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Puszczykowo, Sept. 1st, 2000

Resolution of the International Commission of the Later Prehistory 

of Northeastern Africa

We, the participants of the International Symposium at Puszczykowo August 29th to

September 2nd , 2000, wish to express our deep gratitude to Lech Krzyzaniak and Michal 
Kobusiewicz for the initiative to organize this marvellous meeting. It is the sixth in a long 
row of conferences which have become classical in the field of Northeastern African 
archaeology. The first one was in 1980, twenty years ago.

We can now safely conclude that the cultural markers of Poznan symposium are the 
following: - the programme is very comprehensive; - they are extremely well organized 
with a helpful and efficient staff, - they are located in a beautiful setting with an 
atmosphere of warm and friendly Polish hospitality; - the evening with mead and bonfire 
is a special marker, this time emphasized by exiting Sudanese rhythms; We hope sincerely 
that the papers presented during this week will be published and that the Poznan series can 
continue. Many thanks to all of you who taken part in the running of this conference 
including the director and the staff of this nice hotel. We look forward to come back!





Th
e S

ym
po

si
um





Cultural Markers in the Later Prehistory of Northeastern Africa and Recent Research
Studies in African Archaeology 8 

Poznan Archaeological Museum 2003

Barbara E. Barich, Elena A. A. Garcea, C. Conati Barbara and 
Carlo Giraudi

The Ras El Wadi sequence in the Jebel Gharbi and the 
Late Pleistocene cultures of Northern Libya

The reconnaissance work: Gharian and Jado

The Jebel Gharbi is located in the northern part of the Tripolitanian 
Plateau (Fig. 1). It is cut by a series of valleys draining northwards into the Jefara 
plain and has several water springs. An escarpment forms the northern border 
towards the plain. The research project of the University of Rome ”La Sapienza" 
in the Jebel Gharbi has been conducted in two areas: in the Wadi Ghan, in the 
Gharian territory, which is already known from McBurney's fieldwork carried 
out in the '40s (McBurney and Elay 1955), and in the territory of Jado, currently
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the administrative centre of Jebel Gharbi. Both areas have shown traces of inten
sive human occupation. On the whole, we recorded and mapped more than 50 
prehistoric sites dating to the Early, Middle and Later Stone Age (Lower Middle 
and Upper Palaeolithic) as well as to the Neolithic; several these latter sites 
yielded potsherds of prehistoric manufacture.

In both regions human occupation developed along the two main water 
streams: Wadi Ghan and Ain Zargha. Open-air sites are located on the hilly 
flanks currently covered by a sparse shrub vegetation with numerous olive trees. 
The sites are located in a dominating position, which allowed to control the 
access to water resources located at a short distance downhill (Barich 1995; 
Barich et al. 1995; Barich et al. 1996).

Geographical and geomorphological features

From a geomorphological point of view, the Gharian and Jado regions 
show consistent differences (Giraudi 1995). The Wadi Ghan, particularly in its 
upper part, shows a sequence of three terraces located at different heights. The 
first one, several metres above the wadi bed, is an eroded surface of volcanic and 
alluvial deposits. The second, about 20 m above the valley bottom, is mainly 
formed o f s ilts which mostly c onsist o f quartz o f n on-local o rigin. These s ilty 
sediments cover a deposit, at least 10-12 m thick, consisting of a chaotic accu
mulation of boulders and pebbles in a silty-sandy matrix. This deposit, of alluvial 
origin, was formed through typically mud-flow processes, and contains MSA 
(Middle Palaeolithic) artefacts of Levallois tradition. On the other hand, the silty 
sediments contain LSA (Late Palaeolithic) and Epi-palaeolithic materials. Here 
are also later, Neolithic artefacts associated with pottery. The third terraced area 
lies 3-4 m above the current bed of the Wadi Ghan and could be dated to the 4th 
century AD.

The Wadi Ghan exhibits a very complex stratigraphy. The sediments show 
relations between alluvial,'colluvial, debris and aeolian facies. The relative posi
tion of the MSA and LSA industries found in these sediments still needs to be 
clarified and will be the focus of the next field campaign.

The territory of Jado is much better known, as indicated by the Ras El 
Wadi series. The Ras el Wadi Quaternary sedimentary series (Fig. 2) are formed, 
at their bottom, by alternating alluvial deposits, soils and calcareous crusts which 
indicate a moderate activity of the wadi and paedological phases. This series sug
gests a period with a variable, mostly hot and humid climate. The sediments con
tain the Middle Stone Age material. They are covered with reddish aeolian sands 
with no artefacts, which were deposited during an extremely dry period. On top 
of t hese s ands t here a re c olluvial si Its with interbedded t hin c alcareous c rusts. 
Aterian artefacts were found in this deposit. No eroded surfaces were found
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Fig. 2. The Ras el Wadi Quaternary sedimentary series.

within the silt deposits. Therefore, the sediments must have been deposited 
during a period of weak geomorphological activity. During the Aterian 
occupation the loess was deposited and was reworked by rillwash on the slopes. 
The climate was not completely dry; there were some precipitations.

On top of the sediments with Aterian artefacts, there is a small crust, 
which indicates an increase in humidity and a high evaporation rate. The crust is 
covered by other colluvial silts containing LSA (Upper Palaeolithic) materials. A 
soil forms the top of the series. Subsequently, strong erosion and gullying 
affected the sediments.

The archaeological sites are concentrated around the Ain Zargha, from the 
headwater to the outlet. The river flows towards the Jefara plain where it merges 
with the Hosha Ginnaun stream. Also here the sites can be attributed to different 
phases, from ESA to MSA and the Epi-palaeolithic. This suggests that chrono
logically distant human groups chose the same localities because they were 
favourable for the hunting-gathering. They selected hilly areas for their camps 
from which they could control the lowlands, where probably the water sources 
were located. Site SJ-99-52 facing Jefara near the modern town of Shakshuk, is 
particularly interesting in this regard. It lays on a modestly high relief, which can 
offer a view of the plain for several kilometres away. This site provides rich
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assemblages of artefacts from different periods (from the Aterian to Epi-palaeo- 
lithic), now mixed due to soil deflation and colluviation. The area had been 
chosen for its strategic position that permitted to monitor the movements of game 
around the lacustrine basins, indicated by evaporitic formations occupying the 
ancient lake beds (Giraudi, Preliminary Report of the 1999 Campaign, on file).

The Ras el Wadi assemblages

Ras el Wadi is a local name of the upper Ain Zargha valley. It is located 
near the headwater, on the left bank of the river. Five prehistoric sites (SJ-98-26, 
26A, 27, 27A, 28) were surveyed here over an area of about 500 square metres. 
They could be attributed to the Aterian and Epi-palaeolithic periods. As already 
noted, the Aterian artefacts were found in the colluvial silts overlaying the 
aeolian sands. The distribution of lithics indicates several differences between the 
Aterian and the Epi-palaeolithic assemblages. These two techno complexes were 
differentiated on the basis of different criteria: types of raw material, typology of 
the lithics, and size of the blanks (Barich et al. in press).

Raw materials

Raw materials were flint and quartzite. Flints could be available locally, or 
they come from one of the outcrops in the area. Two major sources of flint are 
present in the Jebel Ghatbi. One of them is located to the west, near Nalut, in the 
Nalut Formation (Turonian) (Novovic 1977). The flint nodules from this area 
usually do not exceed a length of 5 cm (Mrazek and Svoboda 1986). The other 
flint source is situated in the eastern part of the mountain range, near Tarhuna 
(Mann 1975). These nodules can be bigger, measuring up to 10 cm in length 
(Mrazek and Svoboda 1986). Considering the location of Ras el Wadi and the 
size of our lithic specimen, it seems more probable that flints originate from the 
western, closer source, some 100 km from the site.

By the end of the Pleistocene, intensive mining activities took place in the 
Ras el Wadi area. Nodular flint outcroppings were exploited as it is documented 
by several niches cut into the limestone layers along the river banks. The 
extracted flint b elongs t o the t ype u sed most frequently a11he Epi-palaeolithic 
and Neolithic sites. Quartzite showed less fresh edges. It was extremely rare and 
it was not locally available.

The Aterian

Site SJ-98-27A was selected for systematic surface collecting, after a pre
liminary sampling made earlier, which produced a typical pink-grey striped flint, 
a type primarily used by Aterians. Cores from this site exhibit two techniques: 
Levallois (3 specimens) and opposed platforms (3 specimens). The Levallois 
cores are larger. The tool-kit from this site includes: Levallois flakes, a scraper
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Table 1. - Measures of Aterian tools and cores.

Ras el Wadi
SJ98-27A

TOOLS CORES

Minimum 23 17
Length Maximum 80 56

Mean 45,2 33,3
Minimum 13 12

Width Maximum 65 61
Mean 33,7 27,5
Minimum 6 6

Thickness Maximum 22 24
Mean 11 15,9

Table 2. Widths and thicknesses related to lengths of Aterian tools.

SJ98-27A: tools

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

x axis: Length; y axis: Width and Thickness (in mm)
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limace, a truncation, an opposed platform core that was reused as a burin, 
sidescrapers, notches and denticulates, (most frequent tool class), a tranchet and 
numerous tanged tools.

In general, tools are larger than cores (Tables 1 and 2). This is in line with 
the "reduction percentage" calculated by P. Van Peer (1991) who noted that, 
practically in the whole of North Africa, only and all Aterian sites - apart from 
rare exceptions - feature Levallois flakes larger than Levallois cores.

Aterian tools were usually quite wide and thick. Their width was often 
near or equivalent to the length (Table 2).

The Epi-palaeolithic

Sites SJ-98-26 and SJ-98-26A represent the Epi-palaeolithic horizon in 
Ras cl Wadi. These two assemblages are located not far from each other and 
could had been even part of the same habitation. They cover the hilly flanks of 
the upper course of the Ain Zargha (no more than 30 m from the present river 
bed), over a 100-m long area. The lithic material was systematically collected by 
1 x 1 m grids, in two areas of 8 x 5 m and 4 x 12 m, respectively.The artefacts 
show rather fresh surfaces, suggesting that they have not been long exposed and 
that the archaeological deposit was not affected by strong alterations. Neverthe
less, no remains of hearths could be noted.

The area occupied by Site SJ-98-26 overlaps with Site 90/13 which was 
studied in the early 1990s. Altogether, the three collections comprise 4323 
pieces. Considering that the total surface area of collection is 124 sq. m, the aver
age density of artefacts is significantly high, being 34 pieces per square metre. 
The frequency of cores and debitage is considerable, reaching up to 80% of the 
total sample. The high quantity of flakes made at an early stage of core prepara
tion s uggests i n s itu m anufacturing. S imple p ebbles a re f requent a mong c ores. 
True cores mostly include single and opposed platforms.

The Epipalaeolothic tools feature a low diversity typology. They represent 
the following types: burins, truncations, end scrapers, Outchtata bladelets, backed 
bladelets, geometries, borers, side scrapers, denticulates, and pieces with con
tinuous retouch. Notches and denticulates and backed bladelets are the most 
frequent classes. Backed products (about 60% of the tools) show a standardisa 
tion towards arch-backed types which appear more frequently on the left side and 
rarely on the right side. Backing is obtained by obverse retouching, often com
bined with sur enclume technique. True segments are rare.

The presence of Outchtata bladelets is significant, being about 10%. It is 
possible that the large frequency of bladelets was associated with the collection 
of plant resources.



The Ras El Wadi sequence in the Jebel Gharbiand - Northern Libya 17

The Epi-palaeolithic assemblage from Ras el Wadi is largely similar to 
two other Libyan Epi-palaeolithic complexes: Haua Fteah (McBumey 1967) and 
Hagfet et Tera (Petrocchi 1940; Montet-White 1958-61).

The wadi system occupation in the final Pleistocene

The sites from Ras el Wadi could illustrate the development of human 
occupation in the Jebel Gharbi. The numerous Aterian sites, clustered in a limited 
space, suggest that they must have had great relevance in the area. Aterian 
hunters may had used the plateau edges and the less steep slopes near the peren
nial springs, such as the Ain Zargha. Water springs were surly an important 
attraction for game, even though no animal remains were found at the sites. 
However, at similar sites, like Haua Fteah, the presence of Ammotragus lervia, 
Gazella dorcas, Alcelaplms, and perhaps also rhinocero and auroch were 
recorded (Higgs 1967). The vegetation in the wadi must have also benefited from 
a moister climate, featuring primarily shrubs with a few trees.

Calcareous concretions, and particularly pedogenetic carbonate crusts, 
were sampled from the Ras el Wadi sites. Samples were collected for L'C and lsO 
stable isotope content, chemical, and mineralogical analysis (X-ray diffraction) 
for palaeoclimatological and palaeoenvironmental information. The first results 
confirm a pedogenetic origin of the carbonates. Soil carbonate forms under sub- 
humid to semi-arid conditions, in relatively dry soils, where grasses or mixed 
grasses and shrubs were the dominant vegetation. The carbonate was mainly 
originating from rising groundwater rich in dissolved carbonates, as a result of 
C02 degassing. This discontinuous process, forming thick and complex crusts, 
was often accompanied by carbonate precipitation due to leaching of calcium 
carbonate from superficial soil by downward percolating rain.

Calcareous crusts were also sampled for U/Th dating, which is still in pro
gress. At any rate, the most humid episode, which is related to the Middle Stone 
Age, may correspond to oxygen-isotope stage (OIS) 5, dated between 128,000 
and 71,000 years BP (Renfrew and Bahn 1996). This was followed by a 
hyperarid period, representing OIS 4, dated to 71,000-59,000 BP.

The crust on top of the sediments with Aterian artefacts could be corre
lated to the humid phase with calcareous crusts and soils that, at Matmata, are 
dated around 30-27,000 years ago. Therefore, the Aterian should be earlier than 
30,000 years BP and later than OIS 4. It is likely to be associated with OIS 3, 
dated from 59,000 BP.

The layer resting immediately above the Aterian horizon includes a blade 
technology, with no microliths, giving evidence for a true LSA (Upper Palaeo
lithic) unitin situ. T herefore, t he s hift f rom t he A terian, t o t he Upper P alaeo- 
lithic, may have been separated by a shorter gap of time than farther south of this
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area. This would also support the thesis of a local evolution from a nearly Homo 
sapiens (Dar el Soltan II type) to the fully modem Iberomaurusian type of man. It 
should be also noted that soil deflation on the crusts was observed in the Wadi 
Ghan, suggesting an extremely dry climate. This event is related to the post- 
Aterian phase dated in North Africa between 30,000 and 15,000 years BP 
(Barich et al. 1996). Also the Maghreb must have been essentially unoccupied 
for some 20,000 years before the maximum of the Last Glaciation, and the 
Aterian is separated there from the stratigraphically overlying Iberomaurusian by 
a significant unconformity (Close and Wendorf 1990).

Phreatogenic calcareous crusts were also found in the Egyptian Western 
Desert (Pachur and Roper 1984). They indicated the presence of shallow lakes 
between dunes, suggesting a semi-arid climate. They were dated between 40,000 
and 25,000 years BP. After that date, the region became hyperarid (Pachur et al. 
1987).

In the Taforalt cave (Morocco) carbonated crusts lay on top of the Aterian 
deposit and mark the transition to upper sediments with Epi-palaeolithic material 
(Raynal 1979-80). Unfortunately, they are not dated, but the Aterian layers below 
the crusts gave several radiocarbon dates ranging between >40,000 BP and 
>32,370+2470/-1890 BP (Debenath etal. 1986; Debenath 1992).

In conclusion, there are reasons to believe that the Aterian from the Jebel 
Gharbi may be later than the Aterian in the present Sahara. It was followed by a 
LSA (Upper Palaeolithic) and later by Epi-palaeolithic and Neolithic horizons.
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Baldur Gabriel

Cultural relics as Saharan landscape elements

Man has changed the face of the earth in a different and sometimes radical 
way, most radically in urban areas. But also the rural landscape of Central 
Europe has been formed since many generations, the single episodes having 
engraved their specific traces in the soil. Cultural landscapes turn out to be good 
historical archives (Schwind 1964). In modem times, however, the density of 
population and the “land consumption” (Borcherdt and Kuballa 1985) for traffic 
and urbanization, for economic or touristic purposes make it necessary to 
preserve and protect natural or historical monuments by force of law (Burggraaff 
and Kleefeld 1998; Horn et al. 1993).

But what about the Sahara, the huge areas nearly without any inhabitants? 
What kind of relics do exist there, and are they really threatened, too? Indeed, 
their risk is manifold: by booming tourism and by the activities of oil companies 
(Kropelin 2002; Milbum 1994), by land reclamation, by the installation of traffic 
lines or other infrastructural investments, by the modernization of oases by 
irrigation systems and so on. So, an urgent desire seems first an inventory of 
those visible cultural relics on maps or digitally, in a landscape information 
system like it is made in Europe (cf. Peters and Klinkhammer 2000).

Such a project is not equivalent to mapping of (pre-)historic sites: the 
more or less conspicuous surface features should be able to be recognized from a 
distance of about 20 m; therefore, they should have a certain dimension, say at 
least half a square meter in plain surface or some decimetres in height, if 
performed in soil, gravel or in other disintegrated substratum. In principle, these 
elements could be fully registered by the modem remote sensing system HRSC 
with its high resolution of digital data of about 20 cm (Eloffmann and Lehmann 
2000; Wewel et al. 1998). It is just a matter of funds and of political bureaucracy.

Traces in soil or solid rock are per se immobile which is a second demand 
for the definition of landscape elements. Thirdly, they should be able to be
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defined as characteristics for certain areas or localities, more or less sharply 
outlined against their surrounding. And last, as being historical relics, they 
should have lost their previously intended functional meaning, though their 
purpose is not always clear today.

In humid areas like Central Europe these landscape elements can be 
vegetable arrangements like hedges, roadside tree rows, osiers, old orchards or 
farm-gardens, single big oaks or lime-trees, where people assembled for leisure, 
for feasts or jurisdiction. In the desert such phenomena are scarce. Just some ring 
clumps of shrub near Zouar (Tibesti) may be explained as former livestock 
fences (Gabriel and Schmid 1981). Or date palms on remote water points, often 
dry today, are relics of ancient settlements or caravan halts.

Manifold and most frequent, on the other hand, are the anorganic traces in 
soil or solid rock. They are, by the way, one of the main arguments for pluvials, 
for climatic change in the past (Gabriel 1982). Some are even not at once 
perceptible as being due to human action: a geomorphological phenomenon has 
first to be recognized, isolated and defined morphographically, it has to be 
noticed as being conspicuous, before speculating if it is of natural or of human 
origin (Gabriel 1979). Very helpful for such a diagnosis is a good field experi
ence in the respective area and a practical as well as a theoretical training in the 
regularities of prehistory/archaeology/historical geography on the one hand 
combined with geomorphology/geology/soil science on the other. Though, 
sometimes, a newcomer will inquire things which seem to be obvious to the 
expert. You can traverse the same area frequently and then suddenly you hit upon 
a structure that you have not realized before (cf. Dittmann 1999: 52), comparable 
to the correction of a printer’s proof !

Several examples may underline the risks of misinterpretation. First, the 
case o f t he s tone s ites o r s tone p laces (Steinpldtze), w hich a re most 1 ikely the 
fireplaces of the Neolithic cattle pastoralists (Gabriel 1973; 1977; 1987; 2002a). 
They are unpretentious, almost lost to view for an untrained eye, though they are 
widespread nearly all over from the eastern to western Sahara, except the 
northern and southern border zones. Once perceived, they seem to be the most 
frequent and dispersed cultural landscape elements over large areas. Geomor
phologists have noticed them, but have explained them as being of natural origin 
or just mysterious (Coque 1973: 94, Meckelein 1959: 109). A second example: 
grinding material is common in Saharan prehistory. Even whole fields of such 
mills in solid rock are known here and there (cf. Gabriel 1977: 56; 1979: 138; 
Gabriel et al. 1985: 1 10), though the procedure which has led to the formation of 
sites like Fig. 1 is obscure. Did, for example, each “bowl” belong to an 
individual? Did several people work contemporaneously in such tightness? Why 
are there so many facets all parallel to each other? Here, at the edge of large pre-
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Islamic cemeteries to the north of Naga (Butana, Sudan), the rock surface is 
sloping which is an additional difficulty to explain these doubtless anthropogenic 
features. But it is sometimes even not easy to decide, if cavities, holes or 
scratches in solid rocks are man-made or natural. Prehistoric mills have been 
explained as origangas, as natural weathering pits or solution cups (K. Kaiser 
1972: cf. figs. 22-24). Ancient mining pits and quarries often escape the attention 
of archaeologists (Gabriel 1979: 142; 1997: 25). Widespread veins of Egyptian 
alabaster (or ‘calcite-alabaster’) occur in the Egyptian Western Desert near Gara, 
though ancient mining sites of this material are mentioned and described only 
from the Eastern Desert (Klemm and Klemm 1992: 199ff.; cf. also Klemm and 
Klemm 1991).

A third example: on both sides of the Western Desert Road in Egypt, north 
of Assiut (at the latitude of Mallawi), the surface of the undulating gravel terraces 
is covered by small depressions, many thousands - say: millions! - of pits, hardly 
more than half a meter deep and some three to five meters wide, with different 
contour shape: circular, star- or crescent-like, oblong, oval or else. No explana
tion for their natural origin can be offered, they could have been formed by wind 
or water, by surface or subsurface erosion, by animals or plants. Areas of these 
clusters of pits are clearly separated from primordial surfaces without pits, well 
to be seen in the distance even from the running car on the road.

Exactly the same picture of a ‘pock-marked’ landscape occurs over many 
square kilometres at the foot of the escarpment in Dakhla Oasis, between Balat 
and Tineida, on hilly undulating gravel terraces. In Fig. 2 the foreground is 
nearly u ndisturbed, b ut t he s urface o f t he t errace a ccumulations i n t he b ack i s 
covered by these irregular small pits. Chert and flint artefacts are scattered 
around (cf. also Kleindienst 1999: 90 ff), so the interpretation of the Stone Age 
mining pits for raw material seems to be the most likely. Kleindienst et al. (1999: 
Fig. 1.24), however, associate these morphological features with “historical 
gravel stripping for industrial and local uses”.

The modification of the original landscape, i.e. the human impact on these 
areas, is immense. Nevertheless, the pits seem to have only exceptionally or 
accidentally attracted the attention of geoscientists or archaeologists. If they 
really are of Palaeolithic times as the artefacts suggest, they are a unique example 
of a widespread, excessive alteration of man’s natural environment in his very 
early phase of history. According to the common view, the Palaeolithic people 
did not leave prominent traces in the Sahara, nor elsewhere, which can be classi
fied as historical monuments. Only some local mining activities are known from 
the Nile Valley (Vermeersch et al. 1986, 1989) or in Fezzan (Ziegert 1976).

Quite similar features are reported by Fuchs (1995) in the Egyptian Nile 
Valley. Here, the pits appear to be more concentrated, perhaps because of
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Fig. 1. Grinding surfaces on solid rock north of Naga (Butana, Sudan).

Fig. 2. Ancient mining pits near Balat, Dakhla (Egyptian Western Desert).
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repeated digging and searching for raw material in a limited area. The author’s 
presumption is that they are of Predynastic age. They clearly occur in many parts 
of the Nile Valley. I identified them, for example, on the upper Nile terraces near 
the pyramids of Sakkara while they were missing on similar terrace at Dahshur. 
Chmielewski ( 1965: 1 57) found s uch P alaeolithic mining p its i n c oarse g ravel 
accumulations near Wadi Haifa. W. Kaiser, nevertheless, interpreted plenty of 
pits near Hierakonpolis as housing or storage constructions (1961:7).

A last example is given by the interpretation of natural transport of single 
boulders over many kilometres of the plains east of Gilf Kebir (Pachur 1999: 376 
ff.). These boulders occur in a sandy matrix in the vicinity of Neolithic remains. 
No natural force is conceivable for their transport, especially since the isolated 
and erratic blocks are of angular shape. Human procurement seems here to be 
obvious. We have to remember that the severe lack of rocky material on the 
plains must have caused considerable problems to Stone Age people (Gabriel 
1984a: 392; cf. Close 1996).

A difficult task is the selection and the classification of all landscape 
elements which should be included in the scheme, cf. Schliephake (1974) from a 
linguistic and agro-geographical approach or the preparation of a „Dictionary on 
Saharan Prehistory44 by B. Barich, K.-H. Striedter and T. Tibet (U.I.S.P.P., 
XXVth Scientific Commission, Forli, Sept. 1996). Basic aspects in such a classi
fication can be the relation of these elements to other phenomena (their impor
tance and role within an assemblage), their size, shape, age, purpose, location or 
the material they consist of (cf. Hallmann and Peters 1993: 6; Peters and Klink- 
hammer 2000; Scherer-Hall 1996). Not a single criterion is suited for this aim. 
Age and purpose of the elements are often not to be detected (or only after 
intensive and long lasting investigations), but nevertheless, they can not be 
omitted in the classification scheme.

Only in the Neolithic and subsequent times people have left significant 
relics of settlements like ruins of huts and houses, harvesting and irrigation 
systems, defence constructions, game traps or ‘alamaf (sing, ‘alam’, i.e. cairns or 
single big stones in an upright position, in modem times sign posts or barrels) as 
markers for caravan routes, sometimes adoration places and often tomb and grave 
monuments. Rock art, mills in solid rock, inscriptions or just some enigmatic, but 
artificial scratches on rock walls seem to be not older than the end of Palaeo
lithic, too. Fig. 3 shows an ancient stone-walled hut construction, filled by 
aeolian sand, with two Islamic tombs to the right, found not far from Terarart, 
south of Djanet (southern Algeria). Such mins of (semi-)nomadic settlements are 
to be found in many parts of the desert.

Every cultural landscape is a type of coagulated history. For many 
centuries the Sahara has played the role of an agency for trade and commerce
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Fig. 3. Ruins of a nomadic settlement south of Djanet (southern Algeria).

Fig. 4. Abandoned medieval township in Touat (southern Algeria).
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between Central Africa and the Mediterranean World. Now the caravan routes 
have mostly lost their importance, and many of small townships have been aban
doned, like in Touat (southern Algeria, cf. Gabriel 1984b), see Fig. 4: in the fore
ground are two small hillocks of the ancient subsurface water harvesting system. 
Strings of these ‘foggara’ hillocks are typical and spectacular landscape elements 
in certain areas of the Sahara.

Different, consecutive human generations have left their traces in a 
specific way. So did their changing actions for gaining the daily livelihood, for 
subsistence and living standard, for art, leisure, cult and fashion. Natural 
resources have lost their transient value and new needs arose. Nobody will ask 
these days for obsidian which is said to have been the first important article of 
trade and commerce. Salt has been counterbalanced by gold in the humid tropics 
of Central Africa in medieval times, and during the 20th century the uranium has 
gained and lost its significance within two generations, whereas water will play 
an increasingly important role in the time to come. The value of any material and 
resources can change 'within a short period of time and the concept of sustain
ability seems therefore dubious or relative at least. Rubbish or litter of yesterday 
might be a treasure for today - see archaeological excavations - and our refuse 
dumps might become precious sources of scientific knowledge or of diminished 
raw materials in the future (cf. Kostering and Rub 1993).

