Mc
Donald et al. 2006:2). Thirty archaeological occurrences were recorded, two-thirds 
of them of Holocene age. Both the Midauwara and Baris units may be represented. 
Six are locations where a few side blow flakes were removed from a nodule, in a 
sequence similar to one recorded at Djara to the north, on the Abu Muhariq Plateau 
(Kindermann 2004:43 ff). Like the Djara examples, these side blow flakes (none of 
which had been modified into tools) are probably of mid-Holocene age.

The other Holocene occurrences we recorded consist of one or two tools, or of 
spots where a few flakes or blades were knapped. At one of the blade knapping sta
tions near the head of the pass, (MT-05), a simple sequence was followed. At a spot 
where chert was eroding out of the hillside, flatfish nodules were chosen and blades 
removed with little evidence of core preparation. The resulting primary and second
ary blades were up to 100mm long, fairly wide, and had large single-facetted butts. On 
the whole, the technology suggests a mid-Holocene rather than an early Holocene 
(Epipalaeolithic) date (cf. Riemer et al. 2004). Some of the other stations, showing a 
more elaborate core preparation technique, could belong to the Midauwara unit.

Discussion
In summary, except at Bulaq, we found abundant traces of human activity from 

the Late Prehistoric period atop the major passes from Mata’na to Yebsa. The Yebsa 
area, the most thoroughly explored, yielded the most sites, and evidence of occupation 
throughout the early and mid-Holocene, with all of our cultural units represented. 
Half the Yebsa sites belong to the Midauwara unit. The rich archaeological scatters 
between Abu Sighawal and the head of the pass at Refuf are mostly of Late Baris age. 
However, we recorded one Early Baris locality there, and Caton-Thompson (1952, PI 
98) documented a Midauwara unit site. The portion of the Refuf embayment explored 
so far yielded traces of what is likely Midauwara unit activity, plus one quite coherent 
slab structure site, probably dating to the Late Baris. Finally, in the survey below the 
Mata’na Pass, we recorded evidence of activity from the mid-Holocene (probably the 
Late Baris unit), and possibly from the Midauwara unit as well, while Caton-Thomp
son mentions Midauwara unit material found atop the pass.



Beyond the Wadi El-Midauwara: the Holocene Prehistory of the Plateau Edge
above Kharga Oasis, Egypt 321

Finally, it is noteworthy that, compared with the embayment at Wadi el-Mi- 
dauwara, and to some extent that at Refuf, the Plateau top at the head of the ma
jor passes seems to have served as the locus for relatively short-term, if not just 
over-night, encampments. With the exception of GY-24 and GY-25 (which may 
be special-purpose sites), and the much disturbed ones near the road to Assiut, 
all recorded localities feature hearth mounds. These features vary from site to site 
in number, in size, and in the nature of the rocks on their surfaces. Also a few of 
these sites feature a hut circle or two. This seems the case at GY-16 near the re
entrant north of Yebsa, and there may be two or three structures on AS-02 near 
Abu Sighawal. As noted, a structure or two of undetermined age is sometimes 
found along the fringes of the extensive ‘chert workings’ near Refuf. On GY-02 (or 
KUWDE 18), Simmons and Mandel (1986: 127, fig. 15, 16, 17) noted a number 
of ‘cobble features’ or clusters of cobbles, which they suggest, among other pos
sibilities, might be hut circles. These features do not resemble the rings of slabs or 
cobbles that we interpret as structures on other sites. Their other suggestions, that 
they might be hearths or roasting features, seem more likely. In sum, on none of 
the Plateau top areas that we visited are there the sites with clusters of, in some 
cases dozens of slab structures as in the Wadi el-Midauwara, sites that may repre
sent some degree of sedentism in that embayment.
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Introduction
Wadi Hamra (“The Red Valley”) is the easternmost of the three major wadis 

which cut into the north-western part of the Gilf Kebir Plateau, today known as 
Abu Ras Plateau (Fig. 1). Today, this area is part of the driest and nearly plantless 
region of the Sahara, about 500 km south-west of the Egyptian Dakhla Oasis and 
about 300 km east of the Libyan Kufra Oasis. As a result of its remoteness and 
inaccessibility Wadi Hamra has not yet been subject to systematic archaeological 
investigations, as well as the other valleys of the north-western Gilf Kebir.

During March and April 2000 the ACACIA project of the University of Co
logne conducted an interdisciplinary expedition to the Gilf Kebir and the western 
Great Sand Sea which led to the discovery and documentation of an archaeologi
cal surface site in Wadi Hamra. After entering the north-western plateau surface, 
Wadi Hamra was entranced in the south, followed by a visit of the rock art site 
documented by Rhotert’s expedition in 1935 (Fig. 2; 3; see below), and a brief 
survey of the wadi to its northern mouth. In the central Wadi Hamra a prehis
toric camp site was found near rock art sites that had been discovered by Berger 
& Berger in 1998 and Giancarlo Negro (after Zboray 2005). Berger & Berger had 
already noticed some artefacts, stone circles, and grooved abraders that probably 
belong to the site investigated by ACACIA in 2000. The site was then recorded, 
modified stone tools and potsherds were completely collected from the surface, 
and a small test excavation was carried out. Up to now, this site listed in the fol



324 Heiko Riemer

lowing as Wadi Hamra 00/9 is the only systematic recording of artefacts that still 
exists from the north-western Gilf Kebir.

Fig. 1. Map of the western Gilf Kebir Plateau (Abu Ras Plateau) showing Wadi Hamra 
and its archaeological sites: 1 Side valley comprising rock art sites 

and the open air site 00/9; 2 Rhoterts rock art site discovered in 1935; 
other dots on the map mark rock art sites.

History of Exploration of Wadi Hamra and north-western Gilf Kebir
In terms of the European exploratory history, the north-western part of the 

Gilf Kebir was unexplored until the beginning of the 1930s. In 1931 Patrick Clay
ton, the former member of the Frontiers District Administrations, then member 
of the Desert Survey Department, made a one-day survey to the south-western 
side of the Gilf Kebir without having access without accessing the inner part of 
the massif. He discovered some rock engravings in an area that in early 1933 was 
named Wadi Sura by Laszlo Almasy (Clayton 1933b; Bagnold et al. 1939: 295). In 
1932 the expedition of Laszlo Almasy, Sir Robert Clayton-East Clayton, Patrick 
Clayton, and Royal Air Force Wing Commander Hubert Penderel reached the
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Fig. 2. Close-up of depictions at Rhotert’s rock art site in upper Wadi Hamra taken 
in 2000 (cf. Rhotert 1952, plate XXVII,3-4).

south-western side of the Gilf Kebir with three Ford “A” cars and a light propel
ler aircraft to explore the plateau (Clayton 1933a; Penderel 1934; Almasy 1939). 
When Almasy made a solo-trip to Kufra to supply the expedition with water, 
Clayton and Penderel winged flew over the plateau and from the air saw a deep 
wadi dotted with acacia trees, which later became known as the Wadi Abd el Ma
lik. They, however, failed to enter the wadi by car. During a second flight, Almasy 
spotted another valley east of Wadi Abd el Melik - probably the Wadi Hamra. 
The green trees and bushes seen from the air, as well as the stories about wells 
and pastures in the valleys of the Gilf Kebir told to Almasy in Kufra in 1933 by 
two caravan headmen, convinced him that he had found the legendary oasis of 
Zarzura (Almasy 1939; Bermann 2003).

Driven not only by geographical and frontier security interests, but by the mys
tery of Zazura, the unknown oasis, a number of expeditions returned to the Gilf 
Kebir during the following years (Bagnold 1937). In winter 1932/33 Clayton and 
his party traversed the Great Sand Sea from east to west which led him to the dis
covery of the Libyan Desert Glass deposits. The second objective of the expedition 
was to track the escarpments and valleys of the north-western Gilf Kebir. Probably 
the party took the first steps into the tree-lined valleys that had been located from 
the air. (Clayton 1933c; Almasy 1939: 127; 129). When Clayton’s expedition was
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Fig. 3. Upper Wadi Hamra viewed from the Plateau edge above Rhotert’s rock art site. 
Workshops to obtain quartzite blocks for stone knapping exist at the foot of the slopes.
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still underway Almasy returned to the Gilf Kebir in early 1933 with Penderel, and 
the Austrian writer Richard Bermann alias Arnold Hollriegel (Almasy 1939: 126
135; Bermann 2003). It was during this expedition when a caravan headmen in 
Kufra mentioned the names of the three valleys: Wadi Talkh, Wadi Abd el Malik 
and Wadi Hamra (from west to east). During the same year, after her husband’s 
sudden death, Lady Dorothy Clayton-East Clayton set off together with Major 
Ralph Bagnold to the Great Sand Sea and the Gilf Kebir where they visited the 
wadis. In 1934 Almasy then surveyed the wadis with Hans-Jorg von der Esch and 
others (Almasy 1939: 143-155). In 1934 Kennedy Shaw and his team crossed the 
so-called ‘gap’ between the north-western and the south-eastern part of the Gilf 
Kebir, and entered Wadi Hamra (Shaw 1936; Mason 1936).

In 1933 the rock art sites recently discovered in Uweinat and at the south
western edge of the Gilf Kebir Plateau were the starting point for the first archaeo
logical expedition to the Gilf Kebir. Within the frame of the DIAFE 11 (German 
Central-African Research Expedition), directed by the ethnologist Leo Frobenius, 
Almasy headed the party to Uweinat and Gilf Kebir. The expedition was accom
panied by Frobenius’ research assistant Hans Rhotert and the graphic assistant 
Elisabeth Pauli (Rhotert 1934; 1938; Almasy 1939: 140-143). The discovery of the 
rock paintings of the Cave of the Swimmers in Wadi Sura by Almasy was one of 
the important results of the DIAFE 11.

Within the DIAFE programme Rhotert led a second expedition (DIAFE 12) 
to the Gilf Kebir in April 1935, this time without Almasy. The latter, however, had 
prepared Rhotert in Cairo with his most recent cartographic information on the 
location of the wadis in the north-western Gilf Kebir (and by the same time Rhot
ert arranged some reconciliation between Almasy and Frobenius after the quarrel 
over the attribution of the Ayn Doua rock art discoveries). Rhotert took advantage 
of the experiences gathered during the 1933 tour. The expedition was supported 
by Ford in Cologne with ten Model “A” vehicles of which eight were used for the 
journey from Kharga to Gilf Kebir and Kufra. It was joined by a large scientific 
team of ethnographers and archaeologists, among them Frobenius and his wife, 
and a team of graphic assistants to copy the rock depictions led by Elisabeth Pauli 
(Rhotert 1938; 1952). A first reconnaissance trip in order to find a passage into 
Wadi Hamra took them around the northern Gilf Kebir, across the southernmost 
dunes of the Great Sand Sea (“Clayton’s dune”) into the ‘gap’ between both parts 
of the Gilf and then continued up onto the western plateau surface.

On April 17th the party set up their base camp at the southern tip of the large 
dune train within the ‘gap’. In the early afternoon the team parted: Rhotert and
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three members left with two cars towards Kufra to get water and gas, and two 
other groups departed for the exploration of the north-western Gilf Kebir Plateau. 
One of these groups headed for Wadi Hamra with three cars. It comprised the 
draftswomen Elisabeth Pauli, Elisabeth Krebs, and Kathe Marr; Frobenius and the 
ethnologist Karin Hissink; the archaeologist Elisabeth Weifi, as well as the writer 
Douglas Fox.

After the teams had reunited at Wadi Sura by April 22nd, Rhotert noted in his 
field book that the group had discovered “some rock engravings and stone artefacts” 
in Wadi Hamra before they had returned to the plateau surface by April 20th. What 
can be taken for certain is that the trip into Wadi Hamra which only took some days, 
led to the discovery of, at least, one rock art site with engravings (Fig. 2) in the upper 
section of Wadi Hamra which was later on published by Rhotert in his “Libysche 
Felsbilder” (Rhotert 1952: 49). Moreover, the group obviously conducted a survey 
along the wadi in search for prehistoric camp sites because in 1952 Rhotert reports 
many “Mousterian” and “Neolithic” artefacts which were found on wadi terraces in 
Wadi Hamra, among them many grinders (Rhotert 1952).

The first comprehensive volume on the archaeological results of the two DI- 
AFE expeditions was already published in 1938 (Rhotert 1938) which covers the 
prehistoric archaeology of Transjordania, the subject of the first mainstay of the 
expedition. The second volume devoted to the archaeology of the Libyan Desert 
announced in volume I under the title “Die Libysche Wiiste” (Rhotert 1938) never 
came into being due to the loss of an unknown number of expedition documents 
and artefacts during the World War II bombing of the city of Frankfort in 1944 
where they were housed in the Frankfort University “Research Institute of Cul
tural Morphology” (what became the “Frobenius Institute” in 1946). As a con
sequence, Rhotert’s volume published in 1952 as “Libysche Felsbilder” (Rhotert 
1952) was fragmentary, though without doubt a milestone in the field of rock art 
research in the Libyan Desert. It only accounts for the rock art assembled during 
the expeditions in 1933 and 1935 including photo sheets, tracings and copies that 
survived the war, detailed cartographic material as well as descriptions and draw
ings of artefacts are however missing.

It should be added that the DIAFE 12 continued to the north-western Gilf Ke
bir. Starting from Wadi Sura on April 24th the group rounded the north-western 
Gilf Kebir and entered Wadi Abd el Malik for a four-day survey by car and on 
foot. Following Rhoterts field book, the survey yielded only meagre archaeologi
cal results: no rock art site had been discovered, and stone artefacts found in the 
valleys and on the plateau surface were mainly not retouched and less significant.
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Fig. 4. Longitudinal section through Wadi Hamra from the head (left) to its mouth (right).

In 1938 Bagnold and Peel (Bagnold et al. 1938) discovered a small cave with some 
cattle paintings in Wadi Abd el Malik (AM 1 in the site list of Zboray 2005) which 
is to this date the only known site with paintings north of the Wadi Sura area.

In contrast to the south-eastern Gilf Kebir (for exploration history see Lin- 
stadter 2005), the north-western part has received relatively little attention after 
World War II; exeptions are a handful of new rock art discoveries in Wadi Abd el 
Malik and Wadi Hamra (Negro 1995; Berger and Berger 1999; Berger et al. 1999), 
and the re-discovery of Rhotert’s rock art site in upper Wadi Hamra. Zboray 
(2005) lists a total of four rock art sites currently known in Wadi Hamra. Finally, 
a brief visit to Wadi Hamra is to be mentioned undertaken by the 1978 expedi
tion of the Geological Survey of Egypt. Haynes who joined the mission reports 
“numerous game trails and several short stone walls that appear to be the blinds 
of ancient hunters” at “where an eastern tributary of Wadi Abt el Malik comes to 
within a few hundred meters of Wadi Hamra” (Haynes 1985: 301).

Site and artefacts of Wadi Hamra 00/9
The site of Wadi Hamra 00/9 is situated in a small side valley which branches off 

the Wadi Hamra in westerly direction some 20 km north of Rhotert’s rock art site, 
and about 10 km south of the mouth of Wadi Hamra (Fig. 4-6). The side valley is 
known since the discovery of two neighbouring locations with rock depictions by 
Berger and Berger in 1998 (Berger and Berger 1999: 206-207; Berger et al. 1999). 
These sites yielded packed rock engravings of giraffes, ostriches, human figures and 
cattle. One rock art site was found in a southern tributary of the side valley. The other 
rock art site was located in the centre of the side valley where depictions are placed 
on vertical surfaces along a 5-6 m high rock terrace (Fig. 6). A number of small 
roughly made stone circles were observed on the top of the rock terrace. Moreover, 
some surface artefacts were noticed, but without giving any further details. An ex
ception is the report about a couple of grooved abraders (Berger and Berger 1999: 
219). In 2000 the ACACIA team located two surface clusters of artefacts in front
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Fig. 5. View from the side valley at site 00/9 into Wadi Hamra. The surface scatter of artefacts 
covers the freed area of the terrace in front, while the wadi channels 

in the background are vegetated.

of the rock terrace. The site was going to suffer from increasing tourist visits of the 
rock depictions as already visible by car tracks deeply cut into the surface scatters. 
This and the fact that some of the artefacts were chronologically distinctive were the 
primary reasons for a one day rescue survey of the site.

Two surface concentrations of dense artefact scatters about 50 m apart were 
recorded on a 0.5-1 m high sediment terrace (Fig. 7). Some parts of the artefacts 
clusters were cut by wadi channels. After the prehistoric occupation, the northern 
part of the terrace was partly eroded by later wadi floods.

The south-western artefact cluster extends about 20 m in north-south direc
tion. It yielded some tiny bone fragments and some flaked lithic material. Only 
two retouched tools (Fig. 8,1; 8,5) and a lower grinder were recorded. The elon
gated north-eastern cluster has an extension of about 60 x 10 m. Despite debitage 
and debris from a number of poorly defined workshops, it produced a number 
of retouched tools, cores, lower and upper grinders, and three grooved abraders. 
Moreover, a potsherd with organic temper from a vessel’s rim was found within 
this scatter (Fig. 11,1). Another rim sherd, which shows a mineral temper (Fig. 
11,2), was collected west of the artefact scatters in an isolated position.

The less deflated ground of the terrace on which the clusters were found, and 
the bones weathering out of the sediment suggested good conditions for organic 
preservation within the subsurface material. A small test excavation (00/9-1) of 
one square metre and about 10 cm deep was carried out at a knapping place of 
lithic material within the north-eastern cluster to examine the potential of the
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Fig. 6. Map of the side valley at 00/9.

subsurface material. Unfortunately, no organic remains were found, but a handful 
of tiny crumbling potsherds came to light which represent another vessel unit at 
the site (cf. sample 3 in Fig. 12).

The chipped stone artefacts of Wadi Hamra 00/9 were predominately made of 
greenish grey quartzite. This raw material has been found at outcrops and work
shops on the slopes in the upper Wadi Hamra, close to Rhotert’s site, where initial 
stages of the production sequence took place. Additionally, at 00/9 a brownish 
quartzite was used for smaller blades and flakes.

The blank production is characterized by flakes and blades of varying size showing 
large platforms and poor dorsal preparation. The total amount of retouched implements 
is small. Two end-scrapers on flakes (Fig. 8,3-4), two edge-retouched blades (Fig. 8,1-2), 
and two perforators on flakes (Fig. 8,5-6) were recorded. Five cores on large flakes were 
found within the north-eastern cluster (Fig. 8,7; 9,1-2). They represent large single plat
form cores which were chipped from larger blocks at the outcrops, such as those seen in 
the upper wadi, and then taken to the site of 00/9 where they were used as cores for the 
primary production (cf. chaine operatoire for Wadi Bakht in Linstadter 2005,153).
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Fig. 7. Site map of Wadi Hamra 00/9 showing scatter of artefacts on the surface.

The upper and lower grinders consist of black or brownish quartzitic sand
stone. Lower grinders only exist in fragments. The handstones have characteristic 
flattened shapes as are well known from Holocene camp sites elsewhere in the 
Eastern Sahara. The exception is a small short handstone (Fig. 9,3) which resem
bles the grinders of the Gilftype (Kuper 1981: 252-253). Another polished artefact 
with flaked ends might represent an axe (Fig. 10,1). The two grooved abraders 
shown by Berger (Berger and Berger 1999: 219; Berger and Berger 2000) were 
neither found on site nor in the vicinity. However, three other specimen of the 
same type were collected from the north-eastern cluster (Fig. 10,2-4). They have 
grooves of 6-10 mm diameter on both flattened surfaces. As already discussed 
elsewhere (cf. Baur-Roger 1989, 101) they were probably used for working wood
en shafts. The polishing of ostrich eggshell beads is an alternative interpretation, 
but is less plausible because of the absence of beads or blanks on site.

Dating and cultural affiliation
As to the dating of the site, a mid-Holocene age (starting about 6600 calBC) 

is indicated by the flake-orientated technology, the high amount of grindstones, 
and the occurrence of pottery. The high amount of large flakes and cores is simi-
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Fig. 8. Wadi Hamra 00/9: 1-2 blades with lateral retouch; 3-4 end-scrapers; 5-6 perforators; 
7 large flake from local quartzite used as core.
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Fig. 9. Wadi Hamra 00/9: 1-2 cores from local quartzite; 3 handstone resembling 
grinders of the Gilf type.
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Fig. 10. Wadi Hamra 00/9: 1 plane or axe made of quartzitic sandstone; 2-4 grooved abraders
made of fine sandstone.
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Fig. 11. Gilf B potsherds from Wadi Hamra 00/9: 1 mineral fabric (cf. Fig. 12, sample 4);
2 plant fabric (cf. Fig. 12, sample 1).

lar to the production of stone artefacts of the mid-Holocene phase in the south
eastern Gilf Kebir valleys of Wadi el Akhdar (Schon 1996) and Wadi Bakht (Lin
stadter 2005), and is most likely a result of a surplus of quartzite outcrops on the 
top of the Gilf Kebir (Linstadter 2003). The lack of microlithic elements, such as 
triangles, trapezes, and segments, rather point to the informal tool production 
of the “Late Neolithic” (after Schon 1996) or Gilf C phase (ca. 4400-3300 calBC 
after Linstadter 2005).

The handstone of the Gilf type is common in the wadis of the south-eastern 
Gilf Kebir, found there on sites of the Gilf B or Gilf C phases (Linstadter 2005), 
as well as from a number of sites in the vicinity of the Gilf Kebir Plateau (Kuper 
1981). More precise chronological affiliation comes from the site Wadi el Akhdar 
80/12-1 (Kuper 1981: 252-253) where the Gilf type dates between ca. 4400 and 
4000 BC (Gilf C) according to four 14C-dates from the excavation (Schon 1996: 
396-415). Tire handstone found at Wadi Hamra 00/9 (Fig. 9,3), however, does not 
exactly fit the elaborate shape of the Gilf type, but might represent an earlier stage 
in the development of the Gilf handstones.

The typo-chronological dating of Wadi Hamra 00/9 is supported by a 14C-date 
made on organic fibres extracted from the potsherd in Fig. 11,2 which yielded an 
age of 5570 +/- 150 BP (4430 +/- 160 BC; KIA-21541). This date is at the transition 
between the phases Gilf B (ca. 6600-4400 calBC) and Gilf C (ca. 4400-3300 calBC).

The potsherds found at Wadi Hamra 00/9 (Fig. 11) allow some further con
clusions about the chronological affiliation through comparison with pottery 
elsewhere in the Eastern Sahara. As known from the Gilf Kebir valleys (Kuper 
1995; Linstadter 2005) the Late Neolithic or Gilf C pottery (ca. 4400-3300 calBC) 
consists of thin-walled (3-6 mm in average), well smoothed or polished globular
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vessels. The fabrics indicate a closed matrix with few organic and/or mineral tem
pering agents (Kuper 1995; Linstadter 2005). The decorations cover a wide spec
trum of motifs most of which have been applied by rocker stamping or incising of 
zigzags or parallel rows of dots or lines, among them the herring bone motif. The 
sherds found at Wadi Hamra are neither decorated nor do they go well with the 
fabrics and the thin-walled, often polished sherds of the Gilf C phase.

Potsherds as those found at Wadi Hamra resemble ceramics subsumed among 
the tradition of the Khartoum style predating the Gilf C pottery. The earliest evi
dence of pottery found in southern Egypt is represented by decoration motifs that 
resemble those of the Khartoum Mesolithic along the Nubian Nile. This pottery 
tradition is common in most parts of the Libyan Desert west of the Nile from the 
Wadi Howar in the south to the Dakhla and Kharga Oases in the north, as well as 
from further west. Pottery of the Khartoum style from the desert areas has been 
dated in south-western Egypt and northern Sudan approximately between 6600 
and 4400 calBC on the basis of direct or context dating (Fig. 13).

As was outlined elsewhere (Riemer and Jesse 2006) there are good arguments 
to subdivide the ceramic traditions represented by Khartoum style decorations in 
south-western Egypt into two sub-phases by means of fabrics (Fig. 12; 13). The 
connection of undecorated to Khartoum-decorated sherds within the same site 
contexts at many sites of the Western Desert led to the assumption that even the 
undecorated pottery can be affiliated by means of fabrics.

The fabrics of the earlier phase (ca. 6600-5500 calBC; Gilf Bl) exclusively com
prise mineral tempering agents, namely angular quartz or feldspar. The sherds are 
of medium thickness (6-8 mm in average) and have a closed matrix. This earlier 
phase is represented in Egypt by sherds with packed dotted zigzag, possibly com
bined with dotted wavy line.

As with the earlier phase of the Khartoum style complex, packed dotted zigzag 
appears to be characteristic for the later phase (ca. 5500-4400 calBC; Gilf B2), 
however, the fabrics fundamentally change to a dominating or additional temper 
of plant fibres, both in decorated and undecorated vessels. The plant fibres are of
ten combined with mineral agents, but they usually comprise rather rounded sand 
than angular quartz or feldspar. The walls are often much thicker than those of the 
older mineral fabric. Decorations may consist of packed dotted zigag, but incised 
wavy line also occurs.

Using the plant temper from sherds a radiocarbon dating programme of sherds 
from different sites of the Egyptian Western Desert has revealed an absolute time 
frame for decorated and undecorated sherds ranging from approximately 5700 to
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Fig. 12. Sections of potsherds showing fabrics of Wadi Hamra 00/9 compared to Glass Area 81/61, 
and Wadi Bakht 82/17. The dashed line connects sherds of mineral fabric (feldspar/angular quartz) 

affiliated to the phase Gilf B1 (ca. 6600-5500 calBC); the grey line connects sherds of plant 
fabric affiliated to phase Gilf B2 (ca. 5500-4400 calBC).
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Fig. 13. Chronological chart showing context and direct dating results of potsherds 
by radiocarbon. Sites and dates are from B.O.S. and ACACIA study areas 

in the Western Desert of Egypt and northern Sudan.
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4400 calBC (Fig. 13); the bulk of dates centres between 5500 and 4800 calBC. Refer
ring to the depopulation as a consequence of the onset of the climatic deterioration 
of the desert areas in Egypt between 5300 and 4500 calBC, the dating evidence of 
many Egyptian sites concentrates on phases earlier than 5300 calBC (e.g. Regenfeld, 
Mudpans). This reduces the possibility to obtain material dating to the first half of 
the 5th millennium BC. Therefore, it is tended to suggest that the later sub-phase of 
the Khartoum style complex ranges from approximately 5500 to 4400 calBC refer
ring to the relatively long-lasting chronologies in the Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar, 
as well as to a dated sherd from Wadi Hamra 00/9. Fig. 13 assembles the results 
of the direct dating programme as well as of sherds from 14C-dated contexts in 
south-western Egypt and northern Sudan. It indicates a clear tendency towards the 
sub-division of the Khartoum-style pottery, both decorated and undecorated, in the 
Egyptian part of the Libyan Desert. It also illustrates that the Late Neolithic (Gilf C) 
pottery complex started no earlier then 4400 calBC.

The potsherds found at Wadi Hamra 00/9 represent three vessels. The rim 
found in a somewhat isolated position on the surface of the site (Fig. 8,2) shows 
a closed matrix with a dense mineral temper dominated by course to medium- 
course feldspar (Fig. 12, sample 4). It has its closest parallels to the mineral fabrics 
of the earlier sub-phase of the Khartoum pottery (ca. 6600-5500 calBC, Gilf Bl).

The other rim sherd, directly dated by radiocarbon, came from the north-east
ern surface cluster (Fig. 8,1). It shows a medium-porous plant temper with an 
additional mineral component (Fig. 12, sample 1). The same appears in the fabric 
of the small vessel sherds excavated during the testing of the subsurface material 
(00/9-1) within the north-eastern cluster which comprises some plant fibres and 
mineral elements (Fig. 10, sample 3). In Fig. 12 sections of sherds from sites else
where representing the different subphases of the Khartoum-style pottery are ex
emplarily pictured; they come from site 81/61 (“Willmann’s Camp”) in the Glass 
Area and from site 82/17 in the Wadi Bakht.