So rubbish may have a kind of a half-life period: after few decades the 
enduring relics of our predecessors in the Sahara may become interesting 
souvenirs, 1 ike tins with i nscriptions from the twenties or thirties, from World 
War II and thereafter, beer bottles with strange shape and ancient stopper types. 
Broken-down vehicles and old camps of the Long Range Desert Group, military 
equipment, cairns of empty fuel tins, temporary fortresses and air stripes - they 
all may have been located on maps as landmarks and are surely headed for by 
tourists and research groups. A ten years old carcass of a Mercedes Unimog left 
near the Gilf Kebir (at 23° 36,459’ N - 26° 34,926’ E after GPS) - is it already a 
cultural marker? Has it become a landscape element worth to be mapped and 
safeguarded? A pile of petrol tins from World War II or before become a land
mark near Wadi Shaw in NW-Sudan (Fig. 5). Is it worth enough to be classified 
as a cultural landscape element and to be protected as such? And what about 
minefields from World War II or from more recent conflicts, sometimes 
surrounded by a barbed wire if their location is known? They do protect them
selves, but there is no doubt that we should not estimate these horrible ‘cultural 
relics’ as precious items. Nevertheless, we must keep in mind that our ideas and 
decisions are mostly personal, not free from bias, religious or political ideology 
or from the spirit of age.
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Fig. 6. Stone circles near Merga (Northwest Sudan).
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There is a lot of uncertainty in defining a historical landscape element worth to 
be protected. What, for example, about natural elements if they have only a 
historical, religious or mythological meaning, like a battle field or the mountain 
in Sinai, where Moses got the Ten Commandments? They are qualified as 
‘associative landscapes’ in the UNESCO-classification for the World Cultural 
Heritage List (Burggraaff and Kleefeld 1998: 158). What about political 
frontiers? Or about natural landscape elements where prehistoric man left 
middens without changing their outer appearance like caves or rock shelters or 
dune summits (Gabriel et al. 1985) ? How to manage and protect hidden 
elements like subsurface mining activity, buried or submerged monuments, cave 
dwellings or tombs without any superficial features?

The approach to a systematic division of the cultural landscape elements 
seems to be best based on historical periods, whereas a last category should be 
reserved for uncertain, questionable associations:

1. Palaeolithic,
2. Neolithic,
3. Antiquity (including Ancient Egyptian, Greek, Roman periods etc.),
4. Pre - Islamic + Late Antiquity (sometimes called Protohistoric, including e.g. 

the Garamantes, the Proto-Berbers or the Early Christian relics),
5. Early Islamic (pre-colonial periods),
6. European influence to recent,
7. Dubious origin or uncertain age.

In this classification we leave aside modem localities like the fascinating 
car cemetery of Leclerc’s army near Zouar (Tibesti), the curious land scenery of 
huge coloured sandstone hills near Bardai (Tibesti) or the ruins of the atomic 
bomb pilot plant of Reggane in southern Algeria. We will not mention all 
modem transformations of Saharan landscape since the time of motor cars and 
aeroplanes (cf. Poste Weygand and Bidon V in the Tanezrouft, Algeria), likewise 
we will forget all structures not visible on open surfaces and those which are well 
known since a long time: ancient buildings (temples, pyramids) or ruins of whole 
villages or towns (Leptis Magna, Germa, Old Siwa, Aghurmi etc.). They will not 
escape the attention of a prospecting archaeologist and local authorities. We will 
instead focus on smaller, not so spectacular items (e.g. lonely and hidden proto
historic Berber retreat settlements, cf. Gabriel 1984b; Gabriel et al. 1977).

Within the systematic division mentioned above we can distinguised two 
groups of landscape elements:

A. Human influence on disintegrated, loose material (soil, accumulations of 
gravel, sand, silt or clay) and specifically:
1. Plain elements, where human effects are visible just in a change of grain
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size, of colour or type of the material: fireplaces, outlines of houses and 
farmsteads, irrigation and agricultural systems.

2. Sunken features (“negatives”): pits or depressions, ditches or trenches, wells 
or cave dwellings, tracks.

3. Elevated elements (“positives”): hills or hummocks, tells, dikes or walls, 
barrages, slagheaps and dumps, stone lines or cairns, ruins or tombs.

4. Combination of “positives” and “negatives”: terraces, walk-in wells, hafirs 
(Sudanese water storages), interment holes with corresponding sediment.

B. Human influence on solid rock: paintings, engravings, inscriptions, sculptures,
other traces, shafts or tunnels, quarries, artificial caves and mining activities
(Gabriel 1979: 139 ff.; 1997: 25, 2002b).

A subdivision of group B does not seem to be practical as the human 
traces can only be plane (paintings) or were engraved, polished, pecked, grooved, 
drilled or were made by any other kind of abrasive activity. Perhaps it might be 
better to construct such a subdivision with regard to the significance or purpose 
of the elements ?

Another aspect of classification should be the horizontal extension of the 
elements (cf. Hallmann and Peters 1993: 6), namely:

1. Single items (points),
2. Linear structures or
3. Surface area (dimension).

In this classification a tomb would be comprehended as a single item, but 
the whole assemblage, consisting of components like stone lines, steles, pavings 
and tumulus, might have a diameter of more than 100 m (Gabriel 1999; Milbum 
1988; Savary 1966). Burggraaff and Kleefeld (1998: 159), considering cultural 
landscape types in a larger scale, even consider whole villages or towns as 
‘points’. More problems arise as regards the chronology: do Predynastic objects 
belong to the Neolithic or to the Antiquity ?

There are a lot of enigmatic features in the Sahara which cannot be attrib
uted to any epoch nor to any purpose. Nevertheless, their human origin is without 
doubt, for example the triliths (Milbum 1987) or lines of stones interpreted as 
game traps (Hester and Hobler 1969: 21). Circles of stones may suggest basal 
constructions of ancient huts or tents. These illustrated in Fig. 6 seem to be 
particularly obscure, because dozens of them were found without any artefacts or 
other associated relics indicating their age or purpose. Simple small rings of 
stones, too small for being hut circles and/or remains of tombs or hearths, may 
have served as animal watering-places (with the help of a leather inlay, Gabriel 
2002a: 60). But how to interpret the various types of stone monuments which are 
apparently neither tombs nor alamat or dwelling constructions (cf. Gauthier and 
Gauthier 1999; Milbum 1988) ? How to explain the numerous stone cup marks
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(for example near Djanet, Gabriel 1979: 141) or the curious cup-and-groove 
arrangements known from near Gabrong (Tibesti) (cf. Gabriel 1978) and from 
the Sudan ?

Our study of cultural relics in the Sahara should collect all elements in a 
surveyed area in a list with the numerals of the classification, and also with 
detailed measurements and descriptions as well as with the GPS-data. This would 
not only form a base for all kinds of studies, but it will also help to protect the 
cultural heritage. It can be valuable for a better orientation on maps and in the 
uninhabited, sometimes homogeneous landscapes, where place-names and land
marks a re s carce. F inally, i t c ould h elp t o develop t ourism and to m anage t he 
growing streams of visitors.
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Early ceramics in the Sahara and the Nile Valley

Introduction

In the 1960's Gabriel Camps was hesitant at first in accepting the radio
carbon results dating the lower level at Amekni in which pottery was found to the 
9th millennium bp (Camps 1969: 206). This early date would have made the 
Sahara an area of „Neolithisation“ as old as the Fertile Crescent, an idea which at 
that time seemed to be unbelievable. However, during the last forty years the 
number of radiocarbon dates for Saharan sites with early pottery has increased 
considerably. Today, the Sahara is not only accepted as an important centre of 
ceramic innovation (e.g. Roset 1996: 178), but also as one of the earliest: the 
oldest dates going back to the 10th millennium bp.

In Africa pottery was invented sometime in the 10th millennium bp. The 
invention „took place within the zone that is now the southern Sahara and the 
Sahel, but probably neither west of the Hoggar Mountains nor east of the Nile 
Valley“. On the other hand, pottery was probably developed more than once, 
under various conditions and in different areas (Close 1995: 23, here also the 
quotation). This paper deals with the question where pottery might have arisen in 
this large area of the southern Sahara by taking a closer look at some aspects of 
the decoration patterns and at the available radiocarbon datings.

Early ceramics and Wavy Line

The emergence of early ceramics in the Sahara has always been closely 
linked to the presence of Wavy Line (WL) pottery. WL pottery with its two 
varieties - Incised Wavy Line (IWL) and Dotted Wavy Line (DWL) (Fig. 1) - 
existed from the very b eginning of ceramic p roduction in the 10th millennium 
bp. Since Anthony Arkell’s first research on sites in the Khartoum area (Arkell 
1949; 1953), archaeologists have been fascinated by IWL- and DWL-pottery, 
especially by the wide distribution of the second type of decoration. DWL is
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Wavy Line 
(WL)

Small waves Long waves

SVt.vAo"

Fig. 1. Wavy Line - a classification

known at sites throughout the Sahara, from the Atlantic to the Red Sea. IWL is 
more 1 imited i n i ts d istribution a nd i s n umerous o nly a t si tes i n c entral S udan 
(Garcea 1993, 1998).

The wide spread of WL pottery has led to very different ideas of how, 
when a nd w here t his pattern w as d istributed. B oth t he Khartoum area a nd t he 
Central Sahara have been proposed as areas of origin (Arkell 1962: 285-286 
versus Braunstein-Silvestre 1980) - the state of affairs depending on the avail
able database and especially on the known radiocarbon dates.

Around 380 sites containing either DWL and / or IWL are now known in 
Northern Africa, and when plotted onto a map they confirm the distribution of 
WL stretching from the easternmost Sahara to the Atlantic coast (Fig. 2). 
However, when the radiocarbon dates from this large area are taken into account 
it becomes apparent that the central and eastern parts of the Sahara are to be seen 
separately from the western part (Fig. 3). In the Central and the Eastern Sahara 
(including the Nile Valley) WL patterns prevail from the 10th millennium bp up 
until the 6th millennium bp, but from the 5th millennium bp onwards WL 
patterns are only to be found in the western part of the Sahara. The Central and 
Eastern Sahara, the regions where the oldest WL pottery is encountered, corre
spond to the area proposed by Angela Close (1995) for the development of early 
pottery. However, despite the very similar time span (10th to 6th millennium bp) 
given by the radiocarbon dates for WL pottery in the Eastern and Central Sahara, 
there are clear differences between the ceramics of the two areas.
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Fig. 2. The distribution of Wavy Line pottery (Dotted and / or Incised Wavy Line) in Northern
Africa.

Fig. 3. Radiocarbon datings related to Wavy Line (WL) pottery in Northern Africa.
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Earlier research has always stressed that IWL patterns are more typical of 
sites in the Nile Valley and only seldom occur in the Sahara (e.g. Arkell 1962: 
285-286; Caneva and Marks 1990). Indeed, sites with IWL pottery are limited to 
an area between northern Chad and the Red Sea (Fig. 4; see also Garcea 1998: 
100, Fig. 3; Jesse 2000: 68, Fig. 8). In the Central Sahara this pattern is 
completely absent. The number of sites with IWL east of the Nile Valley is rather 
small, whereas it is much greater in the area between Khartoum and the Atbara. 
The region between northern Chad and the Nile Valley shows a similar time span 
for the presence of IWL patterns. The oldest evidence dates back to the 10th 
millennium bp - Sorourab 2 in the Nile Valley (Khabir 1987: 378) and probably 
Wadi el Akhdar 83/33 in the Gilf Kebir (see Gehlen et al. 2002: 105).

DWL patterns show an equal distribution throughout the Sahara (Garcea 
1998: 99, Fig. 2; Jesse 2000: 68, Fig. 8) and like IWL they also provide a similar 
time span in both regions: the sherds from the Central Sahara date from the 10th 
millennium bp onwards (e.g. Tagalagal; Roset 1996: 175-176), in the Nile Valley 
DWL was probably also known as early as the 10th millennium bp (Sorourab 2; 
Khabir 1987: 378), and definitely since the 9th millennium bp (e.g. Abu Darbein 
and Aneibis; Haaland and Magid 1992: 23, tab. 1).

Regarding the DWL a little closer, different kinds of patterns can be 
distinguished. Especially the distinction of different types of curves is of 
particular interest. A characteristic difference is the length of the curves (Fig. 1): 
DWL with long waves (on an average 20 to 40 mm long) is more common in the 
Nile Valley, whereas DWL with small waves (7 to 8 mm long) is regarded as a 
typical feature of the Saharan material (see Caneva and Marks 1990: 18). In the 
Central Sahara the DWL type with small waves is present from the 10th 
millennium bp onwards-(e.g. Tagalagal; Roset 1987: 222, Fig. 114). In other 
areas (e.g. Delebo, northem Chad; Bailloud 1969) this type of D WL does not 
appear until much later.

There is a clear distinction to be made in the distribution of these two 
different kinds of curves (long waves and small waves): Small waves are found 
in an area including the Central Sahara and northern Chad, and long waves are 
more common in the eastern part of the Sahara and the Nile Valley (Fig. 4). 
There is very little evidence for DWL with small waves in the Khartoum area. 
This means that in the Central Sahara DWL ceramics are characterized by small 
waves, whereas in the Nile Valley this type of decoration is almost non-existent. 
In this area longer waves are typical.

Two striking differences between the Central Sahara and the Nile Valley 
should be pointed out: firstly, the existence of IWL in an area between northern 
Chad and the Nile, secondly, the presence of DWL with small waves only in the 
Central Sahara.
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Fig. 4. The distribution of Incised Wavy Line (IWL) and the different forms of Dotted 
Wavy Line (DWL) in Northern Africa, 10th to 6th millennium bp.

Fig. 5. Early ceramics in Northern Africa: the 10th millennium bp.
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Therefore, with regard to the similar radiocarbon evidence for the Eastern 
and Central Sahara - in both areas WL occur since the 10th millennium bp - one 
has to account for at least two large centres (the eastern part and the central part 
of the Sahara) showing the development of ceramics and sharing the same idea of 
waved lines as a decoration pattern. But in very different forms: in the Central 
Sahara DWL with small waves, in the eastern part, IWL and DWL with long 
waves.

The radiocarbon dates

The distribution of the different kinds of WL patterns has shown that two 
large areas - the Central and Eastern Sahara - are probable centres where pottery 
may have been invented. Taking a closer look at the oldest radiocarbon dates 
available for sites with WL pottery, the evidence is not very numerous: only four 
sites - two in the central and two in the eastern part of the Sahara - can be named 
for the 10th millennium bp, where a clear connection can be made between the 
14C dates and WL pottery (Table 1, Fig. 5).

In the Central Sahara these are the sites of Tagalagal and Adrar Bous 10 
(both in Niger); seven radiocarbon dates indicate the existence of WL patterns 
from about 9400 bp onward (Table 1). The old age of the pottery at both sites has 
recently been confirmed by TL-dates from several sherds (Roset 1996: 177). In 
the eastern part of the Sahara only three dates from the 10th millennium bp exist 
which can be linked to WL pottery (Table 1). The site of Sorourab 2 has given 
two charcoal dates of about 9300 bp. These dates however, have not been univer
sally accepted (Marks and Mohammed-Ali 1991: 239) as the site was previously 
dated to the 7th and 6th millennium bp (Mohammed-Ali 1982: 173). Sorourab 
contains IWL and DWL, but as the site has unfortunately never been fully 
published the information is limited. At Wadi el Akhdar 83/33 in the Gilf Kebir 
undecorated organic tempered pottery has given a radiocarbon age of 9100 bp 
(Table 1). As sherds of the same ware decorated with IWL patterns have also 
been found at the site (Schon 1996: 694, 701, pi. 107) this radiocarbon date 
might indicate the earliest occurrence of IWL in this region. One problem 
encountered when a direct dating of potsherds is undertaken is that the clay could 
contain much older organic remains thus falsifying the result obtained by the 
radiocarbon method. As the direct dating of a second IWL decorated sherd 
provided an age in the 7th millennium bp (Gehlen et al. 2002: 111, Table 1) the 
question as to the first occurrence of IWL in the Gilf Kebir still remains open 
(Gehlen et al. 2002: 105).

For the 9th millennium bp the number of sites where 14C datings can be 
linked to WL pottery increases (Table 1; Fig. 6): 13 (16) dates exist for the 
Central Sahara pointing to the existence of WL pottery (always DWL) at seven
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Fig. 6. Early ceramics in Northern Africa: the 9th millennium bp.

sites, whilst 14 radiocarbon dates are available for WL pottery at five sites in the 
Eastern Sahara and the Nile Valley. The oldest dates for WL in the central and 
eastern part of the Sahara are quite similar: around 9300 bp (Table 1). Therefore, 
even if the number of dates available is limited - altogether 20 (23) radiocarbon 
dates for the 10th and 9th millennium bp in the Central Sahara, and 17 dates in 
the Eastern Sahara and the Nile Valley - the evidence does not contradict with 
the idea of two large centres of ceramic development in the 10th millennium bp.

The whole picture

WL patterns are however not the only types of decoration found on early 
ceramics in the Sahara. Other types of decoration are also very common: packed 
zigzags, made by comb impression and using rocker technique, or simple impres
sions. There are several sites in the Sahara where WL decoration is absent (see 
Garcea 1993). Some of these sites have been dated to the early Holocene. 
Considering now all sites of the 10th and 9th millennium bp where a clear con
nection can be made between pottery (with whatever decoration) and the existing 
radiocarbon datings, there is even more evidence for two separate areas of 
ceramic development (Table 1; Fig. 5-6). For the Central Sahara nine dates 
testify for the existence of pottery from about 9500 bp onwards. At Temet, from 
where the oldest date (9550 bp) is known, no pottery was found during the exca
vation; however, a potter's comb made of fibrolite found in situ points to the
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knowledge of ceramic technology (Roset 1987: 222). In the eastern part of the 
Sahara seven 14C datings prove that ceramics were in use in the 10th millennium 
bp, the oldest and most numerous evidence comes from site E-79-8 in the Bir 
Kiseiba region (Close 1984: 239-240; Close 1995).

For the 9th millennium bp, 11 sites and 29 dates can be linked to the exis
tence of ceramics in the Central Sahara, whilst only 18 dates and nine sites are 
available for the eastern part (Table 1; Fig. 6).

Even if the number of radiocarbon dates is still rather small given the large 
geographical area, two things can be pointed out. Firstly, as already established 
by the analysis of the WL decoration, a multiregional invention of pottery has to 
be considered - the Central Sahara and the Eastern Sahara including the Nile 
Valley. Secondly, all dates for early pottery tend to cluster in the southern part of 
the Sahara. In the northern part of the Sahara, the area of the „Capsian - Neo- 
lithic“ or the Mediterranean facies of the Neolithic, pottery does not appear 
before the beginning of the 8th millennium bp (see Camps 1974). Additionally, 
the regions south of the Sahara do not provide any proof for ceramics older than 
in the Central and Eastern Sahara.

Only in Kenya there is some evidence for old pottery: at site Zu-4 in 
Lothagam decorated pottery appears in a context datable to about 8400 bp 
(Robbins 1974: 366). At Lowasera a DWL sherd was found in a locality 
attributable to an age of about 8000 bp (Phillipson 1977: 48). However, the 
evidence for early ceramics in this region is modest and about 1000 years 
younger than the earliest occurrence of pottery in the Saharan region.

Concluding remarks

The available evidence points to an invention of pottery in the southern 
part of the Sahara. As shown through the decoration, especially WL patterns, 
there were most probably two areas of ceramic development: the Central Sahara 
on the one hand and the Eastern Sahara including the Nile Valley on the other 
hand.

Interestingly, the above mentioned ceramic sites in the Sahara represent 
some of the oldest evidence for the re-occupation of this region after the long 
post-Aterian arid phase. The question where pottery was invented can be closely 
linked to a further problem: the question of how the Sahara was re-populated at 
the onset of a more favourable climate at the beginning of the Holocene.

This question however still awaits a detailed answer. In his overview of 
the „Neolithisation“ of Northern Africa, Alfred Muzzolini simply states that the 
people probably came from the periphery still inhabited during the arid phase in 
the Sahara (Muzzolini 1989: 152). It is supposed that the first settlers of the area
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of B ir K iseiba and N abta P laya c ame from t he N ile V alley (Close 1 992: 1 60) 
where there is evidence for an unbroken occupation as far south as the second 
cataract (Close 1995: 25). For other regions immigration from the south is 
presumed: the people following the northward shift of the monsoon belt (Close 
1995: 26). However, data confirming these ideas are very small, and proof of 
ceramics older than those mentioned above is not available from the regions 
south or north of the Sahara.

With few exceptions all sites with early pottery are situated in mountain
ous regions or in the Nile Valley, both considered as refuges during periods of 
extreme aridity (Aumassip 1984: 200). The question whether the re-population of 
the Sahara is to be explained by immigration after the onset of the Holocene wet 
phase or if one has to account for survival of human groups in such refuge zones 
still remains open. In the Adrar Bous and the Tibesti wet events already occurred 
from around 13.000 bp onwards (Roset 1996: 178), thus indicating an earlier 
lacustrine phase than the Holocene. The importance of the high plateaus and the 
mountainous regions of the Central Sahara for the understanding of the prehis
toric d evelopment i n the S ahara was p ointed o ut e arly: t he so-called “ Saharan 
Fertile Crescent” situated between Darfur and the Gilf Kebir in the east and the 
Hoggar Mountains in the west “has functioned through time as a zone character
ized by migration of plants, animals, and man during times of climatic fluctua
tion”. The higher mountain ranges would have served as refuges for savannah 
biota during drier periods (Hester 1968: 498, here also the quotation).

The possibility of survival of human groups in different refuge zones 
would fit in well with the idea of a multiregional development of ceramic 
technology in the Sahara. With the current database however, such a scenario has 
to remain pure speculation finally as well as the one proposing immigration from 
the south. Therefore, more research concerning the question of how the Sahara 
was re-populated after the post-Aterian arid times might shed also new and more 
light on the question of early ceramics in the Sahara.
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Table 1: Sites in the Sahara and the Nile Valley with early ceramics and radiocarbon dates
connected to the pottery:

site C14 bp C14BC * Lab-Nr. material pottery reference

Adrar Bous 10 
(Niger)

9130± 65 8363± 79 UW-806 C DWL Roset
1996:
176

9100±150 8284±224 Pans C DWL

9030±190 8177±276 UW-754 C DWL

Tagalagal (Niger) 9370±130 8691±234 Paris C DWL Roset
1996:
175-176

9330±130 8596±194 Paris C DWL

9150± 90 8394±104 Pans C DWL

9000±120 8133±166 CNRS C DWL

Tamaya Mellet 
(Niger)

9350±170 8689±285 Gif-1728 bone X Pans et
al. 1993:
385

8320±300 7293±392 Pa-236 X

Temet (Niger) 9550±100 8938±174 Pans C potter’s
comb

Roset
1987:
221

Bir Kiseiba E-79- 
8 (Egypt)

9820±380 9401±615 SMU-858 C X Close
(ed.)
1984:
239-240

9440±230 8776±320 SMU-758 C x •

9180±140 8430±158 SMU-914 C X

9060± 80 8255±130 SMU-861 c X

Wadi el Akhdar 
83/33 (Egypt)

9080± 50 8310± 61 UtC-6536 Cer x (rWL ?) Gehlen et
al. 2002:
111

Sorourab 2 
(Sudan)

9370±110 8655±181 HAR-3475 C IWL/DWL Khabir
1987:
378

9330±110 8575±163 HAR-3476 C IWL/DWL

Amekm (Algeria) 8050± 80 7006±175 UW-87 C DWL Camps
1969:
206

Site Launey 
(Algeria)

8475±100 7492± 96 UW-96 C DWL Camps et 
al. 1973:
86
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site C14 bp C14BC * Lab-Nr. material pottery reference

Timidouin, TF-
TD 155-32 
(Algeria)

8100±130 7064±226 Mc-484 C DWL Camps et 
al. 1973:
86

Ti-n-Hanakaten 8100±130 7064±226 Mc-678 X Aumassi 
p and 
Delibrias
1982-
1983:
209

(Algeria) 8030±120 6976±212 Gif-948 X

Fozzigiaren
(Libya)

8072±100 7041±206 Pisa C DWL Banch et
al. 1984:
413

Ti-n-Torha East 
(Libya)

8640± 70 7696± 88 R-1035oc c DWL Banch
(ed.)
1987:
328

8540±140 7624±173 R-1160a c DWL

8460± 60 7514± 53 R-1033a c DWL

8460± 50 7523± 45 R-l 161a c DWL

Ti-n-Torha Two 
Caves (Libya)

8840± 60 7990±152 R-1405 c X Banch
(ed.)
1987:
328

8520± 60 7556± 36 R-l407 c X

Uan Afuda 
(Libya)

8935±100 8063±151 GX-20754 c x (DWL ?) Di Lernia 
(ed.)
1999: 21

8790± 95 7914±191 GX-20751 c x (DWL ?)

8765±105 7886±195 GX-20010 c DWL

8555±110 7630±119 GX-20753 DWL

8330±100 7350±142 GX-20346 DWL

8000±100 6922±170 GX-18104 dung x (DWL ?)

Uan Tabu (Libya) 8880±100 8004±171 Rome-293 c X Garcea

8850±100 7973±181 Rome-296 c X
1999:
161

8840± 90 7969±177 Bo-195 c X

8800±100 7925±193 Rome-292 c X

8720±110 7832±176 Bo-191 c X

8690± 50 7720± 88 Bo-193 c X
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site C14 bp C14BC * Lab-Nr. material pottery reference

8640± 70 7696± 88 Bo-192 C X

8600± 90 7676±103 Rome-297 C X

Gabrong (Chad) 8560±120 7648±140 Hv-3715 ? DWL Schuck
1989:
183

8065±100 6032±206 Hv-2748 c DWL Gabriel
1981:
197

Bir Kiseiba E-79- 
2 (Egypt)

8130±110 7112±194 SMU-760 c X Close
(ed.)
1984:
120

Bir Kiseiba E-79- 
4 (Egypt)

8190±120 7226±167 SMU-750 c X Close
(ed.)
1984:
159

Bir Kiseiba E-80- 
1 (Egypt)

8020± 90 6952±171 SMU-926 c DWL Close
(ed.)
1984:
296

8020± 70 6947±141 SMU-915 c DWL

Nabta Playa E-77- 
7 (Egypt)

8875± 75 8019±148 ETH-8583 X Nelson
2002:21

Abka, Site IX 
(Sudan)

8260±400 7250±502 M-804 shell WL Myers
1960:
181

Abu Darbein 
(Sudan)

8640±120 7756±157 T-8624 moll IWL/DWL Haaland
and
Magid 
(eds.) 
1995:49

8560± 35 7580± 25 Q-3230 moll IWL/DWL

8500±100 7531± 94 T-6381 moll IWL/DWL

8435± 95 7463± 96 Q-3229 moll IWL/DWL

8390± 70 7444± 84 T-8525 moll IWL/DWL

8330±100 7350±142 T-8626 moll IWL/DWL

Aneibis (Sudan) 8230±120 7265±163 T-8643 moll IWL/DWL Haaland

8090± 60 7104±159 T-8648 moll IWL/DWL & Magid 
1992:23
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site C14 bp C14BC * Lab-Nr. material pottery reference

El Damer (Sudan) 8390± 50 7451± 72 T-7485 moll IWL/DWL Haaland
and
Magid 
1992:23

8040±120 6993±219 T-9698 moll IWL/DWL

8010±120 6947±203 T-8640 moll IWL/DWL

Wadi Shaw 8470± 50 7530± 42 UtC-6535 Cer X Jesse
83/108(Sudan) 1998:

265

Lothagam, Zu-4 8420±165 7417±194 N-1100 X Robbins
(Kenya) 1974:

366

C - charcoal; Cer - ceramic; moll - mollusc shell.

* The calibrated dates are calculated using CALPAL 2001 (Cologne Radiocarbon Calibration 
and Palaeoclimatic Research Package) by Dr. B. Wenmger, Radiocarbon Laboratory, University 
of Cologne.
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Investigations of the Mid-Holocene settlement of Djara 
(Abu Muhariq Plateau, Western Desert of Egypt)

Introduction

The Abu Muhariq Plateau (also called Libyan or Egyptian Plateau) 
stretches from the Nile Valley in the east to the curve of the Egyptian Oases in 
the west (Fig.l). Characteristic for this high plain is its often fairly homogenous 
appearance which could be described as a rocky desert (Simons 1973: 483-485; 
Said 1 990: 14). The g round i s c overed t o a large e xtent b y Hamada, a 1 ightly 
coloured hummocky landscape with wind polished and weathered rocky material 
(Kropelin 1993: 37). The plateau is divided into two parts by over 600 km long 
Abu Muhariq dune-train. Fifteen km west of the dune lies the area of Djara (Fig. 
2), situated in a landscape dominated by smaller limestone hills, depressions and 
wadis.

Djara was first mentioned by the German explorer Gerhard Rohlfs, who 
travelled in 1873 with his interdisciplinary expedition from Assiut in the Nile 
Valley to the Farafra Oasis. Rohlfs followed an old caravan route which led 
through this area. On Christmas Eve the expedition reached a dripstone cave - 
known as Djara (Rohlfs 1875: 59-60). A detailed map was added to his trave
logue, the exact route noted, and an annotation made that the ground in this 
region was strewn with flint splinters. This can be rated as the first report on 
prehistoric stone artefacts in this region. Subsequently, the knowledge of the 
cave's existence sank into oblivion for more than 100 years. It was not until 1989 
that the dripstone cave was rediscovered by the modem camel nomad, Carlo 
Bergmann. He reported retouched stone artefacts scattered around the cavern 
entrance, and he also described rock engravings made in the cave.

In 1990 and 1993 this archaeological site, now named Djara 90/1 (Fig. 2), 
was visited by members of the Heinrich-Barth-Institut (University o f Cologne)
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Fig. 1. Map showing the field work mentioned in the text: 1-Seton Hill, 2-Djara, 3- Abu Gerara.

(Kuper 1996: 82-83). Since 1998 the archaeological surveys and excavations 
were carried on the Abu Muhariq Plateau by the Collaborative Research Centre 
389 - ACACIA (Arid Climate, Adaptation and Cultural Innovation in Africa) of 
the University of Cologne. ACACIA’s subproject A1 focussing on “Climatic
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Fig. 2. Djara 90/1 (seen from the north).
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change and Human Settlement between the Nile Valley and the Central Sahara”, 
put emphasis on the mid-Holocene cluster of sites in the area of Djara (Classen 
et. al. 2001; Kindermann in press).

This paper refers to the results of this fieldwork, with special attention being paid 
to “Cultural Markers” understood here also as “Chronological Markers”. 
Therefore, characteristic artefact forms of the Djara inventory should be empha
sised. The cave site, Djara 90/1, and the surrounding settlement will be described 
in a more detail.

Site Djara 90/1

Djara 90/1 is situated in a shallow depression of nearly 400 m in diameter 
surrounded by small limestone hills (Fig. 2 and 3). Sparse vegetation - predomi
nantly shrubs such as Salsola imbricata ssp. getula, Anabasis articulata and 
Fagonia cf. arabica - grows in the north-west, the lowest measured part of this 
site. Here, thin playa-sediments were noticed. During a phase with richer pre
cipitation a periodic or episodic surface water was to be found here: this led to 
the accumulation of a clay material in this endorheic basin.

The dripstone cave itself is, generally speaking, a geomorphological pecu
liarity for desert regions (Fig. 4). This leaching cave with its impressive stalag
mites and s talactites was formed as superficial water drained off (pers. comm. 
H.W. Franke). The entrance to this cave lays about 150 m south-east of the playa 
depression, where the limestone ceiling collapsed and gave access to the cave. A 
long sand slope leads down to the floor, 10 m below the surface. The level 
ground in the large cavern hall consists of 2 to 6 m thick sand deposit over the 
solid rock, as verified by ground penetrating radar profiles (Deutsches Montan- 
technologisches Institut fur angewandte Geophysik Bochum, DMT). Granu
lometric examination of drilling samples clearly shows that the sediment in the 
cave, which consist of sterile sand only, was probably washed in after strong 
precipitation events (Steinmayr 1995). The lower part shows signs of an aeolian 
sorting w hich w as p resumably d eposited d uring p eriods w ith more a rid c ondi- 
tions. The upper zone, where the sand deposit is up to 2.5 m thick, was formed 
during more humid conditions. Whether this is an indication of a fundamental 
climatic change, and if so - when exactly it took place, is still uncertain. This 
final deposit possibly belongs to the last wet phase of the Holocene, as no con
siderable sand deposit has been registered since then. An absolute dating of the 
deposits by OSL analysis is currently being undertaken.

Directly behind the entrance, in the upper cavern hall (“hall of the 
gazelles”), the rock art was found not only on a large stalagmite (Fig. 3, panel A) 
but also on other parts of the rock face (Classen et. al. 2001). As all of the 
pictures were engraved on carbonate rock they must have originally appeared in a
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Fig. 3. Djara 90/1: map showing excavations and artefact scatters.
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bright white. However, nowadays most of them are covered with thin layers of 
dust. The friezes were well planned and clearly visible rock faces were preferred. 
Nearly all are to be found in areas which are illuminated by daylight. Depictions 
of wild animals are most frequent; various symbols and four human figures are 
also represented. The engravings are strongly stylised and the zoological charac
teristics are often not easily identifiable. Only ostriches and human figures prove 
easier to be identify; furthermore, a serpentine line, which can be interpreted as a 
snake. Sometimes one and the same animal shows different morphological marks 
of dissimilar species. The antler forms are of great help when attempting an 
interpretation; oryx (Oryx gazella dammah), addax (Addax nasomaculatus), 
various gazelles (Gazella dorcas, Gazella dama or Gazella leptoceros) and ibex 
(Capra ibex) are determinable (Classen et al. 2001, 359ff.). Even though the 
zoological identifications are a little uncertain, it must be said that apart from the 
ibex - all other animal species represented were found also in the faunal material 
from the excavations.

Until now an absolute age for this rock art is uncertain. An indication for 
the period of time during which the dripstone cave was visited by man is given 
by two radiocarbon dates from a charcoal layer which was excavated on the 
terrace above the large hall (Fig 4). Both dates fall in a time span of between 
8000 and 7300 BP:

Site Material Fab. No. 14C-years BP Years cal BC'

Djara 90/1-3 
(cave)

charcoal Erl-2863 7303 +/- 109 6172 +/- 119

Djara 90/1-3

(cave)

charcoal KIA-12422 8057 +/- 59 7049 +/- 186

However, the drying up of the desert and the end of the mid-Holocene 
occupation unit around 6000 BP delivers a terminus ante quem for these depic
tions. A piece of circumstantial evidence for the absolute age of Djara’s rock art 
is furnished by the settlement phases of the surrounding open air sites, which 
date from 8000 to 6400 BP.

Directly around the cave entrance, and also further to the north, the 
surface is scattered with lithic artefacts (Fig. 3). Until now seven different arte
fact concentrations have been distinguished; they produced more than 550 flaked

calculated by 2-D Dispersion Calibration Program Version Cologne 2001 (B. Weniger)
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stone tools. The assemblages consist of a diversified artefact spectrum, which 
speaks for a long and often recurrent stay of prehistoric man at this site. Different 
activity areas and phases of use, as they are known from other large temporary 
camp sites, can be distinguished at Djara 90/1 (Kindermann in press). This 
includes, for example, the use of grinding stones, the preparation of hunted 
animals, the manufacture of ostrich eggshell beads or the production of stone 
artefacts. All stages of the stone artefact production sequence occur at Djara 
90/1: testing and initial stages, blank as well as a tool production.

DJARA 90/1

A u<s,&

...
af \W l

Fig. 4. Schematic cross-section through the dripstone cave Djara 90/1.

Lithics make up the largest part of the artefact inventories. Local flint with 
a wide range of different colours - from yellow over red to brown - dominates 
with more than 90% of the raw material used in the production of stone artefacts. 
Only very few lithic tools are made of other materials, e.g. quartzite or limestone. 
The tool kit is dominated by facially retouched stone implements, often made by 
a fine pressure flaking technique; these are, e.g. knives (Fig. 5.1 to 5.4) and espe
cially projectile points, including stemmed, winged (Fig. 6.1 to 6.5, 6.11, 6.12) 
and leaf-shaped varieties (Fig 6.6 to 6.10). Hollow based forms which are 
diagnostic for the Fayum A (Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934, pi. 11 and pi. 
39) and also known in smaller amounts from the Egyptian Oases (e.g. Dakhla 
oasis Bashendi B; McDonald 1992; 1999; Holmes 1991) were not observed in 
this region at all. Transverse arrowheads were few - just three pieces (Fig 6.13 
and 6.14). Side-blow flakes (Fig. 7.1 and 7.2), side- and circular scrapers (Fig 7.3 
and 7.4) as well as borers and planes (Fig. 6.15 and 6.16) are frequent.
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A chronological pattern is visible in the distribution of the artefact 
scatters. Nearly all notched or strangulated blades and backed retouched artefacts 
come from the northern concentration 1. All Epipalaeolithic radiocarbon dates 
also come exclusively from this part of the site. An exact differentiation of the 
various facially retouched artefacts from the mid-Holocene is much more 
challenging, as clear artefact types as chronological markers are difficult to 
ascertain. Both facially retouched arrowheads and side-blow flakes, which are 
suggested as characteristic lithic forms of the “Late Neolithic” (around 6500- 
5600 BP after CPE-chronology; Wendorf and Schild 1984, 417ffi; Schild and 
Wendorf 2001; Wendorf and Schild 2002, 43) are spread over the whole site 
Djara 90/1.

Settlement area of Djara

Until now 69 archaeological sites were found and surveyed during the last 
years around Djara 90/1. This settlement area has an extension of approximately 
10 by 5 km (Fig. 8). Various archaeological sites can be classified through their 
different function and activity spectra, for example large camp sites next to playa 
depressions, smaller temporary camps often together with hearth mounds, or 
atelier sites.

Different reasons can be given for this conglomeration situated directly in 
the middle of the Abu Muhariq Plateau; several favourable natural factors seem 
to concur. First of all the extension of this settlement area covers more or less the 
dimension of small depressions with living vegetation. In former times, during 
more humid years, open water was temporarily available here. Today only playa 
sediments and sometimes small shrubs bare witness to these ephemeral lakes. 
The archaeobotanical determination of charcoals from Djara shows a broad 
spectrum of different plants of the mid-Holocene pluvial. Beyond the typical 
desert vegetation of Acacia and Tamarix species, different types of Cappari- 
dacea taxa were determined at site Djara 90/1, which can be seen as an indicator 
for more humid ecological conditions.

Moreover, various local flint deposits document an abundance of raw 
material for the stone artefact production. Exploitable deposits were noted fore
most within the Minia-Formation (Tei-Formation) at the latitude of Djara and 
also to a smaller extent within the Naqb-Formation (Tetn-Formation), a little 
further to the west. Frequently the flint weathered out of small limestone hills; at 
most sites flint blanks are naturally produced by frost- and salt weathering. Due 
to a clever choice a blank production can be reduced to a small amount because 
naturally weathered flint s herds w ere o ften u sed for s tone i mplements s uch as 
side scrapers (e.g. Fig. 7.3) or planes (e.g. Fig. 6.16).
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Atelier sites in the area of Djara are characterised by a lithic technology 
which is conspicuously uniform at all these sites. A great number of artificially 
tested and prepared flint nodules or natural flint shatters were found. Here and 
there a few blank products and modified pieces were registered. Archaeological 
remains indicating a longer stay, an intensive lithic tool production, and the 
usage of grinding stones or hearth mounds are completely absent. Apparently the 
people stayed only for a short time at these sites. In the surrounding areas, 
probably in a perimeter of a day’s walk, were the camp sites. For the Djara 
region these distances are easy to estimate. Atelier sites or flint deposits lay in a 
distance of up to 15 km from the larger camp sites of the Djara settlement area.

Chronological sequence

The sites of the settlement area of Djara can be grouped into three occu
pation units (Gehlen et. al. 2002). Up to the present 24 radiocarbon dates are 
available for the whole Abu Muhariq Plateau, including Seton Hill (Fig. 1,1), 
Djara (Fig. 1,2) and Abu Gerara region (Fig. 1,3; see Riemer this volume). Alto
gether 20 dates belong to the mid-Holocene sequence of the Djara settlement area 
(Fig. 9). Even though some Epipalaeolithic sites were surveyed on the plateau 
(older than 7600 BP), their number is quite low in comparison with the other 
sites from the mid-Holocene. The vast share of archaeological sites from Djara 
fall in between 7600 to 6400 BP. Two different occupation phases are distin
guishable, defined as unit Djara A (ca 7600 to 7250 BP) and unit Djara B (ca 
6900 to 6400 BP) (Gehlen et. al. 2002).

Grinding implements appeared for the first time within Djara A as did 
facially retouched arrowheads. Characteristic for this unit are also facially re
touched pieces, borers (Tixier 1963, type 12), simple end scrapers on flakes 
(Tixier 1963, type 1), side scrapers on weathered flint sherds and laterally 
retouched arrowheads.

Side-blow flakes and bifacially retouched knives appear for the first time 
during the unit Djara B (Gehlen et. al. 2002: 87-91). Over and above that facially 
retouched planes are characteristic. Stone implements were preferred to be made 
out of flakes or weathered flint sherds; this was often observed at circular scrap
ers which are frequent in the artefact material. The dominant tool type in the as
semblages of unit B are facially retouched arrowheads. Although facially 
retouched points occur for the first time during the unit Djara A, their spectrum 
appeared much broader in Djara B. Technological aspects, which already emerge 
in the unit A, like the facial retouch, gain much more importance in Djara B. It is 
the predominant modification technique in this unit which is frequent in all in
ventories. In many cases the facial retouch is executed very regularly, so separate 
retouch scars run parallel to each other on the surface of the artefacts (pressure
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flaking). Moreover it has been observed that a regular pressure flaking did not 
occur in the unit Djara A.

During the mid-Holocene wet phase the number of sites increased, 
whereas during the Epipalaeolithic only smaller sites were known. Although a 
higher diversity of the site sizes is visible in the unit Djara A and Djara B, little is 
known about their economic conditions. Most sites from the Abu Muhariq 
Plateau belong t o t he mid-Holocene, h owever i t i s u ncertain w hen e xactly the 
pastoral way of life replaced the hunter-gatherer subsistence. Cattle and small 
livestock occur in a lot of archaeological sites of the Eastern Sahara around 7000 
BP (Wendorf and Schild 1994). In the Dakhla Oasis cattle has been determined 
for the 1 ate B ashendi A around 7000 B P (McDonald 1998) and intheFarafra 
Oasis small livestock dates around 6700 BP (Barich and Hassan 2000). At site 
Djara 90/1 a bone fragment, classified as domesticated sheep, was found in a 
mid-Holocene surface concentration (Berke 2001). Apart from that, only bones 
of wild animals, such as Gazella dorcas and Gazella dama were excavated, these 
having been the most hunted animals.

After 6400 BP a clear break off in the radiocarbon dates is visible. The 
drying trend of the desert in the mid-Holocene probably became noticeable 
already around 6400 BP on the plateau. Two single samples from hearth mounds 
verify only sporadic human activities. There are no younger radiocarbon dates 
than 5900 BP and the area of Djara seemed to be depopulated now.

Chronological markers

For a further chronological subdivision of the predominantly mid- 
Holocene assemblages of Djara and for an exact delimitation against artefacts 
from other units it is necessary to look for unambiguous chronological markers, 
understood here likewise as distinct key forms of prehistoric periods. At the pre
sent level of knowledge more data is available for Djara B, therefore chronologi
cal markers o f t his u nit w ill b e d escribed b elow. C eramics a nd t hree d ifferent 
types of lithic tools from the Djara sites are of further interest: arrowheads, side- 
blow flakes and knives.

Ceramics:

Although pottery is suggested as an important cultural marker for most of 
the mid-Holocene localities in the Western Desert, it is almost unknown in the 
Djara region. Among more than 69 sites studied during the surveys of the last 
years, Djara 00/65 is with approximately 10 potsherds an exception. All sherds 
are of a thin-walled ware with a grey coloured, fine textured paste and can be 
assigned to fabric 1A of Abu Gerara (see Riemer this volume) and Eastpans 95/2 
(Gehlen et. al. 2002). A refitted and reconstructed vessel indicates a pointed base.
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An age around 6000 BP for this ceramic is suggested by the pottery from East- 
pans which corresponds to the final Djara B unit. Site Djara 00/65 is situated 
within a complex of very large assemblages on playa-terraces in the east of the 
settlement area. A 14C-date is not available at the moment but the stone artefacts 
were attributable to unit Djara B. Nevertheless, the proportion of potsherds found 
on sites of Djara are extremely small.

Arrowheads:

For the absolute dating of Djara’s facially retouched points, the site Djara 
90/1-1 is of particular interest. Situated only 14 m north of the cave entrance 
(Fig. 3), this site was selected because many different facially retouched tools, as 
well as flakes and chips were observed on the surface. Despite its size of only 2 
by 6 m, two hearths were found with several facially retouched stone artefacts 
within; three arrowheads and one side scraper (Fig. 7.4) were found in situ. 
These points include a lens-shaped piece (Fig. 6.10), a stemmed one (Fig. 6.3) 
and a stemmed point with barbs (Fig. 6.5). Arrowheads are the predominant tool 
category for this excavation unit. Four different charcoal samples were dated by 
radiocarbon method and placed this assemblage of facially retouched tools at 
between 6800 and 6400 BP (Djara B).

Site Material Lab. No. 14C-years BP Years cal BC2

Djara 90/1-1 charcoal KN-4601 6448 +/- 69 5407 +/- 61

Djara 90/1-1 charcoal KN-4600 6685 +/- 90 5600 +/- 76

Djara 90/1-1 charcoal HD-16313 6685 +/- 90 5659 +/- 46

Djara 90/1-1 charcoal HD-16311 6786 +/- 49 5679 +/- 38

Comparable tips of arrows are known, for example, from different mid- 
Holocene sites of Kharga like Umm el-Dabadib, Ghuata Basin, Yebsa and Abu 
Sighawal Pass (Caton-Thompson 1952, pi. 95; 97-100; Holmes 1991) and the 
mid-Holocene units Bashendi A and B of the Dakhla Oasis (McDonald 1982, 
1990, 1999), from the Western Desert site Fobo 81/55-5 in the Abu Minqar area 
(Klees 1989, Fig. 4) and the Fayum Depression (Caton-Thompson and Gardner 
1934, pi. 48).

calculated by 2-D Dispersion Calibration Program Version Cologne 2001 (B. Weniger)
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Side-blow flakes:

These wide, edge retouched flakes were modified as side scrapers (Caton- 
Thompson 1952), sometimes also as knives. They are defined by their curvo- 
convex form, comparable with a wing.

A whole reduction sequence associated with these implements from site 
Djara 90/1-6 was excavated (Fig. 10). The manufacturing process, which requires 
an exceptional technique for the production of curved flakes is visible. An oval 
but flat flint nodule was used as raw material for the sequence. The flaking began 
from one side. Wide flakes were produced which all possess cortex on their distal 
edge and on their striking platform. They were not satisfying enough for a further 
tool preparation. Afterwards the core was rotated 180° and another reduction 
took place on the opposite side. Only flake number seven seemed to be a satis
factory blank for a tool on a side-blow flake. A preparation of the striking plat
form for obtaining a significant working edge is not visible. This is conformed by 
all other side-blow flakes found on the Abu Muhariq Plateau. If a modification 
was observed it derived either from a later edge retouch or from use traces. All 
this 1 ed u s t o p resume a h ard p ercussion t echnique f or t he p reduction o f s ide- 
blow flakes. A special core preparation does not seem to be necessary. This was 
also confirmed by a knapping experiment (conducted by H. Berke). With a hard 
and direct powerful blow it was easy to produce wide flakes. Only the last flake 
seemed to be good enough for a further modification. The side-blow flakes as 
well as the modifications observed on site Djara 90/1-6 seem to be fairly rough 
made. Likewise there are also side-blow flakes that resemble in shape and form 
examples from Fayum sites (Caton-Thompson 1934, pi. 43), with a standardised 
and controlled blank production and a very regular retouch of the platform and 
the distal edge (Fig. 7.1).

Side-blow flakes are always classified as a typical lithic form of the “Late 
Neolithic” (around 6500-5600 BP after CPE-chronology; Wendorf and Schild 
1984: 417ff.; Schild and Wendorf 2001; Wendorf and Schild 2002: 43), together 
with bifacially retouched projectile points, ground and polished stone celts 
(Wendorf and Schild 1984: 417ff.; Wendorf and Schild 1994: 121 f.). Most side- 
blow flakes belong to surface scatters and were dated through the artefact inven
tories itself. At Nabta Playa site E-75-8 (Banks 1984) and Makhadma 4 in the 
Nile Valley (Vermeersch et. al. 1992), these tools are associated with dates 
around 5900 BP (Nabta Playa E-75-8: 5810 +/- 80 BP, SMU-473 and Makhadma 
4 (hearth 9): 5990 +/- 70 BP, GrN-12983). Affiliated charcoal samples from the 
excavation of site Djara 90/1-6 produced an earlier age, between 6900 and 6700 
BP (Djara B).
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Site Material Lab. No. 14C-years B Years cal BC3

Djara 90/1-6 charcoal Erl-2859 6696 +/- 94 5608 +/- 79

Djara 90/1-6 charcoal UtC-9462 6900 +/- 50 5778 +/- 48

Knives:

Of chronological interest is also the dating of bifacially retouched knives. 
These knives are known from Predynastic and Early Dynastic sites of Egypt. 
With the “Gerzean Flint Knives” their technological perfection is unequalled 
around the 5th millennium BP during Nagada II (Kelterbom 1984; Midant- 
Re ynes 1987).

In the Djara region also a large number of knives was found in different 
archaeological sites. A diversified spectrum of shapes is remarkable for the Djara 
settlement area, so symmetric, nearly leaf-shaped knives were found as well as 
asymmetric types (Fig. 5.1 to 5.4). A few pieces show attachments for a handle 
(Fig 5.1 and 5.2). Quite a few were resharpened after usage while others were 
used apparently only once and were rejected afterwards. As a raw material for the 
production of knives mostly tabular flint or sometimes weathered flint sherds 
were u sed. B oth p arallel p ressure flaking a nd r ough r etouch w ith traces o f r e- 
sharpening is known from the modification technique.

A direct date for this artefact category is still lacking from the Abu 
Muhariq Plateau. On the basis of different radiocarbon dates from sites in this 
region, these knives seem to belong to the Djara B unit. At the moment there is 
no reason for dating these bifacially retouched tools in the region of Djara as 
Predynastic because 14C-dates and human settlements during this period are 
completely absent.

Conclusion

In conclusion it can be said that during the Early and mid-Holocene the 
Abu Muhariq Plateau, just as was the case with other parts of the Western Desert, 
was not an easy environment to live in. The vegetation was sparse and concen
trated around ephemeral lakes, nowadays often preserved as playas. Many mid- 
Holocene sites were discovered in the Western Desert in the vicinity of playa- 
sediments.

Even though some Epipalaeolithic sites were found on the plateau, their 
number is low in comparison with sites from the mid-Holocene. The vast share

calculated by 2-D Dispersion Calibration Program Version Cologne 2001 (B. Weniger)



64 Karin Kindermann

of archaeological sites from Djara fall in a period of time between 7600 to 6400 
BP. Two different occupation phases can be distinguished, unit Djara A (around 
7600 to 7250 BP) and unit Djara B (around 6900 to 6400 BP). Human groups 
stayed only seasonally in the area of Djara. They lived in semi-stationary en
campments - camp sites - which were situated in particularly ecologically 
favoured locations. A permanent settlement is not conceivable for the whole Abu 
Muhariq Plateau because permanent water reserves are here missing. Features 
that made the Djara region attractive comprise the abundance of the easily avail
able raw flint and especially the favourable environmental conditions. After 6400 
BP the occupation seems to have ceased. The dry trend experienced at the end of 
the 7th millennium BP, which interrupted the relatively moist mid-Holocene 
conditions in this area, was possibly responsible for the people leaving this 
region to more humid lands as the Oases or the Nile Valley.

Addendum

The fieldwork in the area of Djara has been continued during the years 
2001 and 2002. Further excavations, especially in the dripstone cave itself, were 
carried out during this time period. The work undertaken has focused in particu
lar on botanical and animal remains, combined with archaeological features. An 
emphasis has been also made on geomorphological and sedimentological exami
nations. The analysis of the samples is still in progress.
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Fig. 5. Bifacially retouched knives. 1-2 Djara 90/1; 3-Djara 00/91; 4-Djara 99/22.
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Fig. 6. Arrowheads and planes. 1.2.4.6.7.11.16-Djara 90/1; 3.5.10-Djara 90/1-1 excavation; 
8.12-Djara 90/1-1, surface; 9-Djara 90/1-2; 13-Djara 90/1-15; 14-Djara 90/1-10;

15-Djara 99/22.
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Fig. 7. Side-blow flakes and side scrapers. 1-Djara 98/4; 2-Djara 00/55; 3-Djara 90/1; 4-Djara
90/1-1.
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Fig. 8. Settlement area of Djara.
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8000 5500 vrs BP

Fig. 9. Histograms showing the probability distribution of 73 mid-Holocene 14C-dates from 
Djara (including dates from units Djara A and Djara B), Dakhla Oasis (units Bashendi A and 

Bashendi B) and the Fayum (Fayum A); x-scale: calibrated dates in cal BC (Calibration by 2-D 
Dispersion Calibration Program Cologne 2001, B. Wemger, Radiocarbon Laboratory,

University of Cologne).
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Fig. 10. Exploitation sequence of side-blow flakes (site Djara 90/1-6).
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Abu Gerara: Mid-Holocene sites between Djara and 
Dakhla Oasis (Egypt)

Location and geographical background

This paper describes the first results of a geo-archaeological survey in the 
area of Abu Gerara located on the Egyptian Limestone Plateau or Abu Muhariq 
Plateau (or Libyan Plateau). It focussed not only on prehistoric finds but on the 
question of human land use between the oases and the Nile at a supra-regional 
level. By this it will complete the more detailed but also local study of the 
settlement area of Djara (Kindermann, this vol.). The survey was conducted in 
the frame of the Cologne’s Collaborative Research Centre 389 ’’ACACIA”, 
subproject A1 “Climatic Change and Human Settlement between the Nile Valley 
and the Central Sahara”. On the way from the Dakhla Oasis to the sites of Djara, 
some 120 km north of Abu Gerara (Pig. 1), the fields along the routes have been 
prospected for prehistoric sites, vegetation habitats, drainage systems, soils etc. 
over a number of campaigns between 1996 and 2000 (Pig. 2). After discovering 
several sites north of the Roman ruins of Abu Gerara, some 80 km north-east of 
Dakhla, a number of localities were selected for surface collections and test 
excavations. Since 2 001 the archaeological investigations focused on localities 
south of the Abu Gerara escarpment.

The geographical background of the Abu Gerara sites is formed by the 
hilly country between the Abu Gerara scarp in the south and the less favoured 
Hamada plains in the north (Pig. 2 & 3). The Hamada is essentially plantless 
except for a small number of wadis and basins dotting the plains. Prehistoric re
mains are mostly restricted to vegetated localities, but in total, archaeological 
sites are less frequent. The hilly country, characterized by the Eocene El-Rufuf 
(Tetr) formation (Thebes Group), is covered with myriads of small wind-shaped 
limestone hills and small basins in between containing playa-like deposits,
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phylogenetic mounds and plant species of Acacia. During the Holocene wet 
phase the reliefed country provided a moderate runoff of surface water concen
trated in shallow basins after the episodic rains. This was probably most attrac
tive for temporary camps indicated by a notable dense scatter of archaeological 
sites (Fig. 2 and 3). This picture was generally proofed during the survey 
conducted in the eastern part of the hilly country in 2000. However, the routes 
crossing the hilly country in 1999 and 2000 did not produce archaeological sites
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Fig. 2. Map showing the Abu Gerara area with prehistoric sites.
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while following the Abu Muhariq dune train (Fig. 2). This notable absence of 
sites results from complete mantling of the landscape by active dune sand of the 
Abu Muhariq.