In conclusion, site Wadi Hamra 00/9 can chronologically be placed at the mid
dle of the 5th millennium calBC, however, the evidence given by the artefacts is 
somewhat contradictory whether it can be connected to Gilf B or Gilf C. The 
evidence given by the pottery fabrics of the north-eastern cluster clearly point 
to a Gilf B2 tradition (ca. 5500-4400 calBC), whereas the stone artefacts, and in 
particular the lack of microlithic elements, would speak for an affiliation to Gilf C 
(4400-3300 calBC). The directly dated sherd from Wadi Hamra 00/9 - in Gilf B2 
tradition as mentioned before - marks the end of the pottery tradition of phase 
B2. Two hypotheses can be offered to explain this discrepancy in the chronologi
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cal affiliation: Either the site represents a transitional phase between Gilf B and C 
referring to the scenario that the lithic assemblages had developed before the pot
tery tradition was going to change or the site has multiply been occupied during 
different phases. Tire singular sherd of mineral fabric found in an isolated position 
on the surface which rather connects to the Gilf B1 sub-phase may point to the 
fact that the site has repeatedly been occupied.

The role of Wadi Hamra in the prehistory of the Eastern Sahara
One of the major observations made during the brief Wadi Hamra survey in 

2000 was that Holocene archaeological sites, in particular large sites, are rare in the 
valley compared to the south-eastern Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar. In all larger wadis 
deeply cut into the north-western and south-eastern Gilf Kebir Plateau the topog
raphy has created favourable conditions for shrubs and trees. Beyond doubt, during 
the Holocene humid phase the vegetation made the valleys attractive for game, and 
therefore in turn for human occupation, either to gather plant food and wood, or to 
hunt gazelle, antelope, barbary sheep, and giraffe, as evidenced from bone records 
in the Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar (Van Neer and Uerpmann 1989) and rock depic
tions at various other sites. However, the plant cover did obviously not constitute 
the critical resource for humans which were dependent on regular water supply. 
Much of the vegetation receives its water from shallow local ground water tables 
within the wadi sediments which were hardly accessible for humans. The prehistoric 
people needed surface water that drained off the mountain and collected in endor- 
heic basins after downpours. Such larger basins only occured in valleys of the Gilf 
Kebir where sand dunes had blocked the wadis and dammed the water for weeks or 
months after the rainfall. Among the larger valleys of the Gilf Kebir there are only 
the Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar where remnants of fossil dunes and playa sediments 
of former episodic lakes exist (Linstadter and Kropelin 2005). In turn, these are the 
wadis which virtually received, by far, the greatest attention by prehistoric groups 
during the Holocene humid phase. Archaeological sites in other wadis where water 
has not been dammed, but quickly dispersed into the plains and extended forelands 
of the Gilf Kebir valleys, are few. Moreover, sites which exist in these wadis com
monly comprise only very few artefacts. This would be the most plausible explana
tion for the situation in Wadi Hamra where only very few and small sites have been 
noticed. The location of site 00/9 within the smaller side wadi could indicate that a 
small basin existed here that contained water for a short period during the year. In 
so far Wadi Hamra reports of sporadic prehistoric occupations, while other wadis 
received much greater attention because of their greater surface water ressources.



Archaeological Survey of Wadi Hamra, Gilf Kebir, Egypt 343

The role Wadi Hamra has played in the subsistence strategies of the mobile 
prehistoric groups roaming through the dry savannah of south-west Egypt can 
only be hypothesized, as we are not well-informed, when exactly a pure hunter- 
gatherer economy was going to transform into a pastoral subsistence. The earliest 
introduction of domesticated animals into most regions of the Western Desert 
(with the exception of the possible early cattle found at Nabta Playa and Bir Ki- 
seiba) can be dated to around 6000 calBC (Riemer 2007). In the Glass Area two 
bones of small livestock may date to the 6th or early 5th millennium calBC, how
ever, bones of wild animals clearly dominate. From Gilf Kebir there is certain evi
dence for the introduction of larger numbers of small livestock with the phase Gilf 
C in the Wadi Bakht (starting ca. 4400 calBC). A 14C-date around 5900 calBC (Gilf 
Bl) obtained from ostrich egg shells in Wadi Bakht by the Combined Prehistoric 
Expedition might be connected to a number of cattle bones (Wendorf and Schild 
1980, 219); however, the site from were the samples were taken is mixed up with 
later material, and the affiliation of the bones remains questionable. The same ap
pears to be true for Wadi Bakht 82/22 where tooth fragments from domestic cattle 
were excavated by B.O.S. The site yielded 14C-dates between 6400 and 5100 calBC 
(Gilf B1-2) as well as artefacts throughout all periods of the Gilf Kebir sequence, 
while direct dating of the tooth material failed (Fader 2005: 201).

Consequently it can hardly be said from the general development in the Gilf 
Kebir region and its vicinity whether people from Wadi Hamra 00/9 were hunter- 
gatherers or pastoralists around the middle of the 5th millennium calBC. Judging 
from the evidence in other Western Desert regions, it can hardly be suggested that 
a fully fledged pastoralism was established before 4400 calBC (Riemer 2007). The 
contexts of the early domesticated animals found on sites of the 6th and begin
ning 5th millennium calBC in the Western Desert rather point to a kind of pastro- 
foraging. Traditional subsistence strategies, such as hunting and gathering of wild 
cereals, continue, as well the traditions in material culture.

The lack of arrow heads at the site may point to a predominant herding subsist
ence, but in the absence of distinct bone material, this is no more than a make
shift. Possibly it was the rich vegetation that attracted prehistoric groups to enter 
Wadi Hamra from the outer plains, despite that they were hunters or herders. Raw 
material from the quartzite outcrops probably was another attraction to visit the 
plateau, as it rarely occurs outside the Gilf Kebir. The similarity in stone artefacts 
and pottery between Wadi Hamra and sites in the Glass Area and in the Wadis 
Bakht and el Akhdar, point to a high degree of seasonal mobility over hundreds of 
kilometres that created the background for identical expressions in the material
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culture. Such widespread networks of direct contacts have been evidenced from 
the Western Desert in other studies focussing on the distribution of pottery, stone 
tools and raw material for lithic production (Riemer 2006; 2007). In the case of 
Wadi Hamra one might suggest, that people who stayed in the valley (during the 
dry season?), moved their camps to places in the western Great Sand Sea - fol
lowing the main direction of the wadi. The sites at the Glass Area might represent 
the opposite (rainy season?) section of this annual cycle during which groups al
ternately migrated between the mountain valleys and the plains.

Wadi Hamra fills a gap on our archaeological map of the eastern Sahara in 
many ways. Study regions intensively investigated during the last decades exist to 
the north, east and south of Wadi Hamra. They differ to some extent in their ar
tefact assemblages, but parallels are apparent. During the mid-Holocene starting 
around 6600 calBC large parts of southern and south-western Egypt are charac
terized by a cultural complex with identical lithic and ceramic traditions probably 
based on a great network of contacts. Typical expressions in the material culture 
are the Khartoum style pottery, on the one hand, and the microlithic technology, 
on the other. The material culture does not significantly change before the middle 
of the 5th millennium calBC when the Gilf C pottery developed, and lithic tools 
changed towards a rather informal character. Following the southbound retreat of 
the monsoonal rains, the distribution of the distinct pottery tradition of Gilf C is, 
however, restricted to refuge areas in Egypt’s southwest and northern Sudan.

Site 00/9 in Wadi Hamra indicates that occupation took place there at least 
until the mid-5lh millennium calBC. When exactly the occupational history of 
Wadi Hamra came to an end as a result of the progressing aridification of the 
Sahara, can only be deduced from the general trends that became visible in re
gions elsewhere.

Differences exist in the chronologies, in particular between sites in the 
north and those in the south, due to the climatic deterioration in the Eastern 
Sahara at the close of the Holocene humid phase (Kuper and Kropelin 2006). 
The first signals of depopulation can be traced by radiocarbon chronologies 
from the core areas in the Western Desert, such as in the Great Sand Sea by 
ca. 5300 calBC. In the Glass area the chronology lasted somewhat longer until 
approximately the middle of the 5th millennium calBC. The eastern Gilf Kebir 
Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar yielded traces of continuous occupations until 
3700 and 3500 calBC, respectively. The termination of the Gilf Kebir occupa
tion sequences is, however, not only a result of the general monsoonal retreat. 
In the Wadis Bakht and el Akhdar the dry conditions were buffered for some
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time by the individual landscape formation of the Gilf Kebir where dunes 
blocked the valleys, and episodic lakes existed until the dams were broken by 
flash floods (Linstadter and Kropelin 2004).

Characteristic Gilf C pottery has yet not been observed in Wadi Hamra, which 
might argue for an end of the occupation by the middle of the 5th millennium 
calBC, but this actually needs further field survey in the north-western Gilf Kebir. 
The possible reason why Wadi Hamra has a shorter chronology than Wadi Bakht 
and Wadi el Akhdar where sites agglomerated at the playa basins up to the middle 
of the 4th millennium calBC may be attributed to the southbound retreat of the 
summer rain belt which affected Wadi Hamra earlier than the valleys positioned 
farther south. It can, however, not be excluded that the long-term sequences at 
Wadi Bakht and Wadi el Akhdar are a result of the dune barriers that dammed the 
water of the wadis, and therefore constituted a kind of azonal geomorphological 
feature that would have buffered the progressing aridity for some time. To verify 
these somewhat hypothetical explanations further field surveys are urgently need
ed in the valleys of the Gilf Kebir before the remaining archaeological sites are 
ultimately damaged by the rapidly growing desert tourism. By 2007 the Egyptian 
Environmental Affairs Acency (EEAA) has declared the Egyptian part of Jebel 
Uweinat, the Gilf Kebir Plateau,and the south-western margins of the Great Sand 
Sea as protected area (Kuper 2007). It is hoped that the nomination as a protected 
area will prove to be the first step towards an efficient and sustainable protection 
of the environmental and the cultural heritage of south-west Egypt.
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Chufu 01/01 - a Pharaonic Outpost in the Western 
Desert of Egypt

Until not too long ago the Western Desert of Egypt, outside of the oases, pre
sented itself as terra incognita to Egyptologists. This was about to change a couple 
of years ago when the so called Abu Balias Trail with its around 30 way stations 
was discovered, indicating pharaonic advances into the desert west of the Dakhla 
oasis for more than 350 kilometres until the Gilf Kebir plateau. In December 2000 
a new and important site outside the Abu Balias Trail was discovered, yet again 
by Carlo Bergmann. This site featuring hieroglyphic inscriptions among these the 
name of Pharaoh Khufu, the builder of the Great Pyramid of Giza, and thus being 
named “Chufu 01/01” (Bergman and Kuhlmann 2001; Kuper 2003: 26-34; Kuper 
and Forster 2003; Kuhlmann 2005). The following paper will give a preliminary 
report on the ongoing research at this Fourth Dynasty desert camp site.

The site is situated about 60 km southwest of the Dakhla oasis in an extensive 
hilly region. Among these the pharaonic remains were discovered on a c. 20 m 
high hill of light brown sandstone (Fig. 1). On its eastern side about halfway up a 
natural step has artificially been enlarged to form a 42 m long and 3 to 4 m wide 
terrace bordered by an intricate dry stone wall. Behind the terrace a several meters 
high rock face arises, which lends the hill its unique appearance among the hun
dreds of small hills in the region. Worked into this rock face, which is decorated 
next to the afore mentioned hieroglyphics with seemingly prehistoric petroglyphs, 
there are seven 1 m by 1 m large recesses extending about 1 m deep into the rock 
at ground level. At higher levels, up to two metres above the modern ground,
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Fig. 1. The Site Chufu 01/01.

numerous eyelets were chiselled into the rock face. The hieroglyphic inscriptions 
engraved on the rock face account for at least three subsequent pharaonic expedi
tions during the reign of the Pharaohs Khufu and his son Djedefre (Kuhlmann 
2005). The reference to the two Pharaohs through their cartouches demonstrates 
the official character of the expeditions. It can be gathered from the inscriptions 
that they were carried out by two so called “recruit supervisors”, military person
nel by the names of Iymery and Beby.

Excavations
These observations made clear, that this was not only one of the remotest, but also 

the oldest verified proof of ancient Egyptian expansion into the Western Desert. In 
addition there seemed to be the possibility of finding evidence for potential contacts 
between the pharaonic people and the late prehistoric desert dwellers. Therefore the 
extensive research of the site seemed to be the appropriate measures.

As the site was endangered because of its proximity to the oases first archaeo
logical excavations were immediately carried out by the ACACIA project of the 
University of Cologne in autumn 2001 (Kuper and Forster 2003). A small test 
excavation on the terrace below the Djedefre inscription was instigated in order to
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gain information on potential settlement structures. Soon it became clear that the 
settlement layers were unexpectedly well preserved, due to the sheltered situation 
on the terrace. The recorded stratigraphy with a thickness of more than one metre 
showed up a multiphase usage of the site (Fig. 2).

Underneath a c. 20 cm thick layer of shifting sand and recent rubble a continu
ous layer of yellow dune-sand was discovered. This had obviously been brought 
onto the terrace in order to level the rough surface. Pottery sherds and stone arte
facts as well as at least three campfire sites embedded into the layer identify this as 
an intensively used surface. One of these hearths was radiocarbon dated to 2739 
± 93 BC (KLA-17740). Below the levelling layer an earlier occupation of the site 
is indicated by two charcoal concentrations, radiocarbon dated slightly older to 
2764 ± 74 calBC (KIA 17739) and 2761 ± 78 calBC (KLA 20116).

From these layers derived not only Old Kingdom Egyptian style pottery - 
most likely produced in the oasis - but also sherds of pottery in the tradition of 
the local prehistoric Sheikh Muftah cultural unit. Therefore already at this point in 
time the archaeological potential of the site became strikingly clear, not least of all 
due to the extraordinarily good preservation of organic matter. As the necessary 
extensive excavation of the site as well as a systematic research of its surround
ings could not be realized within the scope of the ACACIA project a new project 
was launched in 2006. Named “Chufu 01/01 - eine pharaonische Wiistenstation 
und ihr landschaftsarchaologischer Kontext” it is a corporate scheme between the 
German Archaeological Institute (K.P. Kuhlmann, H. Parzinger) and the Univer
sity of Cologne (R. Kuper) and is funded by the German Research Council (DFG).

During a first excavation campaign in spring 2006 the archaeological research 
at the site was resumed. Starting from the test trench the excavation was carried on 
in the southern part of the terrace. During the second campaign in autumn 2006 
the excavation was expanded to the northern part of the terrace beyond the dry 
stone wall separating the terrace into two. The excavation was carried out follow
ing natural layers. By gradually uncovering the ancient surfaces, an examination 
of the distinct layers with regard to chronological and functional differences was 
made possible. The longitudinal profile (Fig. 3) orientated from North to South in 
the southern part of the terrace shows that the levelling layer of coarse dune sand 
stemming from the pharaonic occupation can be traced over large parts of the 
excavation area. To the South this layer thins out gradually.

In large parts of the southern excavation area an up to 10 cm thick layer contain
ing large amounts of dung, animal hairs and plant fibres covering the pharaonic 
layers could be traced. It is in turn covered by natural rubble layers. The high con-
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Fig. 5. Chufu 01/01. Deposit of Clayton-discs in the entrance to the terrace.

centration of dung which could originate from sheep or goat may indicate a post- 
pharaonic usage of the terrace as a pen, however a detailed analysis of the dung 
has not been carried out until now. More or less regular pit-like features immedi
ately in or under the coarse sand layer were clearly discernable in the profiles of the 
southern part of the terrace. In the planum they become apparent as round to oval, 
thereby permitting an interpretation as postholes. These could be proven on the 
entire excavation area. A reference of these features to the chiselled eye-lets in the 
rock-face as it might be expected in a context of a tent like roof construction is not 
clearly visible. However a concentration of the postholes along the longitudinal axis 
of the southern part of the terrace, as would be expected, already becomes apparent.

At one part of the exterior wall of the southern terrace, the wall turns outward 
thereby creating an opening which is framed by a large boulder. Here evidence of 
the entrance to the southern terrace area could be uncovered. The profile set up 
immediately in front of the wall (Fig. 4) shows a hollow deposit of the settlement 
layers documenting a worn out channel resulting from the entrance usage. This 
could also be proven in the planum of the area inside the wall as well as on the out
side slope of the hill, where a worn out path probably deriving from former times
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was still clearly discernable at the first visit to the site in 2001. Bordering on the 
channel in the immediate entrance situation a deposit of six Clayton-discs sur
prisingly came to light (Fig. 5). The function of these pottery-discs with a central 
perforation which were used in combination with conical pottery-rings (Clayton- 
rings) is still unknown even though they have been found throughout the West
ern Desert in large numbers (Riemer and Kuper 2000; see last: Riemer 2004).

Pottery
Pottery constitutes the largest part of the find inventory (Fig. 6). Part of the 

highly fragmented vessels derives from surface finds scattered on the hill and its 
immediate surroundings. The far larger part however was embedded in the layers 
of the terrace itself and of the circular stone construction on the slope beneath 
and uncovered during excavation. The ceramic material is dominated by Ancient 
Egyptian style pottery. Besides a very few Nile silt and marl clay imports from 
the Nile valley, exclusively jars, it can mainly be attributed to an oasis produc
tion, probably in Dakhla itself. Concerning the latter several fabrics can be dis
tinguished by a changing ratio of sand and limestone particles whereas a limited 
amount of small clay platelets (shale) can also be observed frequently.

The vessel inventory is composed of cups, bowls and storage jars of different size. 
These shapes offer many parallels to the Nile Valley. In accordance to St. Hendrickxs 
the pottery types are characteristic for the early Old Kingdom as can be seen from 
Meidum bowl fragments with deep shape and high rim. It fits very well with the 
early Fourth Dynasty date known from the rock-inscriptions. In Dakhla however, 
where most of the vessels seem to have been produced, only few remains of the 
Fourth Dynasty have been located so far (Kaper and Willems 2002; Hope 2007).

In addition the pottery from the site also comprises a local component. This is 
characterized by a small amount of late prehistoric pottery tempered with sand, 
sand and limestone or a high amount of coarse shale. Among these fabrics Clayton- 
rings and the associated Clayton-discs, as to date of unknown function, prevail.

The local pottery spectrum is completed essentially by coarsely made undeco
rated deep bowls. Concerning temper, shape and ceramic technology the local 
pottery can be attributed to the late prehistoric Sheikh Muftah cultural unit in the 
Dakhla region (Hope 2002; Riemer and Schonfeld 2006).

The distribution of the dominating Egyptian style pottery in the excavated area 
shows clear concentrations in some areas, especially in the middle of the southern 
part of the terrace. Pottery in the tradition of the local prehistoric Sheikh Muftah 
cultural unit shows a sparser but nevertheless regular distribution. Whether these
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Fig. 6. Chufu 01/01. Pottery: Egyptian fabrics (1-8) and local late prehistoric fabrics (9-13).

distribution patterns can be attributed to functional differences of the distinct ter
race areas according to various activity zones, also with regard to chronological 
aspects will be one objective of the ongoing research.

Mud seals
A find category that underlines the official character of the pharaonic expedi

tions are mud seals partially with hieroglyph impressions, embedded in the settle
ments layers in vast numbers (Fig. 7; Forster 2008). The fragmented seals and seal 
blanks recovered during the excavation prove that both sealed goods were broken 
and - to date unknown goods - were sealed on site. The distribution of the seals

Fig. 7. Chufu 01/01. Seal impressions.
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shows clear concentrations in the catchment area of the recesses. Thereby indicat
ing that the processes of sealing and breaking the seals can be connected to the 
recesses presumably originally closed by sandstone slabs.

Stone artefacts
At the site Chufu 01/01 a total of 340 stone artefacts were found. Additionally 

447 chips were recovered, which will not be treated with the other artefacts in this 
context. 87% of the stone artefacts are from flint, the others mainly from quartzite 
(11%) and as little as 2% from fossil wood. The flint raw material is clearly domi
nated by Dakhla flint (Table 1).

Table 1. Chufu 01/01. Distribution of flint varieties

Dakhla Caramel Brown beige purple light grey others

42% 27% 16% 7% 4% 3% 1%

From the 340 stone artefacts yielded by the excavation 78 are definite tools (ex
emplary Fig. 8). Among these the side scraper is predominant with 33 pieces. To
gether with 18 retouched blades and flakes as well as 10 borers they make up the 
major part of the tools found. The remaining tools which appear only sporadically 
are end scrapers (4), denticulates (4) and burins (2). 55 tools were executed on 
flakes, 15 on blades, four on thermo debris (for a detailed definition of this term 
see KINDERMANN 2006: 40) and three on debris. Flakes were preferably used 
for the production of side scrapers and retouched pieces. Blades were worked into 
retouched pieces and side scrapers as well. The production of the end scrapers did 
not show any preference towards the one blank form or the other, they appear on 
flakes, thermo debris and blades alike. The burins were all made from flakes.

When considering the different blank forms for the individual raw materials it 
becomes apparent that flakes dominate in all varieties. Only with the purple col
oured flint flakes and debris occur in the same numbers. Overall flakes constitute 
far more than 50% of the blank forms. Second most important among the blank 
forms is the debris which accounts for a third or less of the blanks present on the 
site. Blades pose only a small percentage of the blanks with 1-8 pieces depending 
on the variety.

Almost half of all tools found at the site Chufu 01/01 were worked on older 
(“Neolithic”) tools. These were presumably collected from the Holocene surface 
sites surrounding the hill and its vicinity. These old tools and blanks were only 
slightly modified or reworked. Tools which were reworked include side scrapers,
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Fig. 8. Chufu 01/01. Stone artefacts: exemplary tools.

retouched pieces and burins. More than half of the old tools were reworked into 
side scrapers, which was to be expected as these pose the most frequent tool form. 
As the original blank respectively tool could only be determined in ten cases, a 
preference of certain forms for reworking can not be discerned.

Unfortunately it is not possible at this stage to allocate the reused tools to 
certain layers and thereby to a settlement period, as half of these originate from 
mixed layers, which cannot be ascribed to a specific phase of occupation. In most 
of these cases it must be assumed that the artefacts were subject to bio-turbation.

Nevertheless an in depth analysis of these artefacts seems promising as they 
can give information on the raw material procurement as well as the organization 
of the expedition into the Khufu region. Preparation flakes only appear infre
quently thereby indicating that the majority of the tools were not made on site. 
However the rather large percentage of chips in the stone material shows that the 
main activities were reworking and resharpening of already existing tools. The 
large percentage of tools on artefacts which were already patinated shows that not 
only were tools brought along and reworked but also old tools, the only available 
“raw material” on site, were resharpend or used to make new tools.

Rock art
At the site Chufu 01/01 95 panels of correlated rock engravings could be docu

mented on the rock face at the backplane of the terrace. Among these graphic 
units, most of which belong into a prehistoric context, animals are clearly pre
dominant. These are followed by half as many depictions of humans. Unspecific 
lines and graphic/geometric symbols make up the third group. A special position 
among these is taken by the so called ’’water symbols” even though they are the
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scarcest depictions. They are made up of parallel horizontal zigzag lines framed by 
a rectangular outline with triangular hornlike shapes connected by a horizontal 
line on the top. As the zigzag lines resemble the hieroglyph for water and the sur
rounding motif that for mountain these ideograms were formerly referred to as 
“water mountain” (Kuhlmann 2005: 270-278). Symbols like these were discovered 
at several sites in the broader vicinity of the Chufu site, but to date there are no 
indications as to their meaning.
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The majority of the depictions can be viewed from a frontal position. Only few 
of the figures were engraved in nooks or on ledges, which are at an angle to the 
observer. Superimpositions, which can give valuable indications for relative dat
ing, could be noted in five cases. In total seven motifs are overlaid by six others. 
In all cases animals (2 x giraffe, 4 x antelope, 1 x possible lion) were superimposed 
by other motifs. Half of the overlaying images are those of humans (2 x persons, 
1 x pharaoh depiction and copy thereof), twice an antelope is superimposed by 
another antelope and in one case a so called “ladder-motif” intersects other en
gravings. An exceptional superimposition is posed by a “water symbol” from 
which the lines supposedly representing water were erased in order to apply the 
cartouche of Djedefre (Fig. 9). 23 % of the figures were pecked, 41 % and thereby 
the majority are made up of engraved lines. Less frequently the combination of 
pecking and engraving was employed (17% of the images). This combination can 
usually be found in images of animals where the body is pecked and the horns 
and/or legs are engraved. Other possible combinations of technique are engraving 
and polishing (14%) as well as pecking and polishing (2%). In 3 % of all depictions 
polishing was the only technique used. It was not possible to discern a focus of the 
different techniques on the individual panels. The outlines of the depictions are 
always very carefully executed, even of those images which were pecked. Accord
ing to Clafien et al. this implies the utilization of a punch (ClaCen, Kindermann, 
Pastoors, Riemer 2001: 358-359).

The execution of the images varies greatly. Highly schematic figures as well as 
precisely detailed images can be found. Among the animal depictions of the site 
Chufu 01/01 antelopes prevail (Table 2). Almost 30% of all animal images cannot 
be identified other than be being quadrupeds or unspecific mammals. Ostriches 
and giraffes make up 17 % of all animals each. As singular depictions gryphon and 
donkey are prominent, which also appear on their own and cannot be assigned to 
a panel of other images.

Table 2. Chufu 01/01. Distribution of animal depictions (n= 139)

Antelope ostrich Giraffe Gryphon donkey unspecific

49 24 24 1 1 40

With two exceptions all animals are orientated in the anatomically correct po
sition, e.g. back up and legs down. The exceptions are two antelopes which face 
slightly to the upper right, the back thereby showing to the left instead of up. All 
animals were depicted from a side view, so that in all cases a viewing direction
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Fig. 10. Chufu 01/01. Two different types of male depictions.

could be discerned. With 44 animals facing to the right and 36 to the left the dis
tribution is almost even. Into these numbers the two antelopes facing slightly to 
the upper right were also included, as the diversion from the normal orientation 
was not severe enough to justify “up” as viewing direction.

The animals at the site Chufu 01/01 are usually executed with the anatomically 
correct number of legs. All ostriches have two legs and all quadrupeds are shown 
with two front as well as two hind legs. In two cases so far animals were depicted 
with an incorrect number of legs. One quadruped has an unclear number of legs, 
but at least five are recognizable. Also there is a pair of ostriches with apparently 
only one leg each, this could however be due to the highly schematic manner of 
representation. Moreover there is a giraffe with only one fore and one hind leg, but 
this could also be down to the fact, that it is not shown in gait as the other giraffes 
at the site. Therefore it shall be mentioned here but will not be counted among the 
animals with incorrect anatomical depiction.

A total of 68 human images could be recorded and 52 of these can be identi
fied as male. 13 figures can be certainly recognized as female and 3 depictions 
cannot be definitely ascribed to one or the other. As there are however clearly 
more men than women shown at the site, and there are also several different ways 
of depicting men and only one fairly regulated motif for women it seems safe to
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assume, that the gender unspecific images are also meant to be male. Humans are 
always shown frontally, therefore no viewing direction can be discerned. At the 
site this display is reserved for humans exclusively. For the women only one mode 
of depiction is present, within this scope however a large variety of execution is 
possibly from highly schematic to very detailed. The images of men can clearly be 
divided into two categories (Fig. 10). On the one hand those with a long engraved 
line for the body and two shorter lines for the arms and legs respectively, very 
rarely also some dots indicating the head were added (type “arrow man”). On the 
other there are depictions of men which are more “three-dimensional”, not rep
resented as stick-figures as the “arrow men” but with a wider line for the body, a 
round head and sometimes even with smaller details, such as fingers.

Conclusion
The excavations at the site Chufu 01/01 yielded some new insights concerning 

Egyptian expansion to the land west of the Nile Valley as early as the Fourth Dynasty.
The comprehensive study of this precisely dated site, the so far oldest proof 

of old Egyptian presence in the Western Desert of Egypt far off the oases offers 
the opportunity not only to gain insights into the organisation and the execu
tion of the Egyptian expeditions, but also to illuminate aspects of the ancient 
interactions between the Egyptian military and the local population. The forth
coming monographic publication of the site in the series Africa Praehistorica 
will in depth present the site’s archaeological remains and also discuss the issues 
addressed above in detail.
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Introduction
The Nabta Playa Basin is one of the largest palaeolakes of the playa type on 

the South-Western Desert border, located around 100 km west of the Nile Valley 
(Fig. 1). Remains of hundreds ofNeolithic encampents and settlements have been 
found around it and excavated by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition1 (Wen- 
dorf and Schild 1980; 1998; 2001a; Banks 1984; Close 1987; Nelson 2002). In 2006 
a research project commenced, which aimed at examining various aspects of the 
Early Neolithic settlement, beginning with the identification of its earliest phase. 
An extensive archaeological survey was carried out in the Nabta Playa Basin and 
in the several, smaller playa basins to the south of the Nabta region (Berget esh- 
Sheb and Gebel Fentas - Bobrowski et al. 2010: 25-26).

Evidence of El Adam horizon settlement at Nabta had previously been re
corded at three sites: E-75-9 (Wendorf and Schild 2001c), E-91-3 and E-91-4 
(Close 2001). All of these sites are situated close to each another, in the central 
part of the basin (Fig. 2). Exploration of a new site, E-06-1 (600 m to the NW of 
Site E-75-9), provided extraordinary results. It was a seasonal encampment situ
ated on an Early Holocene phytogenic dune at the edge of a seasonal playa lake 
appearing after summer rains probably for several months in a year (Fig. 3, 4).

1 Combined Prehistoric Expedition is an international research body founded in 1962 and in recent 
years jointly sponsored by the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology, Polish Academy of Sciences, 
Southern Methodist University, Dallas Texas, and The Combined Prehistoric Expedition Foundation.
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Although partially truncated by recent 
wind erosion, the site is overlapped by mas
sive mid-Holocene silt formation herald
ing a major arid phase (compare Schild 
and Wendorf 2001), and preserved in an 
excellent state. So far a dozen remains of 
dwellings, several dozen hearths and rich 
artefact assemblages have been excavated, 
including nearly 20,000 lithics, numerous 
bone remains, thousands of fragments of 
ostrich egg shells and beads made from 
them as well as fragments of decorated os
trich egg shell containers. A discovery of 
eight potsherds, five of which were embed
ded in the dated archaeological features, is

Fig. 1. Location of Nabta Playa and Kiseiba.

Playa ★ El Adam Sites

Fig. 2. Map of the Kiseiba-Nabta Playa Area Showing Locations of Major Playas, 
Modern Water Holes, and El Adam Sites (map by Applegate, 

on the basis of: Wendorf and Schild 2001a: 3, updated).
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very important. Complex stratigraphy, 
including frequently overlapping hut 
basins, proves how attractive the place 
was and testifies to the fact that the set
tlers returned seasonally many times.
Radiocarbon dates indicate that the 
huts were inhabited by a small group 
of people between 9200 - 9000 uncal 
yr BP, thus ca. 8,400 - 8,000 (cal BC).2

Natural environment at the begin
ning of Holocene

Tire end of Pleistocene in the West
ern Desert was marked by an arid peri
od lasting for tens of thousands of years.
Climate changes from the end of the 
Last Glacial once again made it possible, 
following a long break, to settle in the 
desert (Kuper and Kropelin 2006: 806).

During the humid interphase of the
El Adam variant (ca 9 800/9 500-8 850 f

Fig. 3. Satellite photo ot the Nabta Area Showing
uncal yr BP) the climate was relatively Locations of Studied Sites,
dry and not as favourable as during the
subsequent Holocene optimum, yet summer rains (ca. 50 - 100 mm annually) were 
sufficient to fill seasonal lakes forming in deflation basins as well as to allow the ex
pansion of modest vegetation and small and middle-sized animals adapted to desert 
conditions (Wendorf and Schild 2006: 9). So far, very little information is available 
concerning the early Holocene flora. Scarce data come from two sites, E-77-7 at 
El Gebal El Beid Playa, some 40 km north-east of Gebel Nabta, and E-06-1, where 
botanical remains were recovered. In the former the following floral macroremains 
were identified: charcoal of Tamarix sp. (Barakat 2001: 596), charred seeds identi
fied as wild millet (Panicum turgidum), a seed of a plant belonging to Paniceae and 
four seeds belonging to two taxons, possibly Leguminosae (Wasylikowa et al. 2001: 
606; Close and Wendorf 2001: 69). Site E-06-1 provided Tamarix sp., Citrullus colo- 
cynthis, Echinochloa colona, while in one of the samples from Hearth 35 seeds of the 
Poaceae grass were found (M. Litynska-Zajqc, personal communication).

2 All quoted BP dates are in radiocarbon years, or uncalibrated years BP.



368 Maciej Jordeczka, Halina Krolik, Miroslaw Masojc, Romuald Schild

Fig. 4. Map of the Nabta Area Showing Locations of Studied Sites.



Early Neolithic Settlements of El Adam Type from Nabta Playa. Site E-06-1 369

30
29
28
27

" . s§ 26
25
24

IT 23
: __ 22

. y: 21
20

T. ' : 19
| CSSS

18
17

■ \T - 16
■

p hf-- -■■.-IT 15
/*£

' 14
. 13

j 12
111 10
09
08
07
06
05
04

■ A. i 03
• ■ 02
:'-T.■ 01

HH GG FF EE DD CC BBAA A B C D E F G

NABTA PLAYA 
SITE E-06-1

□ 2006 

H 2007

B 2008

■ 2009

Fig. 5. Site E-06-1, Plan of Excavations Area Showing The Spatial Distribution of Huts.

Osteological material from the El Adam settlements provided such species of 
animals as gazelle (Gazella dorcas and Gazella dama), hare (Lepus capensis), jackal 
(Canis aureus), turtle (Testudo sp.), birds (Otis tarda and Anas querquedula), big bi
valve shells (Aspartharia rubens) of Nilotic origin and shells of snails (Bulinus trun- 
catus and Zootecus insularis) (Gautier 2001: 611; Wendorf and Schild 2001c: 656). 
The most interesting and controversial are the remains of cattle, which could not 
really survive in these conditions without human help.
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Excavations
Site E-06-1 was discovered by R. Schild in 2006 and during the same sea

son excavations commenced. Concentrations of burnt stones and a substantial 
number of artefacts were found on the surface and their analysis showed that 
they belong to the El Adam horizon. Numerous bone remains indicted that the 
site was uncovered by wind relatively a short time before. During four seasons 
(2006-2009) altogether 178 m2 were excavated, which constitutes ca. 50-60% of 
the sites total area (Fig. 5).

The exploration was carried out within separate stratigraphic horizons divided 
into metrical grid. The material was separately collected from individual layers and 
- whenever possible - from the features. Retouched tools and cores were individu
ally numbered and plotted on the map, unretouched stone artefacts and bones were 
simply mapped and bagged by the square meters. The whole deposit was addition
ally sifted and the artefacts from sieves were also mapped by the squares.

South-western part of the site was considerably deflated. The observed remains 
of hearths were circular, dark-grey sand spots without any charcoals. The area 
abounded in artefacts, which were present almost solely on the surface and probably 
represented a palimpsest of several telescoped settlement horizons. The sites north
ern part was a little better preserved, where the remains of hearths were visible as 
small concentrations of burnt rock, while overlapping objects indicated multiphase 
character of settlement. Fills contained grey sand and fine charcoals as well as lith- 
ics, fragments of animal bones and ostrich eggshells together with beads made from 
the latter. Distinct traces of human activity reached the depth of 50 - 60 cm.

However, the most interesting was the central and western part of the site. Hard
ly any artefacts were found on the surface, but after the layer of recent eolian and 
sheet wash sand was removed, overlapping outlines of dwellings became visible at 
the depth of 15 - 20 cm. The exploration revealed several (4 - 5) settlement phases, 
which manifested themselves as dark-grey, sometimes reddish layers, whose thick
ness varied between several and a dozen centimetres, separated by several-centime
tre thick layers of sterile sand (Fig. 6). The layers, subsiding in the middle, probably 
constituted the floor of seasonal huts, subsequently covered with eolian sand de
posited after they were abandoned. Their fills contained rather a modest number of 
artefacts, restricted to blanks, scant cores and tools predominated by backed pieces 
and relatively big end-scrapers. A few pottery fragments, animal bone remains and 
ostrich eggshells (including the beads) were also found. They were probably small 
huts of approximately oval outlines, whose diameters varied between 2 - 3.5 m. In
side each of them there was at least one small hearth. In several features remains of



372 Maciej Jordeczka, Halina Krolik, Miroslaw Masojc, Romuald Schild

post holes and small pits for storing vessels were found. So far 11 huts have been ex
cavated, yet their total number may be greater, as the stratigraphy seems to indicate 
with a great degree of probability that further huts may be waiting to be discovered 
at the sites western and south-western edge, i.e. in the part totally or at least par
tially covered by younger beds of lacustrine sediments.

Distribution of artefacts and post-consumption waste seems to indicate that 
distinct concentrations of hearths and the accompanying movable archaeological 
material found at the site are the remains of zones of economic activity situated 
outside rather than inside those small and cramped dwellings.

Description of the material 
Lithic assemblages

The excavations provided nearly 14 thousand flint artefacts, including 949 
tools and 147 cores. The sites complex stratigraphy and the differences between 
the material collected from the surface and found in the layers situated below 
necessitated the introduction of the division into three horizons. One was con
stituted by the surface and the layers of contemporary, loose, drifting sand blown 
over by the wind (Horizon III). Another horizon (II) comprised the layers located 
0-10 cm below the surface, which provided mixed material. Horizon I, was made 
by layers situated lower than 10 cm below the site’s surface and reaching the floor 
of the cut, comprised the material connected with the oldest phases of the site’s 
occupation. The material was quite probably homogenous and came primarily 
from the features and their direct vicinity.

Blanks
In terms of blanks flint decisively predominates over chert, quartz, chalcedony, 

quartzite sandstone and basalt. The remaining raw material, such as sandstone, 
agate and petrified wood play an insignificant role in the inventory (Tables 1-3). 
The analysis of blanks shows that at all the horizons the material of flake propor
tions distinctly predominates (varying between 51.3% and 55.2%) with constant 
contribution of blades. Similarly, flakes and blades from single-platform cores 
predominate everywhere; however, their proportions are the greatest in the oldest 
layers (over 70% of blades and flakes). Debitage from the remaining types of cores 
played a considerably less significant role (Tables 1-3).

Metrical data for the debitage from Site E-06-1 are similar for all the horizons. 
Blanks are microlithic and never exceed 3 cm in length and 2 cm in width. Only 
blades from opposed platform cores are slightly bigger (Tables 4-7).
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Cores
The site provided the overall number of 147 cores (Fig. 7), whose raw-mate

rial structure is presented in Tables 8-10. At all horizons single platform forms 
predominate over multi-platform and opposed platform cores as well as the 90o 
specimens. The cores from the oldest settlement phase are characterised by the 
smallest mean dimensions (Tables 11-13). Most cores carried no traces of prepa
ration (Tables 14-16).

Tools (Fig. 7-9)
Site E-60-1 provided a rich collection of typical El Adam tools. Similarly as in 

the case of debitage and cores, the material was divided into at least two phases 
(Horizon I - older phase, Horizon II - mixed material, Horizon III - younger 
phase). In all, 949 tools or their fragments were recovered from the site. The great
est typological diversification is displayed by the material from the surface, which 
provided the majority, i.e. as many as 671 retouched artefacts. While exploring 
Horizon II, 103 tools were found, while Horizon III provided 175 specimens.

Frequency of occurrence of individual types of tools from Site E-06-1 may be 
seen in Tables 18-20. Flint and chert distinctly predominate at all horizons, reach
ing the highest proportions on the surface, i.e. 62.15% and 23.25% respectively, 
constituting together over 85% of the assemblage. In the oldest layers flint and 
chert comprise only 66.85% (49.14% and 17.71% respectively), while 19.43% of 
tools were made of chalcedony, which reflects the tendency observed in the case 
of debitage and cores.

General typological structure within individual horizons is roughly the same, 
with distinct predomination of backed pieces, a great contribution of geometric 
microliths and end-scrapers, and constant presence of microburin technique. The 
differences manifest themselves in the presence of some types of tools (e.g. tra
pezes, which are primarily found in younger layers) or frequency of occurrence of 
certain groups of tools, e.g. in a relatively great contribution of flakes and denticu
lated or notched blades in the material from the sites surface (Table 17).

Microliths
Segments (Type 82; typology according to Tixier 1963) constitute the group pre

dominating quantitatively at the deepest layers. The 15-20 cm layer provided a single 
specimen of trapeze (Type 86). Trapezes are rarely found at El Adam sites, though 
they are encountered at most of them. The second most numerous group of geometric 
microliths were triangles (12), represented mainly by scalene forms (Type 90).
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Fig. 7. Site E-06-1, Horizon III. Cores and Retouched Tools (drawn by Puszkarski).
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Fig. 8. Site E-06-1. Horizon III (A-O) & II (Q-T). Retouched Tools (drawn by Puszkarski).
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Fig 9. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Cores and Retouched Tools (drawn by Puszkarski).
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The surface of the site also provided numerous geometric microliths (127), 
which constitute 18.93% of the tools. The collection includes a few characteristic 
pieces which distinguish it from the inventories embedded in older layers. Apart 
from quantitatively predominating segments (61 specimens, 48% of geometric 
microliths), three types of trapezes were recorded (27 specimens in all), consti
tuting 4.02% of all the tools and 21.26% of geometric microliths (Table 18). The 
remaining 39 tools from this group are triangles, the most numerous of which are 
scalene triangles (16).

Similarly as at the remaining El Adam sites, backed pieces constitute one of the 
most important and undoubtedly one of the most numerous categories of tools. 
They are characterised by a high level of manufacturing and a considerable typo
logical diversity. At site E-06-1 two types - backed pieces with straight (Type 45) 
or arched backs (Type 56) decisively predominate at all horizons.

Backed pieces constitute 32.6% of tools in the material acquired from the site’s 
Horizon I. The collection is predominated by backed pieces with straight backs 
(15 specimens - 48.4%) and the ones with arched backs (7 specimens - 22.6%). 
Less frequent are backed pieces with partial retouch (Type 63), shouldered pieces 
(Type 64) and blunt backed pieces (Type 67). Mean dimensions for the whole 
group were 19.56 x 5.45 x 2.13 mm with the length to width ratio of 3.59. In terms 
of raw material, chalcedony plays an important role, contributing 22.8%, while 
flint contributes 50.9% and chert - 19.3%. Quartz and quartzitic sandstone play a 
minimal role (Table 19).

Frequency of backed pieces in the material from horizon II and from the sites 
surface is similar, amounting to ca. 29.1%. Two types predominate: backed pieces 
with straight backs (Type 45) and backed pieces with arched backs edges (Type 
56); (cf. Tables 17-18).

Metrical data for the whole group of backed pieces are presented in Table 20. 

Truncations
Truncations are present at all horizons and comprise from 5.71% of tools at 

older layers through 4.85% at Horizon II to 3.88% on the surface.
Microburin technique, predominating at site E-06-1, was used to produce 

backed pieces, truncations and geometrical tools.

Other tools
End-scrapers on flakes are decisively dominating and, typically for El Adam, 

some of them are made on collected Middle Palaeolithic blanks - most frequently



378 Maciej Jordeczka, Halina Krolik, Mirostaw Masojc, Romuald Schild

made of quartzitic sandstone (Fig. 8). Metrical data for the whole group of end- 
scrapers are presented in Table 21.

Burins are present at most El Adam sites (they did not occur at E-77-7, E-91-3 
and E-91-4), yet they do not play a significant role, while the frequency of their oc
currence varies between 1 and 3%. At Site E-06-1 they occurred at all settlement hori
zons, but the collection acquired on the surface is the most numerous and diversified.

Apart form the tool forms discussed above, the assemblage contained perfora
tors, notched and denticulated pieces as well as blades with discontinuous retouch.

Macrolithic tools
The remaining archaeological material did not display significant typological 

differences between individual settlement horizons.
The site provided six fragments of flat, basin-like matates made of sandstone, 5 

complete forms and 33 fragments of handstones (manos) (usually flat or discoid, 
less frequently cube-shaped). The grinding stones were usually quite precisely made 
from carefully selected raw material (sandstone or quartzitic sandstone). The exca
vations provided also 18 hammerstones, which were made of cobbles of appropriate 
morphometric properties (usually from basalt, quartzitic sandstone and quartz),

An interesting group is constituted by polishers used for polishing objects made 
of stone, horn, bone, eggshell or wood. A characteristic feature is the presence of a 
flat, slightly convex, less frequently concave, rough working surface bearing traces 
of characteristic scratches or polishing as well as the remains of raw material. At 
Site E-06-1 they were made of sandstone of various textures; however, most of 
them had preserved only in fragments (4). The only complete specimen is a flat, 
flaked slab, which working surface is a shallow, elongated groove of the width of 
12 - 17 mm running across almost all the slab (Fig. 10b).

Tools known as calibrators were manufactured from very carefully selected raw 
material (fine-grained, relatively soft, cream-coloured sandstone). Seven such cali
brators were found at Site E-06-1, but they are known from several others (Connor 
1984: 239; Close 1984: 346). Their common feature is the presence of at least one 
(sometimes several) ideally straight, groove-like, polished working surface of paral
lel edges, 8-15 mm wide, whose depth usually exceeds 4 mm (Fig. 10a). They were 
probably used to manufacture beads from ostrich eggshell (Connor 1984: 239), 
whose form and dimensions ideally fit the calibrators’ working surface. Their use 
at the final stage of production - to polish a chain of linked, previously perforated 
beads yielded a highly standardised final product. Such an interpretation is cor
roborated by the presence of hundreds of beads and their initial forms from various
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Fig, 10. Site E-06-1. Sandstone Calibrators (A) and Polisher (B) (photograph by M. Jordeczka).
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Fig. 11. Site E-06-1. Ostrich Eggshell Beadsand their Initial Forms (photograph by Jordeczka).

stages of processing at the site (Fig. 11). Similar tools are used by contemporary San 
Bushmen from the Kalahari Desert in Namibia and Botswana (Lee 1984).

Pottery
One of the significant results of excavations at Site E-06-1 was finding in situ 

the fragments of ceramic vessels mentioned above. Pottery, an essential compo
nent of any set of cultural features, must have had varying and not only utilitarian 
significance, constituting an important identifying element of the traditions of 
individual human communities. Its presence in assemblages from El Adam is im
portant also because it is a component of a new tradition observed in the Sahara - 
a tradition whose origins still remain unknown. Even though the number of data 
from many areas in Africa is increasing, we are still unable to fully understand the 
process of pottery invention on this continent.

According to Close (1995), pottery appeared in the societies depending on 
aquatic resources and cereals, probably in the region spreading between the Nile 
and the Hoggar Mountain. Haaland prefers to see its origin in the Nile Valley 
(2007: 170), for Huysecom pottery may have been invented in the present-day 
Sahel-Sudanese belt (Huysecom et al. 2009: 915), while Jesse (2003: 35) indi
cates the southern Sahara, Sahel and Hoggar Mountains. It is obvious that early 
Holocene colonisers of the southern Western Desert came from the regions that 
could be settled during the arid period of the late Pleistocene, and it is more than 
likely that it was the Nile Valley (Jordeczka et al. 2011).
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Fig. 12. Site E-06-1, Wheel Stamp Pottery (photograph by Jordeczka).

The El Adam variant of pottery is known in the Nabta Playa-Kiseiba basins 
from six sites: E-75-9 (Wendorf and Schild 2001b: 109); E-77-7 (Close and 
Wendorf 2001: 68); E-79-8 (Connor 1984: 239-44); E-80-4 (Close 1984: 346); 
E-91-3 (Close 2001: 79); and E-06-1 (Jordeczka et al. 2011) (Fig. 12-14).

The pottery from Site E-06-1 is characterised by the reddish colour of the ex
terior and the high proportion (30-50 per cent) of relatively coarse mineral tem
per. Zedeno, who did extensive studies of the production technology of pottery in 
the Nabta-Kiseiba region found that the Early Holocene pottery was made from 
locally available material (Zedeno 2002; Nelson 2002a). Forms of vessels from the 
southern region of Egypt’s Western Desert at that time were very standardised, 
e.g. they were solely bowls of various sizes and depths with a varying thickness 
of walls, from 4. 5- 10 mm, usually c. 6 mm (Nelson 2002a: 2). Only one rim 
was found at Site E-06-1 - it was a part of a bowl c. 38 cm in diameter (Fig. 14) 
All the vessel fragments (8, 5 of which in situ) acquired so far from Nabta Playa 
Site E-06-1 display the same surface treatment. The patterns consist of lines, par-
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Fig. 13. Site E-06-1, Wheel Stamp Pottery (photograph by Jordeczka).
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Fig. 14. Site E-06-1, Wheel Stamp Pottery (drawn by Puszkarski).

allel to the rim and located at the same distance to one another (c. 6 - 9 mm 
measuring from the centre of the line), which differ in composition and shape of 
impressions. Bigger sherds show that the impression pattern repeats itself every 
four lines, which may mean that the potter had at his disposal at least four tools 
(toothed disks? - compare Jordeczka et al. 2011) for making impressions. An al
most identical character of pattern is visible on a pottery sherd from Site E-77-7 
at El Gebal El Beid Playa (Close and Wendorf 2001: 68) and E-75-9 (Wendorf 
and Schild 2001:109, Nelson 2002b: Fig 3.3).
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Faunal remains
Results of archaeozoological analyses carried out by M. Osypinska confirm 

the data acquired at other El Adam culture sites. Wild mammals were obvi
ously the basic source of meat for local communities. Osteological materials 
displayed the highest contribution of bone fragments of the dorcas gazelle 
(Gazella dorcas - 295 fragments, 63%). The second most numerous group 
of the excavated remains was the cape hare (Lepus capensis - 106 fragments, 
22,6%). The contributions of the remaining two species - the dama gazelle 
and the cattle, whose subspecies have not been precisely determined, did not 
exceed 10% (Gazella dama - 38 fragments, 8,1%; Bos spp. - 29 fragments, 
6,2%). Additionally, several shells of the landsnail (Zoothecus) were also iden
tified. It is interesting that a great number of the ostrich eggshells were found 
at the site (>80% of the whole faunal remains), which is also characteristic for 
most Early Holocene sites in the Western Desert. Typically, the bones of the 
ostrich itself are absent, which indicates that their meat was for some reason 
never eaten. Presence of eggshells is obviously connected with the production 
of ornaments (beads) and containers (vessels), frequently richly decorated. It 
is also possible that eggs themselves were part of the staple diet.

The cattle bones present in each excavated Early Holocene site have caused 
animated discussion on the first attempts to domesticate the species (Gautier 
1984; 1987; 2001; Smith 1986; Clutton-Brock 1993; Muzzolini 1993; Wendorf and 
Schild 1994; 2001; Wengrow 2003).

However, it should be emphasised here that beside features of domesti
cation, sometimes difficult to identify in considerably crushed osteological 
material, the theses above are confirmed by environmental issues. Nearly all 
species observed at El Adam sites (the dorcas gazelle, the dama gazelle, the 
cape hare and the African ostrich) live in dry and very dry habitat (semi
deserts, dry savannah). The only exception is the cattle, which also in its 
wild variety requires better forage and access to fresh water at least once 
every other day. The discussed areas of the Western Desert could not pro
vide such conditions in the Early Holocene and thus the species would not 
have been able to survive without human assistance. Recent DNA research, 
however, strongly suggests a North African origin of cattle (Bradley et al. 
1996; Hanotte et al. 2002; Wendorf, Schild 2003: 149; Schild, Wendorf 2010: 
117-118). This proposition is supported, on the other hand, by the linguis
tics, pointing out very ancient roots of words associated with cattle keeping 
(Ehret 2006; Schild and Wendorf 2010).
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Chronology
Excavations at Site E-06-1 provided five radiocarbon dates, which fit the 

chronological brackets outlined for the El Adam horizon on the basis of excava
tions at other sites (Table 22). One of them (9020±140 BP, Pos-19183) was de
termined on the basis of a charcoal sample retrieved in a stratigraphic trench at 
the depth of 85 cm. The youngest date (8980±70 BP, Pos-19182) comes from the 
hearth denoted as HI3, from the horizon ca. 10-15 cm below the contemporary 
surface. The hearth was connected with or covered one of the younger phases of 
occupation at the site. The remaining dates, from a short period of time, between 
9210 ± 50 and 9170 ± 50 BP (Poz-19184; Poz-19181; Poz-19186) uncalibrated BP 
years, are directly connected with the dwellings (Fig. 6).