As to the playa deposits, the accumulation of sediments is suggested as in 
the following. Fine mud sediments were accumulated by fluvial activity during 
periods of episodic precipitation. Moreover, the deposition might be supported 
by phytogenetic accumulation. At present, relative and absolute dating of arte
facts and charcoals covering the playa mounds suggest that an extensive fluvial 
input came to an end after approximately 6500 BP. This does not mean that 
fluvial activity completely stopped, it was obviously concentrated on smaller 
ponds and wadi channels. The 14C chronology of the Abu Muhariq plateau 
shows a distinct fall off of occupation events between 6400 and 5900 BP (Gehlen 
et al. 2002: 87-95). After the drying up of the desert artificial material covering 
the playas provided the deflation by wind. By this, stone covered areas often 
remained as single playa mounds.

Patches of hilly country with vegetation basins also cover the area south of 
the Abu Gerara escarpment, close to the western edges of the Great Depression. 
These locations appear to be very rich in acacia trees. Although archaeological 
remains has been observed on many locations, only two larger sites are known 
from playa basins south-west of the Great Depression.

Site patterns

Most sites, especially those found on the Hamada plains, are very small 
and lack an elaborate activity spectrum. These sites mostly yielded some hearth 
mounds (Steinplcitze) and only a few stone tools (Fig. 4). The sites are small in 
extend and essentially characterized by a low density of artefacts. In most cases, 
flint knapping has not been observed, or indicates a simple ad hoc production of 
blanks. It is suggested that these sites were transitory camps used for a very short 
period of time, probably for one night only.

A second group of sites has been identified as atelier sites on flint 
outcrops. They were found at locations where flint is weathering out of limestone 
hills or ridges. Flint outcrops were discovered along the top edge of the Abu 
Gerara scarp, on the one hand, and on the northern Hamada plains, on the other 
hand. The northern plains yield mostly greyish or brownish flint varieties, while 
the Abu Gerara scarp produces a cream- or caramel-coloured flint. The latter raw 
material is very frequent on the Abu Gerara sites.

One of the atelier sites of the northern plains was discovered close to the 
Abu Muhariq dune train (Fig. 2; Abu Gerara 99/15). There greyish flint nodules 
were weathered out of a small limestone rock. The surrounding surface was 
covered by naturally fractured flint shatter and nodules. Primary testing and less
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archaeological site vegetation

Fig. 3. Schematic section of the Abu Gerara area approximately following the central survey
transect.

stemplatz (hearth mound) 

orp side scraper on side-blow flake

O circular scraper

f leaf-shaped point with 
facial refoucn

Fig. 4. Abu Gerara 98/2: distribution of hearth mounds and stone artefacts on a small transitory
camp site.

Fig. 5. Refitted blank reduction sequence from the atelier site Abu Gerara 99/15.



78 Heiko Riemer

Fig. 6. Abu Gerara 98/5: distribution of playa mounds and artefacts on a large base camp site.
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developed hard-hammer blank production are indicated on several pieces (Fig. 
5). The blanks consist of large flakes. The preparation of platforms or dorsal 
surfaces has rarely been observed. As well as other surveyed atelier sites, this one 
lacks modified stone artefacts and other categories of artefacts or features. The 
principles of the production sequences and the presence of different manufactur
ing activities on specific sites have been analysed by Kindermann (in press) in 
detail.

The third type of sites is restricted to the basins of the hilly country. These 
base camps for a particular season, are relatively large in extend and show dense 
artefact scatters (Fig. 6). Stone artefacts, pottery, ostrich egg shells, bones, and 
remains of fireplaces or Steinplatze are frequent indicating the whole spectrum of 
activities. The artefact scatters cover low mounds of playa deposits cut by wadi 
channels and shallow basins. The mounds consist of silty sediments. In all cases, 
artificial remains have not been observed in the subsurface material.

A number of temporary base camp sites have been surveyed including 
collections of surface tools and test excavations. The largest collection was 
produced by site 98/5. It will be presented in detail in the following chapters.

The lithic assemblages

% 2.7 1.3 14.7 21.3 8 18.7 10.7 10.7 2.7 9.3

Fig. 7. Abu Gerara 98/5: frequences of lithic tool classes and tool blanks.

The lithic collection from site Abu Gerara 98/5 consists of 75 knapped 
tools (Fig. 7), a number of cores, and 21 grinding elements. The most frequent 
tool class (21%) are arrowheads (Fig. 8.5-8), including leaf-shaped and tanged 
points. With the exception of one edge retouched specimen, all are made by bifa



80 Heiko Riemer

cial retouch. Almost all arrowheads are of small size never exceeding 50 mm in 
length, and with an average of about 30 mm. Perforators are frequent, among 
them two meches de foret (Fig. 8.2-3) and a rod-shaped fine bifacial (Fig. 8.4) 
which has probably been used as a drill. Apart from the predynastic parallels 
(Holmes 1989:415: so-called “bifacial drill”) they were observed in Abu Minqar 
”Lobo” 81/55 and on sites in Djara.

The predominant tool classes are side-scrapers, denticulates and 
knives/foliates. While the side-scrapers and denticulates were mostly made of 
thermal weathered sherds (Fig. 9.4-5) and, less frequent, of flakes the 
knives/foliates consist of weathered sherds (Fig. 9.7) and tabular flint (Fig. 9.8). 
A number of pieces were classified as ’’roughouts”. They obviously include pre
forms of knives. This is underlined by the fact that the roughouts are predomi
nantly made of tabular flint and weathered sherds. Edge-retouched or pointed 
side-blow flakes appear as a special kind of side-scrapers, knives, or multi
functional tools combining perforator and edge modification (Fig. 9.3).

The collection of 98/5 contains seven adzes with facial retouch (Fig. 9.11- 
12). They were manufactured on thermal fractured sherds, with the exception of 
two pieces. The latter are made of flakes, however, they are of a quite uncharac
teristic type; in both cases, they may represent circular scrapers. There is only 
one adze from 98/5 which obviously represents a characteristic piece (Fig. 9.12). 
Other sites of Abu Gerara produced reliable adzes (Fig. 9.11).

It is notable that there are two fragments of bifacial sickles (Fig. 9.6). 
They have a scalar retouch along one edge. At present, bifacial sickle elements 
have not been found in the Djara area, although the other tool classes show 
striking parallels to the Djara assemblages.

Almost all tools of 98/5 are made of flint. The one exception is a large 
side-scraper flake which appears to be made of local limestone. 30% of the flint 
is cream-coloured, most probably procured from the outcrops of Abu Gerara. 
More than 50% are due to unspecific greyish or brownish flint variants, which 
also dominate the Djara assemblages. Nodular flints are common, however, a 
number of tools are made of tabular flint.

Concerning the other lithics, a high amount of grinding stones have been 
documented on site 98/5, in total, 14 handstones and 7 lower grinders. Grinding 
equipment has also been recorded from the Mid-Holocene Djara, but there, lower 
grinders mostly consist of local limestone. This is most likely caused by the 
difficulties of acquiring and transporting the quartzitic sandstone which does not 
occur on the Limestone Plateau.
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Fig. 8. Lithics of Abu Gerara: 1-3: perforators; 4: bifacial drill; 5-8: arrowheads; 9: large winged 
point; 10: polished celt; 11-12: adzes.
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Fig. 9. Lithics of Abu Gerara: 1: conical mace-head; 2: toggle-shaped polished stone; 3: side- 
blow Hake; 4-5: side-scraper; 6: bifacial sickle; 7-8: knives.
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The Abu Gerara survey produced further samples and collections of 
surface tools from other sites. These collections have in common with 98/5 tool 
classes such as adzes, perforators, knives, arrowheads, and side-blow flakes. 
However, a small number of tools has been found which did not occur on 98/5. 
Site 99/28 produced a polished granite celt (Fig. 8.10) and a large winged point 
which exceeds 59 mm (Fig. 8.9). During the 2000 campaign, which focused on 
the area south of the Abu Gerara scarp, another celt was collected on the surface 
of site 00/59. In addition a polished, flat, longish artefact with a bore-hole was 
found (Fig. 9.2). This type was described by McDonald (1991:46, 49) as a 
’’toggle”, in regard to parallels in the Dakhla Oasis. The celt as well as the toggle 
were made of green stone which has not yet been identified exactly. Some kilo
metres to the east, at the south-western end of the northern “Great Depression”, a 
number of similar surface scatters were discovered on site 00/70. A collection 
from a playa mound yielded a conical mace-head made of sinter (Fig. 9.1). It is 
comparable to a siliceous limestone mace-head found in the Fayum (Caton- 
Thompson and Gardner 1934: 33; pi. 30.2)

The pottery

Numerous potsherds have been collected from the playa mounds of 98/5 
and 99/28. Pottery has also been observed on other larger sites of the hilly 
country, as well as from sites south of the Abu Gerara escarpment. Although 
there is a high grade of parallelism between the assemblages of Abu Gerara and 
Djara, they clearly differ in the presence or absence of pottery. During several 
years of intensive surveys and excavations in Djara, only two sites have produced 
small samples of prehistoric ceramics, containing less than 10 sherds. At the first 
glance, this picture was believed to represent the state of research, or at least the 
poor preservation in Djara. During the past years, both the extensive study of the 
Djara sites and the discovery of the Abu Gerara pottery sites led to a different 
picture. Therefore, the Djara sites rather represent an ‘a-ceramic’ occupation, 
while pottery was common in Abu Gerara.

When classifying the pottery collected in Abu Gerara we had to deal with 
the problems that, firstly, the ceramics were undecorated, and, secondly, almost 
all pottery remained highly fragmented. Therefore, we grouped the material into 
fabrics indicated by temper. Additionally, wall thickness, surface treatment, and 
colour were considered. The collection of site 98/5 includes 97 potsherds from 
the surface, and 16 sherds uncovered in a test excavation on mound 3 (Fig. 10).

Fabric 1 represents a group of well standardized pottery with small thin- 
walled (4-6 mm) shapes (Fig. 11.2). The surface colour ranges from reddish 
brown to pale brown and grey (5-10YR6-7/3-6). The core colour is mostly grey. 
In many cases, it has been observed that the brownish surface was completely
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abraded by wind and sand. Thus many sherds show a wind-polished grey surface. 
The paste consists of a homogenous, fine silt or clay with a closed matrix. As to 
the temper, two different kinds have been observed. Fabric 1A has a light organic 
temper indicated by black-burned voids combined with a light sand temper (Fig. 
11.2.). Fabric IB is exclusively tempered with sand; it often shows a reddish 
burnished surface (10R4-5/7). The core colour ranges from grey to reddish 
brown. Parallels as to both varieties came from Eastpans 95/2, about 100 km 
south o f D akhla. T his s ite p reduced 1 4C-dates a round 6 000 B P ( Gehlen e t a 1. 
2002: 96-98).

number * 
50 .

40

30

fabric 1 fabric 2 fabric 3

ABU GERARA 98/5

surface collection 
number =97

| test excavation (4 m2) 
number = 16

fabric 4

* Sherds counted are 2 cm long or larger

Fig. 10. Abu Gerara 98/5: frequences of pottery fabrics.

The second fabric is represented by a large amount of medium-walled (c. 
5-8 mm) potsherds. Surfaces and cores were of homogenous light, pale, or 
yellowish brown colour (7.5-10YR6/3-4). The paste is predominantly tempered 
with sand and fine greyish shale (< 1 mm in length). It also contains red grains 
(c. 0.5 mm length). As to the amount of temper (density), sand and shale appear 
in various proportions. Normally sand is frequent (10-20 per 0.5cm2) while shale 
appears frequently or very frequently (>20 per 0.5cm2). A middle sized bowl has 
been refitted (Fig. 11.1).
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1
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Fig. 11. Pottery of Abu Gerara: 1: fine shale-and-sand tempered (fabric 2); 2: thin-walled 
(fabric 1A); 3: shale-and-sand tempered (fabric 2) with blackened rim.
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A number of sand-and-shale tempered rim-sherds with brown, smoothed 
surfaces (7.5 YR5-6/3-4) a re n otable f rom s ite 9 9/28. T hey c ontain a r elatively 
high proportion of red grains, and an irregular black-smoked rim (Fig. 11.3); the 
rim core has not been blacked.

The fabric 3 is quite similar to fabric 2 in texture and porosity, but it 
exclusively shows sand temper. The fabric 4 is characterized by a temper of 
coarse greyish shale (up to 8 mm). The sherds show brown or pale brown 
(7.5YR5-6/7 or 10YR6/5) or partially blacked surfaces. The wall-thickness is 
about 8 mm.

The fabric 5 is represented by a temper of organic fibres (‘straw’) and 
sand. The core shows a high porosity and a black colour, due to the burned away 
fibres.

A number of sherds and perforated ceramic disks have been found at the 
western margins of site 98/5 belonging to the so-called ’’Clayton rings” which 
probably fall into the late Predynastic or Early Dynastic (Riemer and Kuper 
2000; Gatto 2001). Nevertheless, they can be subsumed as varieties of fabric 2 or 
3 (= Clayton rings type B, Riemer and Kuper 2000), and fabric 5 (= type A). A 
fragmented Clayton ring with coarse shale temper (fabric 4) was recently found 
on another site at the northern margins of the hilly country.

As to the spatial distribution on site 98/5, Clayton rings and coarse shale 
tempered potsherds (fabric 4) are obviously not associated with the scatter of 
lithics, other pottery, and hearths on the playa mounds. They were mostly found 
in the wadi channels or on the surrounding limestone hills. The fabrics 1, 2, and 3 
show rather distinct association with the lithics within the same surface clusters.

Dating

In comparison with the lithic assemblages from the Djara sites, the 
collection from Abu Gerara 98/5 shows distinct similarities. The percentages of 
lithic tool classes and diagnostic tools as adzes, knives and side-blow flakes 
indicate an age between 7000-6000 BP associated to the Djara B unit (Kinder- 
mann, this vol.).

There a re a Iso d istinct p arallels t o t he stone t ools o f a n umber o f o ther 
sites in Northeast Africa, as Haua Fteah (McBumey 1967), Fayum (Caton- 
Thompson and Gardner 1934; Kozlowski and Ginter 1989), Siwa (Hassan 1976; 
1987; Cziesla 1989; 1993), Bahariya (Hassan 1980), Farafra (Barich and Hassan 
1988; 2000), Abu Minqar (Klees 1989), Dakhla (McDonald 1990; 1991; 1992; 
1999), Kharga (Caton-Thompson 1952; Holmes 1991), and Abu Tartur (pers. 
comm. S. Eickelkamp). A smaller amount of parallels also occurs in the 
southerly sites of Bir Kiseiba/Nabta (Wendorf and Schild 1980; Wendorf et al.
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1984) and lower Nubia (Wendorf 1968). One can say that the assumed Mid- 
Holocene age of the Abu Gerara sites is roughly confirmed by the inventories of 
these sites. However, there is a lack of precise information about the contexts and 
the dates, as well as about proportions of tool classes. As an exception, the analy
sis of Mid-Holocene sites of Dakhla by the Dakhleh Oasis Project has produced a 
number of site lists with tool quantities (McDonald 1990:31; 1991:45; 1992:57; 
1999:118). Although the proportions of tool types vary, the collections show 
fairly representative trends. Among all inventories, arrowheads are the major tool 
class ranging from 1 2% to about 5 4% for the B ashendi A s ites (c. 7 600-6850 
BP), while a Bashendi B site (c. 6500-5200 BP) produced 9%. Adzes and side- 
blow flakes only appear on the Bashendi B site. The one exception is an adze 
from the late Bashendi A site 174 (McDonald 1999:118) situated on the South
east Basin. Bashendi B also includes polished celts and toggle-shaped items 
(McDonald 1991:46; 1992:59; 1999:119). Therefore, the assemblages of Abu 
Gerara 98/5 clearly show characteristics of Bashendi A and Bashendi B sites.

This assumed age is roughly confirmed by the pottery of Abu Gerara. 
Thin-walled pots are generally suggested to be a characteristic of the ’’Late Neo
lithic” (Kuper 1995:130) and firstly appear in the ’’Bashendi B” unit (Hope 
1999:239). This corresponds well with Eastpans 95/2 which produced a number 
of 14C-dates about 6000 BP (Gehlen et al. 2002: 96-98). Concerning the fine 
sand-and-shale tempered fabrics, however, parallels may also originate in the 
Late Bashendi A unit (c. 7100-6850 BP) (Hope 1999:239f.; Tangri 1999:216f.). 
On the other hand, the coarse shale temper seems to be a characteristic of the 
Sheikh Muftah period (Hope, personal communication 1997) as well as the 
irregular blackening of the rim. The latter appears as a local product of the Oasis 
”[...] displaying nothing of the control exhibited by the Nile Valley potters in the 
manufacture of black-topped wares” (Hope 1999:218).

Taking into account all parallels mentioned above, Abu Gerara shows 
rather a similarity to the Late Bashendi A and Bashendi B units. As to the later 
Late Neolithic/Sheikh Muftah unit, there are only very few remains in Abu 
Gerara. This picture corresponds well with the general climatic trend. After the 
drying up about 6000 BP, the desert has not been used for subsistence.

According to these relative-chronological approaches, two radiocarbon 
dates from site 98/5 and 99/28 fall into the hiatus of the Bashendi A-B transition, 
c. 6850-6500 BP (Table 1).

This corresponds well with the 14C-chronology of the Djara B unit, which 
started after 7000 BP and came to an end after 6400 BP (Gehlen et al. 2002: 
110). Only one date about 6000 BP is available for the time after the desert dried 
up. Incidentally, it is notable that the bulk of dates from Djara and Abu Gerara 
fall into a time period, when Dakhla does not show any settlement activities.
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Table 1.

Site Material Lab. no. 14C-years BP Years cal BC2
Abu Gerara 
98/5-mound 3

OES1 UtC-9459 6597 +/- 42 5547 +/- 50

Abu Gerara 
99/28 (hearth)

OES1 Erl-2858 6605 +/- 74 5549 +/- 60

1 OES = ostrich egg shell (burned).
2 calculated by 2-D Dispersion Calibration Program Version Cologne 2001 (B. Weninger, 14C 

laboratory, University of Cologne).

Subsistence patterns

Only very limited faunal remains were recovered. A hearth of site 99/28 
(cf. Erl-2858) produced a sample of burned and therefore well-preserved bones 
belonging to Gazella leptoceros (survey by H . Berke). Some larger bone frag
ments collected from 98/5, south of mound 3, appeared too fresh for a prehistoric 
age. The analysis by N. Pol lath has shown that the sample included camel, and 
therefore it assigns a much younger date related to the caravan track which 
crosses the site. The survey of plant remains from a number of excavated hearth 
mounds (Steinplatze) of 98/5 is still in progress (by S. Nussbaum). At present, 
the evidence concerning the subsistence patterns of the Abu Gerara people is 
very limited. Although grinders and arrowheads suggest plant utilisation and 
hunting as major components during the Mid-Holocene, the introduction of live 
stock and herding remains unclear. However it is likely that.herding completed 
the traditional economic base during the Djara B unit because of the growing 
pastoral component i n t he L ate B ashendi A u nit of D akhla ( McDonald 1 999), 
and the first appearance of small livestock in Djara during the Djara B unit 
(Berke 2001: 243; Kindermann, this vol.).

As to the hunting of wild animals, there are notable differences between 
the arrowheads of the Fayum and the oases on the one hand, and the desert sites 
of Djara a nd A bu G erara o n t he o ther h and. T he a rrowheads p roduced b y the 
collections of Djara and Abu Gerara were very small indicating the faunal 
resources of the desert, as hare or small gazelle. Very large points - especially 
the hollow based variant of the Fayum - were not observed.

Only a small number of sickle elements was observed in the plateau 
desert. This most probably shows that only wild cereals were collected.

Distribution and contacts

The question of whether the pottery and lithics were imported as finished 
artefacts, or produced on site is difficult to resolve without more reliable infor
mation. On the basis of analysing the raw materials used for artefacts and their
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proveniences, there are indications of a multi-dimensional origin. In many cases, 
the flaked lithics are made of local flint. Concerning the granite celt and the shale 
tempered fabric of pottery, a small number of artefacts were clearly brought there 
from the Dakhla-Kharga-oases region, or further from the south. This is also 
suggested for the grinders made of quartzitic sandstone because this material 
does not occur on the Limestone Plateau.

A different matter is how the artefacts were distributed. We take into 
account t hat a 11 k nown s ites o utside t he o ases w ere n on-permanent c amp s ites 
because of the limited water supply. It is reasonable to suggest that the distribu
tion on the Abu Muhariq Plateau took place by direct access. The oases may have 
played a role as central market for the exchange of ’’elite” goods as granite, 
molluscs etc.

Far ranging contacts connecting the oases and the Nile Valley have been 
evidenced by remains of the Nile mollusc Aspatharia rubens in Djara (Kinder- 
mann, this vol.) and Abu Gerara. The parallels to the lithic tool kit around the 
Limestone Plateau, as bifacial retouch, adzes, side-blow flakes, to name but a 
few, suggest a network of contacts. On the other hand, the Hamada barrier 
between the vegetated localities of Djara and Abu Gerara is more than 100 km 
wide, and therefore this gap as others had to be crossed by human beings. With 
regard to this, pottery was only present on the southern plateau while it was rare 
or completely missing in Djara. Taking into account that the distribution of arte
facts was strictly related to the seasonal or episodic rounds of the prehistoric 
groups, it is worth mentioning that, apart from interregional contacts, regional 
traditions have played the major role. Therefore Abu Gerara may have had closer 
contacts to the southern Dakhla-Kharga region while Djara could have served as 
stepping stone between the Nile Valley and the Oases.

After the drying up

About 6 000 B P t he d rying u p irreversibly s topped t he e pisodic o ccupa- 
tions of the desert by prehistoric dwellers. The drop-off in the number of 14C- 
dates just after 6400/6300 BP reflects the beginning of the drying trend towards 
hyper-arid conditions which led to the depopulation of the desert after 6000 BP. 
This essential climatic change has generally been accepted (Kropelin 1993; 
Nicoll 2001; Gehlen et al. 2002: 109) underlined by the cut-off of playa and mud 
deposits in the deserts and the oases. By this, it is not astonishing that little 
remained from the Sheikh Muftah unit or the Dynastic period in the desert areas. 
On the other hand, we observed a considerable number of pottery along the old 
trade routes, as the Darb el Tawil or the Darb el Khashabi. Especially the passes 
or bottle-necks at escarpments or through rough grounds yielded higher propor
tions of pottery from Dynastic, Roman, and Islamic times. Moreover, there are
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obviously routes which sank into oblivion, only visible by isolated spots of 
pottery. It is likely that the growing desertification does obviously not cut off the 
prehistoric networks after 6000 BP, but they became more concentrated on 
specific routes and regions. In any case, life based on the rare desert sources was 
no longer possible, but still changed into the mode of the caravans crossing the 
deserts.

Summary

Although data on the Early Holocene reappearance of humans in the 
plateau region is still very limited, the recent investigations have shown that the 
Abu Gerara area still has a large number of Mid-Holocene sites containing lithics 
and pottery. Due to the study of the Djara area on the central Abu Muhariq 
Plateau, the Abu Gerara survey has clearly shown that the plateau desert between 
the oases and the Nile Valley was far from being an unsettled desert. As to 
diagnostic artefacts and tool quantities, an age between 7000 and 6000 BP 
(comparable to Djara B or Late Bashendi A/Bashendi B) is proposed. Two 
radiocarbon dates from Abu Gerara about 6600 BP fall into this period. The 
bifacial technique and the tool classes show distinct parallels to both the Djara 
region and the Fayum in the north and the oases in the south and west, indicating 
interregional contacts throughout the Abu Muhariq Plateau desert. These 
similarities suggest that Abu Gerara was part of a northern cultural province 
characterised by this technological tradition (Caton-Thompson 1952). However, 
there are a number of notable differences, among these the absence of pottery in 
Djara. As a final result, pottery and other lithic goods represent more frequent 
regional contacts to the southern oases of Dakhla and Kharga. Moreover, a 
number of lithic tool classes well known from the Fayum and the oases were not 
observed or rarely found on sites of Djara and Abu Gerara, such as sickle 
elements a nd 1 arge a rrowheads. T his might r eflect d ifferent p attems o f s insis
tence.

Addendum

The Abu Gerara survey has continued in 2001 and 2002. In 2002 a third 
transect was made in the western part of the hilly country. It produced a number 
of sites on playa basins in the Abu Gerara scarp-land. Moreover, the surface arte
facts of site 00/70 were collected for a detailed analysis.
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Neolithic wells of the Western Desert of Egypt

The intensive study of the Neolithic of the Western Desert began in 1974 
by scholars of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition. The area taken into account 
was initially in the vicinity of Gebel Nabta ( seasons 1974,1975, 1977, 1990- 
2000) then the oasis of Kharga (1976) and Bir Kiseiba area (1979) (Fig. 1). A 
total of sixteen field seasons resulted in the discovery and detailed study of a 
number of Neolithic sites representing different types of settlements and dated to 
different phases of the Eastern Saharan Neolithic.

The area of the Western Desert is now one of the driest regions in the 
world, situated midway between the southernmost reach of the winter rainfall 
belt along the Mediterranean and the northernmost limit of the summer tropical 
rainfall belt of central Africa (Wendorf and Schild 1980). The average annual 
rainfall here is now less than 1 mm per year. During the Neolithic times, ca. 9500 
bp -5000 bp, the rainfall was much more abundant and is estimated to have been 
between 100 mm - 200 mm per year or even slightly more. Rains resulting from 
the northward shift of the monsoon belt during several recognized humid phases 
in the Neolithic watered the Western Desert. The local environment could be 
compared to the semi-desert zone of modem Sudan (Wendorf and Schild 1980). 
According to the botanical investigations at least 10 species of trees and shrubs, 
and well over 100 different kinds of grass and other plants have been identified at 
sites of this period. It is thought that during humid phases there was a relatively 
dense plant cover over much of the area. The associated fauna was composed of 
only a few species and was dominated by small gazelles, hares and ostriches. The 
extensive deflation basins, probably hollowed during the preceding Late Pleisto
cene hyperand phase were hydrologically active because of local rainfalls. Playa 
silts slowly filled these basins. But the climate was not steady. Periods of aridity 
were frequent, especially at the final phases of the Neolithic. The growing desic
cation threatened the population and finally led to the abandonment of the area
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Fig. 1. Location of Bir Kiseiba and Gebel Nabta on the Western Desert.

NW SE

Fig. 2. Site E-79-8, Kiseiba Area. Cross-section of the well.

1 - laminated sands with silt streaks; 2 - thin layer of silt (first phase of use); 2a - cemented 
structurless sands with angular to slightly rounded, dispersed blocks and pieces of silt (first 

infilling dry season); 2b - structureless, sandy silts, more silty at top (second phase of use); 2c - 
loose to consolidated laminated sands, uncomfortably overlying 2b (second infilling - rainy (?) 

season); 2d - cemented, structureless sandy silt, grading into 2c (third phase of use); 2e - 
cemented silt with sand-streaks and pronounced, small, blocky structure (third infilling). 

Descriptions by R. Schild. (after Connor 1984).
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(Wendorf and Schild 1980). For almost all the settlement systems of the Early 
Holocene in the Eastern Sahara, one of the critical variable was water, especially 
needed for watering cattle - the basis of subsistence for the Saharan pastoralists at 
that time. On facing drought the Neolithic inhabitants of the semi-desert tried to 
obtain the necessary water by all possible means. One of these, probably the most 
efficient, was to dig the wells.