Conclusions
Perfectly preserved stratigraphic setting of the site, numerous hearths and 

traces of dwellings, rich cultural material including pottery, radiocarbon dates 
and presence of bone remains of the Bos primigenius render Site E-06-1 an ex
ception on the map of settlements of El Adam communities. It opens new per
spectives for the study of Early Holocene colonisation of the Western Desert by 
the first hunter-gatherer-cattle keepers. Analysis of technology and stylistic fea
tures of the inventories from the discussed entity proves that its roots should be 
searched in the Arkinian - a Late-Palaeolithic complex from Lower Nubia, from 
the flooded village of Arkin, situated ca. 80 km south-east from the Nabta Playa 
(Schild et al. 1968). Its oldest horizon is dated to the period of 10 900-10 400 cal 
BC (Wendorf et al. 1979), while its younger, identified phases have not yet been 
radiocarbon dated. It is true that no pottery has been found at the Arkin sites, yet 
it may have resulted from a very limited range of excavations. There is, however, 
an important link between the El Adam and the Arkinian populations. Today, it 
appears that it was in the Nile Valley that the first attempts were made to domes
ticate/tame the aurochs.
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Table 1. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Frequencies of Debitage Types by Raw Material
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platform core
425 107 48 45 7 2 1 635 23,73

31,99

Blade from opposed 

platform core
28 8 3 1 40 1,49

Blade from 90° core 7 3 1 11 0,41

Blade from multiple 
platform core

13 1 1 15 0,56

Unidentifiable blade 93 23 10 23 4 2 155 5,79

Core-trimming

element
12 4 1 1 18 0,67

2.58
Lame a crete 22 6 4 1 1 34 1,27

Core tablet 12 4 1 17 0,64

Subtotal 1331 513 194 386 149 63 35 i 4

2676
(100)

33,74
% 49.74 19,17 7,25 14,42 5,57 2,35 1,31 0,04 0,15

Chips and chunks 2562 744 283 1236 1 47 29 2 1 5255 66,26

Total 3893 1257 477 1622 150 111) 64 3 5 7931
100

% 49.09 15,85 6,01 20,45 1,89 1,39 0,81 0,04 0,06 100
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Table 2. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Frequencies of Debitage Types by Raw Material

Fl
in

t

C
he

rt

C
ha

lc
ed

on
y

Q
ua

rtz

Q
ua

rtz
iti

c
Sa

nd
st

on
e

B
as

al
t

Sa
nd

st
on

e

A
ga

te

Ja
sp

er

All Materials

N % %

Primary flake 13 13 13 6 2 12 i 60 10,47
11,69

Primary blade 1 3 3 7 1,22

Flake from single 

platform core
69 54 22 24 15 12 6 202 35,25

51,31

Flake from opposed 

platform core
2 2 0,35

Flake from 90° core 10 4 1 15 2,62

Flake from multiple plat

form core
9 8 1 1 2 1 22 3,84

Unidentifiable flake 15 8 4 4 2 3 17 53 9,25

Blade from single 
platform core

90 38 26 7 2 2 2 167 29,14

32,81Blade from opposed plat

form core
3 6 1 10 1,75

Unidentifiable blade 4 2 1 3 i 11 1,92

Core-trimming element 1 i 2 0,35

■1,01Lame a crete 11 7 1 19 3,32

Core tablet 1 1 2 0,35

Subtotal 228 145 74 45 23 29 27 2
573

(100)

32,37% 39,79 25,31 12,91 7,85 4,01 5,06 4,71 0,35

Chips and chunks 478 280 140 145 112 32 6 4 1197 67,63

Total 706 425 214 190 135 61 33 4 2 1770
100

% 39,88 24,01 12,09 10,73 7,63 3,45 1,86 0,23 0,11 100
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Table 3. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Frequencies of Debitage Types by Raw Material

Fl
in

t
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he

rt
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ha
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ed
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y

Q
ua

rtz
Q

ua
rtz
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c

__
__

_S
an

ds
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t

Sa
nd
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e
Fe

rr
ug

in
ou

s S
an

d
st

on
e

Ja
sp

er

A
ga

te

Pe
tri

fie
d 

W
oo

d All Materials

N % %

Primary flake 4 20 22 9 6 6 6 73 8,90
11,46

Primary blade 3 4 12 1 l 21 2,56

Flake from single 

platform core
81 107 69 32 27 5 22 i i i i 347 42,32

52,68

Flake from opposed 

platform core
2 2 1 5 0,61

Flake from 90° core 9 6 4 2 21 2,56

Flake from multiple 

platform core
3 10 3 2 1 19 2,32

Unidentifiable flake 8 5 2 5 4 4 12 40 4,88

Blade from single 

platform core
80 79 69 13 4 1 i 247 30,12

32,44

Blade from opposed 

platform core
2 3 5 0,61

Blade from 90° core 1 2 3 0,37

Blade from multiple 

platform core
4 1 5 0,61

Unidentifiable blade 2 1 3 6 0,73

Core-trimming ele

ment
4 5 2 11 1,34

3,41Burin spall 1 1 2 0,24

Lame a Crete 7 3 3 1 14 1,71

Core tablet 1 1 0,12

Subtotal 208 251 192 61 46 16 41 i i i 2

820

(100)

27,72
% 25,37 30,61 23,41 7,44 5,61 1,95 5,00 0,12 0,12 0,12 0,12

Chips and chunks 632 583 502 230 142 22 14 5 6 2 2138 72,28

Total 840 834 694 291 188 38 55 6 7 3 2 2958
100

% 28,40 28,19 23,46 9,84 6,36 1,28 1,86 0,20 0,24 0,10 0,07 100
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Table 4. Site E-06-1. Metrical Data for All Measured Flakes

Mean

(mm)
Standard Deviation (mm)

Range

(mm)
Sample Size 

(n)

H III

Lenght 21,15 8,33 6-79 1041

Width 18,24 8,03 1-80 1068

Thickness 4,33 2,95 1-30 1069

L:W ratio 1,16

H II

Lenght 21,85 9,70 10-75 258

Width 18,61 8,83 7-85 280

Thickness 4,81 3,16 1-20 281

L:W ratio 1,17

HI

Lenght 20,50 7,35 5-68 408

Width 17,45 7,66 4-64 452

Thickness 4,63 2,75 1-18 454

LW ratio 1,18

Table 5. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Metrical Data for All Measured Blades

Blade
Mean

(mm)

Standard Deviation

(mm)

Range

(mm)

Sample Size

(n)

Primary blade

Lenght 28,46 9,16 15-48 26

Width 12,37 5,09 7-26 27

Thickness 4,11 2,49 1-13 27

LW ratio 2,30

Blade from single plat.

core

Lenght 25,42 9,12 12-72 411

Width 9,46 3,56 1-25 455

Thickness 2,69 1,46 1-10 455

L:W ratio 2,69

Blade from opposed 

plat, core

Lenght 32,63 9,81 16-67 32

Width 13,58 5,17 5-28 34

Thickness 3,53 1,85 1-9 34

L:W ratio 2,40

Blade from 90° core

Lenght 31,57 5,86 27-44 7

Width 12,14 1,57 9-14 7

Thickness 3,71 1,60 2-6 7

L:W ratio 2,60
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Blade
Mean

(mm)

Standard Deviation

(mm)

Range

(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Blade from multiple 

plat, core

Lenght 31,17 8,23 20-45 6

Width 11,83 5,11 7-19 6

Thickness 2,33 1,75 1-5 6

L:W ratio 2,64

Lame a Crete

Lenght 31,21 12,31 12-59 28

Width 12,21 4,57 5-24 29

Thickness 5,14 2,66 2-11 29

L:W ratio 2,56

Total

Lenght 26,57 9,46 12-70 505

Width 10,03 4,04 1-28 553

Thickness 2,91 1,80 1-13 553

L:W ratio 2,65

Table 6. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Metrical Data for All Measured Blades

Blade
Mean
(mm)

Standard Deviation (mm)
Range

(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Primary blade

Lenght 28 9,80 20-40 4

Width 11 4,86 6-18 6

Thickness 3,83 2,56 2-8 6

L:W ratio 2,55

Blade from single 

plat, core

Lenght 27 11,40 13-72 121

Width 10,29 4,15 3-32 147

Thickness 3,04 1,67 1-12 147

L:W ratio 2,62

Blade from opposed 
plat, core

Lenght 29,44 4,00 22-33 9

Width 13 2,40 10-15 9

Thickness 4 1,23 3-6 9

L:W ratio 2,27

Blade from 90° core

Lenght 35 - - 1

Width 12 - - 1

Thickness 8 - - 1

L:W ratio 2,92
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Blade
Mean

(mm)
Standard Deviation (mm)

Range
(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Lame a Crete

Lenght 29,94 9,42 16-47 16

Width 10,06 3,51 5-16 17

Thickness 4,47 2,03 2-10 17

L:W ratio 2,98

Total

Lenght 27,54 10,82 13-72 151

Width 10,43 4,06 3-32 180

Thickness 3,27 1,80 1-12 180

L:W ratio 2,64

Table 7. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Metrical Data for All Measured Blades

Blade
Mean

(mm)

Standard Deviation

(mm)

Range

(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Primary blade

Lenght 26,16 7,88 17-48 19

Width 10,5 2,61 6-16 20

Thickness 3,95 2,24 1-8 20

L:W ratio 2,49

Blade from single 

plat, core

Lenght 24,37 7,61 14-47 194

Width 9,54 3,16 4-22 234

Thickness 3,10 1,70 1-16 234

L:W ratio 2,56

Blade from opposed 

plat, core

Lenght 33 2 31-35 3

Width 13,8 2,77 10-17 5

Thickness 3,6 1,34 ' 2-5 5

L:W ratio 2,39

Blade from multiple 

plat, core

Lenght 29,2 4,55 24-36 5

Width 10,8 2,78 8-15 5

Thickness 4,8 1,30 4-7 5

L:W ratio 2,70
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Blade
Mean

(mm)

Standard Deviation

(mm)

Range

(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Lame a Crete

Lenght 28.2 8,58 18-45 10

Width 13,69 4,92 7-20 13

Thickness 7,92 2,93 4-13 13

L:W ratio 2,06

Total

Lenght 24,90 7,67 14-48 231

Width 9,91 3,36 4-22 277

Thickness 3,43 2,07 1-16 277

L:W ratio 2,51

Table 8. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Frequences of Core Types by Raw Material

Core

Raw Material
Total

Flint Chert Chalcedony Quartz
Quartzitic

Sandstone

Sandtsone Basalt
N %

Single plat. 13 3 5 12 2 i 36 52,94

Opposed plat. 3 3 1 3 10 14,71

90° 1 2 1 2 1 7 10,29

Multiple plat. 5 4 1 2 12 17,65

Initially struck 1 2 3 4,41

68 (100)

Unidentifiabe

fragment
8 4 3 3 1 i 20

Total
30 16 12 24 4 i i 88

34,09 18,18 13,64 27,27 4,55 1,14 1,14 100

Table 9. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Frequences of Core Types by Raw Material

Core
Raw Material

Total

Flint Chert Chalcedony Quartz

Single plat. 2 i 2 5

Opposed plat. 2 1 3

90" 1 1 2

Multiple plat. 1 i 1 3

Unidentifiabe
fragment

1 1 2

Total 4 5 2 4 15
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Table 10. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Frequences of Core Types by Raw Material

Core

Raw Material
Total

Flint Chert Chalcedony Quartz
Basalt Sandtsone Quartzitic

Sandstone

Single plat. 2 4 6 4 i 17 44,74

Opposed plat. 1 3 3 7 18,42

90° 2 1 1 4 10,53

Multiple plat. 1 2 2 2 i 2 10 26,32

Total 38 (100)

Unidentifiabe

fragment
2 2 2 6 13,64

Total
4 13 14 7 2 2 2 44

9,09 29,55 31,82 15,91 4,55 4,55 4,55 100

Table 11. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Metrical data for All Cores

Core
Mean Standard Deviation Range Sample Size

(mm) (mm) (mm) (n)

Single plat.
Lenght 31,90 9,46 19-58 35

Width 31,50 10,79 18-75 36

Thickness 24,08 14,80 9-96 36

Lenght 32,7 8,46 18-44 10

Opposed plat. Width 26,9 6,98 12-38 10

Thickness 20,6 4,30 15-30 10

90”
Lenght 29,1 7,17 18-40 7

Width 28,3 3,73 22-34 7

Thickness 21,57 8,46 15-40 7

Lenght 30,4 6,82 20-40 11

Multiple plat. Width 27,18 6,71 21-39 11

Thickness 22 10,01 13-48 11

Lenght 46,3 14,01 32-60 3

Initially struck Width 42 5,29 36-46 3

Thickness 38,33 17,62 24-58 3

Lenght 32,1 9,25 18-60 66

Total Width 30,3 9,39 12-75 67

Thickness 23,6 12,73 9-96 67



Early Neolithic Settlements of El Adam Type from Nabta Playa. Site E-06-1 397

Table 12. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Metrical data for All Cores

Core
Mean
(mm)

Standard Deviation 
(mm)

Range
(mm)

Sample Size
(n)

Single plat.
Lenght 28,6 9,40 15-38 5

Width 24 9,85 15-40 5

Thickness 28,4 14,12 12-50 5

Opposed plat.

Lenght 28,67 3,21 25-31 3

Width 28,33 6,66 24-36 3

Thickness 20,33 5,77 17-27 3

90°
Lenght 32 2,83 32-34 2

Width 26,5 4,95 23-30 2

Thickness 21 2,83 19-23 2

Multiple plat.

Lenght 27,67 9,29 20-38 3

Width 30,67 9,02 22-40 3

Thickness 19 1,00 18-20 3

Total

Lenght 28,92 6,95 15-38 13

Width 26,92 7,93 15-40 13

Thickness 23,23 9,56 12-50 13

Table 13. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Metrical data for All Cores

Core Mean
(mm)

Standard Deviation 
(mm)

Range
(mm)

Sample Size
(n)

Single plat.
Lenght 28,88 6,01 16-38 17

Width 25,71 5,67 16-40 17

Thickness 19,29 5,67 11-34 17

Opposed plat.

Lenght 27,29 5,82 18-35 7

Width 25,34 7,89 14-38 7

Thickness 20,57 2,82 17-26 7

90°
Lenght 30,25 7,81 21-40 4

Width 25,5 8,39 17-37 4

Thickness 22 6,93 12-28 4
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Core Mean
(mm)

Standard Deviation 
(mm)

Range
(mm)

Sample Size 
(n)

Multiple plat.

Lenght 27,88 6,20 20-37 8

Width 25,25 6,82 18-40 8

Thickness 19,63 3,66 15-27 8

Multiple plat, 
(sandstone)

Lenght 102,5 23,33 86-119 2

Width 110,5 20,51 96-125 2

Thickness 68,5 6,36 64-73 2

Total

Lenght 32,39 18,14 16-119 38

Width 30 20,48 14-125 38

Thickness 22,47 12,01 11-73 38

Total (except 
sandstone)

Lenght 28,5 6,00 16-40 36

Width 25,53 6,38 14-40 36

Thickness 19,92 4,86 11-34 36

Table 14. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Absolute and Percentage Frequencies of Preparation 
and Identifiable Platforms on Cores

Preparation Amount N %

No preparation 55 62,5

Limited preparation 11 12,5

Extensive preparation 2 2,27

Complete preparation 1 1,14

Unidentifiable 19 21,59

Total 88 100,0

Identified Core Platforms

Cortical 20 20,41

Lisse 59 60,20

Dihedral 10 10,20

Faceted 7 7,14

Pointed 2 2,04

Total 98 100,0
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Table 15. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Absolute and Percentage Frequencies of Preparation 
and Identifiable Platforms on Cores

Preparation Amount Liczba %

No preparation 7 58,33

Limited preparation 3 25,00

Unidentifiable 2 16,67

Total 12 100,0

Identified Core Platforms

Cortical 1 4,55

Lisse 18 81,82

Faceted 3 13,64

Total 22 100,0

Table 16. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Absolute and Percentage Frequencies of Preparation 
and Identifiable Platforms on Cores

Preparation Amount Liczba %

No preparation 30 85,71

Limited preparation 4 11,43

Unidentifiable 1 2,86

Total 35 100,0

Identified Core Platforms

Cortical 10 16,39

Lisse 47 77,05

Faceted 4 6,56

Total 61 100,0
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Table 17. Site E-06-1. Horizon III. Frequencies of Retouched Tool Types

Raw Material All Materials

Fl
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U
ni

de
nt
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N

%

1.
Single endscraper 

on flake
13 10 2 3 28

44

4,17

6,56

2.
Endscraper on 

retouched flake
2 i i 4 0,60

5.
Denticulated end

scraper
1 1 0,30

7.
Endscraper on 

notched piece
2 2 0,30

8.
Single endscraper 

on blade
5 1 6 0,89

11. Double endscraper 2 1 3 0,45

16.
Double-backed

perforator
2 2 2 0.30 0,30

17. Dihedral burin 1 i 2

8

0,30

1,19

18.
Dihedral angle 

burin
2 1 3 0,45

19.
Angle burin on 

break
1 1 0,15

20.
Multiple dihedral 

burin
1 1 0,15

27.
Multiple mixed 

burin
1 1 0,15

42.
Fragment of backed 

blade
1 1 1 0,15 0.15
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Raw Material All Materials
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45.

Straight backed and 

pointed bladelet 

(SBPB)

31 7 5 1 i 45

194

6,71

28,91

46.
SBPB with rounded

base
3 1 1 5 0,75

53. Aiguillon droit 1 1 0,15

56.
Arch-backed

bladelet
28 17 8 2 i 56 8,35

58.

Arch-backed blade-

let with truncated

base

1 1 2 0,30

63.
Partialy backed 

bladelet
1 1 0,15

64. Shouldered bladelet 2 2 0,30

66.
Fragment of backed 

bladelet
42 21 6 1 4 i 75 11,12

67.
Blunt backed

bladelet
3 3 6 0,89

70. Ouchtata bladelet 1 1 0,15

74. Notched flake 18 8 2 1 1 2 32

101

4,77

15,05

75. Denticulated flake 14 11 I 1 2 i 30 4,47

76. Notched blade 3 4 3 1 11 1,64

77. Denticulated blade 13 6 19 2,83

79.
Notched or den

ticulated piece with 

continuous retouch
7 2 9 1,34

80. Truncated piece 15 7 3 1 26 26 3,88 3,88
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Raw Material All Materials
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82. Lunate/segment 35 17 7 2 61

127

9,09

18,93

86.
Trapeze with one 

concave side
4 4 0,60

87.
Trapeze with two 

concave side
13 1 14 2,09

89.
Trapeze with one 

convex side
7 1 1 9 1,34

90. Scalene triangle 7 7 1 i 16 2,39

91.
Triangle with one 

concave side
2 2 0,30

92.
Triangle with two 

concave sides
9 3 12 1,79

95.

Elongated scalene 
triangle with small 

short side

2 5 1 8 1,19

97.

Elongated scalene 

triangle with con

cave base

1 1 0,15

102. Microbiurin 59 6 2 2 2 i 72
92

10,73
13,71

103.
Krukowski micro

biurin
12 3 3 2 20 2,98

104. Scalled piece 1 i 2

71

0,30

10,58

105.
Piece with continu

ous retouch
8 3 11 1,64

106. Sidescraper 6 1 8 i 16 2,39

107. Ounan point 3 3 0,45

112. Varia 34 3 1 i 39 5,81

150. Projectile Points 5 5 5 0,75 0,75

N 417 156 48 i 4 19 19 3 i i 2 671

100
%

62,15
23,25 7,15 0,15 0,60 2,83 2,83 0,45 0,15 0,15 0,1 5 100
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Table 18. Site E-06-1. Horizon II. Frequencies of Retouched Tool Types

Raw Material All Materials
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%

1.
Single endscraper on 

flake
2 2

10

1,94

9,71

2.
Endscraper on retouched 

flake
1 2 3 2,91

5. Denticulated endscraper t 1 0,97

7.
Endscraper on notched 

piece
1 1 0,97

8.
Single endscraper on 

blade
2 2 1,94

11. Double endscraper i 1 0,97

12. Simple perforator i i 2

4

1,94

3,88
16.

Double-backed perfora

tor
2 2 1,94

19. Angle burin on break 1 1

3

0,97

2,91
21.

Angle burin on straight, 

normal truncation
2 2 1,94

45.
Straight backed and 

pointed bladelet
6 3 2 11

30

10,68

29,13

56. Arch-backed bladelet 3 2 1 6 5,83

57.
Arch-backed bladelet

with rounded base
1 1 0,97

63. Partially backed bladelet 1 1 0,97

66.
Fragment of backed 

bladelet
6 1 4 11 10,68

74. Notched flake 1 1 2

7

1,94

6,80

75. Denticulated flake 1 1 0,97

76. Notched blade 1 1 0,97

77. Denticulated blade 1 1 2 1,94

79.
Notched or denticulated 

piece with continuous 

retouch
1 1 0,97
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Raw Material All Materials
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80. Truncated piece 4 i 5 5 4,85 4,85

82. Lunate/segment 2 3 5

10

4,85

9,71

90. Scalene triangle 2 2 1,94

92.
Triangle with two con

cave sides
1 1 0,97

94.
Elongated scalene 

triangle
2 2 1,94

102. Microburin 5 2 i i i 10
12

9,71
11,65

103. Krukowski microbiurin 2 2 1,94

106. Sidescraper 1 1

22

0,97

21,36
107. Ounan point 1 1 2 1,94

112.
Varia 9

4 3 2 i 19 18,45

Total
N 55 25 13 i 2 2 2 2 i 103

100
% 53,40 24,27 12,62 0,97 1,94 1,94 1,94 1,94 0,97 100

Table 19. Site E-06-1. Horizon I. Frequencies of Retouched Tool Types

Raw Material All Materials
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%

1. Single endscraper on flake 6 2 2 2 12

16

6,86

9,14
2. Endscraper on retouched flake 1 1 0,57

5. Denticulated endscraper 1 1 2 1,14

7. Endscraper on notched piece 1 1 0,57

12. Simple perforator 1 1

3

0,57

1,7113. Perforator on backed bladelet 1 1 0,57

16. Double-backed perforator 1 1 0,57
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Raw Material All Materials
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%

17. Dihedral burin i 1

2

0,57

1,1427. Multiple mixed burin i 1 0,57

44. Endscraper/Burin i 1 1 0,57

45.
Straight backed and pointed 

bladelet
8 3 4 15

57

8,57

32,57

56. Arch-backed bladelet 3 2 i i 7 4,00

63. Partially backed bladelet 1 1 1 3 1,71

64. Shouldered bladelet 1 1 2 4 2,29

66. Fragment of backed bladelet 15 5 4 i i 26 14,86

67. Blunt backed bladelet 1 1 2 1,14

74. Notched flake 1 2 3

9

1,71

5,14

75. Denticulated flake 1 2 i 4 2,29

76. Notched blade 1 1 0,57

77. Denticulated blade i 1 0,57

80. Truncated piece 5 2 3 10 10 5,71 5,71

82. Lunate/segment 12 4 2 i 19

32

10,86

18,29

86. Trapeze with one concave side 1 1 0,57

90. Scalene triangle 3 3 1 i 8 4,57

93. Triangle with one convex side 1 1 0,57

95.
Elongated scalene triangle 

with small short side
1 1 0,57

97.
Elongated scalene triangle 

with concave base
1 1 2 1,14

102. Microburin 14 3 6 23
26

13,14
14,86

103. Krukowski microburin 2 1 3 1,79

105. Piece with continuous retouch 1 1

19

0,57

10,86
106. Sidescraper i 1 0,57

112. Varia 3 2 4 2 3 3 17 9,71

Total N 86 31 34 10 10 3 i 175
100

% 49,14 17,71 19,43 5,71 5,71 1,71 0,57 100
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Table 20. Site E-06-1. Metrical data for Backed Bladelets

Mean

(mm)
Standard Devia

tion (mm)
Range

(mm)
Sample Size 

(n)

Lenght 18,83 5,16 11-34 48

H III
Width 5,60 2,21 1-15 180

Thickness 2,16 0,74 1-5 180

L:W ratio 3,36

Lenght 17,53 4,29 11-25 18

H II
Width 5,43 1,59 3-9 33

Thickness 2,33 0,61 1-4 33

L:W ratio 3,23

Lenght 19,56 5,55 12-38 28

HI
Width 5,45 2,05 2-13 59

Thickness 2,13 0,61 1-4 59

L:W ratio 3,59

Table 21. Site E-06-1. Metrical data for Endscrapers

Mean

(mm)

Standard Devia

tion (mm)

Range
(mm)

Sample Size 

(n)

Hill

Lenght 35,05 10,72 19-58 41

Width 28,20 9,14 10-49 50

Thickness 9,02 3,58 1-17 51

L:W ratio 1,24

H II

Lenght 36,67 14,04 12-60 12

Width 25,40 9,05 11-42 13

Thickness 9,50 4,17 3-15 13

L:W ratio 1,44

HI

Lenght 33,36 7,61 18-42 14

Width 28,07 6,27 16-36 17

Thickness 11,60 3,83 6-18 18

L:W ratio 1,19
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The Early Neolithic Offering Tumuli from Sacred 
Mountain (site E-06-4) in Nabta (Western Desert of 
Egypt)

Introduction
Site E-06-4 is a small section of a large sacred area discovered in the 2005 season. 

The area is composed of tumuli, a gigantic hearth and slab pavements with offering 
pits underneath, placed within a prominent mountain, a raised sandstone complex 
with many small knolls topped by a black to dark brown ferruginous quartzitic sand
stone. The presented materials were recovered during the winter field seasons of 2007 
and 2008 of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition1 at Nabta Playa, Western Desert, 
Egypt (Fig 1). Because of its special, evidently sacrificial character the mountain has 
been given the name of Sacred Mountain, or Gebel El Muqaddas in Arabic.

The Sacred Mountain is located about 3 kilometers to the North of the Valley 
of Sacrifices. It is a serrated, prominent massif of about one kilometer in diameter 
rising above the flat plain of the North Nabta Playa Basin, well beyond the fossil 
shores of the lake (Fig. 2). On the East, the mountain abuts a wide, but shallow 
wadi that flows into the Valley of Sacrifices. The mount is dissected by a few small 
valleys and deflational basins, several of which form large, sandy cirques. On this 
all area 224 tumuli were noted (Fig. 3).

During the 2007 season, Tumuli 2, 19, 20, 21, and a few stone slab struc
tures visible on the surface (Structures 2/1, 2/2, 2/3, 2/4, 2/5, 2/6, 2/7) were

1 The 2007 and 2008 field seasons at Nabta Playa were financed by the Institute of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, Polish Academy of Sciences, and the Combined Prehistoric Expedition Foundation, 
Washington DC.
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Fig. 1. Prehistoric sites in Southern Egypt and the location of Nabta Playa Basin 
(after Mazher. El Hinnawi, Radwan, Barakat, Ali 2005).

Fig. 2. Nabta Playa. View on the Sacred Mountain - site E-06-4 (photo R. Schild).
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Fig. 3. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Hypsometrical map with known tumuli (made by P. Wiktorowicz).

excavated. All were situated on the southern slopes of the southern cirque, 
near the top of the hill. The most interesting of these is Tumulus 2 and the 
concentration of a few slab Structures, n. 2/1, 2/2, 2/3, 2/4, 2/5, 2/6, 2/7 in its 
immediate surrounding. All are located between two small sandstone ridges 
forming a part of the embayment of the southern cirque. The structures were 
formed by low piles and/or pavements of quatrtzitic sandstone slabs deposited 
immediately on fossil dune sand. Four of them, 2/1, 2/3, 2/5, 2/7, as well as 
Tumulus 2, had pits under the stones. Several of the slabs, particularly these in
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Structure 2/7

Structure 2/5

Fig. 4. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. General view of excavated objects 
(drawn by M. Puszkarski, J. Sawicki).

the pits or immediately above, had been shaped by knapping (Fig. 4). During 
the 2008 season, the next 12 tumuli were excavated (that is no 18, 23, 24, 25, 
26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 40; see the Fig. 3). 1

1. Tumulus 2
Tumulus 2 had nearly a circular shape and measured about 4 m in diameter. It 

was some 60 cm high, although its original height could have been considerable
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Fig. 5. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. View on the tumulus 2 (photo P. Bobrowski).

larger. It was build of irregular quartzitic sandstone blocks piled on top and around 
a pit Most of the stones were deposited over the central part of the pit. Some of 
these collapsed into the pit, after its presumed cover had disintegrated, to rest in 
the topmost infill at various angles. The tumulus was excavated in four quads. Two 
cross-sections have been recorded, along the N-S (CD) and W-E (AB) axes (Fig. 5).

An oval pit, measuring 110 x 90 cm, and about 130 cm deep, has been cut 
through a slightly consolidated dune sand, and a consolidated to cemented sand
stone shingle bed (alluvial slope wash), into a weathered, whitish sandstone. The 
walls are straight. The pit was filled with a weekly consolidates dune sand. There was 
one sandstone slab, in a diagonal position, in the center of the shaft (Fig. 6). Near 
the bottom (in the eastern part of the shaft), two microlithic tools occurred, a small 
short side triangle and a backed bladelet, both made from the Eocene Egyptian flint.

Seven small concentrations of stone slabs were located close to Tumulus 2. 
One (Structure 2/2) occurred about 2 m to the South of the tumulus. The remain
ing four were placed along a straight line to the West of the tumulus at a distance 
of 1 m (Structure 2/1), at about 3 m (Structure 2/3), and at about 8 m (Structure 
2/4 and 2/5) from the tumulus. About 5 m to the East was located structure 2/6, 
and about 10 m to the N - structure 2/7.
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Structure 2/1 Tumulus 2

Fig. 6. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Profile A-B of Tumulus 2 and Structure 2/1 
(drawn by A. Czekaj-Zastawny, J. Sawicki). 1, 3 - layer of consolidated 
eroded quartzitic sandstone, 2 - layer of limonite, 4 - layer of alluvial 

rubble of quartzitic sandstone, 5 - dune sand, 5a - consolidated dune sand, 
6 - quartzitic sandstone stone slabs.