Archaeological investigations of several sites dated from Early to Final 
Neolithic prove that the pastoralists living in the Eastern Sahara tried to sustain 
their existence, especially during the arid periods, by digging wells. The idea was 
to reach and extract drinking water available in the deep sandy substratum adja
cent to the impermeable layers of Nubian Sandstone or shale-like layers known 
as the Qusseir Clastics. The moisture accumulated in the natural subterranean 
aquifers. When the ground water level dropped down during the arid phase, the 
water could have been obtained only by reaching the moisture-carrying horizon.

Generally two types of wells were used. The first one was the regular pit 
excavated into the consolidated dune sands. The water was probably drawn by a 
container hanging on a rope. A good example could be a well localized at the 
northern edge of site E-79-8 in the Kiseiba area ( Fig. 2-3). Today it is 135 cm 
deep (from the modem surface) but it must have been deeper when in use. We do 
not know how much of the backfilled well was cut by the deflation. The well was 
slightly oval in its horizontal section and only ca 70 cm in diameter. At least 
three episodes of use are verified by alternating layers of silts and sands which 
can be seen on the vertical profile. According to Connor (1984), the silts were 
deposited at the bottom of the well as they settled out of standing water during 
the period of use. The sands were probably washed in during the rainy season 
when standing water in the playa itself made the well unnecessary. It seems that 
this well was used only during the dry season of the year. The small step visible 
on the upper right part of the profile may indicate where the person was standing 
when drawing water.

The occupation of the site E-79-8 is dated by several radiocarbon samples. 
It was occupied regularly or periodically between 9500-9000 years B.P., i.e. in 
the Early Neolithic. Such is also the age of the well described above, at this site.

Wells also occur in the Late Neolithic, for example, in the locality E-75-7 
by Gebel Nabta. Some of them reached a depth of 2.3 m ( Fig. 4).

The second type of well is the so-called walk-in wells. They are much 
larger and deeper than the simple wells. The best example is the large object 
lately excavated at Gebel Nabta at site E-00-1, the largest so far discovered in the 
southern part of the Western Desert ( Fig. 5-7). It was dug in the Early Neolithic 
into the consolidated phytogenic dune covering the natural subterranean aquifer
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Fig. 3. Site E-75-7. Nabta Area. The well.

Fig. 5. Site E-00-1, Nabta Area. Walk-m well. Beginning of excavation
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Fig. 4. Site E-75-7, Nabta Area. General cross-section of the site with well visible on the 
western edge. Below the cross-section of the well.
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Fig. 6. Site E-00-1, Nabta Area. Walk-in well. General view.

Fig 10. Seasonal river Shashe, Eastern Botswana. Present-day walk-in wells



Neolithic wells of the Western Desert of Egypt 101

NW

F77

Fig. 7. Site E-00-1, Nabta Area. Walk-in well. Cross-section.

1 - Early Neolithic phytogenic dune. Fine grained, consolidated to friable, numerous poorly 
consolidated root casts in the upper section (lb), lamination destroyed, grading down into 

coarse laminated sand with rare root casts (la), very pale brown (10YR 7/4), truncated
(recently);

2 - First phase of filling. Laminated sands derived of (1) conformably over the base, fine 
grained, very pale brown (10YR 7/4);

3 - Second phase of filling. Spoil heap deposits slid (slumped) into the abandoned well made up 
of slightly silty basin sands, reddish yellow (7,5 YR 6/6) at base (3a), inconspicuously bedded at 
places (3b), to pink or light brown (7,5 YR 7/4 - 6/4) in topmost bed (3c) containing rare blocks

of consolidated dune sand (3d), interbedded with a bed of subrounded blocks of consolidated 
dune, very pale brown in colour (10YR 7/4) in the same sand matrix (3c) and inconspicuously 

laminated with rare consolidated blocks of dune sand, also 10YR 7/4;
4 - Third phase of filling. Inconspicuously to conspicuously laminated fine, friable eolian sand, 
yellow (10 YR 7/6) (4a) interbedded with consolidated silt laminae in mid and upper sections

(4b) topped by a thin silt bed with small blocky structure, light reddish brown (5YR 6/3) in 
colour, cemented (4c) and a thin remnant of eolian sand on top (4d). Drawing and description by

R. Schild.
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situated in a cavity on the surface of underlying Qusseir Clastic shale member. 
The prehistoric diggers must have reached the shale itself, because small lumps 
are still visible on the top of the waste heaps left at the edge of the well. The well 
is slightly oval in shape. It extends ca 8 meters from North to South with an 
entrance from the North. Today its depth is a bit over 3 meters and it was proba
bly one meter deeper in the past. A stepped entrance led to the water covering the 
almost flat bottom. Probably three persons were involved in the process of 
obtaining water ( Fig. 8):

Fig. 8. Walk-in well from site E-00-1 in operation - reconstruction

one standing at the edge of the water below was scooping water with a container 
which was handed higher up to the second person standing on a pronounced step 
visible in the cross-section. The water was then passed up to a third person 
standing at the edge of the well. Because of the increasing aridity in the Final 
Neolithic, the supply of water became too scarce and people were forced to leave 
the site. The abandoned well was quickly filled by different sediments. The 
phases of the well’s history can be reconstructed as follows:

Phase I. Excavation of the well. Piles of excavated soil, dune sand and shale 
accumulate at the edge of the well.

Phase II. Use of the well. Florizontal layers of blown in sand mixed with 
compacted sand accumulated at the bottom. The bottom is almost fat, 
slightly sloping toward the entrance due to trampling by persons scooping 
water (layer 2).

Phase III. Abandonment of the well. The well begins to fill. The piles accumu
lated on its edge together with chunks of consolidated dune sand slide 
down. This probably occurred in the short time while the walls of the well 
were steep enough to enable materials to slide down (layer 3).
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Phase IV. The piles stop sliding and the funnel-shaped upper part of the well is 
filled by blown in dune sands. This process was sometimes interrupted by 
seasonal rains washing in darker particles of playa silts. Today the top of 
the well’s fill is sealed by a harder silty layer ca 8 cm thick. This layer 
came into being probably after a wetter period with enough moisture to 
create a deeper standing water from which the thicker layer of silt could 
have accumulated (layer 4).

Phase V. Wind c auses d eflation o f the w hole s urface o f t he s ite i ncluding the 
upper filling of the well.

Pieces of Final Neolithic pottery found in the fill date the well to this period. The 
date is also confirmed by a radiocarbon date of 5170±80 yr. BP (A-l 1082).

Fig. 9. Site E-75-6, Nabta Area. Cross-section of a walk-in well. 1 - yellow dune sand; 3 - sand 
mixed with cultural debris, reworked backfill; 4 - sand with abundant charcoal; 5 - laminated 

lacustrine laid sand; 6 - playa clay (after Wendorf, Schild 1980).

Another walk-in well in the Nabta area is known from site E-75-6, repre
senting a complex village type settlement ( Fig. 9). It is slightly less than 2 m in
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diameter, cylindrical in cross-section and 2 meter deep. It also must have been 
deeper when in use. The bottom fill is composed of reworked sands with cultural 
debris and playa clays which filled the abandoned well. This object is well dated 
by radiocarbon dates to ca. 8100 years B.P. and is one of the earliest Neolithic 
wells known from the Nabta Playa. Other Late Neolithic large walk-in wells are 
recorded from the same area at the site E-75-8.

The walk-in wells are still in used in the arid regions of Africa. The author 
has seen them in Botswana dug into the dry bottoms of seasonal rivers ( Fig. 10, 
see page 100). The deep water holes in the semi-desert of modem Sudan are still 
important factors of the nomadic adaptation ( Fig. 11).

Digging wells certainly prolonged the existence of Neolithic pastoralists 
of the southern part of the Eastern Sahara. But finally the increasing aridity 
reached the point when the amount of obtained water was not enough to support 
life. People were forced to leave and the wind driven sands covered the 
abandoned wells preserving them for archaeologists.
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A-Group settlement sites from the Laqiya region 
(Eastern Sahara, Northwest Sudan)

Introduction

In 1982 and 1983 two field seasons of the B.O.S.-Project of the University 
of Cologne (Kuper 1986; 1989) were carried out. They comprise the excavations 
and surveys in Wadi Shaw and Wadi Sahal in the Laqiya region (Fig. 1). A large 
number of archaeological sites were found containing ceramics of different 
chronological phases (Schuck 1988; 1989). Some of these sites yielded pottery of 
the A-Group: rippled sherds, red polished blackmouthed sherds and sherds with 
decorations of zigzag and herring-bone patterns. In his article on the excavations 
in Wadi Sahal, Erwin Cziesla already noticed „some striking parallels in the 
pottery of the Nubian A-Group“ (Cziesla 1986: 144). During the research 
performed in the course of my Ph.D. thesis on ceramic material from the Laqiya 
region more sites with A-Group ceramics (and additionally a copper awl and 
three stone palettes which also appear to be of A-Group origin), w ere studied. 
Altogether 18 areas (found during excavation or survey) from 10 sites (Fig. 2) 
yielded sherds of the A-Group, ranging from a single sherd or single pot at 
survey sites to excavated settlement with several hundreds sherds. This paper 
aims at presenting the ceramics of some of the more important of these sites and 
the results of an examination of their fabrics, wares and decorations. The sherds 
originate from settlement contexts and they are too eroded, in most cases, to 
allow a reconstruction of the vessel form.

Definition of fabrics and wares

The only A-Group ceramic material from a settlement context published 
in detail comes from the sites of the Scandinavian Joint Expedition (SJE) in the 
Nile Valley (Nordstrom 1972). Therefore it was necessary to classify the cera
mics from the Laqiya region in a way that is compatible with these finds. To
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Fig. 1. Map of Northeast Africa with the Laqiya region.
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Fig. 2. A-Group sites in the Laqiya region.

describe the fabrics of the pottery, a method developed by Hans-Ake Nordstrom 
for the systematic classification of the Nubian ceramics was used (Nordstrom 
1972). To avoid biasing, the fabrics as defined by Nordstrom were not used. 
Instead, new fabrics were defined by classifying the sherds from the Laqiya 
region according to their common technical properties. However, as it later 
turned out, the fabrics obtained by this procedure are largely identical to the 
fabrics described by Nordstrom for the Nile Valley (Nordstrom 1972: 48-57). 
Thus, it is possible to apply Nordstroms system of ware classification to the 
ceramics of the Laqiya region (Nordstrom 1972: 57-68). This has permitted to 
compare the assemblages directly.

Wadi Sahal 82/38-6

The largest excavated area with A-Group ceramics from the Laqiya region 
is found in the middle part of Wadi Sahal, about 60 km northwest of the Oasis 
Laqiya Arbain. In an excavated area of 104 m2 several fireplaces with charcoal 
were found. The results of radiocarbon dating have median values ranging from 
3200 to 3100 cal BC (cf. Table 1). The ceramic material consists of 341 sherds
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larger than 1 cm2, which can be assigned to 58 vessel units. 51 of these vessels 
could be assigned to the ware family H of the Nubian ceramic tradition (Nord
strom 1 972: 6 0-66). Among these are twelve vessel units of coarse or smooth 
brown wares (wares H1.01, HI.02 and HI. 11), eight vessel units of polished 
brown wares (H2.01) and seven of polished brown black-mouthed wares (H4.01 
and H4.03). 17 vessel units are red-polished, of which five are also black
mouthed (Fig. 3, 5) (H2.ll, H2.13, H4.ll and H4.13). Seven vessel units are of 
red-polished, rippled black-mouthed ware (H4.12) (Fig. 3, 1-4, 6). A number of 
18 vessel-units are decorated, belonging to different wares. Decoration patterns 
include herring-bone and zigzag-patterns, parallel comb impressions and milled 
rims (Fig. 3, 6-12). One red-polished rippled rim sherd carries an interesting rim 
decoration of very fine small impressions from triangular stamps (Fig. 3, 4), 
another one shows a fine crisscross-pattern on the rim top (Fig. 3, 6).

Wadi Sahal 82/38-1

Only 330 m to the southwest of site Wadi Sahal 82/38-6 another concen
tration of finds was excavated, named Wadi Sahal 82/38-1. The excavated area of 
80 m2 yielded one fire-place and a concentration of bones and sherds. Charcoal 
from the fireplace was dated by radiocarbon, giving an age of ca. 3800 cal BC 
(cf. Table 1). This value may seem slightly too old, but as its standard deviation 
is of ±200 14C-years, we should not put too much emphasis on this date.

The ceramics from this site consist of only 48 sherds which can be 
regrouped to give 22 vessel units. 21 of these can be assigned to ware family H. 
Besides brown coarse or smooth wares (H 1.01: n=5) and brown polished wares 
(H2.01: n=2, H4.01: n=2) there are also red-polished (H2.ll: n=l) and red- 
polished black-mouthed vessel units (H4.ll: n=3). The red-polished black
mouthed rippled wares (Fig. 4, 1-4) are quite abundant with six vessel units. 
Decorations occurring are plain herring-bone patterns (n=4) (Fig. 4,7-9), dotted 
herring-bone and zigzag impressions (Fig. 4, 6) (n=l) and parallel comb-impres
sions (Fig. 4, 5) (n=l). Two of the rippled vessels have milled rim tops, one 
shows a very fine plain zigzag ( Fig. 4,2) and the other a regular herring-bone 
pattern which is slightly eroded (Fig. 4, 3).

Wadi Sahal 82/38-2

About 150 m to the east of site Wadi Sahal 82/38-1 (Cziesla 1986) a skull 
of domestic cow (Bos primigenius f. tciurus) (Uerpmann and Van Neer 1989: 
331, fig. 6) was found at site Wadi Sahal 82/38-2. Unfortunately this was an 
isolated piece not associated with any archaeological finds. A radiocarbon date 
obtained from this skull gave a value of approximately 3000 cal BC (cf. Table 1). 
This is an important information for the reconstruction of the subsistence pattern 
in this time and it points to a pastoral way of life relying on cattle herding.
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Fig. 3. Wadi Sahal 82/38-6 1: VU 3; 2: VU 4; 3: GE5; 4: VU 6- 5- VU 10- 6- VU 12- 7- VIM7 

8: VU 44; 9: VU 45; 10; VU 46; 11; VU 4* ,2 VU 49 ’ W 47;
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10

Fig. 4. Wadi Sahal82/38-l. 1:VU1; 2:VU 3 (bottom); 3: GE (rim); 4: VU 10; 6: VU 9; 7: VU 
12; 8: VU 13; 8: VU 15. Wadi Shaw 83/120. 10: VU1.
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Fig. 5. Wadi Shaw 83/120. 1: cooper awl, 2: VU 5; 3: VU 8; 4: VU 7.

Fig. 6. Wadi Shaw 83/120, vessel unit 1. Schematic reconstruction of the decoration system: 
Incised lines combined with double pronged, alternately pivoting stamp.
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Two more sites from the vicinity of this area (Wadi Sahal 82/38-3 and 
82/38-4) comprised smaller assemblages of the A-group pottery with sherds of 
brown coarse ware, brown polished ware and red-polished black-mouthed ware 
(cf. Cziesla 1986).

Wadi Shaw 83/120

This site is situated in a basin situated in the upper part of Wadi Shaw. In 
an excavated area of 70 m2 10 vessel units consisting of 71 sherds were found. 
Two fireplaces and three pits were noted at this site. Three radiocarbon samples 
were obtained from the fireplaces, but two of the samples contained only small 
amounts of carbon, leading to radiocarbon dates with standard deviations of over 
500 14C-years. However, one sample could be dated better and gave an age of 
ca. 3000 years cal BC (cf. Table 1). Most of the ceramics from this site were 
heavily destroyed by erosion of wind and sand. Due to the erosion of the surfaces 
only six vessel units could be assigned to a ware. Two are of a brown coarse or 
smooth ware and one of these has a decorated rim top of impressed straight lines 
combined with oblique lines (Fig. 5, 4). Another vessel with a rim top decoration 
of impressed straight lines is red-coated and may either belong to ware Hl.l 1 or 
ware H2.13. Apart from two red-polished rippled vessels (ware H2.12) (Fig. 5 ,2) 
there is also a red-polished vessel (H2.ll) with an interesting decoration pattern 
(Fig. 4,10), consisting of several bands of incised oblique lines, divided by 
incised horizontal lines (cf. Fig 6). Within these bands plain triangles are formed 
by setting alternating oblique bundles of five incised lines each. Both the top and 
the base of this decorated zone are bordered by rows of double pronged 
alternately pivoting stamp impressions. The rim top is very broad. This vessel is 
surprisingly similar to the vessel of grave 4 in cemetery site 277 from the SJE at 
Haifa Degheim (Nordstrom 1972: PI. 174:3). Two other decorated vessels of this 
site show plain zigzag patterns, either straight or curved (Fig. 5, 3) (cf. also 
Schuck 1989: Fig. 3,2, showing another sherd from this site with a curved zigzag 
decoration).

About 80 m away from the site Wadi Shaw 83/120 a single, isolated 
copper awl was found. It is 11,2 cm long and has a rectangular cross-section (Fig. 
5, 1). Its thickest part is about 4,3 mm thick. It fits very well to the known exam
ples of copper awls from the A-Group sites in the Nile Valley (e.g. Nordstrom 
1972; Williams 1986; 1993; Reisner 1912). Another remarkable find from the 
vicinity of this site is a palette (Fig. 11,1) made of a banded siltstone, ca. 14x13,5 
cm in size and of an oval shape. However, neither the size nor shape resemble the 
palettes of the A-Group.
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1

Fig. 7. 1: Wadi Shaw 82/33-5, VU 1;2: Wadi Shaw 82/33-12, VU 1;3: Wadi Shaw 82/33-8, VU 
1; Wadi Shaw 82/33-41.4: VU 1;5: VU 4;6: VU 5,7: VU 16;8: VU 2; 10; VU 6; 11: VU 47; 12: 

VU 48. 1-8: Scale 1:2; 9-12 Scale 1:1.
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Fig. 8. Wadi Shaw 82/82-1

Fig. 9. Wadi Shaw 82/83-1; 1: VU 1. Scale 1:3.
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Wadi Shaw 82/33-41

In the same basin of the Wadi Shaw where the site Wadi Shaw 83/120 is 
situated an Inselberg is located some 1 km to the NW. On top of it three groups 
of altogether 36 stone-circles were found. These stone-circles can be interpreted 
as the remains of dwellings (huts or tents). This site was named as Wadi Shaw 
82/33. Four small trenches were excavated in this area. The general preservation 
of the ceramics from this site is very poor. On the evidence of refittings of the 
stone artefacts (Schuck 1990: 521), the occurrence of different types of ceramics 
(among these was a sherd with a decoration of the „Laqiya-Type“, presumably 
much older than the A-Group finds, cf. Schuck 1989: 423) as well as from the 
14C-data, it is thought that this area was settled several times. It is assumed that a 
particular topographic situation of the Inselberg has attracted prehistoric people 
more than once and over a longer time. This resettlement plus the exposed posi
tion on top of the Inselberg have led to a heavy deterioration of the ceramics 
from this site.

In an excavation area of 71 m2 around stone circle No. 41 several concen
trations of charcoal particles and ash lenses were found. These can be interpreted 
as representing (at least) three fireplaces. Among the ceramic 218 sherds were 
found in a better preserved state and could be joined to give 49 vessel units. Due 
to the overall bad preservation only 16 vessel units can be assigned to the ware 
family H of the Nubian wares. Apart from the occurrence of coarse to smooth 
brown Wares (HI.01 and HI.02: n=3) and polished brown wares (H2.01: n=3), 
also red-polished wares (H2.ll: n=2; H2.13: n=2; H4.11: n=2) and rippled wares 
(Fig. 7, 9-10) were found (H2.02: n=l; H2.12: n=2). There are herring-bone 
motifs (Fig. 7, 7), decorated rim tops with straight indentations (thumbnail 
impressions) (Fig. 7, 11-12) and one wall-sherd with parallel impressions of 
straight spatulas.

Another interesting group of vessel units shares a lot of surface properties 
with the wares of ware family H, but was made of a sandy fabric. Vessels of this 
sandy fabric do not appear in any other site of the Laqiya area. A common 
feature of these vessels are their very thin walls. These vessels also had brown- 
polished or sometimes red-polished surfaces, and some rippled surfaces (Fig. 7, 
4-6). Two rippled sherds are decorated with a painted design of thin wavy-lines 
(Fig. 7,5). Rippled surfaces and painted designs are typical features of the A- 
Group pottery in the Nile Valley, but they usually occur not on the same vessel 
and are found in two different chronological phases (rippled surfaces in the 
middle A-Group and painted surfaces in the late A-Group). On the other hand, 
the pot No. 9 from grave 62 in the cemetery site Haifa Degheim 277 is a rippled 
vessel with painted horizontal bands; this combination appears therefore also in 
the Nile Valley (Nordstrom 1972: 211).
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To conclude, it can be said that at site Wadi Shaw 82/33 a thin-walled, 
polished and sometimes painted and/or rippled pottery was made, which is com
parable to the so-called „egg-shell wares“ of A-Group-pottery except for the fact 
that it does not contain organic temper in recognisable portions. Perhaps this 
should be regarded as a local development.

Three more stone circles at site Wadi Shaw 82/33 have been excavated, 
but the amount of sherds found in these areas was very 1 ow and their state of 
preservation was very poor. Among this material sherds of red-polished black- 
topped ware (Fig. 7, 1) and red-polished rippled ware (Fig. 7, 3) have been rec
ognised. One sherd shows a rim decoration of dotted zigzag in a rocker-stamp 
technique (Fig. 7, 2).

Wadi Shaw 82/59

This site is situated in the crossing between Wadi Shaw and Wadi Sahal. 
In an excavated area of 32 m2 three fireplaces and a shallow pit were found. The 
pit contained a lower grinding stone. It became evident that the two concentra
tions of stone artefacts result from different stone-knapping activities. Two char
coal samples from the sediment could be dated by radiocarbon, giving median 
ranges around ca 3150 cal BC. The preservation of the pottery was rather bad. 82 
sherds 1 arger t han 1 c m2 c ould be c ombined i n s even v essel units. D ue t o the 
erosion of the surfaces, the vessel units could not be securely assigned to wares. 
Probably, all were of brown coarse or smooth ware (HI.01). One of these was 
decorated with a plain zigzag and another shows a rim top decoration of im
pressed fingernails.

Single finds
Apart from the above mentioned four excavated sites, in several parts of 

the Laqiya region single vessel units of A-Group-provenience have been found. 
One jar of red-polished rippled black-mouthed ware with a milled rim (zigzag- 
pattern) comes from the northern part of Wadi Sahal (Site Wadi Sahal 82/82-1) 
(Fig. 8). This was unfortunately a single find with no related material, although a 
considerable concentration of finds was not more than 50 m away. Probably this 
vessel was originally left upside down because the rim sherds were preserved 
best. Another rippled sherd was found some 2,5 km southeast during a survey 
(Site Wadi Sahal 82/75-6). From Site Wadi Sahal 82/83-1 in the lower part of the 
Wadi Sahal (ca. 7.5 km south of Wadi Sahal 82/38-6), comes a single vessel 
(Fig. 9) which was a part of a small, loose scatter of artefacts. An excavation of 
2x2 m around the sherds of this vessel showed that some of the sherds were still 
embedded in situ in the playa sediment. The vessel itself is a very thin-walled jar 
of approximately 29 cm maximum diameter. It was made of a brown polished 
ware (Ware H2.01). Another red-polished sherd with incised decoration showing
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Fig. 10. Wadi Shaw 82/56. 1: Palette.

Fig. 11.1: Wadi Shaw 83/120, palette; 2: Wadi Shaw 82/31-2, palette. Scale 1:2. 1: VU 1.
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oblique and straight lines was found near the Oasis of Laqiya Umran (Site 85/ 
33-1).

Another palette has been found at site Wadi Shaw 82/56 (Fig. 10), ca. 2 
km southwest of site Wadi Shaw 83/120. It was not associated with any ceramic 
finds, the only other artefacts found with it are about 30-40 small pebbles and 
five beads of camelian. Its size is 24 by 14 cm with a maximum thickness of 18 
mm; the raw-material is pink sandstone. It has an oval shape. Atone end two 
elaborate, concave, symmetric notches are worked out very carefully. This shape 
reminds the zoomorphic palettes of the Nagada culture, especially those with two 
antithetic birdheads. Our piece would them appear as a local copy of the 
Nagadian examples, because the raw material is, in all probability, a local one. 
On the other hand, it has no similarities with the palettes of the A-Group which 
are mostly of an oval or rhomboid shape and are made of quartzite (Nordstrom 
1972: 120). Such a typical palette of the A-Group has been found at site Wadi 
Shaw 82/31-2, also situated in upper Wadi Shaw. This example is made of a 
coarse white quartzite and has an oval shape (Fig. 11,2). At the same site red- 
polished and red-polished rippled sherds were also found, but this site, belonging 
to the settlement area of “Camp 49'’ (Franke 1986), was clearly reoccupied and 
therefore needs further examination, especially through intra-site spatial analysis, 
in order to distinguish different settlement phases.

Comparisons

This short survey has demonstrated that there is a number of sites with A- 
Group pottery in the Laqiya region, more than 400 km southwest from the 2nd 
Cataract, which has been traditionally considered the southern border of the A- 
Group. In order to interpret this new situation, I would like to compare the as
semblages from the Western Desert with those from the Nile Valley. As the pres
ervation of the ceramics from the Laqiya region does not allow to compare the 
vessel forms, the wares and decorations are the only kind of evidence for com
parison.

For the sites in the Nile Valley: Serra East 303 (Area 2), Debeira 340, 
Abka 414 and Abka 430 the frequency of sherds from each ware is given in a 
table (Nordstrom 1972: 142, 156, 230, 235). The percentage of ware family H 
from the settlement sites and cemeteries as described in Nordstrom’s catalogue of 
A-Group sites (Nordstrom 1972: 133-440) was calculated and plotted by this 
writer in curves and compared with the data from the settlement sites from the 
Laqiya region (Fig. 12). Evidently, there is a strong similarity between the 
curves. A major difference might be the number of vessels made of ware H4.12, 
but, in comparison with the graves, it becomes obvious that the value of ca. 15 % 
is within the range of the A-group.
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XXXXXXXXXX xxxxxxx

wares after Nordstrom (1972)

| ♦-----Laqiya Region (n=100 VU) —□—settlements A-Group - -A- ■ cemeteries A-GroupJ

Fig. 12. Frequency of the wares of ware family H (cf. Nordstrom 1972) in the pottery of the 
aqiya region (n=100 vessel units) in comparison to its frequency in the settlements and graves 

of the A-Group in the Nile Valley.

Fig. 13. Frequency of the wares of ware family H (cf. Nordstrom 1972) in the pottery of site 
Wadi Sahal 82/38-6 (n=51 vessel units) in comparison to its frequency in the sites Serra East 

303 (Area 2), Debeira 340, Abka 414 and Abka 430.
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One problem in comparing the curves might be the difference between the 
nature of the data sets (sherds compared with vessels). On the other hand, the 
good accordance between the A-Group settlements and the A-Group cemeteries 
from Nubia shows that the data sets seem to be comparable. One might argue that 
these percentages result from mixing together the vessel-units from all the sites 
of the Laqiya region. Unfortunately, most vessel-units come from small excava
tions and from sample sites. No site has been excavated completely. However, 
the site Wadi Sahal 82/38-6 contains 58 vessel-units of which 51 can be classi
fied, thus providing a sufficient database for a comparison on site level. This site 
was compared with the above mentioned sites from Nubia (Fig. 13).

Again, there is a good agreement between the curves. All the curves show 
peaks for the same wares, except ware H4.12 which is over represented in the 
Wadi Sahal site. On the other hand there are also quite large differences between 
the four settlement sites of the A-Group in the Nile Valley.