2. Structure 2/1
Structure 2/1 has been formed by a concentration of quartzitic sandstone 

slabs laid in an approximately circular arrangement with a diameter of 140 cm 
and a height of 40 cm. The structure was dissected along the AB cross section 
line of Tumulus 2. Under the pavement of sandstone slabs, a regular pit ap
peared, sunk into the sandstone shingle bed. The pit was oval in shape, meas
uring 85 x 70 cm, and reached about 100 cm in depth; the walls were straight. 
It contained weakly consolidated dune sand and two levels of thin sandstone 
slabs arranged in box-like structures, whose sides had been placed at an angle 
to the horizontal stone slabs forming their bases. At the bottom of the pit, four 
microlithic tools have been found, two triangles with a small short side and 
two backed bladelets. 3

3. Structure 2/3
It is a concentration of quartzitic sandstone slabs positioned in an irregu

lar, close to oval, feature measuring about 200 x 150 cm. Under the slabs, a 
pit occurred. It was oval in shape, measuring 90 x 70 cm. The pit was cov
ered by a single, horizontal stone slab. In a cross section along the west-east 
line, the pit showed a straight wall and an irregular one. It was filled with 
a weakly consolidates dune sand. About 20 cm below its top, two diagonal
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Structure 2/3
Structure 2/5

A

D

0 1 m
1 m

Fig. 7. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Profile A-B of Fig. 8. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Profile A-B of 
structure 2/3 (drawn by A. Czekaj-Zastawny, J. structure 2/5 (drawn by A. Czekaj-Zastawny, J.

Sawicki). Legend: see fig. 6.Sawicki). Legend: see fig. 6.

stone slabs were placed. At a depth of 120 cm, a vertical, thin slab divided 
the pit into two parts. At the flat bottom of the pit, or at about 125 cm from 
its top, a small cavity in its northern part has been observed. It had a lens
like shape and measured 25 x 10 cm, with a depth of about 25 cm (Fig. 7). 
No artifacts were found. 4 * *

4. Structure 2/5
Tumulus 2/5 was made of quartzitic sandstone. On the surface it presented

an elongated shape, with slabs in a diagonal position, creating a steep roof meas
uring about 2,5 m long, and about 50 cm high. The embankment of the tumulus 
contained yellowish dune sand and quartzitic sandstone slab constructions and 
two levels of stone slabs. These oblique slabs formed a kind of receptacle, both 
covered by a single stone slab that lay in a horizontal position. Under the surface 
stones the top of the pit was observed. In plan view it was oval in shape (110x80 
cm). The pit contained weakly consolidated dune sand. At the flat bottom of the 
pit (about 120 cm from the top of the pit) a small cavity in northern part of the 
pit was observed. It had a lens shape and measured 15 x 10 cm, with a depth of 
about 20 cm (Fig. 8). No stone artifacts were found, just six fragments of teeth 
of gazelle (Gazella dorcas).
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5. Structure 2/7
Structure 2/7 was made of quartz- 

itic sandstone slabs forming an oval 
shape measuring about 300x180 cm in 
diameter and about 30 cm in height. 
Under the embankment (slope wash 
sandstone), the shaft was visible (Fig. 
9). It was oval in shape measuring 70 
x 50 cm in diameter and just about 25 
cm in depth. In cross section the pit 
had a basin-shaped form. No stone 
artifacts were found.

6. Structures 2/2, 2/4 and 2/6
Under the stones forming two sepa

rate slab pavements, no traces of pits 
have been found at the level of slope wash, perhaps suggesting that the slab pave
ments were already in lag positions (?). Structure 2/2 had a circular shape, meas
uring about 100 cm in diameter and was about 10 cm high, Structure 2/4 was of 
about 100 cm in diameter and measured some 10 cm in height, while Structure 
2/6 had an elongated shape, 250 cm x 100 cm. 7 *

7. Cultural content of the tumulus and structures
Except for Structures 2/2, 2/4 and 2/6, all the features included relatively deep 

pits under the sandstone block/slab cover. Four of the pits had animal remains 
inside (Table 1). In two cases, Tumulus 2 and Structure 2/1, the pits also contained 
microlithic insets, probably parts of composite arrowheads (Fig. 10). Three struc
tures, 2/1, 2/3 and 2/5, on the other hand, showed slab constructions inside the 
pit, seemingly subdividing the pit into separate compartments.

The faunal remains are very limited. In the case of ruminant remains (dor
cas gazelle?), it is likely that only small, selected parts of the body were depos
ited inside the pit. The Nile oyster fragment indicates a seemingly precious 
deposit of only a fragment of this bivalve, perhaps a single valve. The empty 
compartments strongly suggest that also some other, perishable organic offer
ings might have been in use such as grain, milk or blood. Both, the compart
ments and the hypothetical organic cover of the pit in Tumulus 2 indicate that 
the users of the tumulus and the structures kept for some time a free access to

Structure 2/7

Fig. 9. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Profile A-B of 
structure 2/7 (drawn by A. Czekaj-Zastawny, 

J. Sawicki). Legend: see fig. 6.
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Table 1. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. The characteristic of features examined archaeologically

E-06-4, Tumulus 2 and Associated Structures

Units
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1
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2/
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4

St
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e 
2/

5
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e 
2/

6

St
ru
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e 
2/

7

Stone cover X X X X X X X X

Pit X X X X X

Slab construction 
inside pit - X - X - X - -

Lithics

1 triangle 
and 1 backed

bladelet)

2 triangles and 2 
backed bladelets - - - - - -

Animal remains

1 fragment of 
a shell of Nile 
oyster (Ethe- 
ria nilotica)*

12 fragments 
of long bones 
of a ruminant 

(antelope/ 
gazelle?)*

-

3 tooth 
fragments of 
a ruminant

(Gazella 
dorcas)*

-

6 tooth 
fragments of
a ruminant

(Gazella 
dorcas)*

- -

Plant remains

18 charcoal 
fgts

(Tamarix)**

12 charcoal fgts 
(Tamarix)** -

5 charcoal 
fgts (Tama

rix)**
- - - -

14C dates
7960 ± 50 BP
(Poz-20288)

7990 ± 40 BP
(Poz-20315)

* Analyses by M. Osypinska.
** Analyses by M. Lityriska-Zajqc

the pits and that these were of multiple uses. Charcoal remains, all resulting 
from the burning of tamarix, imply presence of fires in the immediate vicinity 
of the arrangements (Table 1). 9

9. Archaeological Association of Tumulus 2 and the Structures
Two features of the complex (Table 1) yielded practically identical radiocarbon 

ages of 7990 ± 40 years BP (Poz-20315) and 7960 ± 50 years BP (Poz-20288), or, 
while calibrated, placing these events between around 7,100 and 6,800 calibrated 
years BC (Fig. 11). This is an age within the El Nabta Humid Interphase and the 
time of the Holocene Climatic Optimum in the South Western Desert. As to the 
lithics, all of them have very close analogies with the materials of the El Nabta Vari-
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Structure 2/1

3

5

Tumulus 2

0 1 cm

Fig. 10. Nabta Playa, site E-06-4. Microliths from tumulus 2 (1, 2) and structure 2/1 (3-6);
(drawn by M. Puszkarski).
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Table 2. Schema of Pleistocene and Holocene climatic and cultural changes in the Southern 
Western Desert in Egypt (after Wendorf and Schild 2001, 648-651)

BP DATING CLIMATIC AND CULTURAL PHASES C14 DATES FROM E-06-4

5500- 4800/4150 bp Final Neolithic Humid Interphase

5800-5500 bp Post Late Neolithic Arid Phase

6550-5800 bp Late Neolithic Humid Interphase 6240 ±40 BP (Poz-20418)

6600- 6550 bp Post Middle Neolithic Arid Phase

7200/7100- 6600 bp Middle Neolithic Humid Interphase
6890 ±40 BP (Poz-20316)

7190 ± 40 BP (Poz-20665)

7300-7200/7100 bp Post El Jerar Arid Phase

8050-7300 bp El Nabta/ El Jerar Humid Interphase
7960 ± 50 BP (Poz-20288)

7990 ±40 BP (Poz-20315)

8200- 8050 bp Post El Ghorab Arid Phase

8400- 8200 bp El Ghorab Humid Interphase

8850- 8400 bp Post El Adam Arid Phase

9500- 8850 bp El Adam Humid Interphase

-10 000- 9 500 bp Pre El Adam Arid Phase

ant of upper Early Neolithic, particularly the assemblages recovered from the huts 
at Site E-75-6 at Nabta Playa, some four kilometers to the south-east of the Sacred 
Moutain. lire date from Structure 2/1 (Table 1) has been measured on calcium car
bonate in the ruminant bone and has to be considered as minimal. At the face value, 
it is a date within a very late Al Jerar variant or an early Middle Neolithic (Table 2). 9

9. Conclusions
It is strongly suggested that the presented features of Site E-06-4 contain small 

offerings to supranatural beings. Beside the specific architecture of the objects and 
their content, the entire context of the mountain implies its sacred character. It 
does not contain any remains of settlements of any time and is placed beyond the 
fossil lake and the areas intensively occupied during Neolithic, such as the eastern 
and western shores of the Nabta Playa, some 3 to 4 kilometers to the south. The 
mountain stands high above, and just at the edge, of the main outwash shallow 
valley draining the rising to the north higher plains, badlands and gebels of the 
northern Nubia-Sheb Pediplain. It is the place where the main summer rain run
off was passing by, feeding the playa lake of Nabta Playa.
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Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.IO Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r.5 sd:12 prob uspfchron]

Nabta E-06-4 1 6240±40BP

Nabta E-06-4 2 7960±50BPJMfci

Nabta F.-06-4 4 7990±40RPli^..

Nabta E-06-4 5 6890±40BP --------------

Nabta E-06-4 6 B 7190±40BP
> , 1 . .

8000CalBC 7000CalBC 6000CalBC 5000CalBC

Calibrated date
Fig. 11. Nabta Playa. Sequence of radiocarbon datas from site E-06-4.

A sacred character of the mountain is farther indicated by many dozens of 
small rock tumuli, pavements and other man made rock structures, a huge complex 
hearth in the southern cirque as well as a flat sandstone hill with fossilized bones 
presumable resulting from offerings. A radiocarbon date of 6890 ± 40 (Poz-20316) 
years BP, uncalibrated, from the hearth and another one of 6240 ± 40 (Poz-20418) 
years BP, uncalibrated, on the bones from the sandstone hill, link these events with 
the Middle and Late Neolithic phases of occupation of the Nabta Playa Basin.

There are several important aspects of these recent discoveries that are far beyond 
its local significance. First of all, the Early Neolithic sacrificial tumuli of Nabta are the 
oldest known tumuli ever found. Secondly, the associated smaller structures with slab 
compartments may imply offerings to gods or spirits made by single individuals or nu
clear families in contrast to offerings and/or sacrifices performed by a special delegate 
of a social group, a shaman, priest, etc. The tumuli and offerings made by the El Nabta 
foragers and cattle keepers are almost 15 hundred years older than the oldest sacrificial 
tumuli in the Valley of Sacrifices of Nabta Playa made by the Ru’at El Baqar pastoralists 
of Late Neolithic. The discovery of a new, extremely important ceremonial area in the 
Nabta Playa Basin adds a new dimension to this huge ceremonial centre, perhaps the 
most complex and complete Stone Age ceremonial monument of the entire Africa.
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The New Age Reuse of Nabta Playa’s 
Neolithic Sanctuary

Entering the Nabta Playa Sanctuary
In the South Western Desert of Egypt, nearly 150 km west of Abu Simbel (Fig. 

1), lies a large internally drained basin located in the eastern foothills of Nabta 
Mountain (Gebel Nabta). The basin is an old erosional depression carved in Cre
taceous Nubia sandstone probably during the middle Pleistocene and draining a 
large portion of the South Western Desert. In its center, is Nabta Playa, the sedi
mentary remains of a Holocene seasonal lake surrounded by phytogenic dunes. It 
is the largest ancient playa lake known in the Eastern Sahara.

Fig.l. Location of Nabta Playa.
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The Nabta Playa Sanctuary is per
haps the oldest and the most extensive 
complex of sacred installations in all of 
Africa, extending in time from about 
7,000 to 3,400 calibrated years BC, and 
spread over an area of nearly 10 sq. 
km. It includes a number of discrete 
arrangements devoted to sacred activi
ties (Fig. 2). In the north, it is the Early 
to Middle Neolithic Sacred Mountain, 
or Gebel El Muqaddas, bordering a 
shallow and very long Holocene wadi, 
and carrying on its serrated, undulat
ing surface over two hundred small 
rocky tumuli and stone pavements 
overlaying sacrificial shafts.

Following the course of the same 
wadi, which feeds the playa basin from 
the north, one encounters a number 
of fairly large rocky tumuli near its 
mouth, containing Neolithic sacrificial 
cows, lambs and humans. The tumuli 
were constructed in the Late Neo
lithic, between about 5,500 and 4,500 
calibrated years BC. This sector of the 
wadi is the Valley of the Sacrifices, 
which ends with a low, but prominent 
in the barren desert landscape, sandy 
dune knoll armored with tens of thou

sands of burned stones of various sizes, 
vestiges of ancient hearths. At its highest 
point, just at the beginning of the knoll 

in the north, is a collapsed remnant of a device made with narrow, rectangular 
in cross-section, elongated sandstone slabs, often shaped by knapping. It appears 
that originally the device was equipped with two lines of sight made of pairs of 
slabs, or gates, one line of sight pointing to the general north and the second 
directed to a place over the horizon located at about 70° towards the east. It is

Fig. 2. Map of major sacred installation 
of Nabta Playa (not to scale). 

Drawing by Marek Puszkarski.
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likely that the sights were initially enclosed within a ring marked by flat sandstone 
slabs. The exact details of this installation are not easy to reconstruct due to (a) its 
long exposure to desert erosion resulting in desert creep, or a slow imperceptible 
movement of the rocks, and (b) its destruction by some adherents to New Age 
beliefs. The device has been recognized as a probable ancient calendar indicating 
the summer solstice at the time of its use, or the beginning of the summer rainfall 
in the South Western Desert of Egypt (Malville et al. 1998).

The sandy dune knoll at the mouth of the Valley of the Sacrifices marks the 
beginning of a number of low mounds carved by desert winds in the early Holo
cene dunes and hardened silt or clay of the playa lake deposited at the end of the 
Holocene climatic optimum, about 6,000-5,800 cal yr BC, and shaped by desert 
winds from the north during the Post Al Jerar Arid Phase. The chronology of this 
wind erosion shaping the relief of the clay is indicated by the existence of a Holo
cene red soil conformably topping the rises and by the presence of securely dated 
Middle Neolithic archaeology of Ru’at El Baqar variant in the wind eroded basins 
formed in the lake clay at Site E-78-8 (Schild and Wendorf 2001: 30) or on eroded 
lake clay hillocks. These low knolls extend toward the south and south east, mark
ing the western edge of the ancient Holocene lake.

Some few hundred meters to the south from the possible calendar, occurs 
an alignment of collapsed and broken sandstone stelae extending for about 700 
m and generally pointing to the center of the northern hemisphere. Beyond the 
alignment are four large fields of sandstone stelae installed on the flat tops of sepa
rate low mounds. Each field is made up of clusters of collapsed and broken stelae 
of various sizes, ranging in weight from a few tons to a few dozen kilograms. Most 
of the stelae have been shaped by knapping. The sandstone blocks had been quar
ried in nearby shallow quarries and transported to their final placement where 
they were first shaped by knapping and then set upright, facing north, over a filled 
pit cut in the lake clay and in most cases leading down to a sandstone bedrock 
mushroom rock, an erosional natural feature formed in the sandstone bedrock 
that underlies the clay. This unusual activity took place in the Final Neolithic be
tween 4,500 and 3,400 calibrated years BC. Today, the stelae are collapsed, due to 
northerly desert winds; in addition, they are fragmented and often dispersed over 
a considerable area, particularly on the slopes, a result of desert creep.

Several hundred meters to the west from the western field of the stelae is a rem
nant of a large tumulus originally made of earth and stone with a dry masonry inner 
chamber at the center comprising a burial shaft. The shaft contained the head of a 
very young boy, the Little Lord of Nabta Playa. The tumulus was constructed on the
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flat top of a low sandstone and shale hill overlooking the four large fields of stelae 
and having the splendid mountain of Nabta in the background. The little boy king 
was buried near the end of stelae field construction, nearly 3,400 years BC, just be
fore or around the emergence of the first Ancient Egyptian Kingdom.

The Burned Hill is located over a kilometer to the south of the Western 
Group (Field) of Stelae. It is a small isolated hillock, a natural erosional remnant 
of an early Holocene dune, covered with thousands of stones, mostly burned. A 
few caches of polished celts on its slopes suggest a Final Neolithic age for this 
archaeological feature.

Researching the Sacred Installations of Nabta Playa
The Combined Prehistoric Expedition began the first, preliminary excavations 

in the Nabta Playa Basin during the 1974 field season. The field work continued 
in the 1975, and 1977 seasons. The research concentrated on a number of Early 
Neolithic campsites as well as on an important deeply stratified Middle to Final 
Neolithic settlement E-75-8 (Wendorf and Schild 1980). In 1990, the Combined 
Prehistoric Expedition reactivated its interest in the Nabta Playa Area and con
ducted very intensive excavations and mapping in the basin during the campaigns 
of 1990-1992, 1994, and 1996-2009 seasons.

In the 1990 season the CPE began researching the megalithic installations of 
Nabta Playa. The first, was the Northern Megalithic Alignment (Wendorf et al. 
1992-1993; Wendorf and McKim Malville 2001); then, in 1992 Dr. Nieves Zedeno 
made a brief study of the possible solar calendar (Applegate and Zedeno, 2001), 
which was again restudied by McKim Malville in 1997 (McKim Malville et al. 
1998, 2007). A charcoal sample from a slightly buried hearth close to the north 
eastern edge of the Calendar yielded an age of about 4900 cal yr BC. Tire excava
tions of the Late Neolithic tumuli in the Valley of the Sacrifices were initiated in 
1994 and ended in 1997 (Applegate et al. 2001). In 2007, a brief excavation at a few 
empty, small tumuli-like structures concluded this chapter of research.

There are four fields or groups of megalithic structures along the western shores 
of the Nabta Playa basin, the Western, Eastern, South-Eastern and Southern Groups. 
The last two were identified, mapped and tested by trenching during the 2004 sea
son. Each of the groups contain from several to more than twenty tight clusters of 
shaped and sometime unshaped megalithic blocks and slabs as well as single, iso
lated stones. Today, the slabs lie flat on the surface of the Early Neolithic playa silt, 
except for a dozen or so monuments that are still upright, though broken, or tilted. 
There are isolated stelae as well as small clusters of them located upon the Salt Hill,
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an erosional isolated playa-silt rise lying to the north of the South-Eastern Group. 
Well over 50 stelae clusters containing several hundred individual stelae have been 
recognized so far along the western shores of the ancient Lake Nabta.

In 1996 and 1997, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition opened up three clus
ters of collapsed and broken megalithic stelae designated as Site E-96-1, Struc
tures A, B and E of the Western Field of Megalithic Structures (Wendorf and 
Krolik 2001). The excavations disclosed enormous pits dug out in the lake silt, un
derneath the blocks resting on the surface of silt. The pits lead to mushroom-like 
sandstone rocks, which are natural table rocks rising above the continuous bed of 
Cretaceous clastic bedrock and formed by wind erosion well before deposition of 
the lake silt. At Structures A and B, the table rocks were slightly worked by knap
ping to form a crude nose-like projecting point on the northern side of the rock. 
The pits were filled again with the previously dug out silt. The pit under Structure 
E contained charcoal that dated 4800 ± 85 (DRI-3358) radiocarbon years BP, or - 
when calibrated - about 3600 - 3500 BC (Schild and Wendorf 2001: 54). It is the 
only date directly associated with the construction of these structures. The infill of 
the pits contained sandstone flakes and chunks resulting from shaping the stelae, 
hoes made of sandstone flakes, and occasional flint artifacts. The pit under Struc
ture A, centrally placed over a small hillock, contained a large block of sandstone 
weighing over a ton and only slightly shaped and polished into a form resembling, 
to a very imaginative observer, a cow (Wendorf and Krolik 2001: 511). Structure 
A seems to form the basal hub or starting point of the first three megalithic align
ments whose paleo-stellar positions were analyzed (McKim Malville et al. 1998; 
Wendorf and McKim Malville 2001).

In the 2006 and 2008 seasons Tomasz Herbich conducted an electro resistiv
ity survey of several broken stelae clusters in the north eastern section of the 
Western Megalithic Field. The survey showed that most of the individual stelae 
clusters had mushroom rocks underneath, below the bed of lake silt on top of 
which the stelae were set.

Beginning in 2004 and continuing until 2007, Halina Krolik and Dagmara 
Manka tested four discrete sandstone quarries (Sites E-04-4, E-05-2, E-05-3, and 
E-06-2) located in the south western corner of the Western Field of Stelae. The 
excavations yielded abundant clear traces of the extraction of quartzitic sandstone 
blocks as well as hearths, potsherds, animal bones and lithics. Numerous radio
carbon dates place this activity at around 4400-4300 and 3700 - 3500 cal yr BC, 
thus firmly placing the sandstone block extractions and megalithic field installa
tions in the Final Neolithic (4500-3500 cal yr BC).
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In the Southeastern Group of Stelae, Site E-04-2, one of the clusters of collapsed 
whole and broken stelae (Concentration A) was tested in 2004. Trenching revealed 
pits which served as receptacles for the bases of the originally vertical stelae. No 
large pits similar to those found under the Megalithic Structures in the Western 
Group (Wendorf and Krolik, 2001) have been observed. In fact, the presence of a 
fossil aridisol under the cluster of broken megaliths excludes such a possibility.

Almost 500 hundred meters to the west of the Western Group of Stelae, a dou
ble stone ring resting upon a flat-topped, prominent hill overlooking the Nabta 
Playa Basin was discovered during the 2002 season. The structure (Site E-02-4) 
rests upon white shale whose surface was leveled before the construction was in
stalled. It is composed of an inner ring of quartzitic sandstone slabs, a sandstone 
dry masonry chamber, and an outer ring formed by 22 large sandstone blocks. 
Clearing of the floor within the chamber ring in 2004 exposed a small grave shaft 
sunk into the shale, and filled with loose recent aeolian sand. Half of a brown, 
black-topped, smoothed deep bowl with a conical base was found lying on the 
floor of the shaft together with the skull of a two- to four-year-old boy with North 
African physical features. A radiocarbon assay, on structural carbonates of the 
skull, yielded an age of about 3650 - 3550 cal yr BC, and a minimal age (small 
sample), on collagen, of about 3100 - 3300 cal yr BC.

The aeolian infill of the shaft indicates that the grave was robbed in relatively re
cent times, after the floor of the tumulus had been exposed by deflation. The robbers 
threw elements of the original interments back into the shaft. A large potsherd of 
Qusseir Clashes Yellow Ware with biotite specks was found on the surface between 
the inner and the outer stone rings. Lack of the blocks of stones in the vicinity of 
the tumulus that could have been removed from the tumulus before its plundering 
indicates that its main body was built of earth. The Qusseir Clastic Yellow Ware has 
been firmly associated with the Final Neolithic archaeology of the South Western 
Desert (Nelson et al. 2002: 45) and fits well with the calibrated age of the skull.

For a number of years our understanding of the megalithic features was incom
plete. Near the end of the 2002 season at Nabta Playa, we had decided to return 
to the study of the sandstone blocks forming the structures. Hence, the Expedi
tion began to clean the structures and individual megaliths from the recent aeolian 
sand and then to map them in detail, using a 1:50 scale, which served as a basis for 
our subsequent refitting of the broken slabs. It soon became apparent that many, 
and in some instances all, of the blocks were shaped by crude knapping into stelae- 
like forms with rounded, ogival or anthropomorphic tops (head and shoulder) and 
rounded, pointed or flat bases. They also differed as to their size and weight, from
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blocks measuring a few meters in length and weighing several tons to small ones 
of less than a meter in length and a few dozen kilograms of weight. Several upright 
and/or tilted, broken bases were found still submerged in the playa silts, clearly indi
cating that originally the megaliths were set vertically. The fact that so many mega
liths are shaped, some into anthropomorphic shouldered figures, suggests that they 
might have served as stelae, commemorating the deceased members of the group.

Cross-sectioning of the upper part of the lacustrine clay/silt beds upon which 
the blocks rested as well as studying the dispersal of the broken fragments has 
led to the refitting and reconstruction of the original arrangement of individual 
megaliths and their groups. In many instances, the sections revealed the pits in 
which some of the stelae were set as well as the shallow wind-eroded basins upon 
which the blocks collapsed. In this way, the kinetics of collapse and the reasons for 
the fall have become clear. The prevailing northerly desert winds carved basins in 
front of the megaliths and caused their collapse. That is how we know that most 
of the stelae were facing general north, or rather the area of the night skies that is 
occupied by the circumpolar stars (compare Schild and Wendorf 2004). All the 
groups of megalithic structures were originally placed on tops of lake silt hills and 
rises formed by deflation, most probably in the Post A1 Jerar Arid Phase, as indi
cated by the existence of a Holocene red soil conformably topping the rises and 
the presence of Middle Neolithic archaeology on the eroded hills. The megaliths 
mapping project was accomplished in 2007.

The Sacred Mountain was discovered in the 2005 field season. The initial map
ping of individual archaeological features visible on the surface began in 2006, to
gether with preliminary clearing of the features. However, the first detailed excava
tions of the tumuli and offering loci commenced in 2007 (compare, Bobrowski et al. 
this volume). In the 2009 season, a detailed mapping of the entire mountain, mea
suring about 10000 sq m and containing rich Neolithic installations, was finished.

The excavation in 2007 of Tumulus 2 at Site E-06-4 along with four associated 
slab constructions unveiled narrow, deep shafts underneath the structures that 
were sunk into the weathered upper section of the Cretaceous sandstone forming 
the mountain. The shafts contained worked sandstone slabs, box-like arrange
ments, some of which held the remains of offerings. Two radiocarbon assays from 
the shafts yielded ages of about 7000 - 6900 cal yr BC (Bobrowski et al. this vol
ume), locating these offering grounds in the Nabta/Al Jerar Humid Interphase, a 
placement reinforced by the stylistic attributes of the geometric microliths present 
in two of the shafts. In addition, the work at the Sacred Mountain disclosed a few 
later, Neolithic ceremonial installations.
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Proposing a “Sculpted Universe Map” and “Star-Viewing Diagram”
In 2001 Kluwer Academic published the first volume of Holocene Settlement 

of the Egyptian Sahara: The Archaeology of Nabta Playa, by Fred Wendorf, Ro
muald Schild and Associates. The book presented the research on Nabta Playa and 
the megaliths that was done between the 1990 and 1999. It contained articles on 
the possible solar calendar (Applegate and Zedefio, 2001), the megalithic align
ments (Wendorf and McKim Malville 2001), and the complex megalithic struc
tures (Wendorf and Krolik 2001), later identified as clusters of stelae (Schild and 
Wendorf, 2004). These publications as well as an earlier article on megaliths and 
Neolithic astronomy in southern Egypt by McKim Malville and others, which 
appeared in Nature (1998), stimulated interest in the Nabta Playa arrangements 
on the part of a physicist, Dr. Thomas G. Brophy, today on the faculty of the Cali
fornia Institute for Human Science, Encinitas, California. CIHS is a teaching and 
research institution that focuses on the integration of religion and science. It pro
poses an integral view of humans founded on meditation and the mystical expe
rience one can achieve via the study of subtle energy in two forms: physical, or 
ky-energy, and spiritual energy embodied in holy persons of diverse religions in 
their mysterious fulfillments (Motoyama, 2009).

In 2002, Dr. Brophy began surreptitious field activities in Nabta Playa, fol
lowed soon after by Mr. Robert Bauval. Neither the Supreme Council of Antiqui
ties of Egypt, who according to the state law issues concessions to study Egyptian 
antiquities, nor the Combined Prehistoric Expedition, the concessionaire for the 
Nabta Playa Area since 1974, have ever been notified by Brophy and Bauval of 
these activities at the Nabta Playa Sacred Center.

In 2002, Dr. Brophy published The Origin Map. Discovery of Prehistoric, Mega
lithic, Astrophysical Map and Sculpture of the Universe, a book that discusses the 
Nabta Playa “Calendar Circle”, megalithic alignments, structures, as well as the “Giza 
Monuments Zodiac Clock”. In the book, Dr. Brophy argues that the Circle is in fact 
a star viewing diagram, and represents a map of the stars of Orion at 16,500 years 
ago. Most astounding of all, however, is Dr. Brophys proposition that the sandstone 
mushroom rock at the base of the pit underneath Complex Structure A (minimally 
altered by human activity and shaped by erosion), represents a detailed map of our 
galaxy seen from its pole and carved at about 17500 BC! One must recall that the pit 
leading to the mushroom sandstone bedrock was dug sometime between 4500 and 
3500 years BC through the late Early Neolithic lake silt, which had been deposited 
about 6000 years BC. Dr. Brophys proposition certainly requires the presence of a 
highly sophisticated civilization in the South Western Desert whose astronomical
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knowledge was at least as profound as ours. One must also remember that until 
about 14 thousand years ago the Sahara was still undergoing one of the most arid 
periods in its history. As to the 16,500 year old map of Orion, the device, or the Cal
endar Circle, is constructed on a sandy, erosional knoll shaped and exposed by the 
desert winds around 5,800 or slightly before 5,500 calib yrs BC.

The proposition that the Nabta Playa megalithic installations could have been 
erected by a highly sophisticated mysterious civilization almost 20,000 years ago 
made a deep impact on a large number of people ready to accept outer space civi
lizations’ interventions in world history. Sometime in 2004, the Combined Prehis
toric Expedition crews began to notice traces of current incursions by “tourists” 
in the antiquities of Nabta Playa. The number and character of these interventions 
has increased with time. The “tourists” particularly concentrated on the Calendar 
Circle-, a prehistoric road marker indicating the location of a C Group slab house; 
the C Group house itself; and the northern stele of Megalithic Alignment A. The 
Supreme Council of Antiquities was not aware of these visits and has never issued 
permits to tour the Nabta Playa monuments.

Near the end of the 2007 winter field season, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition 
intercepted a few groups of European tourist led by tour operators from the New Val
ley (Kharga-Dakhla Area). The operators had military desert permits to travel in the 
South Western Desert; however, they had no authorization to visit any antiquities in 
the permit area, which - according to law - must be issued by the Supreme Council of 
Antiquities, the sole authority responsible for the archaeological monuments in Egypt.

In the years 2004-2007, the illegal tourists in Nabta Playa made a “complete recon
struction” of the Calendar Circle by placing erect all of the sandstone blocks that lay 
inside the feature and adding several new ones to fit their ideas about how the object 
should appear (Figs 3 and 4). The “reconstruction” destroyed the circle (Figs 5 and 6). 
The prehistoric marker stone, west of the C-Group house got also special treatment. 
The “tourists” build two stone rings around it (Figs 7 and 8) and put several offerings 
at its foot (Figs 9 and 10). The rings were constructed with sandstone blocks and rocks 
collected from the nearby archaeological sites, thereby disturbing the sites. The offer
ings include archaeological artifacts collected in the area, pictures of the galaxy, plas
tic dolls, plastic and calcite natural crystals, pebbles, etc. The northernmost upright, 
shaped stele, on the other hand, has been decorated with objects of adornment, plastic 
dolls and crystals, offerings of various artifacts and grain (Figs 11 and 12). The prehis
toric C-Group house, unique in the South Western Desert, was not very safe either. 
Its “reconstruction” has already begun. The house has received new walls of vertical 
sandstone plates, collected from the house and surrounding desert (Fig. 13).



430 Romuald Schild, Fred Wendorf

Fig. 3. Calendar Circle in 2004, looking north. Photograph by Heba Tallah.

Fig. 4. Calendar Circle in 2005, looking south-west; note large flaking scars on the collapsed, 
light-colored sandstone slab. Photograph by Maciej Jordeczka.
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Fig. 5. Calendar Circle in 2008, looking north-east. Photograph by Maciej Jordeczka.
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Fig. 6. Calendar Circle in 2008, looking west, Nabta Mountain in the background. 
Photograph by Maciej Jordeczka.
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Fig. 7. First stone ring around the upright marker, looking west; note the C-Group House beyond, 
on the horizon. Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2006.

Fig. 8. Second stone ring (upright narrow slabs) around the marker, looking south-west. 
Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2007.
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Fig. 9. Base of the marker; note a plastic doll at its foot. Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2006.

Fig. 10. Base of the marker; note photographs 
of our galaxy on the ground, plastic doll 

and flint artifact on a flat slab, and a calcite 
crystal on the right. Photograph 

by Romuald Schild, 2007.
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Fig. 11. Vertical stele; note various artifacts 
at the foot and on the monument. 

Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2006.

Fig. 12. Vertical stele; a plastic doll in a weathering niche. Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2006.
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Fig. 13. C-Group House; note vertical elements of walls; marker and the stone rings 
in the background, looking east. Photograph by Romuald Schild, 2007.

Fig. 14. Moving a stele to the lorry parked on the paved road. 
Photograph by Maciej Jordeczka, February 2008.
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Fig. 15. Unloading a stele in front of the Nubian Museum. Photograph 
by Agnieszka Czekaj-Zastawny, February 2008.

Fig. 16. Stelae and Calendar Circle in the outdoor garden of the Nubian Museum in Aswan, look
ing north-west. Photograph by Maciej Jordeczka, February 2009.
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Moving the Endangered Monuments to the Nubian Museum
By 2006, it had become clear that the most endangered Nabta Playa monu

ments, particularly the almost ruined Calendar Circle, had to be moved to a safe 
place. The Combined Prehistoric Expedition Foundation and the Institute of Ar
chaeology and Ethnology, Polish Academy of Sciences agreed to finance the proj
ect. Upon acquiring the necessary permits from the Supreme Council of Antiqui
ties, the Expedition began preparation to move the selected monuments to the 
Museum. First of all, it was necessary to decide which of the objects forming the 
Calendar are genuine. Field records made in 1992 and the subsequent publication 
(Applegate and Zedeho 2001), although not very precise, helped in this chore. Ad
ditional help in determining the authenticity of the artifacts comprising the Circle 
was the assessment of their prehistoric alteration. It was decided that the slabs, 
which showed traces of shaping by knapping were the original elements of the de
vice (compare Fig. 4). As a result of this study, nearly 40 objects were selected for 
removal after precise mapping of their position using a total station. All the pieces 
were photographed, described and registered before packing and transportation 
to the Museum. The removed pieces have been replaced by similar slabs collected 
at modern sandstone outcrops in the vicinity of Nabta Playa.

Except for the Calendar, seven complete or almost complete stelae were se
lected for the removal: one from the excavated Megalithic Structure A; a small 
one from Megalithic Structure B, four from the northern collapsed stelae of the 
Western Field; and one from the Southern Field (Fig. 14). Additionally, several 
sandstone flakes resulting from the shaping of the stelae were collected.

The packing and removal of the monuments was completed in the presence 
of the Committee appointed by the Supreme Council of Antiquities and headed 
by Attia M. Radwan, Undersecretary of State for Upper Egypt. In February 2008, 
with the assistance of the police, the monuments were moved to the stores of the 
Nubian Museum in Aswan (Fig. 15).

Erecting the Nabta Playa Monuments Installations in the Nubian Museum.
In February 2009, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition installed the exhibi

tion of Nabta Playa monuments in the assigned section of the western outdoor 
gardens of the Nubian Museum in Aswan. The monuments are placed on a flat 
shelf of an ancient Egyptian granite quarry whose surface has been covered with 
Western Desert yellow sand (Fig. 16).

The Circle was reconstructed on the basis of the recorded general outline of 
the remaining particular elements of the Calendar Circle as well as the 1992 field
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documents. The reconstruction began with the setting of the two lines of sight: 
one indicating general north; and the other at 70° degree to the east from north. 
The two lines were very clearly depicted in the photographs and sketches recorded 
in the 1992 season and could still be discerned, although barely, on the total sta
tion map made in February 2008.

The new analysis of the original field records suggested that the number and 
placement of the gates was slightly different than the reconstructions made in 
1992 and 1997 and published in 1998 (McKim Malville et al. 1998: Fig. 3b) and 
2001 (Applegate and Zedeno 2001: Fig. 14.3). The shaped slabs creating the sight 
lines (mapped in 2008), indicated that there must have been, in fact, at least four 
pairs of gates inside the circle. As to the circle, or ring, its shape and the exact 
placement of the flattish slabs forming it is assumed. There is no clear-cut outline 
of a ring in the preserved record. Tire pictures and maps show a concentration 
of slabs in the north-west section of the monument and isolated sandstone slabs 
dispersed down the slope, into the north-eastern, eastern and southern sections of 
the device. This indicates considerable downslope creep of the possible elements 
of the ring. A relatively large number of flat sandstone slabs around the device and 
in its immediate neighborhood makes the hypothesis of a ring quite plausible.

The second installation of the Nabta monuments in the Nubian Museum 
Western Gardens represents a composition constructed of seven, upright, shaped 
stelae of various sizes. The stelae face north and have been selected from a range of 
clusters of Nabta megaliths. The composition gives the visitor an idea of a group of 
stelae memorial monuments as it might have looked after its erection in the Final 
Neolithic.

Conclusions
Although most of the Nabta monuments have been recorded, the monuments 

are today as endangered as they have ever been. Flocks of “tourists” stimulated 
by the notion of an outer space connection to the Nabta monuments cannot be 
stopped in the foreseeable future. Nabta has become one of World’s principal pre
historic monuments in danger of extinction.
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Polish Archaeobotanical Studies in Africa

Polish botanists became involved in archaeological studies carried out in Af
rica as early as the ‘80s of the twentieth century. Initially samples were collected 
by archaeologists and later submitted for investigation by botanists, but as de
mands for cooperation of high standard increased botanists began to take part in 
archaeological expeditions and did the sampling themselves. Hitherto examined 
plant material originated from Sudan, Mali, Libya, and Egypt.

African archaeobotany was initiated in Poland by Melania Klichowska, who 
studied plant material collected by Lech Krzyzaniak at the Neolithic site Kadero 
in Sudan. On the basis of plant impressions preserved on potsherds she identified 
grains of sorghum Sorghum vulgare (syn. S. bicolor) and finger millet Eleusine 
coracana, the size of which in her opinion indicated cultivated forms. In addition 
she found wild grasses, Setaria and Digitaria, which were probably gathered for 
food (Klichowska 1984a). Plant impressions on this pottery were later examined 
by Ann Stemler, who verified Klichowska’s identifications (Stemler 1990). Obser
vations in a scanning electron microscope allowed her to identify wild sorghum 
spikelets, Sorghum bicolor ssp. arundinaceum, and to state that all sorghum im
prints (also those seen by Klichowska) were of this species. She found also other 
wild grasses, Setaria and Pennisetum. The continuation of the study of Kadero 
materials by Lucyna Kubiak-Martens (Kubiak-Martens 2010) added two edible 
plants, jujube Ziziphus and hackberry Celtis, to the list of taxa known from this 
site. Melania Klichowska also examined four samples from Niani, the capital of
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medieval Mali (IX-XI, XIV and XVI-XVII century AD) and one sample from 
a medieval pot found in Yendouman, supplied by Wladyslaw Filipowiak (Kli- 
chowska 1984b).

In cooperation with the Archaeological Museum in Gdansk new studies in 
Sudan were undertaken by Monika Badura at the site Wadi Umm Rahau from 
the Napatan Period. She discovered a few grass species, including commonly col
lected Panicum turgidum, as well as Arnebia hispidissima, Citrullus colocynthis and 
some unidentified plants from the Cyperaceae family, which could also be used 
for human or animal consumption (Badura 2007; in press; Badura et al. 2007).

Fairly rich plant material, collected by Barbara E. Barich at two rock shelter 
sites, the Epipaleolithic Ti-n-Torha/Two Caves and Neolithic Uan Muhuggiag, 
located in the Acacus Mountains, SW Libya (Barich 1992), was examined by 
Krystyna Wasylikowa (1992a; 1992b; 1993). Both sites contained several species 
of wild plants that are now gathered in various parts of the Sahara and savanna 
zones for their useful properties and certainly were used by people in older times. 
In addition to the most numerous grasses from the genera Brachiaria, Cenchrus, 
Digitaria, Echinochloa, Panicum, Pennisetum, Setaria, and cf. Urochloa, fruits of 
the desert date Balanites aegyptiaca and seeds of the colocynth Citrullus colocyn
this and watermelon C. lanatus were found. These investigations also revealed 
some interesting paleoecological information. At present, the species of Brachi
aria and Urochloa are not recorded in the flora of Libya but grow south of the 
Sahara. Their presence in the sites discussed indicates that they were growing 
locally during the early and middle Holocene period. This agrees well with the 
conclusion drawn from pollen analysis that the annual plant communities, which 
at that time developed in the Acacus Mountains in the rainy season were richer 
than in the present day (Schulz 1987). The occurrence of Citrullus lanatus seeds in 
both sites was another discovery interesting from the point of view of the former 
plant distribution. Radiocarbon dating of its seeds from Uan Muhuggiag gave the 
age 4361-4000 cal. yrs BC, excluding the possibility that they were intrusive. The 
whole archaeological context of the site indicated that it was inhabited by pasto- 
ralists who did not know plant cultivation, therefore it seems that watermelon was 
also not cultivated. As the presumed wild progenitor of watermelon grows today 
only in the Kalahari Desert it has been suggested that the wild Citrullus must have 
had broader range in the past than at present and the whole question of the place 
and time of origin of cultivated watermelon requires reinvestigation (Wasylikowa 
and van der Veen 2004).

The greatest group of botanists participated in the investigations carried out
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by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition, initially under the leadership of Fred 
Wendorf and Romuald Schild, and recently of Michal Kobusiewicz and Jacek 
Kabacinski. Since 1980 several sites were studied by the members of this expedi
tion. Ewa Madeyska and Kazimierz Szczepanek participated in field works carried 
out in the complex of late paleolithic sites at Wadi Kubbaniya near Assuan. The 
recovered vegetal remnants included a few species which could have been col
lected for food, including numerous tubers of Cyperus rotundus, and less frequent 
Scirpus tuberosus (closely related to or synonym of S. maritimus). Special atten
tion was paid to the seasonal availability of various foods in connection with Nile 
floods. Species composition of plant and animal remains indicated that the sites 
were inhabited by people carrying on a very specialized hunter-gatherer husband
ry. Very thorough on-site collection of small fragments of organic tissues allowed 
Gordon Hillman to reconstruct the infant diet and on this basis to contribute to 
the discussion on possible causes of a rise in population in the late Paleolithic 
(Hillman et al. 1989). K. Szczepanek collected several samples for pollen analysis 
but found no pollen grains, which brought in question the results obtained earlier 
by Mieczyslaw Dqbrowski (Close 1980). Zofia Tomczynska examined wood char
coal from these sites (Tomczynska 1989).

The Combined Prehistoric Expedition carried out large-scale excavations also 
in a complex of sites called Nabta Playa, situated in the driest part of the Sahara, 
about 120 km west of Abu Simbel (Wendorf et al. 2001). From the Polish side the 
following botanists participated in the investigation of these sites: Krystyna Wasy- 
likowa, Lucyna Kubiak-Martens, Aldona Mueller-Bieniek, Renata Stachowicz- 
Rybka, and Maria Litynska-Zajqc. A very interesting assemblage of plant remains 
was found in the early Neolithic site E-75-6 dated to about 8000 14C BP. It in
cluded fruits, seeds, wood, tubers, and rhizomes of over 128 species of wild plants, 
many of which could have been collected for food or other purposes (Wasylikowa 
et al. 2001). The recovery of the wild sorghum Sorghum bicolor subsp. arundina- 
ceum was of special interest being the first evidence of the use of this grass that 
was later cultivated and became a very important African cereal (Wendorf et al. 
1992; Wasylikowa et al. 1993; Kubiak-Martens and Wasylikowa 1994; Wasylikowa 
and Dahlberg 1999). The detailed qualitative and quantitative comparison of plant 
assemblages recovered from various archaeological features indicated the selected 
gathering of plants available to the inhabitants of different huts (Wasylikowa and 
Mitka 1998). The work on the sites of the Nabta Playa complex was continued by 
Maria Litynska-Zaj^c, who found more sorghum in addition to other plant spe
cies. In the cemetery of Gebel Ramlah mainly charcoal pieces of tamarisk Tamarix
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sp. and acacia Acacia sp. were found and a few diaspores of wild herbaceous plants 
(Litynska-Zaj^c 2010). The most promising materials were excavated at the site 
Berget el Sheb, which contained several useful plants that were probably collected.

Maria Litynska-Zaj^c was also engaged in the exploration of the Nagada cul
ture site at Armant near Luxor in the frame of archaeological investigations car
ried out by Boleslaw Ginter and Janusz K. Kozlowski. Plant remains were present 
in all three chronological periods covered by the site, Early (6000-5900 cal. yr BP), 
Middle (5960-5700 cal. yr BP), and Younger Phase (after 5800 cal. yr BP). Grains 
and spike parts of emmer wheat Triticum dicoccon and barley Hordeum vulgare, 
preserved in charred and uncharred condition, predominated among plant re
mains and were probably the main cultivated plants of the Nagada people. Large 
accumulation of Citrullus colocynthis seeds suggests that they were gathered for 
food. Rare finds included lentil Lens culinaris, flax Linum usitatissimum, millet 
Panicum miliaceum, and pea Pisum sativum and Pisum sp., all certainly cultivated, 
and a few wild herbaceous plants, for instance Vicia, Echinochloa crus-galli, and 
undermined Asteraceae. On the basis of plants found in different archaeologi
cal features the presumed purpose was suggested for which individual pits were 
used. The discerning scrutiny of the state of preservation of plant remains made it 
possible to eliminate samples of age different to the whole archaeological context 
(Litynska 1993; 1994; Litynska-Zaj^c 2003).

Tell el-Farcha in the Nile Delta in Egypt was another locality excavated by a 
Polish team of archaeologists under the leadership of Krzysztof Cialowicz and 
Marek Chlodnicki. The content of a vat discovered in the pre-dynastic site was 
examined by a botanist Lucyna Kubiak-Martens and a physicist Jerzy J. Langer. 
Charred organic material that adhered to the bottom of this vat contained frag
ments of grain and chaff of emmer wheat Triticum dicoccon and barley Hordeum 
vulgare together with a few remnants of darnel ryegrass Lolium cf. temulentum, 
which is a weed in cereals fields. The detailed physicochemical analysis of this 
unusual finding suggested that the discovered substance was the remnant of beer 
and allowed the reconstruction of the beer production process (Kubiak-Martens 
and Langer 2008).

As the final note, the investigation of materials kept in different museums col
lections is worth mentioning. The authors of this paper examined plant materials 
preserved in deposits belonging to the Egyptian collection of the Archaeological 
Museum in Cracow. Two out of the four corn-mummies (probably from el-Ash- 
munein) stored in the Museum and described by Maarten J. Raven (Raven 1997) 
contained spikelets of germinating barley Hordeum vulgare. In ancient Egypt ger-
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minating barley symbolized resurrection and placing such grains in mummies 
was connected with the cult of Osiris (Wasylikowa and Jankun 1997). Spikelet 
fragments of common barley Hordeum vulgare together with some wild grasses 
were also found in a sarcophagus from the Ptolemaic period containing the mum
my of Aset-iri-khet-es. The fibres, which appeared between the bandages of this 
mummy, were made of flaxLinum usistatissimum (Litynska-Zaj^c 2001). Another 
type of material represents the content of two Coptic vessels from the Museum’s 
collection. They were filled with fruits of coriander Coriandrum sativum, edible 
plant, having also therapeutic properties (Litynska-Zaj^c 1997). An interesting 
finding was the discovery of a bulb of Narcissus cf. tazetta in an Egyptian mummy 
of unknown origin stored in the Collegium Antropologicum of the Wroclaw Uni
versity. This plant was used in ancient Egypt for its ornamental values (Wasy
likowa 2005, unpbl.).

The purpose of this article was to present a brief survey of the results of in
vestigations carried out by Polish botanists on archaeological sites in Africa. The 
information obtained by these studies essentially increased our knowledge on 
wild plants gathered by hunter-gatherer and pastoral societies in Egypt, Sudan, 
and south-west Libya. A large assortment of wild species, among which grasses 
played an important role, contributed significantly to the diet of ancient people. 
Particularly interesting was the finding of the oldest wild sorghum in a context, 
which indicated its special significance for the early Neolithic tribes living at Nab- 
ta Playa. New data were also supplied for the reconstruction of agriculture of the 
Nagada culture. The results obtained from the studies described above prove the 
basic meaning of archaeobotanical investigations for the understanding economic 
processes in the past, provided that sampling of a site is performed in a proper 
way. Our experience clearly indicates that the best interpretation of data can be 
achieved when on-site sampling is done by a botanist. Questions put forward by 
Polish archaeobotanists aroused a lot of interest among the specialists from the 
other countries that led to the organization of the first international symposium 
“Archaeobotany of North Africa” in 1994, in Mogilany near Krakow. The coopera
tion thus started continues and since then every three years similar symposia are 
organized in different countries.
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Amelia Hertz (1878 -1942/1943)
and Her Contribution to the Research
on the Beginnings of the Egyptian Civilization

Research of Amelia Hertz on the history of ancient Egypt and the Near East1 
have recently became an unexpected rediscovery. In effect, works of this versatile 
scholar which encompass also the field of avant-garde literature1 2 of her time, were 
recollected and saved from sinking into oblivion.

The obliviousness of Amelia Hertz’s works was so deep and consequent that 
it is now necessary to remind the reader of the most important facts in her life3. 
A native of Warsaw, she was born on the 15th of October, 18784 in a family of a

1 The following paper only regards her works on the Egyptian civilization. The deserts of A. Hertz in 
Assyriology were recently recollected by M. Kapelus (2009). My detailed work regarding the scientific 
work of A. Hertz is being prepared and should be published shortly. Although some of A. Hertz’s 
works have been published in Poland, they were not included in Polish bibliography of Mediterranean 
archeology (Majewski and Bittner 1952).

2 The literary works of Amelia Hertz, spread and hard to obtain, has recently been recollected by Mar
ian Lewko (2003) and some of her dramas were recently highly appreciated in an English translation 
(Kosicka 2003).

3 Various inaccuracies occur here as well. The basic material was studied by Maria Hulewiczowa in a 
brief bio prepared for the “Polski stownik biograficzny” (Hulewiczowa 1961) where she also mentions 
some information received from vaguely specified family members. On the other hand M. Lewko 
(2003) in an introduction to Hertzs dramas mentions that information on the author’s family were 
provided by her niece, Janina Hertz, daughter of Leon Hertz. Janina Hertz dedicated a large story to 
the memory of her aunt Amelia, entitled “Ksi^ga Umarlych Krolowej Nofritari mlodszej” based on the 
events from the rule of Ramesses II and Merenptah ( Hertz 1970).

4 In the above quoted bio the birth date of A. Hertz is given as 1879, but with all certainty it should be 
1878 since that year was given in a short curriculum vitae accompanying her doctoral thesis (Hertz 
1904). An unanimous confirmation may also be found in a biography written by A. Hertz herself that 
she had sent to Kazimierz Czachowski in a letter of 19.12.1932 (the Manuscript Department of the 
Jagiellonian Library, manuscript 8973 III, page 177). A correct birthdate is given by M. Lewko (2003,
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well known general practitioner and social worker Max Hertz5. In the spring of 
1896, at 18 years of age, she passed the final exams in the II Female Gymnasium 
in Warsaw. Even at that time she was chiefly interested in the history of ancient 
civilizations and languages as well as pure sciences, but as a female she was not 
allowed to undertake proper academic studies. She decided to go abroad, where 
she stayed during 1898 - 1904, studying at first in Switzerland (two semesters in 
Bern) and later in Berlin6.

This stage of her education was closed by Miss Hertz with a doctorate in chem
istry achieved in Berlin in 1904 (Hertz 1994)7. However four years later she de
cided to return to her initial study interests and undertook studies in Germany in 
the history and languages of the ancient East as well as archaeology (1908 - 1912). 
In the field of Egyptology her mentor was one of the luminaries of that field - 
Adolf Erman (1854 - 1937)8. The next stage of her education was Paris, where she 
graduated from Ecole do Louvre in 19139.

At the same time Amelia Hertz continued her literary work, having published 
allegoric dramas since 1905 (her achievements fall into expressionism and sym
bolism) as well as short stories and novellas (Lewko 2003)10 11. Her studies on the 
widely comprehended topics of the history of civilizations, theory of culture and 
history of writing as well as more detailed topics in the field of Egyptology and 
Assyriology were printed since 1914, chiefly in renowned French and German 
scientific papers11.

p. 5) however a few other works quote the date provided by “Polski stownik biograficzny (1961)”. The 
circumstances of the tragic death of Amelia Hertz are also unclear; it is more probable that it occurred 
in 1943 rather than 1942.

5 It is necessary to recall that Max Hertz together with Janusz Korczak were cofounders of the “Nasz 
Dom” orphanage in Pruszkow that operated in 1919-1926. He was married to Paulina of the Lande 
family. Amelia had three older siblings (Dorota, later Toeplitz, Mieczystaw and Cecylia, later Oder- 
feld) as well as a younger brother Leon.

6 It was here that she passed her final high school exams in 1901 (in the Friedrich-Realgymnasium zu 
Berlin), chiefly in chemistry, physics and mathematics, with an aim to begin doctoral studies. It is note
worthy that it was Amelia’s father, with her future in mind, who pushed her towards sciences instead of 
humanities or philological studies, which were the subject of her own choice (Lewko 2003, p. 20).

7 She passed the doctoral exam on 21.06.1904 and was granted the doctoral title on 06.08.1904.
8 Except from Berlin Amelia also stayed in other German academic centers (Heidelberg, Miinchen, 

Leipzig).
9 This information was not confirmed by the Louvre Museum. Amelia Hertz’s stay in Paris also left no 

traces in the Polish Library (information from Ms. Ewa Rutkowska, the director of the Archives in the 
Adam Mickiewicz Museum in Paris, in a letter of 10.01.2008).

10 The works of Amelia Hertz were highly regarded by Wilhelm Feldman and Kazimierz Czachowski, 
as well as literary scholars of the time. See among others Gajda (1980: 67-68), Eustachiewicz (1986: 
276-279), Podraza-Kwiatkowska (1993: 45-46).

11 Until now I managed to find 36 of her scientific publications from the years 1914-1937 as well as 21 
dramas and novellas from the years 1905-1939. In “Bibliografia polska 1901-1939”, vol. 11, Warszawa 
2009, p. 378-380 only 19 of her scientific publications and 3 dramas are mentioned.
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After the outbreak of World War I Amelia Hertz returned to Warsaw and com
mitted herself to educational work: in 1915-1919 she was a German teacher in the 
Cecylia Plater-Zyberk gymnasium where together with her sister Cecilia Oderfeld 
she took active part in secret teaching during World War I (Palczewska, Kras- 
nowolska 1987). In 1926, based on her abounding research, she became an active 
member of the Polish Oriental Society12. She was soon connected with the Free 
Polish University circles (a private university existing since 1918/1919), where she 
taught since 1930 as a docent in the Humanities Faculty, lecturing on the history 
of writing, history of ancient civilizations of the Near East and history of the Near 
East in antiquity.

Amelia Hertz and her close ones did not survive the tragic events of World 
War II. After a transfer to the Warsaw ghetto Amelia Hertz has been arrested in 
unknown circumstances in 1941 and was transported to the Pawiak jail, where 
she has been tortured to death in 1942 or 194313.

During the period between World Wars, in the 30. of the 20lh century, Amelia 
Hertz was the only Polish researcher to be interested in the prehistory and early 
history of Egypt and its relations to the Near East. This is chiefly attested in her 
paper published in 1934 (Hertz 1934). In this work she shows perfect orientation 
in the state of research at the time, which she uses as a base to present subsequent 
culture sequences, beginning with the Upper Palaeolithic Period (Capsien). In 
case of the Upper Palaeolithic the author includes sites such as Sebil, Nag Ham- 
madi, Helwan, Abu Ghalib and Abydos, characterised by the presence of micro- 
lithic tools. In case of Abydos she proceeds with necessary caution while quoting 
a private information regarding the presence of microlithic tools in Egypt as early 
as the Middle Kingdom14.