To compare the decorations of the ceramics from both regions, correspon
dence analysis was used. Settlement sites of the A-Group from the Nile Valley 
and the Laqiya region were chosen as well as graves from some of the cemeteries 
in Nubia. The sites were compared by regarding the combinations of motifs 
appearing on the vessels of each settlement site or grave. The result of the corre
spondence analysis can be seen from the diagram showing the first and second 
component (Fig. 14). The settlement sites of both the Laqiya region and the Nile 
Valley form a cluster in the left part of the diagram, together with graves of the 
middle A-Group. On the right side three graves of the Late A-Group are set off 
from these by their different combinations of decorations and wares, expressing 
the chronological depth of the sample of chosen features. The main result of the 
correspondence analysis lies in the fact that it shows a high degree of similarity 
between the assemblages of the A-Group ceramics from the Laqiya region and 
the Middle A-Group sites from the Nile Valley.

Conclusion

The examination of the wares and decorations of the assemblages from 
both the Laqiya region and the Nubian Nile Valley has shown that these two 
regional groups of pottery cannot be distinguished. This - plus the appearance of 
copper finds and palettes - can be interpreted in the way that both groups of 
archaeological sites belong to the A - Group.

The similarity of the pottery assemblages can be interpreted as the result 
of A-Group settlement activity in the Laqiya region. This is rather different from 
what have been known till recently about the A-Group. But, as Maria Gatto has 
pointed out, cattle-keeping was a major part of the A-groups subsistence, espe
cially in its southern part (Gatto 1997). It seems then that some groups of the A-
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Group populations spread out from the Nile Valley into the present desert - in 
those days a semi-desert or even savannah - leading a semi-nomadic or nomadic 
life and relying on the rainy season. Their subsistence can be of a sort of trans
human, seasonal movement of pastoral groups, starting during or shortly after the 
rainy season, when fresh pasture started to be available in the Eastern Sahara and 
grazing areas in the Nile Valley became flooded by the seasonal inundation.

An interesting phenomenon is lack of Egyptian imported pottery in the 
Laqiya region. Egyptian pottery does not seem to occur here before the times of 
the late 4th or early 5th Dynasty; to this time period are dated sherds of an Egyp
tian Maidum-bowl found at site Wadi Shaw 82/52 (Lange in press). But on the 
other hand, the frequency of Egyptian pottery is very low and variable in the set
tlements of the A-group in the Nile Valley. Nordstrom gives percentages of the 
Egyptian wares in some of the settlement sites. The figures vary between 0 % 
and 12,8 % in the highest case, but are below 3% in most cases (cf. Table 3). 
Furthermore, Gatto (1997) has shown that the percentage of Egyptian pottery in 
the A-group assemblages in the Nile Valley decreases from north to south, so one 
should not expect much Egyptian pottery in the far away Laqiya region. This 
region seems to be situated at the outmost frontier of the A-Group culture, as no 
finds of the A-Group pottery have been made in the Wadi Hariq and Wadi Howar 
to the south of Laqiya.

Result of this study suggests a huge extension of the settlement area of the 
A-Group. Until recent by, no finds of the A-Group have been reported outside 
the Nile Valley. The only exception might be the grave cairn excavated in Grassy 
Valley by W.B.K. Shaw during his expedition in 1935. In this grave a black- 
topped pot with a rippled (?) surface was found together with some camelian 
beads. This pot could be of A-Group origin (SHAW 1936: 47- 48). Most recently 
Maria Gatto identified pottery from the Egyptian site of Bir Sahara tested in 1973 
by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition as belonging to the A-Group (Gatto 
2001). It seems then that the A-Group culture was over a much larger area, com
prising not only the Nubian Nile Valley but also the present deserts to the south 
west of it.

One might ask why the A-Group populations have moved to the south 
instead o f g oing w estwards. O ne r eason f or t his c ould b e t he b etter q uality o f 
grazing land to the south. Furthermore, west of the Nile Valley in northern Nubia 
the Egyptian limestone-plateau stretches from North to South over several 
hundred kilometres. This area probably was a poor grazing land much less at
tractive to the herders. Also, herders could have relied in the south-west on a 
system of oases like Nabta Playa, Bir Kiseiba, Bir Tarfawi and Bir Abu Hussein. 
Another area where one could expect settlement of the A-Group is the region 
around the Selima Oasis. This area would be roughly in the middle way from the
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Laqiya to the Nile Valley. More research in the Laqiya region seems to be 
necessary in order to save the sites from erosion and to enlarge the database.

It also seems that the research in the Laqiya region might help in solving 
the question of the archaeological hiatus between A-Group and C-Group in 
Nubia. If this hiatus resulted from the warfare of early Egyptian rulers against the 
Nubians, as it is suggested by the Egyptian inscriptions from Jebel Sheikh 
Suleiman (Nordstrom 1972: 31-32; Cialowicz 1998) the Laqiya region could 
have served as a refuge area of the post A-group people. The already mentioned 
site Wadi Shaw 82/52 also yielded red-polished pottery indicating that this as
semblage was part of the Nubian A-Group tradition of pottery-making. This is 
the only excavated site in this area dating to the time of the Old Kingdom. The 
Palermo stone reports aggressive actions of the Egyptians continuing into the Old 
Kingdom w hen K ing Snofru ( 4th d ynasty) h ad s lain N ubia a nd c aptured 7 000 
slaves and 200,000 head of cattle and goat (Zibelius-Chen 1988: 52; Adams 
1977: 139). If these figures are correct, they would indicate a heavy loss of 
population in Nubia. Furthermore, they show the importance of pastoralism for 
Nubians. A continued repressions of the Egyptians may have prevented the 
Nubian population from using the Nile Valley in the same way as before the 
Egyptian invasion. Although the Laqiya region was too arid to serve as a year- 
round settlement area at this time (Neumann 1989: 134-135), it could keep its 
role as a supplementary grazing area for the Lower Nubian populations. The 
main area of refuge though would have to be searched in the areas to the south of 
the second cataract, as already proposed by Nordstrom (1966: 67-68), and per
haps even as far in the south as Kerma.

The finds of the A-Group and the site of Wadi Shaw 82/52 show far- 
reaching implications for the archaeology of the Laqiya region. They not only 
yield information on the development of the Eastern Sahara, but may also con
tribute to the archaeology and early history of Nubia.
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Table 1. Radiocarbon dates from Wadi Shaw and Wadi Sahal sites related to the A-Group finds.

Site sample
nr.

material lab. nr. 5 I3C %o l4C-age BP calBC *

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-1

C-59,
C-225

charcoal KN-3013 non det. 5000±170 380U171

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-2

C-60 bone KN-3014 non det. 4350±320 2973±423

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-3

C-223 charcoal KN-3177 non det. 4390±160 3074±224

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-4

C-206 charcoal KN-3144 non det. 4990±150 3794±148

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-4

C-262a ostrich-
eggshell

KN-3190 non det. 4590±55 3317±154

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-4

C-122 charcoal KN-3081 -26,08 4660±60 3459±78

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-4

C-260 ostrich-
eggshell

KN-3189 non det. 4720±75 3502±99

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-4

C-123 charcoal KN-3330 non det. 5400±700 4168±802

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-6

C-124 charcoal KN-3083 -24,47 4470±50 3173±120

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-6

C-128 charcoal KN-3101 non det. 4480±75 3169±134

Wadi Sahal 
82/38-6

C-127 charcoal KN-3147 non det. 4410±120 3111±174

Wadi Shaw 
82/33-41

C-109 charcoal KN-3091 non det. 4320±60 2960±67

Wadi Shaw 
82/33-41

C-l 10 charcoal KN-3138 non det. 4850±55 3622±70

Wadi Shaw 
82/33-41

C-261 ostrich-
eggshell

KN-3188 non det. 4360±60 3005±80

Wadi Shaw 
82/59

C-l 15 charcoal KN-3145 non.det. 4410±130 3110±182

Wadi Shaw 
82/59

C-l 14 charcoal KN-3171 non det. 4480±130 3168±179

Wadi Shaw 
83/120

C-458 charcoal KN-3415 non det. 4400±400 3013±511

Wadi Shaw 
83/120

C-457 charcoal KN-4103 -21,96 4340±70 2995±89

Wadi Shaw 
83/120

C-460 charcoal KN-4104 non det. 5400±1400

* Calibration with program „Calpal“, Version 1999, by Bernhard Weninger, Cologne, using calibration 
data by Stuiver, Reimer et al. 1998.
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Table 2:

Frequency (in percent) of wares of ware family H according to the classification by Nordstrom 
(1972) in the settlement sites and cemeteries of the A-Group in the Nile Valley and the Laqiya

region.

Laqiya region A-Group in the Nile Valley 
(Sites of SJE)

n=100 VU = vessel-unit settlements cemeteries
ware n=5363 sherds: n=636 VU = vessel-units

percent percent percent
HI .01 30 48,9 23,0
HI.02 2 4,8 5,2
HI.03 0 0 0
HI.11 2 0 0,5
H2.01 11 5.2 9,8
H2.02 1 0,1 0,6
H2.03 1 0,7 2,0
H2.ll 14 22,5 21,2
H2.12 3 0,7 0,6
H2.13 2 0,8 1,1
H3.x 0 2,2 0,9
H4.01 7 2,0 3,7
H4.02 0 0 0,6
H4.03 0 0 0,2
H4.04 0 0 0,5
H4.ll 11 10,5 15,4
H4.12 14 1,1 14,0
H4.13 2 0,3 0,8
sum 100 100 100

Table 3.

Frequency (%) of sherds of Egyptian ware in the settlements of the A-Group in the Nile Valley.

Site % Egyptian sherds Nordstrom (1972): page
Faras East 316 „a few sherds11 135
Serra East 303-1 2,7 140
Serra East 303-2 8,2 142
Debeira 340 12,8 156
Abka 371 0 225-226
Abka 414 1,1 230
Abka 430 0,2 235
Abka 365 0 243
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Middle and Late Neolithic in the Wadi Bakht region 
(Gilf Kebir, Egypt)

Introduction

This paper contributes to the chronological discussion of the Neolithic 
Phase in the Eastern Sahara assuming that the symposium title “Culture Markers” 
also means “Chronological Markers”. As such markers, used for a chronological 
assignment of sites, in general the artefact types, ceramic decoration or evidence 
of domesticated species were usually understood. It has became obvious that a 
chronological analysis made with such kind of markers can often lead to ques
tionable results. Mixed inventories or the appearance of comparable types in a 
different context (convergence) can be a source of misunderstanding. In order to 
create a more precise image of an archaeological group or culture, we should also 
consider the systemic features, e.g. stone tool production sequences, mobility 
patterns or other indications of land use strategies. In such a context the single 
markers are already combined in a more complex and distinctive tool for 
describing and comparing sites or cultures.

An overview of the recent work in the Gilf Kebir will be presented here to 
illustrate this idea. Over the past 20 years the upper reaches of several wadis have 
been subject to archaeological research by teams from the University of Cologne 
(research projects B.O.S. and ACACIA). While some results of B.O.S. fieldwork 
in the Gilf Kebir have already been published (Schon 1996), a detailed examina
tion of the Wadi Bakht material still needs to be done.

In the context of the most recent project “Arid Climate, Adaptation and 
Cultural Innovation in Africa” (ACACIA) the Wadi Bakht material became again 
of interest. The project deals with the ability of humans to adapt to arid African 
environments. The Gilf Kebir with its wadis offers good conditions to address 
this question. It was a refuge area for different human groups during the Neo
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lithic wet phase because of its special characteristics and the settlement of exten
sive areas of the Eastern Sahara seems to have been reduced to the Gilf Kebir and 
its surroundings in times of bad climatic conditions. In this paper the well repre
sented phases of the Middle and Late Neolithic will be defined on different levels 
ranging from single sites up to a large area of settlement according to artefact 
material, site size, site structure, raw material acquirement and site distribution. 
In addition, both phases will be compared in relation to environmental and 
climatic information.

Study area

The plateau of the Gilf Kebir is situated 650 km west of the Nile Valley 
having the same latitude as the Aswan lake. In the north it disappears under the 
Great S and S ea, w hile i n t he s outh i ts s teep c liffs r ise a bout 1 50 m a bove t he 
surrounding plains (Fig. 1). Here the plateau is intersected by broad wadis. One 
of them is the Wadi Bakht. It is of special interest for geographers and archae
ologists because of the unique geomorphologic situation of the so-called barrier 
dune. Nineteen kilometres above the Wadi mouth, this barrier dune blocks this 
Wadi. Their dune sands come exclusively from the Great Sand Sea to the north 
of the Gilf Kebir (Kropelin 1989).

The remains of the barrier dune which are visible today consist of a late 
Pleistocene dune, topped by a recent lee dune (Fig. 2). Over a period of several 
millennia, playa sediments accumulated behind this barrier which was acting as a 
dam. The lacustrine sediments cover an area of 6,600 m2. At about 3,800 BC the 
playa sediments become so thick that the dam was broken after heavy rainfalls. 
The break is located in the middle of the barrier and allows an insight into a 
sediment body more than eight metres high.

What has already been done?

Starting in 1930s all field investigations were limited to the area close to 
the barrier dune because of its good accessibility and the richness of archaeologi
cal material (Bagnold et al. 1939; Wendorf and Schild 1980; McHugh 1982). The 
surrounding areas of the plateau and the eastern foreland have never been 
subjected to closer observation (Fig. 3). The accumulation of finds in the valley 
implied that mountains were not suitable for human settlement.

The archaeological material of the valley was roughly divided into two 
phases (Hallier 1996; Linstadter 1999) named Middle and Late Neolithic, 
consistent with the common nomenclature of the Eastern Sahara (Wendorf et al. 
1984: 6-8). Taken together both phases cover a time span of about 2.000 years, 
from 5.500 to 3.500 BC (cf. Fig. 5).
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Fig. 4. Epipalaeolithic artefacts from Wadi Bakht 82/14 and comparable forms.

There are only few indications of a local settlement before 5.500 BC, like 
a 14C-date from an ostrich egg shell found on the surface (Wendort and Schild 
1980: 218) and radiocarbon dates from the bottom of the high section which are 
not clearly connected to archaeological material (Kropelin 1989: 228 fig. 33).

During a recent re-examination of a Middle Neolithic B.O.S. inventory 
from the barrier dune some definitely Epipalaeolithic (or Early Neolithic) tool 
types like elongated triangles, burins and a notched trapeze were found (Fig. 4).
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The notched trapeze is a type found at several sites of the Eastern Sahara, e.g. in 
the Great Sand Sea (Regenfeld 96/1) and the Abu Balias region (Westpans 
85/52). Both inventories date from between 7,700 and 8,000 BC. These tools let 
us assume that the Holocene settlement of the Wadi Bakht might have begun 
much earlier than in the Middle Neolithic.

Since 1999 research project ACACIA was used for further examinations 
of the Wadi Bakht. Re-study of the earlier results of investigations B.O.S. 
material (Linstadter 1999) has led to the assumption that there is more to be 
found in the surroundings of the Wadi. Diverse economic activities including raw 
material procurement were studied in the archaeological record. However, the 
part of the valley close to the barrier dune is neither big enough nor does it have 
the necessary raw material. For these activities therefore the lower reaches, the 
eastern foreland and the nearby Plateau have to be taken into consideration.

In order to test our assumptions, we undertook a survey of the plateau and 
the eastern plains in 1999 (Fig. 1). The plateau close to the barrier dune was sur
veyed by foot covering an area of approximately 20 square kilometres. The 
expected raw material sources and remains of preform processing were found 
here. Evidence was found of nearly all raw material varieties used down in the 
valley. In addition to what we expected, the lithic workshops were accompanied 
by proper camp sites (Fig. 3, B). Evidence of pottery, grindstone implements and 
house constructions suggests a longer stay at these camps.

The area of the lower reaches and the foreland stretching over several 
square kilometres were later surveyed by car. The surface in the survey area is 
dominated by fluvial sediments, implying high surface instability leading to a 
bad preservation of sites. Despite this, we found smaller sites like workshops as 
well as scatters with grindstone implements and other camp site indicators.

Middle vs. Late Neolithic

By comparing the earlier results of B.O.S. investigations in the valley with 
the recent field work outside the Wadi, some aspects of the prehistoric land use 
systems became clearer. However, to compare land use systems of different 
phases, the sites first have to be assigned to one of the chronological units. This 
was the most challenging part of the work because only a few of the sites had 
already been excavated. The base of the following comparison are the inventories 
of 21 sites excavated by the B.O.S or ACACIA project, as well as 64 sites 
recorded during the survey in 1999.

The best way to solve problems with the chronological classification is to 
compare all features or “chronological markers” we have: firstly - the site level, 
secondly - the area level, and thirdly - their ecological conditions (Fig. 5). From 
this list only the more important features will be presented here in detail. Most of
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Fig. 5. Chronological Markers of the middle and Late Neolithic.
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the data is based on the two M. A. thesis (Hallier 1996; Linstadter 1999) pre
sented at the University of Cologne.

Site size: while Late Neolithic sites have an extension of 80 to 100 m2, the 
Middle Neolithic inventories comes from large artefact scatters with an area up to 
10.000 m2.

Inventory - lithic technology: the scope of the lithic inventory of both 
phases differs considerably. While Late Neolithic sites excavated on the playa 
surface yielded between 7 blanks/m2 (82/24) and 15 blanks/m2 (82/15), a Middle 
Neolithic site (82/21-1) renders up to 456 blanks/m2. This clearly indicates a 
different length or intensity of settlement.

For the Middle Neolithic blank production a production sequence (chaine 
operatoire) was reconstructed (Fig. 6). Final products are small bladelets with an 
average length of 30 mm, mainly produced from unipolar cores. The main raw 
material is quartzite. A standard production is guaranteed by large-scale prepara
tion techniques. The first phase of preform acquisition and preparation is shown 
on the left side of Fig 6. This phase was expected and in 1999 verified for the 
Gilf Kebir Plateau. The middle of this diagram shows the different ways to 
produce blades or flakes on the base of prepared preforms. As shown on the right 
hand side, these blanks now are preforms themselves for the final tool 
production.

The comparatively poor lithic inventory of the Late Neolithic complicates 
a reconstruction of a comparable sequence. The main aim of the simple produc
tion strategy was probably the production of large flakes.

Inventory - lithic tool kit: a Middle Neolithic inventory consists of a dif
ferentiated standard tool kit of geometric microliths (sometimes several 
hundreds), as well as burins, perforators, scrapers and notched flakes and blades 
(Fig. 7, A). The Late Neolithic tool kit shows a very different composition. It is 
dominated by large retouched flakes, accompanied by some segments (Fig. 7, B).

Inventory ceramic: the few pieces of pottery found on Middle Neolithic 
sites are heavily withered and, with the only exception of some rim notches, 
completely undecorated (Fig. 7, A). There are different fabrics; organic as well as 
anorganic temper has been observed. The average wall thickness is about 8 mm. 
Late Neolithic pottery is thin walled and well fired. The upper part of the mostly 
bowl shaped vessels are frequently decorated with a heringbone motive (Fig.7,B).

Internal organisation of the sites: for almost every site activity zones can 
be reconstructed by means of records and artefact distribution. Stone structures 
were found only on plateau sites. Their chronological assignment has not yet 
been proven. The features range from simple wind shelters and circular construc
tions to complex dwellings of several units.
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■ Middle Neolithic 
□ Late Neolithic □ section
E indeterminate • single finds

Wadi Bakht
middle reaches

Fig. 8. Distribution of excavated sites and single finds recorded by B.O.S. and ACACIA
missions.

Site distribution: the older sites in the middle reaches of the valley are 
exclusively located on the barrier dune’s surface (Fig. 8). The ateliers of the 
plateau which were probably used during the Middle Neolithic are concentrated 
on the plateau rims north and south of the Wadi. Well dated Late Neolithic sites 
in the middle reaches are recorded on the playa’s surface. Contemporary sites on 
the plateau itself are scattered over the whole area covered by our survey. Most 
of them were identified by the typical herring bone decorated pottery.

Inter site relations: one of the most important results of the plateau survey 
in 1999 was the finding that even the Gilf Kebir plateau was used for various 
activities. According to the site locations it seems possible that the Middle 
Neolithic inhabitants of the Wadi Bakht used only the quartzite outcrops on the 
plateau rims, because no artefacts from this period were found beyond the
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Middle Neolithic j

?

G Camp site

A Atelier

Activities not yet located (e g. food production, burial)

Fig. 9. Proposed land use systems of the Middle and Late Neolithic.

plateau edges (Fig. 3, B). However, Late Neolithic pottery was found on several 
plateau sites. According to this site distribution a concentric system for the 
Middle Neolithic, with the barrier dune in the centre and workshops at the 
periphery is proposed here (Fig. 9). The Late Neolithic site distribution shows a 
more “net like” feature with several camp sites and workshops alongside.

Archaeobotany: in charcoal samples of the Middle Neolithic sites three 
different woody genera were recognised (Fig. 5). All taxa is widely distributed in 
the arid desert and steppe regions of northern Africa. The Late Neolithic samples 
rendered four taxa. Maerua crassifolia is a typical species of arid to semi-arid 
grasslands which is today mostly restricted to the Sahel region. The tree species 
Balanites aegyptiaca is to be found in wadis with similar vegetation (Neumann 
1989, 116 ff.).

Archaeozoology: the archaeozoological data is based on different bone 
inventories: the material of the Sir-Robert-Mond-Expedition from 1939 (Peters 
1987: 254), the CPE-Expedition of 1975 (Gautier 1980: 341; Gautier 1982) and 
the B.O.S.-expeditions of 1982 and 1983 (Van Neer and Uerpmann 1989: 328;
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Berke pers. com.). Some species could not be assigned to a phase: giraffe, hyena, 
fox, o strich, small b irds, c attle o r g oat. A t sites d ated t o t he M iddle N eolithic 
oryx, addax, turtle, hare and frog were found. The Late Neolithic sites yielded 
bones of dorcas and sheep or goat. The only clearly visible difference is the 
evidence of domesticates in the Later phase.

Sedimentology: up to 5.000 BC, which goes well with the last dates from 
the Middle Neolithic, the playa sediments show an alternation from fine-grained 
lacustrine layers to aeolic sand which indicates phases with open water inter
rupted by extended dry “seasons” (Kropelin 1989). After 5.000 BC the section 
shows continuous deposits of playa sedimentation. This change can be explained 
by a change of the precipitation regime.

Precipitation: all environmental investigations lead to the assumption that 
annual rainfall was never higher than 150 mm (Kropelin 1989: 286). However, 
differences can be assumed for the precipitation regime. The Middle Neolithic 
regime could be labelled as arid and influenced by the Monsoon Summer rain. 
The Gilf Kebir would have been reached by rare but heavy rainfalls, which are 
not favourable for a dense vegetation cover and which cause intensive soil 
erosion. In the following period, the Gilf Kebir seems to have been influenced by 
a Mediterranean climate. The estimated annual precipitation was not higher but 
the rains came as light showers allowing a thin but continuous vegetation cover. 
This cover also prevented a deflation of the fine grained material, reflected by the 
continuous playa deposits on top of the barrier dune’s section. The change of 
climatic conditions could be an explanation for the change of land use systems on 
the Gilf Kebir Plateau.

Conclusions and future research programme

By combining these single features, an initial image of the Middle 
Neolithic inhabitants of our study area can be obtained. During the rainy season 
the groups came always back to their places on the barrier dune, where the large 
amount of a rtefacts s hows e xtensive s ettlement. O nly the e dges o f t he plateau 
were used for the raw material acquirement. Several indications (e.g. the 
archaeozoological evidence) suggest a hunter-gatherer economy.

The Late Neolithic people always had their camps on the playa surface. 
Remains of a single stay have been identified. Earlier camps might be covered by 
the playa deposits. The Plateau was integrated in the subsistence activities, even 
far from its edges. The reason was perhaps a different precipitation regime or a 
change of subsistence strategies. The existence of domesticated livestock has 
been proved.

The field work in Wadi Bakht region will be continued. In addition to an 
enlargement of the survey area on the plateau the main aim will be the dating of
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the plateau sites and their assignment to one of the two main phases of occupa
tion. The preliminary results need to be proved and our hypotheses tested. It is 
intended to check the chronology of the stone structures, and it the fauna and the 
tool kit indicate a hunter-gatherer economy in the Middle and a pastoral subsis
tence in the Late Neolithic.
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Abstract

The earliest known Early Neolithic sites in the Nabta/Kiseiba area were 
occupied by hunter-gatherer-cattle herders. These sites date as early as 9800 bp, 
and are small, thin settlements located in the lower parts of playa basins. They 
were probably used by small groups who came into the area to pasture their cattle 
after the seasonal rains, and remained there as long as surface water was still 
available in the lowest parts of the basins. There is no indication that they dug 
water wells. These small sites are the only known remnants of a settlement 
system that must have included other areas where permanent water was available 
during the dry season, but where that was is unknown. Around 8050 bp, follow
ing a sharp, abrupt interval of hyper-aridity when the desert was abandoned, 
there was an abrupt change in the settlement system. The new groups had large 
settlements and lived in the desert the year-round. For the first time, they dug 
large, deep water wells, intensively collected grass seeds and other plant foods, 
and stored them in large bell-shaped pits.

This paper offers an explanation of why these changes in the settlement 
system and food economy occurred.

Introduction

The last time the Southwestern Desert of Egypt was really wet, with 
permanent lakes and flowing streams, was during the final wet phase of the Last 
Interglacial, about 70,000 years ago, when there was around 500 mm of rain per 
year. Numerous Middle Palaeolithic sites are associated with those deposits. 
From then until around 12,000 or 13,000 years ago (uncalibrated), the South
western Desert was hyper-arid and unoccupied (Wendorf et al. 1984; Wendorf et
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al. 1 993). Then, around 1 3,000 years ago, as the tropical monsoons of central 
Africa expanded and began to move northward into what is now southernmost 
Egypt, t he d esert b egan t o r eceive so me r ainfall, b ut n ot very much, p robably 
around 100 mm per year or less, and mostly during the summer months. These 
rains were sufficient only to form seasonal lakes, or playas, that left fluvial 
sediments on the floors of the deflational basins formed during preceding inter
vals of aridity.

This paper will attempt to pose and answer the questions as to why, after 
nearly 2000 years of small, ephemeral settlements occupied only briefly after the 
summer rains, the Nabta/Al Jerar Early Neolithic people living in the Nabta- 
Kiseiba area in Southwestern Egypt around 8050 bp abruptly changed their 
seasonal pattern of movement, beginning to live in the desert year-round, to dig 
large, deep water wells, and to harvest intensively the local wild seeds and other 
plant foods and store them in large, deep underground pits. These changes occur 
at the onset of El Nabta/Al Jerar Humid Interphase that witnessed the highest 
rainfall in the Southwestern Desert since the Last Interglacial. It was the 
Holocene Maximum in this part of Egypt. Did the changes in the food economy 
and settlement system primarily occur because of the increased rainfall? Or did 
they occur because of other factors, and if so, what were they?

The ethnographic data

In an effort to answer these questions we examined the ethnographic 
literature relating to the food economies of several modem pastoralists and 
hunter-gatherer societies in various parts of the world. First, we examined the 
data from a series of pastoralist societies (Johnson 2001), and it was soon evident 
that pastoralist economies almost everywhere have been significantly altered by 
both later Neolithic and modem day developments, most importantly by the 
introduction of domestic plants.

While most pastoralists live in areas where growing crops is at best 
marginal, the cultivation of domestic plants in adjacent, more suitable, areas did 
occur. This was soon followed by the emergence of symbiotic relationships 
between the pastoralists and cultivators that resulted in profound changes in the 
economies of the pastoralists. Much later, other changes in pastoral economies 
occurred with the introduction of government control, taxation and a money 
economy.

Having failed to find among modem pastoralists a society that was similar 
to those that were indicated for the Nabta/Jerar entity, it was reasoned that a 
closer resemblance might be found among modem hunter/gatherers, particularly 
those who live in very marginal environments where symbiotic relationships 
with cultivators were not feasible, and that a comparison with their economies
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with that of the Nabta/Al Jerar entity might be more informative. Ethnographic 
information on modem hunter/gatherer societies living in environments compa
rable to that of the Nabta/Kiseiba area during the Holocene Maximum is gener
ally limited to desert areas of North America, Australia and southern Africa. The 
groups in the Great Basin in North America live in areas with comparable 
rainfall; however, it is not a similar environment to that of the Western Desert of 
Egypt. The floors of the Great Basin valleys where the people live are high, 
above 1800 m, with cold winters and short growing seasons. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that the hunter/gatherer groups living in these high altitude deserts 
intensively gather plant foods and store them for consumption during the winter 
(Steward 1938). A closer parallel to the environment in the Nabta-Kiseiba area 
during the period between 8050 and 7300 bp is the modem desert of western 
Australia. The groups living in this desert all share a very similar food economy. 
Good examples are the Pitjandjara (Tindale 1972) and the Ngatatjara (Gould 
1968). Another comparable area is the desert of southern Africa, the home of the 
G/wi and !ko Bushmen in the Kalahari Desert (Heinz 1972; Silberbauer 1972). 
All four of these groups lead nomadic lives, moving through a seasonal round 
from one patch of resources, mostly plants, to another within an extensive 
territory. None of them store food; it is always eaten shortly after it is collected, 
and when one resource fails they simply move to another. The territories of these 
groups are large enough and sufficiently productive that with frequent move
ments they can accommodate the food needs of the people living there, and yet 
their areas have such limited resources that no other group contests their owner
ship. This could well have described the Western Desert of Egypt before the 
Holocene Maximum. They are not common, but some groups living in desert 
areas do collect plant foods intensively and store them for later use. The question 
is why.

In an analysis of ethnographic studies of the relationship between 
mobility, housing and environment among 49 hunter/gatherer societies living in 
unproductive areas of less than 100 mm of precipitation, Binford (1990: 140ff) 
noted that storage of food does not occur in areas where the effective temperature 
is greater than 15.8. Effective temperature is a measure of solar-radiation 
intensity, i.e. overall warmth, combined with the length of the growing season 
(Bailey 1960). It is a particularly useful guide to expected plant biomass or 
density. In his ethnographic sample of 49 societies, of the six groups with no 
dependence on aquatic resources, and who were living in areas with effective 
temperatures above 15.3, none store food. On the other hand, the eight societies 
in the Binford sample living in areas with effective temperatures at 15.3 and 
below all store food. This is because, like the people in the Great Basin, all of 
these groups live in areas with cold winters, and storage is a security tactic 
against food shortfalls during the winter (Binford 1990: 140ff).



148 Fred Wendorf and Romuald Schild

In a subsequent analysis of a much larger data base consisting of over 300 
hunter/gatherer societies, Binford (2001: 188f., 348) showed that intensification 
(he defines this as the tactic that increases the production of food per unit area) 
occurs when group size increases. Among hunter/gatherers there seems to be a 
threshold of population density that closely correlates with the onset of intensifi
cation and storage. That packing threshold is 9.1 people per 100 km2 (Binford 
2001:238f.). In some instances packing occurs because other groups have moved 
into part of the resource area, and in other instances it develops because of 
government interference that confines once widely scattered groups into a 
smaller area. When the population is unable to expand into other areas, regard
less of the effective temperature, then it can either find a way to increase its sub
sistence diversity or initiate intensification. In most settings with limited 
resources, intensification and storage are the primary tactics for group survival.

The Nabta-Kiseiba Neolithic sequence

Now let us examine the Neolithic sequence in the Western Desert of 
Egypt, particularly that of the Nabta/Kiseiba area in far southwestern Egypt. The 
first known settlements in this area are associated with playa deposits of Final 
Pleistocene-Early Holocene age and are identified as El Adam Early Neolithic. 
Several radiocarbon dates on charcoal between 9800 and 8750 bp (uncalibrated) 
are associated with these sites (Connor 1984a; Close and Wendorf 2001). Two of 
these earliest sites, however, rest on from 4 to 6 m of playa sediments, indicating 
there were rains in the desert for some time before humans ventured into the area. 
These earliest Adam sites are very small, and probably were occupied by a few 
individuals for only short periods of time. Some localities show evidence of 
reuse, but even these a re relatively small, with thin cultural debris confined to 
areas rarely exceeding 100 itT (Connor 1984a; Close 2001). In addition to a 
distinctive lithic assemblage dominated by straight backed pointed bladelets, 
almost all of the Adam sites also contain rare sherds of well-made pottery with 
granite temper, apparently from local outcrops, with closely packed, rocker 
stamped, comb-impressed designs in the generalized Early Khartoum style 
(Nelson 2001b).

These earliest known sites are located in the lower parts of deflational 
basins that were seasonally flooded during and immediately after the summer 
rains. Because none of these early sites show traces of water wells, it is presumed 
that they were not occupied during the driest time of the year, winter and spring, 
when there was no surface water. The most likely season for human occupation 
was late summer through fall, when water was probably available at pools in the 
deepest part of the basins. The occupants of these earliest settlements hunted 
small game and did some gathering of grass seeds in addition to being cattle 
pastoralists (Wendorf and Schild 1994; Gautier, 2001; 2002). Almost all of these
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early camps have yielded rare bones of domestic cattle that are among the oldest 
domestic cattle known, dating between 700 to 1000 years prior to the earliest 
cattle in Southwest Asia. This suggests that there was an independent center for 
cattle domestication in northeast Africa, a conclusion that is also supported by 
mtDNA analyses of modem cattle (Bradley et al. 1996).

The absence of permanent water makes it highly unlikely that wild cattle 
were present in the desert, and since it is difficult to imagine these Adam groups 
taking wild or even semi-tamed cattle into the desert for grazing, it is presumed 
that prior to their presence in the Western Desert of Egypt, the early stages of this 
cattle domestication process occurred elsewhere, but where is unknown. It could 
have been either in the Nile Valley, possibly in southern Egypt or northern 
Sudan, or farther south in the Sahelian zone of northern Sudan. Wild cattle are 
known to have been present in both areas during the Final Pleistocene, but there 
is no evidence of domestic or semi-domestic cattle in the Nile Valley until much 
later (Gautier 2001). Unfortunately, there is almost no information available on 
the archaeology of the northern Sahel for this time period.

The fact that cattle remains are relatively rare in these Adam sites has led 
to the suggestion that the modem African pattern of cattle use, where cattle are 
exploited mostly for milk and blood, and are rarely killed for meat, evolved in 
this or a nearby desert area. Cattle by-products may have been an important 
source of food to the earliest groups using this area, a kind of “walking larder” 
(Close and Wendorf 1992). It seems probable that cattle also may have been 
useful for transportation, for carrying loads, such as water or hut frames for long 
distances.

Other fauna recovered from these early sites are all small, desert-adapted 
species that do not require surface water, but can obtain moisture from vegetation 
and dew. They are mostly gazelle, hare and a few small carnivores. The character 
and species paucity of the fauna clearly indicates an environment with very low 
carrying capacity. Although preservation in these open sites is poor, a few 
carbonized plant remains, mostly grass seeds, have been recovered from these 
earliest sites. The presence of grinding stones in almost all of these localities also 
indicates that plant foods may have been a relatively consistent food source.

There was a brief, but intense arid episode between 8750 and 8550 bp 
(uncalibrated) (the Post El Adam Arid Phase) that coincided with the disappear
ance of the Adam entity from the southwestern desert of Egypt. In the subsequent 
moist interval the area was re-occupied by small groups, identified as El Ghorab 
variety of Early Neolithic. These new Ghorab people apparently also lacked 
water-wells and used the area only seasonally, much as did the El Adam groups. 
New features in El Ghorab included small, shallow, basin-shaped hut floors that 
are found in a few sites. The motifs on the pottery were also different, most of
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the designs were deeply impressed nested v-shaped elements covering the entire 
exterior of the vessel, and made with a stylus. Like the Adam entity, they were 
also hunter-gatherer-pastoralists, and had many other elements in common with 
El Adam.

The Adam and Ghorab entities shared closely similar lifeways and settle
ment system, of which we may be seeing only small, specialized herding 
fragments. Both groups had only very small settlements, usually located in the 
lower parts of basins that were flooded during and immediately after the summer 
rains. Both groups had cattle, at least incipiently domestic and probably limited 
to very small herds, which they brought with them to graze on the grasses that 
grew around the basins and on the adjacent plateaus after the summer rains. They 
could not move very far from the basins, however, as the cattle had to drink at 
least every other day. Pools of surface water would have been present in the 
lowest part of the basins for several months after the rains, but by late fall until 
the following summer rains, there would have been no surface water.

Where these hunter-gatherer-cattle pastoralists spent the dry season is 
unknown. It could have been in the Nile Valley. There are close similarities 
between the lithic assemblages from the later El Adam sites and those from the 
only excavated contemporary site along the Nile, Dibeira West 51, located on the 
west bank of the Nile, near Wadi Haifa (Schild et al. 1968: 695ff; Wendorf et al. 
1979). There are also close similarities between the lithics of the Ghorab entity, 
and those from El Kab, near Edfu in Upper Egypt (Vermeersch 1978). Both of 
these localities were repeatedly occupied, as indicated by their stratigraphy, and 
also by the range of dates for El Kab. These similarities suggest that the seasonal 
ranges of some El Adam and El Ghorab groups included the Nile Valley, and that 
their seasonal round had an east-west alignment. There is, however, no evidence 
for pottery in these Nile sites, and all of the associated remains of cattle are iden
tified as wild Bos primigenius (Gautier 2001,2002).

A second possibility is that some of the Adam and Ghorab groups had a 
north-south seasonal round. The ranges for these Adam and Ghorab groups could 
have included the artesian spring areas of Dakhla and Kharga Oases, where 
permanent water was probably available. There is at least one El Ghorab locality 
at Kharga (E-76-6; Wendorf and Schild 1980: 188f), and a few typical El Adam 
artifacts have been found near Dakhla (McDonald 1991). Still a third possibility 
is that the Adam and Ghorab groups followed the summer rains northward, 
coming from and returning to winter base camps located to the south, in the 
northern part of the Sahel, in what is now northern or central Sudan. Unfortu
nately, almost nothing is known of the archaeology of that area during this 
period. Between around 8250-8050 bp, the Nabta-Kiseiba area in Southwestern 
Egypt was abandoned by the Ghorab Early Neolithic, who probably left at the



Food economy and settlement system during the Neolithic in the Egyptian Sahara 151

onset of an abrupt episode of aridity, named by us the Post El Ghorab Arid Phase 
(Schild and Wendorf 2001; Wendorf and Schild 2001). The area was not 
occupied again until the beginning of the Nabta/Al Jerar Humid Interphase, dated 
from 8050 to 7300 bp. This was the interval of the highest rainfall since the Last 
Interglacial, the Holocene Maximum in this part of Egypt. The annual rainfall is 
estimated to have been around 200 mm, or slightly more, hardly enough for a 
tropical rainforest but adequate to support a wide variety of grasses, herbs, 
legumes, tubers, shrubs and trees. The grasses must have formed a relatively 
dense cover over the entire huge catchment area of Nabta Playa, because 
sedimentation was sharply reduced, in spite of the considerable influx of water 
that flooded the lower part of the basin. Over 20,000 charred plant remains 
belonging to 130 taxa, including 10 varieties of trees and shrubs, were recovered 
from one El Nabta site, E-75-6. The most frequent were edible plants, including 
sorghum and two varieties of millets, all of which were wild (although there are 
suggestions that the sorghum may have been cultivated [Wasylikowa et al. 
2001a; Barakat 2001; Krolik and Schild 2001]). Several hundred other charred 
plant remains of many of the same taxa were recovered from the nearby Al Jerar 
site with relatively poor preservation (Site E-91-1; Wasylikowa et al. 2001b; 
Barakat 2001; Wendorf et al. 2001b). Many of these identified plants grow today 
in southwestern Egypt, but as scattered small patches and never in dense stands. 
To find dense stands one would have to look farther south in northern Sudan, in 
the northern section of the Sahelian belt.

The Nabta/Al Jerar Humid Interphase was followed by another sharp, 
brief period of hyper-aridity (7200-7100 bp) when the previously deposited playa 
deposits were extensively eroded, and the desert again abandoned. Moisture 
returned to the area just before 7100 bp, but the rainfall was never again as much 
as d uring t he p revious E1 N abta/Al J erar H umid I nterphase, a nd p robably less 
than it was during El Adam and El Ghorab Humid Interphases. Although playa- 
like deposits formed near the mouths of some tributary drainages where they 
were blocked by dunes, playa sediments did not accumulate in the center of the 
basin. With the return of moisture, however, Neolithic groups again occupied the 
area (Wendorf and Schild 2001). The first group is identified as RuDat el- 
Ghanam Middle Neolithic (sheep and goat herders, 7100-6700 bp), followed by 
Ru at el-Baquar Late Neolithic, and then by Bunat el-Ansam Final Neolithic 
(builders o f megaliths, 5 400-4800 bp). All o f these d iffer i n t he details o f t he 
associated c eramics, a nd s ome o f t he 1 ithic tool t ypes, b ut t hey shared c losely 
similar lifeways. Sites of these later Neolithic groups are comparatively few, and 
the occupied areas are generally smaller, when compared with El Nabta/Al Jerar 
entity. They are usually located where water could be obtained from a local 
perched water table, and they were often repeatedly used. Based on the numerous 
grinding stones, and the few charred plant remains recovered, these later groups
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continued to gather seeds for food. They also stored in sub-surface pits, hunted 
gazelle and hare, and were herders. In addition to the cattle, they now had 
domestic sheep/goat (Gautier 2001; Close 2001; Nelson 2001a). It seems likely, 
given the reduced rainfall, that the carrying capacity must have been sharply 
reduced. The area certainly had more rainfall than today, but there were several 
sharp periods of aridity accompanied by deflation and erosion.

El Nabta/Al Jerar lifeway

The groups who re-occupied the Nabta/Kiseiba area around 8050 bp were 
economically still hunter-gatherer-cattle pastoralists, but they came with or 
rapidly developed a different economy, a new settlement system, and several new 
technologies, all of which functioned as an integrated system. These new 
technologies made it possible to live in the desert throughout the year, including 
the driest period, and to exploit the available resources more efficiently and 
intensively. Among these new technologies was the ability to dig large, deep 
wells to provide water for themselves and for their cattle. There was also a 
change in the way plant foods were used, from immediate consumption to 
intensive harvesting and storage in pits for consumption when other food 
resources were not available.

With water wells they could stay in the area during the dry season, from 
late fall until the onset of the summer rains. The edible plants, mostly grass 
seeds, tubers and fruits, also matured during the early part of this period, in the 
fall and early winter. Storage facilities justified an intensification of effort on the 
abundant plants, and provided the resources that enabled them to stay in the area 
during the late winter and spring when other food was not available.

The intensification of the use of plants during the Nabta/Jerar Humid 
Interphase had a profound impact on their annual cycle of seasonal rounds. 
Because the nearby areas would have been quickly overgrazed, it would not have 
been possible to keep a sizable herd of cattle in or near the occupied basins. 
Thus, it is likely that either the cattle herds were very small, or there were two 
sub-groups present. The first sub-group would have consisted of those who 
stayed a 11 he w inter b ase f rom O ctober u ntil J une, a t w hich p oint t he s ummer 
rains began and they were forced to move out of the basins. The other group 
would include those who were herding cattle, possibly at some distance from the 
winter camp, moving frequently to avoid over-grazing. Because the cattle need to 
drink every other day, they could not have been too far from water. Possible 
evidence of these herding groups may be the small localities with a few flaked 
stone artifacts, a hearth, and perhaps a grinding stone. These are very frequent on 
the plateaus and sand sheets in this area and farther to the west (Connor 1984b; 
Wendorf et al. 1987a; Close 1990).
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All of the larger basins and some of the smaller ones in the Nabta-Kiseiba 
area have settlements that were used during the Nabta/Al Jerar humid Interphase. 
On this basis, there were more people in this area during this interval than 
anytime before or after. The sites are all in the lower parts of the playa basins, 
presumably to be near the water wells, and probably not far from where many of 
the edible plants were most abundant. They were obviously used only seasonally, 
most probably in the winter, and abandoned with the onset of the summer rains. 
Where the people went when they left the basins is unknown. It seems likely, 
since water at that time would have been plentiful, that they may not have moved 
very far, grazing their cattle on the new plant growth that quickly appeared.

Understanding the Nabta-Al Jerar settlement system and food economy

In a preceding section it was noted that since the Nabta/Al Jerar groups 
were seen as functioning primarily as hunter-gatherers, with a relatively minor 
pastoralist element, these Early Neolithic societies might share many features 
with modem hunter-gatherers. The ethnographic literature indicated that some 
modem hunter-gatherers store food, but that most of these live in areas with cold 
winters and short growing seasons, such as the high altitude valleys of the Great 
Basin in North America, a very different environment from that at Nabta. But 
what about those societies living in areas similar to Nabta, did they store? And if 
so, why?

From Binford’s (1990) study of 49 hunter-gatherer societies it was learned 
that storage of food does not occur in areas where the plant biomass is adequate 
to supply their needs. They did not store where the effective temperature, a good 
proxy method for estimating the amount of plant biomass, is greater than 15.8. 
But a reconstruction of the paleoenvironments at Nabta, using the Bryson (1992) 
method to estimate past temperatures, resulted in a calculated effective tempera
ture at Nabta between 8050 and 7300 bp of around 17.5, well above where one 
would expect storage to occur. Why, then, did the Nabta/Al Jerar people store?

A second study of over 300 hunter-gatherer societies by Binford 
(2001:238f.) noted that efforts to increase the production of food occurs only 
when population density is more than 9.1 people per 100 km2. When this packing 
threshold is reached, hunter-gatherers either find a way to increase their 
subsistence diversity, or intensify their food production, with intensification and 
storage being the most effective tactic in areas of limited resources. If the 
relationship between environmental parameters and population density that is 
evident today among hunter-gathers also applies in the past, then it is highly 
likely that the Nabta/Al Jerar economic system developed in response to restric
tion on group m obility. They d id not store plant food because there was m ore 
rainfall and more abundant plants. They did not intensify their collection of
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plants and store them because they were there, but because they had to, if they 
were to survive in this area during the dry season. For some reason unknown to 
us, the Nabta/Al Jerar groups could not move to or expand into another area 
where food and water was available in the winter.

Clearly, the Nabta/Al Jerar people were not local. They came to the 
Nabta/Kiseiba area from elsewhere, but where is unknown. It is very unlikely 
that they came from the Nile Valley, because there are no known sites in the 
Valley that could represent a complex from which the Nabta variant could have 
been derived. A similar argument can be made in regard to areas both to the 
north and west of Kiseiba; by El Nabta times, Dakhla and Kharga Oases are very 
different in both lithics and ceramics.

The most likely source for El Nabta is to the south, in central or northern 
Sudan. Furthermore, because the earliest Nabta sites already had water wells and 
storage pits, it is reasonable to suggest that these predecessors of the Nabta/Al 
Jerar entities had been living in an area where they had to dig water wells and 
collect and store plant foods to survive through the winter and spring. This 
suggests that the population density in these winter base camps already exceeded 
the packing threshold, and that their neighbors may have circumscribed their 
resource area. It is possible that with the increased precipitation that occurred 
during the Holocene Maximum there was a general south to north shift in popu
lation into northern Sudan and the southern part of the Western Desert. In this 
scenario, it is likely that other groups who had occupied the areas beyond them 
on the south were also moving north, thus limiting their range back to the south. 
Because of a bleak and unproductive landscape immediately north of the 
Nabta/Kiseiba area, the Sinn El Kedab Scarp and the high Eocene Plateau, 
expansion in that direction offered limited resource opportunities. As a result, the 
new arrivals continued to dig large, deep wells for water during the dry season, 
they collected intensively the available plant foods, and they dug pits where they 
stored the plant foods that were to be used when other foods were no longer 
available.

Later Neolithic Economic and Settlement Strategies

The organizational strategy of digging water wells and storing plant foods 
continued to be employed throughout the remaining stages of the Neolithic in the 
Nabta area. The stratigraphic evidence indicates that during the Middle, Late and 
Final Neolithic intervals, a period of over 2000 years, broken by two major arid 
phases, there was no playa sedimentation in the center of the basin at Nabta. This 
is very different from the situation evident during all of the earlier humid inter
phases when huge lakes filled the larger basins and thick playa deposits were laid 
down in their center. It is good evidence that there was much less precipitation
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during these later humid intervals than in any previous humid interphase in the 
Holocene. Although difficult to quantify, because of frequent reuse of the same 
localities, the size and number of sites indicate that there were fewer people, but 
also, the productivity of the area was greatly reduced. The ability of these later 
groups to move to more productive areas must have been restricted, because they 
continued the same survival tactics employed by the Nabta/Al Jerar entity, 
suggesting that the population still exceeded the packing threshold. To survive 
through the winter and spring they collected plant foods, stored them in pits, and 
dug water wells in those few localities where water could be obtained because of 
a perched water table. Later, shortly after 4800 bp, even these tactics were not 
enough, and the area was abandoned, except for occasional, temporary visitors 
like us.
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Egyptian Predynastic cemetery research

The subject of my paper for this Symposium - a study of some aspects of 
the predynastic cemeteries at Badari - was recently published elsewhere 
(Castillos 2000). What follows here is then only a summary of the main points I 
had made in that paper as well as a statement of intention about future work on 
this subject that we agreed to carry on during the last session of this meeting.

As a result of my study I have found that the predynastic social evolution 
in the Badari area differed from that of the neighbouring contemporary commu
nities of Mostagedda and Matmar, mainly by the development of a more 
stratified society which is revealed by the funerary archaeological record.

In the Badari section of the Nile valley the social inequality emerging 
from our figures for both size and wealth of the tombs, appears to had peaked 
during the Badarian culture and declined in the following Predynastic periods 
(Nagada I and II) to rise back to the Badarian level during the Protodynastic 
(Nagada III).

The Badari area also seems to indicate the existance of a major centre of 
the Badarian culture which had negatively affected the subsequent cultural 
development, while in, e. g., the Mostagedda area no such centre had grown and 
this area seems to exhibit a steadily growing development throughout the whole 
Predynastic times.

When I became interested in the Predynastic Egypt years ago, scholars - 
with very few exceptions - were still drawing conclusions based mostly on quite 
subjective estimations of certain features of the archaeological record (“descrip
tive hypothetical”) (Bard 1994: 36) such as unusual tombs or objects found in 
them. This resulted in formulation of theories, which soon proved wrong 
(Castillos 1981: 105). A cornerstone of my studies was the assumption that a 
statistical evaluation of all adequately published Egyptian predynastic cemeteries
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might provide a more consistent and reliable picture of social conditions in this 
time period. After building up a large data base of approximately over 6,000 
(now about 8,000) Upper and Lower Egyptian tombs dated from Early Predy- 
nastic to Protodynastic period, I was rewarded with a number of firm and 
mutually supporting indicators of social and cultural change in the Predynastic 
Egypt (Castillos 1982; 1983; 1998a; 1998b). For instance, variations in the form 
of the tombs, their size (volume), their extant wealth in funerary objects, the drop 
in the number of subadults in the graves, the drastic and widespread change in 
body orientation, among other findings, indicate that there had been significant 
changes in the Predynastic Upper Egypt during Naqada I period. In spite of this, 
some authors continued to insist that the Badarian society as represented by their 
funerary practices was socially more stratified than our studies (as well as those 
of few others, e.g. Atzler 1981: 77) had indicated (Anderson 1992; Hoffman 
1979), and this led me to carry out further work which eventually have confirmed 
my earlier conclusions.

In recent years some scholars have written explicitly or by omission on the 
apparent lack of a consistent guiding principle in the orientation of the predynas
tic Upper Egyptian tombs in their relationship to the course of the river (Adams 
1988: 19; Bard 1994: 53). This has been done ignoring my work clearly showing 
an alignment of the main axis of the graves parallel to the local course of the 
Nile; this has also recently been confirmed by archaeological work carried out at 
El Kab (Hendrickx 1994: 149).

Having obtained such encouraging results in this preliminary quantitative 
study of the Egyptian Predynastic cemetery data, I have decided to concentrate 
on an adequately published area of Upper Egypt in order to try to detect the 
evolution of social inequality in this time period. In effect, the study made of the 
data originating from the Badari/Mostagedda/Matmar sections of the Nile valley 
produced a picture that reveals the probable changes that took place in each of 
these areas throughout the Predynastic period.

My intention in the future work is, on the one hand, to apply the method 
and experience I have gained in the studies of the social development to more 
important regions in Upper Egypt such as Abydos, Naqada and Hierakonpolis 
and, on the other hand, to test my results based on funerary data against these 
yielded by the settlements, of different rank; it is also my intension to consider 
the results of current archaeological work in Lower Egypt.
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Tell el-Farkha 2000. Excavations at the Western Kom

In the first season (1998) the work on the Western Kom of the Tell el- 
Farkha site concentrated on the southeast, badly damaged, edge of the kom. In 
the second season (1999) the work focused at its centre. Here an area of 150 m2 
was designated for excavation (N-S axis 10 m; E-W axis 15 m). Large quantity 
of artefacts, numerous settlement features and a complex stratigraphic record 
measuring over 4 m in depth resulted, so that the work was completed only in the 
eastern section of this pit. The western half of this pit was excavated in 2000. In 
the same year three new squares, each of 5 x 5 m, were also opened to the north 
of the eastern part of this pit (Fig. 1).

Large quantity of artefacts (chiefly pottery), extensive evidence of settle
ment structures and a stratigraphic complex of layers reaching up to 4 m below 
the present ground surface provided sufficient evidence already in the previous 
seasons to distinguish five main chronological phases of occupation of the West
ern Kom at Tell el-Farkha. The 2000 season, while suggesting certain minor re
visions, generally confirmed this picture. Yet in view of the importance of the 
finds made in the 2000 campaign, this season should be considered as the most 
significant one of all three so far conducted at Tell el-Farkha.

Before this season’s key findings are discussed, a brief recollection of the 
settlement history at Tell el-Farkha should be made (Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 
2000: 61).

Phase 1 occupation probably covered the middle stage of the Lower 
Egyptian culture (Cialowicz 2001: 15), which was contemporary with the 
Naqada (lib?) lie—d 1 according to Kaiser’s (1957) system or to IIC-IID1 ac
cording to that of Hendrickx (1996). Phase 1 at Tell el-Farkha 1 was contem
porary with Buto (lb?) II (von der Way 1997: 79-80) and it started to exist a little 
earlier then T ell Ibrahim A wad 7 phase (van den B rink 1 992:53). This i s evi
denced not only by pottery finds but also by the characteristic settlement features.
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Phase 2 continued to manufacture the Lower Egyptian pottery, but it 
started to be complemented with Naqadian forms. The same may be said of the 
architecture of the phase which shows structures typical of the Delta appearing 
next to mudbrick buildings which are believed to be characteristic for settlers 
originating from the south of Lower Egypt.

This seems to be a transitional stage, showing the coexistence of these two 
assemblages a t a t ime m ore o r 1 ess c ontemporary w ith t he e nd o f Naqada 11 - 
probably Naqada IId2 or beginning of IID2. This phase should be considered as a 
terminal stage of the Lower Egyptian Culture in this region and at the same time 
the earliest one when the first settlers from the south may have made their pres
ence at Tell el-Farkha (Cialowicz 2001: 17). Phase 2 at Tell el-Farkha is contem
porary with Buto Ilia (von der Way 1997: 81).

Phase 3, already fully Naqadian in character, can be dated to the end of 
Naqada II and beginning of Naqada III period [probably Naqada IId2/IIIal - be
ginning of Naqada IIIa2 (?) or the end of IID2 - beginning of III A1 (?)]. A similar 
cultural situation can be seen in Buto Illb-c (von der Way 1997: 126) and at the 
beginning of the Tell Ibrahim Awad 6 phase (van den Brink 1992: 52).