12 See a letter by A. Hertz written on 13.12.1926 to prof. Wladyslaw Kotwicz, where she thanks for no
tifying her of this important distinction (the Scientific Library of the Polish Academy of Sciences and 
the Polish Academy of Arts and Sciences in Krakow, sign. 4595, vol.4, p. 14). See also a list of active 
members of the POS published in “Rocznik Orientalistyczny” 5, 1927: 251.

13 It was impossible to establish a more precise date. Some sources (among others Hulewiczowa (1961) 
and other authors following her) remark that 1942 was the year of her death. However, according to 
information given by Olszewicz (1947, p. 88) the year 1943 seems more likely. That date can also be 
found in the list of war loses published in “Rocznik Orientalistyczny” 15 (1939-1949), Krakow 1949, 
p.449. It is certain on the other hand that Amelias older sister, Cecilia Oderfeld, died of typhoid in 
the Warsaw ghetto on 23.11.1941; her older brother Mieczyslaw was also murdered in Warsaw in 
December, 1943.1 am not aware of the fate of her younger brother, Leon, the father of Janina Hertz.
It is surprising that the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw has no information on Amelia Hertz (a 
reply of the archivist Michal Czajka received in 2008); there were also no results from a query to the 
Yad Vashem archive in Jerusalem (a reply signed by Mr. Mark Shraberman, 2008).

14 Although Herman Junker (1877-1962) was inclined to count this site (Abydos) into the Upper Paleo
lithic Period. Information regarding microlithic tools was provided by dr. Elise Baumgartel (1892
1975), a friend of Amelia’s from the time of her studies in Berlin with A. Erman.
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Later the author proceeded to discuss Neolithic cultures. Among the Late Neo
lithic sites she analised Merimde Beni Salama, Helwan, Fayum and Maadi, and 
Deir Tasa in Upper Egypt - “the most primitive” of them all, as well as Badari, 
based on the research by G. Brunton and G. Caton-Thompson. On the basis of 
this review the author reached the following conclusion (Hertz 1934: 154): “Viel 
geschiitzter lag das von beiden Seiten den Nilarmen umrahmte Delta und in sem
en Siimpfen sind die ersten Siedlungen auf agyptischen Boden sowie die Anfrage 
der agyptischen Kultur voraussetzen. Von da aus iibernahmen sie die Nomaden, 
daher die Aehnlichkeit zwischen ihren Kulturgiitern. Aber bei Entlehnungen wird 
stets eine Auswahl getroffen, und ein nachgeahmtes Stuck ist nicht immer mit 
seinem Vorbild identisch, es kann z.B. primitiver ausfallen oder nach dem Gut- 
diinken des Entlehners verandert werden, darum finde ich es natiirlich, dass wir 
auch Differenzen im Inventar der verschiedenen Stationen feststellen“.

Further on Amelia Hertz creates the following description (Hertz 1934: 156
157): “Am Schluss des Jungpalaolithikums began eine Besiedlung des Deltas, was 
eine Entwicklung der Kultur in diesem Teile des Niltals zur Folge hatte. Die mit dem 
Delta in friedlichen oder feindlichen Beziehungen stehenden Wanderstamme iiber- 
nahmen einen Teil seiner Kenntnisse und Fertigkeiten und versuchten nun auch im 
Niltal festzusetzen, anfangs, solange das Reich, eventuell die Reiche im Delta kul- 
turell tief standen und daher schwach waren, in deren unmittelbarer Nachbarschaft 
(Heluan, Fayum) spater, nach der Entwicklung und Erstarkung dieser Staaten, in 
weiter Feme, damit die slten Siedlungen die neuen nicht erreichen und zerstoren 
konnten (Tasa, Badari, Nagada). [...] Keine direkten noch indirekten Beziehungen 
scheinen auch anfangs zwischen dem Delta und den Siedlungen der neuen No- 
madenwelle exiestiert zu haben, die die Badariniederlassungen zerstorte, deren 
Bewohner bis nach Nubien vertrieb und, sich in Nagada festsetzend, das obera- 
gyptische Reich griindete. [...] Das Delta blieb aber wie vorher entwicklungs- und 
veranderungsfahig und das ist ein Grund der grossen Unterschiede zwischen den 
sogenannten ersten [el-Amrah] und zweiten Kultur [el-Gerzeh], die um S.D. 38 
miteinander in Beruhrung kommen. Oberagypten representierte in jener Zeit in 
Auslese und mit gewissen Modifikationen eine altere, Unteragypten eine jiingere 
Phase der Delta-Kultur, bei der noch dazu, wie wir spatter sehen weren, vieles frem- 
den, aus Asien kommenden Einfluss zugeschrieben werden muss”.

It is interesting to see how she explains the situation that led to the creation 
of the Badari culture (Hertz 1934: 161): “Neben diesen Kulturwerten vorderasia- 
tischen Unsprungs, findet sich manches deutlich agyptisches. Die Badari-Kultur 
stellt daher das Resultat einer Mischung verschiedenei Einfliisse dar und ist meiner
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Ansicht nach nur verstandlich, wenn wir sie Nomaden zuschreiben, die sehr lange 
Zeit mit den zivilisierten Staaten Vorderasiens in Beriihrung waren, von ihnen 
manches, wenn auch nicht alles lernten, und schliesslich ins Niltal wanderten, wo 
sie wiederum in die Wirkungsphare des Deltas gerieten und schliesslich, sich im 
Siiden festsetzend, selbststandig zu arbeiten anfingen. Doch verstanden sie, sich 
selber iiberlassen, nicht ihr urspriingliches hohes Niveau zu bewahren, daher der 
Verfall der allerfeisten Keramik. [...] Man hat den Eindruck, dass die Badarileute 
Nomaden gewesen waren, die nach Jahrhunderten dauernden Beziehungen mit 
verschiedenen vorderasiatischen Kulturen nach Aegypten iibersiedelten”.

This view does not fall very far from the opinions of researchers nowadays 
(Cialowicz 2005, p. 40): “The Badari people are therefore not heirs to one simple 
tradition; they also cannot be derived from one source. The Badari culture was 
certainly a complex and deeply Egyptian culture, in which we may see the begin
nings of development that led to the creation of a later civilization”.

There is also an interesting and completely forgotten input by Amelia Hertz 
regarding one of the eventual throne names of Narmer (von Beckerath 1984: 36
37). Taking into account the seal of Tarkhan (Petrie et al. 1913, tabl. II, 2; Ka- 
plony 1963: 9, 25), Amelia Hertz proposed an assumption that the t3 (Gardiner 
G47) located in a serekh, should be linked with Nahrmer’s name as King of Upper 
Egypt (Hertz 1928-1929: 128-129). At the beginning of Narmer’s rule, as a ruler 
of Upper Egypt, he was only entitled to the njswt name, which according to our 
researcher was exactly T3. Only after he had conquered the Delta and joined com
bined Both Countries he adopted the Mn throne name, to be traditionally known 
as Menes (Hertz 1928-1929: 128-129). At the same time with this line of thought 
the author tries to prove that Narmer was the same person as Menes, which even 
today is accepted by many scholars (Cialowicz 2005: 79, 83-86).

It was this shortest text by Amelia Hertz, where she voiced her opinion in 
such an important matter, that became the reason of a misunderstanding. In the 
family tradition this early contribution published in 1929 rose to the rank of her 
most distinguished work, “the young scholar won high renown and a scientific 
prize at the Sorbonne University for deciphering a previously unknown papyrus” 
(Hulewiczowa 1960-1961, p. 472). The archaic seal or its impression were easily 
transformed into “a papyrus” in the eyes of the family (it was Egyptian after all!), 
it was not possible however to explain what the eventual “prize at the Sorbonne 
University” was15.

15 The most recent account even mentions a „medal of distinction” and the alleged papyrus was reput
edly published by A. [sic!]Petrie (see Kapelus 2009: 59).
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At the same time more or less (1928) Amelia Hertz also joined a strict archae
ological discussion regarding the origin of characteristic ceramic ware with wavy 
handles that was present in Egypt during the el-Gerzeh period (Naqada II) (Hertz 
1928a; for opposite view see Kantor 1942)16. Having thoroughly studied the mate
rial and the opinions of researchers, the author undertook a dispute with Henri 
Frankfort (1897-1954) who stated that vessels of this type occurred in Egypt as im
ports from Palestine/Kanaan and contained olive oil from that land. According to 
his opinion the cultivation of olive trees was not known in Egypt at the time and 
furthermore it was possible to trace a typological development of vessels of this type 
in Palestine (Frankfort 1924: 104-105; Scharff 1927: 31-32). Having agreed that the 
cultivation of olive trees was unknown in Egypt at the time, Amelia Hertz pointed 
out, however, that that vessels of that type could have served as containers for stor
ing and transporting other plant oils produced at the time. This is attested by in
scriptions on vessels and special plaques (they are hard to interpret unequivocally, 
however), which clearly prove that oleaginous plants were cultivated and oil was 
produced locally. According to Amelia Hertz, however, the contents of those vessels 
were slightly different - they served the Egyptians to transport cedar oil obtained in 
Lebanon as a by-product of cutting cedar trees transported along the Nile. Here the 
author asks the following question: what the “cedar oil” really was? According to her 
line of thought as many as four possibilities need to be taken into account. It could 
have been proper cedar oil, obtained in the process of distillation of cedar wood (ac
cording to Pliny’s description), alternately oil obtained from resin produced during 
the growth of cedar cones; it could have also been cedar resin obtained by making 
cuts in tree bard or the so called cedar manna, that is the sweet produce excreted 
from cedar branches and setting in granules.

The “cedar oil” essentially would have been a product obtained by the Egyptians 
during their expeditions to Lebanese cedar woods; they were the ones who organ
ised transport and it would only be logical that they must have provided the vessels. 
Finally the author gives an argument from the scope of the so called comparative 
history of civilizations: the vessels in question, whether used for transporting olive 
or cedar oil, must have been created in Egypt since well formed handles of no deco
rative but strictly practical significance (facilitation of transportation and picking 
up) “are the traits of an improvement or invention that could have only been created 
by a leading civilization, that is the Egyptian one” (Hertz 1928: 82)17.

16 Currently we are sure that vessels of this type (class W according to Petrie) derive from Kanaan/Pal- 
estine. For newer literature and chronology see M. Jucha 2008.

17 See also Hertz 1928: 74: “Die Erfindung erfolgt nur in den Grenzen der Kultur, die in einer bestim- 
mten Zeit die hochste ist, und vor ihr aus verbreitet sie sich bei den niedrigerstehenden Volkern, wo
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Another interesting and important text was published in 1932, here the author 
tried to compare the input of Upper and Lower Egypt into the general develop
ment of the Egyptian civilization at the end of prehistory and beginning of history 
(Hertz 1931). As a result she reached a conclusion that the North of the country 
was clearly dominant. In the Delta the author located not only the origins of writ
ing, but - in her opinion - it was also there that annals were written for the first 
time. As she concludes, it is certain that the civilization of the Delta was more 
advanced than the civilization of Upper Egypt. This opinion she voiced a number 
of times at different occasions.

Important elements of Amelia Hertzs research were comparative studies on 
civilizations. In this topic she published a treatise on Egypt during the archaic 
and the beginning of the Old Kingdom period as compared to the development 
of the civilization of the Mayas and Aztecs in Yucatan (Hertz 1924). The author 
found in both civilizations similar stages in the development of writing (from pic- 
tograms to syllabic writing) as well as the development of construction; she also 
analysed the development of other fields of art. When comparing basic stages of 
social development, political organisation, economy and agriculture she reached a 
conclusion that despite such a significant distance in time the knowledge and level 
of technical development of both civilizations were at the same level.

Amelia Hertz also paid a lot of attention to the history of writing, aiming 
to trace its development and the transition from pictograms to writing proper 
(Hertz 1916; 1917; 1934a)18. In order for it to be created particular social condi
tions, organisation and hierarchy must have existed in a proper cultural circle. As 
mentioned above - she compared the writing of the Mayas and the Egyptians. The 
author set together the development of both those systems in order to establish 
what mechanisms drove those processes. According to her both the Egyptian and 
the American system are classified as so called independent (creative) systems, 
while other systems she named derived ones (re-creative, imitative).

She was also keenly interested in the newest discoveries and research regarding 
the history of writing, among others the so called Proto-Sinaitic writing as well 
as aspects of psycholinguistics (Hertz 1928) or the link between writing and the 
forming of artistic conceptions, as well as the relationship between writing and 
drawing (Hertz 1929). This field of interest also encompasses her ponderations

sie je nach ihren Kenntnissen und Fertigkeiten besser oder schlechter nachgeahmt, oder bei grossen 
Entwicklungsunterschieden iiberhaupt nicht ubernommen wird. Nie aber kann ein umgekehrter Fall 
eintreten”.

18 Beginning from 1930 Amelia Flertz taught among others the history of writing in the Free Polish 
University.
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on the beginnings of geometry and mathematical knowledge (Hertz 1929; 1933; 
1934b). As a starting point for her studies she adopts the ornaments of carefully 
decorated Proto-Elamite vessels (Susa I) and it was in Elam that she saw the cra
dle of mathematical knowledge that radiated to Babylonia on one side and to the 
Indus valley on the other.

Apart from her professional interests and research, Amelia Hertz occurs also 
as an active popularizer of the knowledge of the civilizations of Egypt and the 
ancient East. Unfortunately, the outbreak of World War II put the final end to her 
various activities.

REFERENCES
BECKERATH, VON, J. 1984. Handbuch der dgyptischen Konigsnamen (MAS 49). Mainz. 
CIAtOWICZ, K. M. 2005. Poczqtki cywilizacji na Bliskim Wschodzie i w Egipcie. 

In: J. Sliwa (ed.), Wielka Historia Swiata, vol. 2 Stary i Nowy Swiat. Od re- 
wolucji’ neolitycznej do podbojow Aleksandra Wielkiego. Krakow-Warszawa. 

EUSTACHIEWICZ, L. 1986. Dramaturgia Mlodej Polski. Proba monografii dram- 
atu z lat 1890-1918. Warszawa.

FEDEROWICZ, G., M. KACZYNSKA and J. MAZIARZ (eds). 2009. Bibliografia 
polska 1901-1939, vol. 11. Biblioteka Narodowa. Warszawa.

FRANKFORT, H. 1924. Studies In Early Pottery of the Near East. Vol.l. Mesopota
mia, Syria and Egypt and their Earliest Interrelations. London.

GAJDA, K. 1980. Tworczosc dramatyczna Amelii Hertzowny. Prace historyczno- 
literackie VIII. Rocznik naukowo-dydaktyczny WSP 72. Krakow.

HERTZ, A. 1904. Ueber die Wanderung der Ionen des Kalium- und des Ammoni- 
umchlorides unter dem Einfluss verschiedener Temperaturen. Berlin. Ph.D. 
manuscript.

HERTZ, A. 1916. Historya pisma. Sprawozdania z posiedzeh Towarzystwa Nau- 
kowego Warszawskiego. WydzialNauk Antropologictnych, Spolecznych, His- 
torycznych i Filozoficznych 129(6): 65-96.

HERTZ, A. 1917. Ein Beitrag zun Entwicklung der Schrift. Archivfur die Gesamte 
Psychologie 36: 359-390.

HERTZ, A. 1923. L’Egypte sous les quatres premieres dynastie et FAmerique cen- 
trale. Une contribution a la methode de l’historie de la civilization, part I. 
Revue de Synthese Historique 35 (9): 37-54.

HERTZ, A. 1924. L’Egypte sous les quatres premieres dynastie et FAmerique cen- 
trale. Une contribution a la methode de Fhistorie de la civilization, part II. 
Revue de Synthese Historique 37(11): 9-38.



Amelia Hertz (1878 - 1942/1943) and Her Contribution to the Research
on the Beginnings of the Egyptian Civilization 461

HERTZ, A. 1928. Die Entstehung der Sinaischrift und des phonizischen Alpha
bets. Journal of the Society of Oriental Research 12 (3-4): 131-145.

HERTZ, A. 1928a. Stammen die agyptischen Gefasse mit Wellenhenkeln aus 
Palastina? Wiener Zeitschriftfur die Kunde des morgenlandes 35: 66-83.

HERTZ, A. 1928-1929. Le nom de njswt de l’Horus Nar-mr. Revue de VEgypte 
Ancienne 2: 128-129.

HERTZ, A. 1929. Le decor des vases de Suse et les ecritures de lAsie anterieure. 
Revue Archeologuque 5e serie 29: 217-234.

HERTZ, A. 1929a. Les debut de la geometrie. Revue de Synthese Historique 47 {NS, 
t.21): 29-54.

HERTZ, A. 1931. La Haute et la Basse Egypte a la fin des temps prehistoriques. 
Revue de VEgypte Ancienne 3: 81-96.

HERTZ, A. 1932. Biography. The Manuscript Department of the Jagiellonian Li
brary, manuscript 8973 III, page 177. Krakow.

HERTZ, A. 1933. Les debuts de la geometrie et les derniers fouilles en Mesopo- 
tamie. In: La Pologne au VH-e Congres International des Sciences Historique, 
vol. I: 137-140.

HERTZ, A. 1934. Die Entwicklung der altesten Kulturen in Agypten und ihre 
Beziehungen zu Vorderasien. Rocznik Orientalistyczny 9: 136-164.

HERTZ, A. 1934a. Les debuts de lecriture. Revue Archeologique 6e serie 4: 109-134.
HERTZ, A. 1934b. Poczqtki geometrii. Wiadomosci Matematyczne 36: 81-92.
HERTZ, J. 1970. Ksigga Umarlych Krdlowej Nofritari mlodszej. Warszawa.
HULEWICZOWA, M. 1961. Polski Slownik Biograficzny 9: 472.
JUCHA, M. 2008. Wavy-handled and Cylindrical Jars in the Nile Delta. A View 

from Tell el- Farkha. Studies in Ancient Art and Civilization 12: 63-74.
KANTOR, H. 1942. The early relations of Egypt with Asia. Journal of Near Eastern 

Studies 1:174-213.
KAPELUS, M. 2009. Amelia Hertz as Assyriologist. In: O. Drewnowska (ed.), 

Here and There. Across the Ancient Near East. Studies in Honour ofKrystyna 
Lyczkowska: 53-67. Warszawa.

KAPLONY, P. 1963. Die Inschriften der agyptischen Friihzeit. Agyptologische Ah- 
handlungen 8, vol. III. Wiesbaden.

KOSICKA, J. 2003. Amelia Hertzs Fleur-de-Lys. Journal of Performance and Art 
25(2): 99-106.

LEWKO, M. 2003. Amelia Hertzowna. Dramaty zebrane. Lublin.
MAJEWSKI, K. and H. BITTNER. 1952. Materialy do bibliografii archeologii 

srodziemnomorskiej w Polsce za lata 1800-1950. Warszawa-Wroclaw.



462

OLSZEWICZ, B. 1947. Lista strut kultury polskiej (1 IX 1939 - 1 III 1946). 
Warszawa.

PALCZEWSKA, D. and E. KRASNOWOLSKA (eds). 1987. Szkola Cecylii Plater- 
Zyberkowny 1883-1944. Warszawa.

PETRIE, W. M. F., G. A. WAINWRIGHT AND A. H. GARDINER. 1913. Tarkhan 
I and Memphis V. London.

PODRAZA-KWIATKOWSKA, M. 1993. Mlodopolska femina. Garsc uwag. Tek- 
sty drugie 4/5/6: 45-46.

ROCZNIK ORIENTALISTYCZNY. 1949. Volume 15 (1939-1949). Krakow. 
SCHARFF, A. 1927. Grundzilge der agyptischen Vorgeschichte (Morgenland 12). 

Leipzig.



Prehistory of Northeastern Africa 
New Ideas and Discoveries 

Studies in African Archaeology 11 
Poznan Archaeological Museum 2012

Benoit Poisblaud

A New Discovery of Recent Prehistory in Djibouti: 
the Asgoumhatian Culture

The Republic of Djibouti has for a long time been unknown to archaeological 
research. Effectively it was difficult to imagine that a country covered with volca
noes and basalt flows could reveal traces of its past. At the mercy of some of the 
highest temperatures of the planet and of an extreme aridity, this country is today 
partly desert through the lack of water. In the north, where our research has taken 
us, numerous sectors, until recently populated and covered with pastures, are now 
desert plains. At the centre of the country, the primary forest of Day is seriously 
degraded by illnesses and will eventually disappear.

Nonetheless, the smallest amount of rainfall and landscape is rapidly trans
formed temporarily into savannah. It is in this landscape that the previous cul
tures were living. The first to be identified was the asgoumhatian culture, named 
after the major site Asgoumhati, discovered in 2001, during a survey financed by 
the Fyssen Foundation. This discovery allowed new light to be shed on certain 
artefacts which had been found in previous years as well as those which followed, 
which could then all be classified under the same name.

The site of Asgoumhati
Situated 15 km to the west of Randa in the north of the country, Asgoumhati is a 

small hill orientated to the east overlooking by several metres what is today a stony 
plain (Fig. 2). A wadi, Data Fob, runs along one side, and enlarges to form a small 
reservoir at its base. At either side of the hill rise other hills of basalt of various heights.
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Fig. 2. The hill of Asgoumhati.

Two cairns, aowelo in afar language, partially masked the soil of the extremity 
of the hill. After they were dismantled (and reconstructed), we realised that the 
ceramic that was found under the cairn was identical to that which was spread 
about the land, over a surface of approximately 400 m2, proving also the aowelos 
to be posterior. Also the total absence of any silt around and under the cairns 
indicates an important depreciation and we suggest an important lapse of time 
between the abandonment of the asgoumhatian site and the construction of the 
aowelos (Poisblaud 2005a).

Four pits were found at the extremity of the hill, three of them revealed milling 
material abandoned after the last occupation. These are the only features con
served from the first installations on the hill. If others existed, it is probable that 
they were destroyed and the blocks reused in the construction of the cairns.
The quantity of ceramic is abundant, despite the numerous restraints of conserved 
structures. In fact, more than 50 kg of ceramic have been collected which is the 
reference collection for the asgoumhatian culture. The decoration, perfectly iden
tifiable, is the prime dating element. This is, with some rare exceptions, always
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Fig. 3. Decorated sherds of Asgoumhati.
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Fig. 4. The two tombs of Asgoumhati.

situated on the upper part of the ceramic. It never covers the entire vase with re
served zone. They were either scribed with a stick or printed using the back or the 
edge of different sized shells, more rarely with a triangular awl (Fig. 3). To resume, 
the decoration is composed of:

- vertical and horizontal lines, broken lines, sometimes organised in quad
rangles, in triangles, filled and empty.

- horizontal bands, broken or in chains, sometimes framed with lines.
- vertical panels.
The ceramic fabric is always very well fired, and the surface is polished which 

contributes to its refinement.
The majority of forms are classical: ovoid vases with more or less straight sides, 

with gentle curves without shoulders, pots and jars of a small size. We found no stor
age jars. It is worth noting two remarkable forms. One is a cup with a ring foot the 
other is a beaked vase. Although not numerous, these two forms, associated with 
the quality of the ceramic, raises the question about their origins. In fact we do not 
know the earlier ceramic traditions hence no link with local groups can be made. The 
modern aspect of the forms suggests the influence of a contemporary tradition more
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Fig. 5. Skeletons in the second grave.

evolved. Remember that from the fourth millennium B.C. (Inizan et al. 2002). obsid
ian was circulating between the horn of Africa and the south of the Arabian Peninsula. 
The influences concerning the ceramic could be transmitted along this rout.

The site of Asgoumhati is completed by two tombs situated 200 m below the 
area of occupation. They had not been seen and were disturbed during work at a 
recent cemetery. The tombs are flat and circular with a diameter close to 8 m (Fig. 
4). A circle of stones encircles each tomb and a second delimits an internal circle. 
Tire internal fill is made up of one layer of stones on the gravel of the substrata.

The first tomb had in its centre large flat stones which covered a circular pit (di
ameter : 60 cm, depth : 80 cm) filled with large blocks. It enclosed the first burial at 
the bottom and a second 20 cm higher which is separated from the first by blocks. 
This second deposit suggests the reopening of the tomb. The burials had practically 
disappeared, only some fragments of an adolescent and a young child.

No grave goods accompanied the dead, but six fragments of ceramic, includ
ing one pouring beak, were found in the structure of monument. Two of the frag
ments with decorations resembled the ceramic which was found at the settlement.
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Installed on a slope, the second tomb had been installed on a slightly dug out 
platform to make it horizontal. Flat stones made up the external crown. Made 
out of basalt with stones 2 cm thick, 3 m were conserved with a width of 20 cm. 
Once again the bodies were placed in a central pit, 75 cm in diameter, covered by 
a gravely sediment mixed with blocks and closed by a large block.

The bones which remained, were badly conserved, more or less mixed up, and 
corresponded to that of two children (Fig. 5). Two large flakes of obsidian were 
placed in the hands of one of the two bodies. We do not know the significance of 
this practice.

The essential of the grave goods was again dispersed in the structure of the 
monument and more particularly in the external crown. We have counted at least 
eight ceramics of which one was a bottle, an ovoid vase and some jars. Certain 
fragments have decorations with lines made with a blade and the back of a shell. 
Despite an important quantity of ceramic, the absence of storage jars and the 
small quantity of tools found gives the image of a temporary occupation. The two 
tombs suggest the existence of other burial areas for the extended family. Asgou- 
mhati appears to be a temporary occupation at altitude. Occupied during the hot 
period, it would be within a system of seasonal rotation or migration, alternating 
with sites of low altitude for the cold periods. The temperature differences which 
have been accentuated today would have already existed in the past.

Asgoumhati is neither a unique site nor an isolated site. We have found numer
ous other sites belonging to this culture in the northern part of the Republic of 
Djibouti.

The Asgoumhatian sites
The first surveys conducted in the North of Djibouti gave several indications of 

asgoumhatian sites in different topographical contexts (Poisblaud 2004 ; 2005b ; 
2006). As was the case for Asgoumhati, the essential of the sites were reoccupied, 
some are still occupied, masking the first settlement. Only the ceramic, sometimes 
associated with circular flat tombs, has permitted us to identify the area as old 
place of occupation. In the North-East of the country, we have discovered the first 
asgoumhatian artefacts in the great plain of Obock at the foot of mount Gueni and 
on the Dogolo Konta hill. The site of Gueni revealed two circular tombs and one 
pot fragment. That of Dogola Konta (Fig. 6) yielded two tombs and a fragment of 
asgoumhatian ceramic in the middle of a burial zone of fourteen aowelos. At the 
foot of Boureusmani hill (facing Dogolo hill), we also found a flat tomb, but the 
absence of ceramic does not permit us to attribute this as asgoumhatian.
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Fig. 6. Circular tomb Dogolo Konta.

In the centre of the country, the massif of Day revealed two indications of sites. 
At Marrahogoup, a plateau surrounded by a wadi, we collected some ceramic typ
ically asgoumhatian in the middle of another burial area of aowelos. Only three 
fragments of ceramic were found on a site situated above the village of Day, on the 
Kenanisi plateau.

To our knowledge, the North-West has the most indications of sites with 
Bolkoeyta (a plateau over looking the plain of As Dorra), and Dorra (a small site 
situated on a basalt plateau at the centre of the plain) where we have found dis
persed pot fragments. The Massif of Makarrassou revealed a strong concentration 
of artefacts. Seytoulli and Hankada are two neighbouring plains which yielded 
ceramic fragments and burial monuments. Seytoulli is situated on a small plateau 
above the plain, at the mouth of a wadi. Two flat circular tombs with a diameter 
of 8 m are visible in the middle of asgoumhatian ceramic fragments. The site of 
Hankada (Fig. 7) is situated on the edge of the plain and revealed a flat tomb and 
ceramic amongst recent habitations. Two plains next to the precedent, Heysitou 
and Abourma, also yielded some ceramic.
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The Asgoumhatian organisation, 
first hypothesis

The various indications allow us 
to create a synthesis of the organisa
tion of the asgoumhatian culture. This 
leaves an image of a society made up 
an extended family living in groups, 
with a nomadic pastoral lifestyle be
tween the lower and high plains. No 
animal bones were recovered in the 
occupation area, the asgoumhatian 
pastoralist society is put forward as a 
hypothesis, considering the absence 
of a hunting kit and the presence of 
ceramic of a high quality.

The settlements, of which we don’t 
yet know the density, are dispersed in
side several small territories which re
main to be found. They are no larger 
than 400 m2, and have two essential el
ements: the presence of water and pastures. When the topography presents it, the 
choice of the emplacement is on a hill. Failing this, the Asgoumhatians make do 
with a site at the edge of a plain. The funeral areas are generally at a distance from 
the occupation.

The methods of subsistence of the Asgoumhatians are still unknown to us. The 
only indication in this domain comes from grain milling material, discovered at 
Asgoumhati. However, the gulf of Ghoubbet, to the south, sheds some light on 
some specific food practices.

The gulf of Ghoubbet: a singularity
The Ghoubbet is an area apart in the asgoumhatian organisation. This gulf, 

situated at the centre of Djibouti and to the south of its cultural sphere as we 
know it today, was a place of fishing and a resource of salt, essential elements 
for the population and for the herds. Each group, despite their territory, could 
go there to replenish their stocks. The collection of salt is difficult to define. We 
only have indirect evidence, notably a great number of picks of basalt. The ma
jority of these had worn points, which would have served to detach the sheets of
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salt from the salt floe1. The permanent 
tectonic movements could have partial 
closed the gulf, provoking a lowering 
of the sea level which resulted in the 
formation of basins where the salt floes 
would have formed.

Apart from direct consumption, 
the salt could have also been used to 
conserve fish. A large quantity of fish 
bones from large fish were uncovered 
in and around hearths which were 
covered by shell heaps (Fig. 8). It is 
possible that these hearths also served 
to smoke the fish as a method of pres
ervation. This activity is however not 
actually associated with the asgoum- 
hatian society. Of three shell heaps 
which have been excavated, two have 
revealed ceramic fragments which 
were decorated with a comb. This ce
ramic is close to the complex ceram

ics from the south of Djibouti (Cauliez et al. 2008). The third heap, partially 
excavated, has not to date produced any ceramic. Nevertheless, asgoumhatian 
heaps will be excavated next to verify if the Asgoumhatians practiced the activi
ties of fishing and the smoking of fish.

The shell heaps, which are numerous around the edge of the gulf, are never 
voluminous. They are principally composed of oysters which would have made 
up a part of the diet of the groups which were installed on the ancient shoreline. 
They would probably have moved with new oyster beds but they would have 
returned to the same place to install for limited periods. These periods were 
observed in a study of a heap which showed phases of sedimentation in the 
structure (Poisblaud et al. 2002).

The groups which descended onto the ancient shoreline of the gulf to practice 
these activities must have also lived there for a certain time. Hence four asgoumhatian

Fig. 8. Fish earth under shell heap.

1 The climate and geological conditions in this region are so that, without considering the tectonic 
phenomenon, a salt floe could form very rapidly with the precipitation of sea salt (cf the neighbouring 
lake Assal where the salt floe is 60 m thick).
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Fig. 9. Segment tomb of Ghoubbet gulf.

settlements sites have been detected. They are made up of three elements: tombs, shell 
heaps and stone circles (hut bases?). Other sites, which have recently been reoccupied, 
have been identified uniquely by the presence of ceramic (Poisblaud 1999).

Ten tombs have been counted and revealed a style of architecture different to 
those of the asgoumhatian sites of the mountains. Their structure is a platform 
of a segment of a circle with a maximum height of 50 cm. These monuments are 
between 5 and 20 m long, with a width of from 4 to 8 m (Fig. 9).

The dead were never installed at the centre of the monument and were unique, 
whatever the dimension of the cairn. Four tombs out of ten have been excavated. 
One of them revealed a structure with a corbelled structure which contained an 
adult without its head, lying on its back, with its legs folded against its thorax, with 
its arms by its sides. A simple stone case was installed in another tomb, it revealed 
a skeleton, in a perfect state of conservation, it was male lying on his left side 
(Poisblaud, Cros 2008). The individual, aged from 20 to 40 years, was of a large 
stature and measured between 1, 65 m and 1, 70 m, the two other skeletons were 
less well conserved. One of these had no development (Poisblaud et al. 2002).
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However the last was in a shell heap which itself was coverer by the platform of 
the monument. In both cases, we have discovered two bodies that of a woman and 
child, their respective positions could not be determined. No burial objects were 
found with the exception of rare ceramic fragments inside the structure of two of 
the monuments.

Does the particular architecture of these funeral monuments express a par
ticular stature for those who descended down into the Ghoubbet, or differentiate 
a social group inside the asgoumhatian society ? The question remains to be an
swered. We have however thought of two possible hypotheses: perhaps the groups 
(possibly those which lived the closest to the gulf) practiced these particular ac
tivities and redistributed their products. In this case, specific places would have 
been necessary to make exchanges. Perhaps members of each group descended to 
the edge of the gulf to fish and collect salt for their families. If this was the case, 
the dispersed habitation of this society suggests the existence of assembly places 
for the population which would serve as a marketplace, a meeting place and a cer
emonial place. These places must have corresponded to particular sites, like those 
of the rock art sites.

The Asgoumhatian culture and rock art
In the sphere of the Asgoumhatian, five rock art sites have been found : Guirori, 

As Dorra, Dorra, Abourma and Balho. All are localised in the north west of Djibouti 
and grouped in a perimeter of 40 km maximum. Could this make it the geographi
cal centre of their territory, or was it a meeting place situated on a major axis?

All the sites have ancient engravings (antelope, giraffes, cows without humps) 
under more recent ones (dromedaries, stylized cows). Four of the five sites have 
been the subject of surveys which have revealed one presence of asgoumhatian 
culture in the proximity. The sector of Abourma presents, to our knowledge, the 
highest concentration of asgoumhatian artefacts and sites. It should be noted that 
other indications which were present belong to much later groups (Fig. 10).

It is very tempting to associate the rock art sites as a meeting place of the as
goumhatian culture. They probably did not make all of the engravings ; there hy
pothetical stature of pastoralist would designate them principally as engravers of 
cattle2. Several styles of cattle are present in each of the sites but it is difficult to 
associate one with the asgoumhatian culture. The oldest recognised corresponds

2 At Abourma, the wild animals (antelopes, giraffes, ostriches, baboons), the scenes of combat and 
hunting (hunters, dogs, archers) are difficult to attach to another culture prior to asgoumhatian one 
without artefacts in the area. However, these engravings could have been done by an aceramic culture.
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Fig. 10. Engravings from Abourma.
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to a cow of the Dorra style (Joussaume 2007). It is present in the five sites but also 
in the sites of Barager and Garabais, to the south of Ghoubbet. A survey around 
these sites may detect the presence of the asgoumhatian which would be seen as a 
link between the engravings of the Dorra cow and themselves. The presence of the 
asgoumhatian has not yet been found in the south of Djibouti, where other groups 
exist that in turn are not present in the north of the country.3

Conclusion
Far from being only a ceramic complex, the Asgoumhatian is a culture apart of 

which we are now starting to understand their territory. The first conclusions take 
into consideration the organisations of pastoralist populations, with their small, 
temporary and dispersed settlements, an undeniable relationship with the pas
tures and some tombs associated with each of their settlements.

The question of the organisation of each territory requires supplementary surveys 
to complete the distribution map of the sites. We already know that they are present in 
the north of Djibouti, the coast of the Red Sea up to the plains of Dorra to the north
west, but it is probably that the area of this culture will be extend through our research.

This society also shows a certain degree of complexity with a specialised activ
ity in the Ghoubbet and a possible relationship with rock art. Its origins and its 
evolution, still unknown, could shed some light on the contact that they may have 
had with other more distant cultures, notably with those of the Arabian Peninsula, 
by the sea route. These influences would explain why the asgoumhatian ceramic is 
exceptional, and the origin of the domestic cows carved in the rock art sites.

A datation for the Asgoumhatian is in ongoing using bones found in one of 
the tombs in Ghoubbet. For the moment, we can only suggest an evolution of this 
society during the third millennium BC, which would be contemporary with the 
groups of the south of Djibouti.

Whatever the results of the first dates, the Asgoumhatian is a cultural anchor 
point in the sequence of the late Stone Age in the Horn of Africa. It preceded in 
Djibouti cultures of aowelos, consisting of thousands of funeral cairns of which 
the chronology extends through several millennia.

3 Some asgoumhatian sherds have been found in the Grand Bara, south Ghoubbet, in 2011
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Loiyangalani: A Cultural Isolate in the Middle Stone 
Age of Northern Tanzania

The Loiyangalani site (SASES identity Hcjdl) is a predominantly Middle Stone 
Age (MSA) occurrence located in the Serengeti National Park, Tanzania. The site 
lies in the floodplain of the Loiyangalani River a short distance east of its juncture 
with the Mbalageti River which flows westward to Lake Nyanza (cf. Victoria). Just 
upstream of this confluence the Loiyangalani has cut a gap through a quartzite 
ridge bordering the western edge of the plains, a gap through which the renowned 
Serengeti migration passes on its way westward around the end of the annual 
long rains (March to May). Thus, the site is strategically located from a predator’s 
perspective, as is confirmed by the habitual presence of numerous live carnivores, 
particularly lions and hyaenas, in the vicinity of our excavations.

The Loiyangalani site was discovered by one of us (JB) in the course of an 
archaeological survey of the Serengeti National Park in 1977 (Bower and Gogan- 
Porter 1981). It was first tested over a three-week period in 1979 (Bower 1985), 
followed by additional tests in 2000 and 20003, each of which also spanned three 
weeks. A small block excavation was opened in 2004 and enlarged in 2005, at 
which time further test trenches were also excavated. The excavation layout shown 
in Fig. 1 represents all but the full array of 1979 test trenches, the bench mark for 
which had disappeared by 2000. However, a surface expression of one of the 1979 
test pits has been located (1979 Test Unit 1), making it possible to correlate data 
from the initial test with more recent finds. Fig. 2 illustrates the relationship be
tween the excavation area and the present channel of the Loiyangalani River.
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Fig. 1. Layout of Excavation Units (Hcjdl).

The five episodes of excavation have recovered both MSA and Later Stone Age 
(LSA) material, but the latter is generally sparse and largely confined to the upper
most stratigraphic unit so far exposed. Overall, the excavated remains are mainly 
of MSA character and have been recovered from deposits that are, for the most 
part, stratigraphically isolated from LSA bearing sediments. The total surface area 
so far excavated amounts to 47 m2, with penetration to depths ranging from about



Loiyangalani: A Cultural Isolate in the Middle Stone Age of Northern Tanzania 481

1-1.5 m. Thus, the volume of excavated sediments amounts to about 59 m3, of 
which only about 10% (5.9 m3) sampled the MSA occurrence.

The site’s archaeological remains are contained in highly alkaline deposits (pH 
of 9 and above), which accounts for the excellent state of preservation evident in 
much of the faunal remains. The stratigraphic and sedimentary context of MSA 
material exposed in each of the five episodes of excavation is essentially the same, 
although some of the 2005 test pits revealed a unit that was absent from all other 
exposures. The MSA-bearing sediments, designated Unit 1, are interpreted as 
proximal overbank alluvial floodplain deposits, with an upper limit at about 90
100 cm below surface and a lower limit that exceeds 150 cm below surface, where 
the water table was reached. Overlying these sediments are about 50 cm of more 
distal floodplain deposits (Unit 2) with a marked prismatic to blocky structure.
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These deposits are basically devoid of archaeological content; they are overlain by 
Unit 3, whose exposure is limited to the southern margin of the excavation area, 
where it is revealed in trenches N100E114, N100E115, N96E115 and N64E72 
(Fig. 1), all excavated in 2005. lire units’ absence elsewhere in the excavations 
is attributed to headward erosion prior to the deposition of Unit 4, which has in
filled the areas from which Unit 3 has been eroded.

Unit 3 is interpreted as a well-developed soil that supports the long grasses of 
the western Serengeti plains, while Unit 4 consists of materials derived from the 
erosion of Unit 3, along with flood sediments from the Loiyangalani River and 
eolian deposits that include volcanic ash. Both units have yielded a sparse sample 
of archaeological material, the Unit 3 component of which is too meager to char
acterize, but the Unit 4 component is clearly of LSA character.

The MSA occupation horizon is stratigraphically situated in all its exposures 
just below the contact between Units 1 and 2, penetrating to depths ranging from 
10-30 cm below the contact, with a diffuse scatter of debris extending to the base 
of the excavations. The horizon exhibits marked lateral variation in artifact den
sity and composition, such that some exposures have yielded a preponderance of 
faunal remains, others are dominated by stone artifacts and some have produced 
little material of any kind. Capping the occupation horizon is a lag deposit of car
bonates, about 2 cm thick, which closely resembles commonly occurring surface 
deposits proximal to the present channel of the Loiyangalani River.

The geological context of the MSA horizon and its rather loosely organized lat
eral distribution strongly suggest that the human occupation which produced it was 
restricted to the dry season and probably reflects ephemeral foraging occupancy of 
the floodplain, rather than habitation. This inference is supported by characteristics 
of the MSA lithic assemblage presently to be discussed. However, before turning in 
that direction, a brief comment on the LSA occurrence is in order.

As previously noted, the LSA material so far recovered from the Loiyangalani 
site is sparse, consisting essentially of a light scatter of stone artifacts and fragmen
tary faunal remains that are basically confined to Unit 4, the uppermost strati
graphic layer, but may also be represented in the underlying Unit 3. Although the 
LSA sample is too limited to admit of taxonomic identification, several features of 
its lithic assemblage deserve comment because of their bearing on the distinctive
ness and integrity of the MSA horizon. The preferred LSA raw material was vein 
quartz, but obsidian is represented in the assemblage. Both the debitage and the 
formal tools are essentially microlithic, averaging 1-2 cm in maximum diameter, 
and backed elements such as segments and triangles are included.
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The MSA lithic assemblage differs radically in all respects. Thus, the predomi
nant raw material is quartzite, obsidian is virtually absent from the assemblage 
and so are backed elements of any kind. Moreover, the average size of MSA arti
facts is substantially larger, lying somewhere around 3-5 cm.

Chronometric assessment of the age of the Loiyangalani deposits is, as yet, tenta
tive pending the outcome of dating procedures in progress. However, the dates so far 
available indicate a final Pleistocene to early Holocene age for Unit 4 based on two 
radiocarbon dates and an OSL determination. A single OSL determination near the 
top of Unit 1, where the MSA horizon is concentrated, has yielded an age of 65 +/- 4.4 
ka (Feathers and Fusch 2005). Taking into account the generally clear stratigraphic 
separation of the LSA and MSA deposits, the substantial chronometric gap between 
them and the marked differences in their archaeological content, there is little room 
for doubt that the two occurrences are culturally distinct and essentially unmixed.

The MSA artifact assemblage consists predominantly of stone tools, most of 
which are basically unabraded, but some have moderate to heavily abraded surfaces 
(Fig. 3). All classes of lithic artifacts are represented - shaped tools, cores and debit- 
age that range from large flakes and angular fragments to nondescript, pointed piec
es on flakes and flake fragments, such as bees, borers and burins. Various scraper 
forms are also represented in the assemblage: endscrapers, side scrapers, etc. Cores 
are rare; they include a few radial specimens and some bipolar cores. The macro- 
debitage exhibits clear evidence of prepared core technology (radial, Levallois, etc.) 
as is also the case with the aforementioned pointed pieces. Another noteworthy fea
ture of the debitage is the scarcity of cortical pieces; their limited presence, together 
with the low incidence of cores, suggests that flint-knapping activities at the site 
were largely confined to tool repair and final stages of tool preparation, while earlier 
stages of lithic reduction were usually performed elsewhere, probably at habitation 
sites. This aspect of the Loiyangalani lithic assemblage supports the previously men
tioned inference of seasonal foraging activity rather than habitation.

As also noted earlier, the predominant raw material is fine-grained quartz
ite, while quartz represents a minor part of the lithic assemblage. Tire lithic data 
shown in Figure 3 were obtained through analysis of the piece-plotted artifact 
assemblage recovered by the 2003 excavations; they are broadly consistent with 
an analysis of the 1979 assemblage (Bower 1985) and cursory examination of all 
other excavated samples.

Also included in the MSA assemblage are a few worked bone pieces and several 
ochre (mainly hematite) pencils, one of which includes an embedded quartz flake of 
undetermined purpose. Three complete ostrich eggshell beads and two fragmentary
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 2003 PIECE-PLOTTED LITHIC ASSEMBLAGE

ETAT PHYSIQUE (N = 221)

UNABRADED (#/%) <Mo (#/%■) 10-40% f#/%l >40%

(ft/%)

138/62.4% 63/28.5% 17/7.7% 3/1.3%

CORTEX (N=221)

NONE (#/%) <10% (#/%) 10-40% (#/%-) >40%

(it/%)

190/86.0% 2/00.9% 13/5.8% 16/7.2%

RAW MATERIAL (N=238)

OUARTZ1TE (#/%! OUARTZ (#/%) OBSIDIAN (#/%) OTHER

(#/%)

186/78.2% 50/21.0% 1/00.4% 1/00.4%

TYPOLOGICAL SUMMARY

TYPE (#1* # %

Scrapers (1,2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 12) 18 07.6

Various Other Formal Tools (17, 37, 43) 4 01.6

Burins (39) 7 02.9

Bees (44) 25 10.5

Composite Tools (46, 48) 7 02.9

Outil Ecailles (49) 2 00.8

Other Modified Pieces (53, 54) 3 01.2

Cores (57, 62, 68,71,74) 8 03.4

Debitage (78, 84, 86) 110 46.2

Utilized (79, 85, 89) 35 14.7

Pestle Rubber (98) 1 00.4

Stream Pebbles (105) 18 07.6

TOTAL 238 99.8

Mehhnan’s Types (1989)

Fig. 3. Analysis of the Loiyangalani 2003 Lithic Assemblage.
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specimens have been recovered, but their association with the MSA assemblage is 
open to question, as a radiocarbon determination on one of the fragments yielded 
an uncalibrated age of 13, 920 +/- 70 years BP (Woodborne 2004).

The Loiyangalani faunal assemblage is of particular interest not only because 
of its generally well-preserved condition, but also because of its rarity as an open 
air MSA occurrence probably reflecting episodic foraging activity, rather than 
habitation. Analyses of the Loiyangalani fauna to date (Bower 1985; Bower and 
Marean 1994; Thompson et al. 2004) indicate that rapid burial with little redeposi
tion characterizes the assemblage. Cut, percussion and tooth marks point toward 
a complex history of both human and carnivore interactions. Small and large 
bovids, equids, carnivores and a wide range of non-identifiable mammals are all 
represented, with size 2 bovids predominant. From the data that are presently 
available, it seems that humans were the primary bone accumulators, though 
non-human carnivores also contributed to the faunal debris.

The Loiyangalani fish remains are significant because of their general absence 
or rarity at other MSA sites. Although it is likely that some of the fish remains ac
cumulated naturally in the alluvial deposits, examination of the fish from the 2000 
season has revealed at least one specimen displaying possible human modifica
tion. Though most of the elements were very fragmented, a total of 415 fish ele
ments have so far been identified. The assemblage was virtually monotaxic, with 
98% of the identifiable elements represented by Clarias - catfish.

Turtle remains all represent the Pelomedusidae, a family of side-necked semi- 
aquatic mud turtles that inhabit shallow, slow-moving or marshy freshwaters. 
They estivate in the mud during seasonal drying and may be found along rivers or 
even in nearly-dry water holes. Several fragments of carapace and plastron appear 
to have been modified by humans, as evidenced by cut marks.

In summary, the data so far recovered by the Loiyangalani excavations appear to 
represent a human population that existed around 65 ka, practiced MSA lithic technol
ogy, seasonally exploited a broad spectrum of faunal resources that spanned not only 
various mammalian forms but also aquatic species and produced a non-lithic material 
culture that included bone artifacts, ochre pencils and perhaps ostrich eggshell beads. 
How does this compare with the regional picture of the MSA in northern Tanzania? 
To answer this question, we turn to the two nearest, well-documented MSA-bearing 
sites: Mumba rock shelter, approximately 100 km south of the Loiyangalani site, and 
Nasera rock shelter, about 70 km east of our site. Both have been extensively excavated 
by Mehlman (1989), who has described MSA archives at the two sites that are broadly 
comparable in age and typology with the Loiyangalani occurrence.
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Fig. 4. Loiyangalani Points.

The MSA sequence at the Mumba shelter comprises three industries: in chron
ological order from oldest to youngest, Sanzako, Kisele and Mumba. The Nasera 
sequence includes all but the Sanzako industry, which Mehlman (op. cit.) has 
characterized as “early MSA” based on its macrolithic content and dates of around 
130 to 100 ka. At the other end of the sequence, the Mumba industry is character
ized as transitional MSA/LSA based on the inclusion of such typological features
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of LSA aspect as backed geometric pieces combined with artifacts of distinctly 
MSA character and dates of around 45 to 30 ka.

Bracketed between these two industries is the Kisele industry, which is present 
at both sites, is typologically MSA sensu stricto and is dated to about 110 to 45 ka 
(Mehlman op. cit.:297). Although Mehlmans chronology maybe open to revision 
(cf. McBrearty and Brooks 2000), the closest regional match to the Loiyangalani 
MSA in both cultural aspect and “best estimate” chronology is clearly the Kisele 
industry. But despite probable chronological overlap and broad technological re
semblance between the two occurrences, they differ markedly in typology. For ex
ample, the salient typological elements of the Kisele formal tool inventory include 
scrapers and both bifacial and unifacial points, while the Loiyangalani assemblage 
is dominated by nondescript “pointy” pieces (bees, borers, etc.). Moreover, to the 
extent that points are represented in the Loiyangalani MSA, they differ typologi
cally (and possibly functionally) from the Kisele points. As shown in Figure 4, the 
“typical” Loiyangalani point is shaped on a corner struck flake, is basically uni
facial except for bulbar thinning (for hafting?) and has a distinctly asymmetrical, 
almost “shouldered” configuration.

Other notable differences between the Kisele and Loiyangalani lithic assemblag
es include crudely geometric, backed elements and occasional obsidian pieces from 
sources in Kenya, both evident in the Kisele industry but virtually absent from the 
Loiyangalani MSA. The absence of obsidian from the Loiyangalani raw material 
inventory is particularly noteworthy in view of the fact that this material is evident 
in the Mumba and Nasera sequences all the way from earliest MSA through LSA 
levels and is also present in Serengeti LSA occurrences that are widely distributed 
in space and time. Thus, the absence of obsidian from the Loiyangalani MSA is a 
distinct anomaly. It is worth noting that, while regional variation in MSA lithic in
dustries is well documented throughout Africa (Clark 1988; McBrearty and Brooks 
2000), MSA industrial variation on the small geographic scale evident in northern 
Tanzania has rarely, if ever, been detected elsewhere in the continent.

What accounts for the striking dissimilarities between the more or less neigh
boring Kisele and Loiyangalani MSA occurrences? One possibility that could be 
suggested stems from the fact that the Loiyangalani archive is regionally excep
tional as an open air site and is also so far the only such occurrence in northern 
Tanzania to have been investigated in some depth. This, together with evidence 
pointing toward a non-residential, basically food gathering range of human activ
ity at the Loiyangalani site, suggests that the difference could reflect behavioral 
variation related to settlement type.
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While the data needed for definitively testing such a hypothesis are presently 
unavailable, we can point toward evidence that tends to support the null hypoth
esis. This is the fact that all surface occurrences of the MSA that we have observed 
in the western Serengeti Plain exhibit the distinguishing typological features of 
the Loiyangalani MSA, as recognized in the formal definition of the Loiyangalani 
industry (Bower 1985: 47). It is extremely unlikely that none of the occurrences 
in question were habitation sites. This being the case, the distinctive features of 
the Loiyangalani industry are decoupled from the difference between habitation 
behavior and the activities that characterize ephemeral foraging episodes.

It could also be argued that the typological distinctions between the Kisele 
and Loiyangalani industries are attributable to differences in predominant raw 
material (quartz in the former, quartzite in the latter). Although this argument is 
as yet untested, it is intuitively unlikely that manufacturing constraints account 
for the two most salient typological contrasts between the industries, namely, the 
marked differences in point form and the absence of backed elements from the 
Loiyangalani industry.

Perhaps a more plausible hypothesis is simply that the human population rep
resented by the Loiyangalani MSA, if not the more broadly distributed Loiyan
galani industry, was somehow isolated from neighboring MSA populations, as 
represented by the Kisele industry. This could account for not only marked ty
pological differences between the Kisele and Loiyangalani industries but also the 
absence of obsidian from the latter, since the former is geographically situated 
between the Loiyangalani area and the Kenya obsidian sources.

If the Loiyangalani industry represents an isolated human population, what 
was the nature of the barrier that separated it from neighboring people? What 
gave rise to the barrier? In the present state of knowledge, answers to such ques
tions are necessarily speculative. On this basis, we propose a scenario that is 
rooted in well-documented environmental and human demographic crises from 
which antagonistic relations could have emerged.

The scenario is derived in part from Ambrose’s (1998) inference concerning 
the human demographic consequences of the climatic catastrophe caused by the 
eruption of Mt. Toba (Sumatra) about 71-70 ka. Ambrose notes that the human 
population bottleneck revealed at about this time by genetic studies of living pop
ulations (Harpending et al. 1993) may have been caused by the “volcanic winter” 
brought on by Toba’s immense pyroclastic cloud. In such a case, the largest surviv
ing populations would probably have been found in isolated tropical refugia, such 
as East Africa. Within that region, the inhabitants of the western Serengeti Plain
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may well have occupied a favored location with respect to food resources, an area 
from which they may have felt it necessary to exclude neighboring populations. In 
so doing, they may have established a social identity that united them in opposi
tion to all others whom they wanted to exclude from their highly valued foraging 
grounds. In other words, they may have constituted an identity conscious group - 
anthropologically speaking, a tribal culture whose members were “the people” as 
against all others, toward whom a generalized antagonistic sentiment could have 
resulted in a measure of mutual avoidance, leading to isolation of the Loiyangalani 
culture.

We are, of course, aware that this scenario smacks a bit of science fiction. Nev
ertheless, we feel it deserves consideration because of its possible bearing on the 
complex issues that have arisen in modern human origins (MHO) research. As 
one of us has proposed (Bower 2008), some of the more vexatious problems in 
this arena of inquiry hinge on our ability to identify the time and circumstances 
from which culture in the anthropological sense emerged. For the birth of culture 
was clearly an inflection point in human biocultural evolution, broadly compara
ble in significance with such landmark developments as the origins of bipedalism, 
the dawn of technology, the emergence of food production and so on. And one 
of the key attributes of culture in the anthropological sense is its partitioning into 
cultures. Thus, early archaeological indications of such partitioning may help lead 
us toward an understanding of the causes and consequences of the birth of cul
ture.

In closing, we would like to draw attention to some broader implications of 
our speculations concerning the Loiyangalani MSA. Specifically, we call attention 
to a recent paper by the psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2007) concerning the new 
synthesis in moral psychology. Among various observations he offers that relate 
to our scenario for the emergence of identity conscious groups, one that refers 
to group selection seems particularly noteworthy; we quote: “If group selection 
did reshape human morality, then there might be a kind of tribal overlay - a co
evolved set of cultural practices and moral intuitions that are not about how to 
treat other individuals but about how to be part of a group, especially a group that 
is competing with other groups" (ital. added).
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