Phases 4 and 5 seems to be characteristic for the period of state formation 
in Egypt. Phase 4 is distinguished by changes in the ceramic assemblage and it is 
suggested that it is to be dated to Naqada IIIa2, its end placed somewhere during 
the Naqada Illb (or III A1 -IIIB). Phase 4 is roughly contemporary with Buto Illd- 
f a nd w ith t he 1 ater 1 ayers o f T ell I brahim Awad 6 (van d en B rink 1 992: 5 2). 
Most of settlement features of this phase have close parallels to features in Buto 
layers Hid - Illf (von der Way 1997: 118).

Phase 5 is characterized by an assemblage typical of transitional Naqada 
Illb/IIIcl (terminal IIIB-IIIC1), i.e. is dated to 0 and early 1st dynasty. As this 
youngest pottery was found encountered only on the surface of the Western 
Kom, it is suggested that this part of the site had been abandoned by the early 
First Dynasty. Phase 5 could be roughly compared with Buto IV (von der Way 
1997: 136) and Tell Ibrahim Awad 5b (van den Brink 1992: 50). There was no 
distinct gap between phase 5 and 4.

The results of the 2000 season

In 2000 the work concentrated primarily on the oldest phases of the Tell 
el-Farkha settlement i.e. on phases 1-3. The finds made included not only an 
abundance of pottery, but also architectural structures which seem to be unique 
not only for the Delta but for the whole Predynastic Egypt. The discovery of 
these structures has led to a considerable modification of currently held views on 
many issues. It should be noted, however, that because of the monumental size of 
some of these structures, large parts of these buildings remain still unexplored. A
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Fig. 1. Western Kom of Tell el-Farkha. Pits excavated during 1998-2000 seasons.

Fig. 2. Pits and traces of furrows from Tell el-Farkha phase lb.
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final description and interpretation of these buildings will be possible only after 
next several seasons.

Phase 1

This oldest phase is linked to Lower Egyptian culture and is marked by its 
typical ceramics and architecture. This stratum is followed by a thin, only a 
dozen or so centimetres thick layer still yielding Lower Egyptian pottery but 
yielding no remains of any dwellings. Perhaps this is a result of a temporary 
abandonment of the site.

A characteristic content of the lowermost strata are numerous round and 
oval pits (measuring 1.20-2.20 m in diameter), often intersecting each other and 
containing a black fill with a modest amount of small potsherds. These are 
probably the remnants of storage pits. Bigger pits, sometimes lined with silt, may 
have served as dwellings. Very characteristic are also the clusters of small, round 
or oval pits (20-30 cm in diameter) lined with silt, occasionally fired red. Most 
of these smaller pits did not contain any artefacts, only isolated fragments of 
pottery occurred sporadically in some of them. Exceptional in this respect was 
the discovery of a half of a small vessel in one of these pits and a pointed bottom 
of a storage vessel in another. Similar features found at other Lower Egyptian 
sites are explained as either cooking installations (van den Brink 1992: 5 3) or 
postholes (von der Way 1997: 65). Both interpretations seem likely, although in 
some instances the pits in question may have served as holders for large storage 
vessels with pointed ends.

Layers of phase 1 also yielded distinctive brick supports known as “fire 
dogs”. They are roughly D-shaped in cross-section. Bricks of a similar shape 
have been found at Abydos (Peet 1914: 7) and Hierakonpolis (Hoffman 1982: 
14). The same type of brick is also known from Buto. The earliest examples 
appeared in Buto II, with further occurrences also noted in later layers (von der 
Way 1997: 73, 120). In Abydos and on Loc. 29 at Hierakonpolis they served as 
supports for a large vessel; in Loc. 11 they were used in the construction of a 
pottery kiln.

Higher up in the stratigraphic sequence but in layers still dating to phase 1 
a series of furrows (10-20 cm wide) forming rectangular ground plans were 
recorded next to the aforementioned pits (Fig. 2). They probably are the remains 
of structures built of organic material. The differences seen between older and 
youngest layers in phase 1 in Tell el-Farkha could suggest the practicability of 
dividing this phase into two subphases: la (older) and lb (younger), which could 
be dated to the period contemporary with Naqada lie and Naqada Ildl.

To the phase 1 is dated a surprising discovery of a building of a still 
unknown function. While fragmentary structures of the kind discussed above are



Tell el-Farkha 2000. Excavations of the Western Kom 167

known from other sites in Lower Egypt (e.g. Maadi or Buto), but nowhere have 
they been preserved in such a good condition and of such a big size. About 0.6 m 
below the bottom of the Naqadian building of phase 3 (see below), remains of a 
Lower Egyptian structure were discovered extending over practically the entire 
excavated area (10x7 m). They were covered with a thick layer of silt which 
hindered explorations considerably; it seems to be the remains of relatively 
frequent flooding of the gezira hill of Tell el-Farkha (before human settlement 
activity resulted in a significant raising of its surface) of a period difficult to 
estimate in length when the site was abandoned. The building, which like all the 
later ones was oriented to the northeast, must have had walls made of organic 
material. All what remains from this structure are relatively narrow furrows 
(from a dozen to 30 cm wide) filled with a brown soil or silt (perhaps from a Nile 
flooding). Explorations revealed two or even three phases of its rebuilding. The 
principal part of the youngest phase of this structure was at least 11 m long and 
4.50 m wide (Fig. 3). The interior division of this building into many small 
compartments is noteworthy (the smallest one was 1.40 x 0.80 m in size) as well 
as many pits lined with mud (from 0.20 to 1.00 m in diameter). Some of these, 
especially the ones within the outline of the furrows, must have been of structural 
importance, serving to mount the posts that had once supported the walls and 
roof. Others found inside the room could have served as vessel stands. The big
gest of these pits, sometimes bearing obvious evidence of burning and yielding 
D-shaped bricks, could have been used as fireplaces. The complex interior 
division of this building may be due to the fact that parts of the house, clearly of 
a domestic character, could have been separated from other areas by low walls 
made of organic material and silt.

To the west of this building there was a kind of a big room or courtyard 
with a wall of similar material in the north, but without the interior division. The 
rest of this structure is to be uncovered presumably in the still unexplored part of 
the site.

Reduced dimensions on both the eastern and southern side characterize the 
older phase of this building. It now measures ca. 8 m in length and 3.20 m in 
width, although its northern end is still unexplored. The number of mud-lined 
pits drops significantly, and their place is taken by storage pits filled with black 
soil and dissected by furrows (as mentioned above these pits are characteristic for 
the oldest occupational phase at Tell el-Farkha). It should also be noted that in 
this level we are probably dealing with two buildings located next to each other. 
One is open to the east and divided into at least two rooms. The other, open to the 
west, bears no evidence of division but yielded a considerable, if shapelessly 
scatter of D-shaped bricks burned a bright red - obvious evidence of a fireplace 
or perhaps some kind of other domestic activity carried out on a bigger scale.
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Phase 2

This phase yields only little evidence for buildings. The most commonly 
encountered traces of them consist of successive layers of flooring with barely 
visible outlines of walls. The best preserved wall was discovered in one of the 
oldest strata belonging to phase 2. This 9.5 m long and 50 cm wide wall was built 
of mud-brick on a NE-SW axis. Its northern extent links up with a semicircular 
construction bordered by a broad band (30-40 cm) of compacted silt. Inside the 
structure several layers of compacted silt floor containing small fragments of 
pottery were recorded.

Indubitably connected with phase 2 at Tell el-Farkha is a structure related 
to some domestic activities requiring the use of fire (Fig. 4). The highest level of 
the construction was found on the same absolute height as the deepest layer of 
the Naqadian building discussed below. The 4 x 4 m structure was comprised (as 
it t umed o ut i n t he 1 ower 1 ayers) o f t hree a djacent c ircles. I ts e dges w ere s ur- 
rounded by stacked D-shaped bricks (similar to these found in the phase 1) 
inconsistently burned through from mud-coloured examples to ones which are 
red and even entirely black. It is noteworthy that mudbricks constitute a signifi
cant majority in the lowermost layer, suggesting that the firing was quite acci
dental. Outside the circles three post-holes were recorded, the posts presumably 
supporting the roof. Numerous flat pieces of clay, thin and baked, with impres
sions of plants and human fingers, coming from the layer of ashes and burnt earth 
inside the structure suggest the existence of a roof that had been made of organic 
material and was coated with mud.

Below the burnt earth a layer of D-shaped bricks in different arrangements 
was uncovered. But it was the next level which yielded conclusive evidence of a 
circle (0.40-0.60 m in diameter) of D-shaped bricks inside each of the circular 
elements of the structure. A flat brick lay in the centre. Around there was a num
ber of bricks set into the ground at an angle, intended as a support for the big, 
relatively narrow-bottomed vats that had stood on the round construction (some 
sherds of thick-walled vessels of this variety were found in the fill).

The difference in brick shapes should also be emphasized. Some were 
simple pieces (of different length) with sections ranging from practically semicir
cular to trapezoid and even almost triangular form. Others, which are also of 
different length, were flatter and evidently concave at one of the ends, the 
depression having been made carelessly with finger impressions clearly visible 
on the side walls. The two kinds of bricks can be put together so that the con
vexities of ones fit the concavities of the other. The flat bricks presumably either 
lay on the ground or were dug into it, and the convex ones lying in the depres
sions stuck out upwards supporting the vat or vessel.
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Fig. 3. Younger phase of the Lower Egyptian building.

Fig. 4. Brewery from Tell el-Farkha
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The aforementioned construction was associated with some form of 
domestic activity requiring the use of fire. The absence of any significant quan
tity of pottery sherds, particularly wasters, precludes its use as a pottery kiln. Fire 
was undoubtedly used inside these structures to heat whatever was inside the 
vats. This could not, however, have been grain, as the temperature generated here 
was to high and would have resulted in the grain being burned. The narrow bases 
of the vats and the wide angle at which they were tilted (as can be deduced from 
the position of the supports which survived in situ) seems to indicate that these 
vessels held a liquid which probably required regular stirring. It was presumably 
a place for brewing beer. If this conclusion is correct, then what we have here is 
the oldest known brewery from the Delta, the only older one in Egypt being a 
brewery found at Hierakonpolis (Geller 1992).

Phase 3

This period is characterised by the occurrence of homogeneous Naqada 
type pottery and it seems that this cultural tradition from the south of Egypt had 
been now fully adopted at Tell el-Farkha. The oldest surviving architectural 
feature comprises the relict remains of a large rectangular room measuring 2.75 
m in width and at least 6 m in length. Its longer walls are built of mud-brick with 
generous sand inclusions (brick size ca 30 x 15 cm) and are on a NE-SW axis. 
Their thickness amounts to almost 70 cm, whilst the shorter walls are nearly 90 
cm thick. The construction in question is very poorly preserved, surviving to a 
height of barely a few centimetres.

This is hardly surprising, as the most fully developed of all the buildings 
excavated to-date was constructed not much later on the same spot. At a depth of 
ca 2.10 m below ground level (ca 5 m a.s.l.) the outlines of a mudbrick structure 
became evident under two layers, of which the bottom one was undoubtedly 
remains of a fire with black, occasionally red burnt-through soil and lighter 
ashes. On top of this was a layer of steel-grey clay which was practically sterile 
as regards archaeological artefacts; its thickness varies from a few centimetres in 
the south to over 20 cm in the north. The layer is indubitable a proof that the 
structure was burnt and then flooded. The building had at least two constructional 
phases. To judge by the preserved ceramic evidence, the older stage started in the 
end of phase 2 and lasted into phase 3. The later stage is to be dated to phase 3, 
while the catastrophic fire and flood should presumably be placed in the early 
part of phase 4 (probably during Naqada IIIa2). The structure of the younger date 
has a size which may be termed as almost monumental and comprises a wall 2,5 
m thick following a NE-SW direction as is common for Tell el-Farkha. At the 
southern extreme it ends in a big rounded comer (Fig. 5). Since sections of the 
same wall have been identified in one of the new pits abutting the explored 
trench on the northeast, it may be presumed that the structure measured at least
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Fig. 5. An early Nagadian building from Phase 3.

Fig. 6. Brick strucktures of building from Phase 3.
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17m in length and 12m in width. Its wall was made of two differently constructed 
sections. The inside part was constructed of a yellowish brick with considerable 
amount of sand set in a dark-grey mud mortar. The outside face of this wall is 
definitely of mudbrick of a light yellowish mortar tempered with sand. Within 
the wall, at the junction of the inner and outer part, three round pits were 
distinguished (lm in diameter), spaced regularly next to each other, the distance 
between them being 1,25m and 1.00m. As the same layer of burning and mud 
which covered the building lay on top of these pits, they must have been 
integrally connected with the structure. Small potsherds and ashes found in these 
pits do not help in the identification of their function, which could have been just 
as well structural or a place for putting big storage vessels. In the latter case, 
however, the wall would have been of different width in the top part - from 0.5 to 
1.00m. This seems fairly unlikely, especially as its bottom part makes the im
pression of being quite homogeneous, constructed, as has been described above, 
of two kinds of bricks (Fig. 6). The building has a much damaged floor made of 
bricks. The layer of ashes yielded numerous thin “slabs” of clay, baked red- 
brown, with impressions of plants and human fingers (similar to the ones found 
in the brewery). These “slabs” are probably what is left of the mud coating of the 
roof.

The structure described above should be seen in connection with the 
building discovered in the 1999 season, featuring a considerable concentration of 
storage vessels found still standing up (Fig. 7). The two buildings were recorded 
on the same absolute height and parts of the earlier excavated one have been 
noted in the pits opened in 2000.

A rectangular room was found to adjoin a thick (80cm) wall running NE- 
SW for 11,70m in its north-western part. This room was almost 7 m long and had 
50 cm-thick walls on the western and southern side. Its successive floors were 
made of clay and most probably were covered with a kind of lime mortar. Inside 
this room, especially in its southern part, considerable quantities of artefacts were 
found - numerous potsherds, but also two complete storage vessels with conical 
bottoms standing in pits and lined with thick coating of mud. A third vessel was 
fragmentarily preserved and there were six small vases, two with fish bones, 
lying on the floor, next to a flint knife and aflat ledge of a big stone vessel. 
Another structure with rounded comer (1.20 x 1.50m) abutted the room on the 
south; it was surrounded by a low brick wall equal in width to the thickness of 
one length of a brick (ca 30cm). A similar wall surrounded a semicircular space 
(ca 4.60 x 4m) adjoining the main wall to the southeast. To the north of it, few 
groups o f b ricks 1 ying i n d ifferent d irections c ould b e r emains o f a floor. T he 
walls of this complex have been preserved to a height of 40-50 cm; they were 
constructed of layers of brick, bonded by a kind of lime mortar.
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Fig. 7. Building from Phase 3 with intact vessels still in situ.

Other parts of the above described complex was found in the season 2000 
(Fig. 8). It is an almost square space (ca 4.5 x 5 m) with two storage vessels 
standing in them. Neither had a bottom; one stood in a lump of pure clay and the 
other one in a bowl. Accompanying them was a concentration of finds including 
complete small vessels. The evidence points to a rather sudden abandonment of 
this complex. It should also be noted that to the west from above described con
struction a continuation of the main wall surrounding the previously described 
monumental structure was found.

The form of the main building underwent fundamental changes in its 
lower layers. A clear level of destruction appeared under the southern part of the 
semicircular comer, broadening gradually under the outer section of the wall. In 
effect, the inner part made of sand bricks forms a rectangular comer in the south, 
while the mudbrick part has been reduced to just one row of bricks. The width of 
the wall here is 1.60 m.

These are not all the changes noted in the buildings structure (Fig. 9). The 
phase here described is characterized by a further reduction of the thickness of 
the main wall and a clear division of the building into smaller compartments 
evident just under the layer of destruction.
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Fig. 8. Vessels m the Nagadian building.

Fig. 9. Part of the Nagadian building and to the right, a Lower Egyptian brewery.
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Since the uncovered part obviously constitutes the foundation, a casemate 
construction may be assumed: relatively thin walls (0.30-0.60 m) forming spaces 
which were later filled with earth. It is noteworthy that relatively thin walls have 
also been recorded to the east of the main wall, possibly constituting the remains 
of adjacent buildings which should have been looking similar to the ones 
described above. They had abutted from the east buildings that belonged to an 
older phase of the complex and were presumably destroyed by the latter. Under 
the latest layer of the building a level of mud, archaeologically sterile, may be the 
evidence for a temporary abandonment of the site. This flooding occurred before 
the Naqada settlers arrived at Tell el-Farkha.

The interpretation of this complex cannot be fully undertaken at the 
present stage of the research. The size of the building and the thickness of the 
main wall are not striking. It seems that it is the biggest Naqadian structure 
discovered in Egypt so far. One wonders what role it had served and who were 
the people inhabiting it. Why was it erected in a place which presumably was not 
an important centre of the emerging state? The undecorated seals found in the 
building, numerous o ther sm all finds (small p erforate p ellets of c lay and c lay, 
cones, which may have served for counting purposes), and potsherds of probably 
Palestinian origin may be the evidence of the considerable role played by 
commerce in the life of the inhabitants of this building. Perhaps we are dealing 
here with a residence combined with store rooms, owned by a Naqadian individ
ual supervising trade between Upper Egypt and the Delta and Palestine.
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Recent research at Tell el- Farkha (Eastern Nile Delta)

The site of Tell el Farkha was identified by the Italian Archaeological 
Mission in 1987. In 1988-1990 the mission, directed by Rodolfo Fattovich, 
carried out initial excavations at the site. Most of the fieldwork was concentrated 
on the centrally situated, biggest mound kom of the site. Only small trenches 
were made on the eastern and western kom (Chlodnicki et al. 1991; 1992; 
1992a). The lower layers of the trenches located on the southern slope of the 
central mound had yielded evidence for a local Predynastic culture, while the 
upper ones contain material of the Nagada culture. The remains of the Old King
dom and Early Dynastic architecture had been discovered on the top of the 
mounds of this site.

The activity of the Italian mission ended with the 1990 campaign. In this 
year at the top of the central mound a pit of 20 x 20 m was investigated but its 
excavation was not completed. The surface deposit brought to light some fire 
installations, very late pits and first evidence of architectonic remains. These re
mains are dated to the Old Kingdom times, and the two lowermost structures can 
be of the Early Dynastic chronology.

The research of the Italian mission has made evident several occupational 
phases of the site; the earliest going back to the Predynastic period and contem
porary with the earliest phases of Tell el Iswid and Buto sites, and the later 
phases, dated to the protodynastic and early Old Kingdom times(van den Brink, 
1989, 1992; von der Way, 1992).

In 1998 the Polish Archaeological Mission began a new stage of the 
exploration of the Tell el-Farkha site (Fig. 1-2). The aim of the first campaign 
was a reconnaissance of the site from the stratigraphic and geological point of 
view. In the 1999 season extensive excavations were made in the western kom 
(Cialowicz, this volume). Test excavations were continued in the central kom in
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Fig. 1. Tell el Farkha. Archaeological activity on the site 1987-2000.
1. Archaeological trenches 2. Area of geophysical survey 3. Line of bore-holes.

1999 and in 2000 extensive explorations were started in the place where the 
Italian expedition stopped its work (Chlodnicki & Cialowicz 1999; 2000).

Geophysical surveying (Fig. 1 and 3) carried out by Tomasz Herbich in 
1998 and 1999 covered almost the whole surface area of the site. Distinct traces 
of architectural remains dating to the youngest settlement phases (near the 
surface) were identified in the course of this survey. These features were 
particularly prominent in the southern and central part of the central kom. 
Evidence of buildings trails off towards the north of the site. This may be due to 
the increased build-up deposits overlying structural remains in this area. Survey 
results also suggest that the older settlement features continue further south, un
derlying the modern village of Ghazala (Chlodnicki & Fierbich 2000).

Two auguring lines across the site were made. The first one, starting from 
the boundary of the village and ending in the cultivated fields, stretched from the 
south to the north (Fig. 2). The bore-holes, up to 5 m deep, permitted to define 
the top level of the gezira sand and the thickness of the overlying deposits. An 
important discovery was three layers with pottery fragments extending beyond
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Fig. 2. Tell el Farkha. N-S geological profile through the site.
1. very fine sands 2. silt, very dark grey, sometimes with sand admixture 3. silt, very dark grey 

4. silt, dark grey, usually with sand admixture 5. very intensive layer of potsherds 
6. calcareous intrusions 7. reddish-brown stain.

Fig. 3. Tell el Farkha. Mudbrick walls outlines traced through geophysical study of the site.
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the tells. They were separated by thick layers of clean silt (Chlodnicki & 
Cialowicz 1999).

The second line of bore-holes cut the site along a west-east axis, passing 
through the tops of all three koms (Chlodnicki & Cialowicz 2000). The section 
showed no significant height differences of the surface of the gezira sand. This 
indicates that this sandy island was raised only slightly above the surrounding silt 
sediments during the earliest phases of the settlement. Only the elevation at the 
northern end of the site was somewhat more pronounced. The results of this 
sampling confirm that all three koms were built at this site as a result of intensive 
human occupation and seasonal activity of the Nile.

At the central kom four trenches were excavated - on the southern, north
ern and western slope. First trench (Cl6) was located on the southern slope, close 
to the Italian excavations, in the area where the upper levels of the settlement 
were disturbed by sebakh diggers (Fig. 4). Seventeen cultural layers were identi
fied in this trench. The upper layers (1-10) are dated to the Early Dynastic times. 
Levels 11-14 are connected with the Nagada Ilc-d phase (Chlodnicki & 
Cialowicz 1999). The best preserved level associated with the Lower Egyptian 
settlement yielded several pits and post-holes. Also recorded were furrows, 
forming a rectangular ground plan. This level contains relatively large amount of 
badly damaged ceramic material - mostly fragments of small, irregular bowls or 
small jars decorated with zigzag pattern.

The second trench (C49), situated on the southern slope of the central 
kom, was situated in the area (Fig. 5), where the magnetic resistance surveying 
had indicated the existence of a set of linear features and a round structure with 
strong magnetic properties. It was designed to verify the results of this survey 
and the excavations confirmed the presence of 50-cm-wide mud-brick walls run
ning just below the surface. The round feature provide to be a hearth with a dense 
layer of ash.

Eleven levels were identified in this trench. The top three (with which the 
uppermost wall was associated) can be dated to Nagada III period. The lowest 
level containing mud-brick construction dates to Nagada Il-d period. The two 
bottom levels, which produced the remains of a round shelter, can be linked to 
the Lower Egyptian culture. Features associated with the Lower Egyptian culture 
generally occur in two stratigraphic contexts: in the lower one, where only mate
rial of this culture occurs, and in the upper one with the admixture of the 
Nagadian pottery (Chlodnicki & Cialowcz 2000). A large ceramic assemblage 
(including whole vessels) was discovered in this trench, as a well as large amount 
of flint tools. Sickle blades are the most common among them, with knives 
occurring in smaller quantities.
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Fig. 4 Tell el Farkha. Central Kom. Trench Cl6. Western section

Fig. 5. Tell el Farkha. Central Kom. Trench C 49. Southern section

Fig. 6. Tell el Farkha. Central Kom. Trench C 126, western section.
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In the trench (C 126, 6 x 2 m) located in the northern slope of the central 
kom the uppermost stratum (3,5 m at the southern end and 2,5 m on the northern 
end)contained debris composed of numerous fragments of pottery, bone and 
stone tools (Fig. 6). The top part of this level is dated to the Old Kingdom. The 
only architectural feature discovered in this trench was a type of wall-cum-stair- 
case made partly of mud-brick and partly of solid silt. This appears to be the 
remains of a waterfront revetment. Beneath this reinforcing layer lie successive 
archaeological strata devoid of any features, with the exception of a backfill 
containing large amount of pottery, dated tentatively to Nagada lied - Nagada III 
period. Although most of the pottery is of the Late Predynastic or Early Dynastic 
chronology, fragments of Old Kingdom vessels indicate that these layers were 
raised in this period from a redeposited earlier debris. A sunken feature set in 
sand was unearthed beneath these layers of backfill, clearly separated from them 
by a thin layer of blue silt. This structure lay about 1,5 m below the present field 
level and is attributed to the Lower Egyptian culture. A clay bead or amulet was 
found among pottery sherds in this structure as well as a perforated disc which 
have served as a seal.

It seems that the sondage in question was situated in the area which was, 
after the Lower Egyptian culture times, within the immediate vicinity of the 
shoreline. No domestic buildings were raised here. The only feature present in 
this time period was a rubbish dump, which as it developed in Old Kingdom 
times, protected the settlement perimeters from flooding.

In 2000 the excavations were started on the top of the central mound, in 
the s ame p lace where in 1 990 t he I talian e xcavations were c arried o ut. 11 w as 
found that the uppermost layers of the trench are of the early Old Kingdom 
chronology. This level yielded the remains of fireplaces and badly preserved 
mud-brick walls and floors. The lowermost levels in this trench contained Early 
Dynastic material.

The excavations carried out so far by the Polish mission confirm the strati
graphic sequence and major occupational phases of this site found by the Italians. 
The earliest settlement of Tell el-Farkha emerged with the Predynastic culture of 
Lower Egypt. At this point the tell had not yet achieved its pronounced topog
raphical form. It was still a fairly shallow, sandy mound. The occupation remains 
left by the inhabitants of this oldest (and probably most extensive) settlement 
consist of sunken roundhouses and shelters, storage pits and rectangular struc
tures, probably built entirely above ground. This phase can be dated to the 
Nagada Ilb-c period.

The next settlement phase is clearly linked to the Nagada culture, probably 
starting from the this culture. Architectural remains dated to this period occur in 
the central and southern part of the mound. The evidence for an occupation in the
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Old Kingdom comes from the top of the mound and from the northern and west
ern slopes. Generally speaking, the chronology of this kom is contemporary with 
phases II - VI of Buto (Faltings 1998; Kohler 1996; von der Way 1992; 1997).
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Tell el-Farkha 2001: the settlement pottery of 
phases 5 and 4a - a preliminary report

The stratigraphy of Tell el-Farkha (Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 1999, 2000; 
Jucha 2000a, 2000b, 2001a, 2001b), has been divided into seven occupation 
phases. Five of these (phases 1 - 5) were attested on the Western Kom of the site. 
While the lowermost levels of the settlement (phase 1) belong to the Lower 
Egyptian Culture and subsequent levels (phase 2) are considered as a transitional 
phase between the Lower and Upper Egyptian cultural tradition, the following 
phases - 3 to 5 - are dated from the Predynastic Period (Naqada IId2/IIIal or the 
end of Naqada II D2) to the beginning of the Early Dynastic Period (Naqada 
Illb/cl or end of IIIB-C1). Subsequent phases 6 and 7 dated respectively to the 
Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom times (dynasty III - IV ?) were found on the 
Central Kom of the Tell el-Farkha site.

In the following paper I will focus on the pottery found in 2001 on the 
Western Kom. During this season the upper strata of the then established new 
trenches, situated to the west of the area excavated in 1999 - 2000, were exca
vated. On the basis of current research on the pottery from this site, these strata 
can be assigned to phase 5 and the upper levels of phase 4 (lower levels of phase 
4 were excavated in 2002) at Tell el-Farkha.

The pottery of Phase 5

The upper levels of the Western Kom excavated in 2001 contained pottery 
types characteristic for the Protodynastic/Early Dynastic period which allowed us 
to include these levels to phase 5.

The ceramic assemblage of this phase is dominated by rough ware (R2). 
Most vessels of this class were tempered with fine to medium sand and fine to 
medium straw, though examples tempered with sand or sand and small amount of 
organic material were also found.
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Fig. 1. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Rough ware (R2) jars.

Among the pottery forms the following types occur: different jars with 
rounded external extension or with roll rim and with or without necks (Fig. 1:1- 
4), fragments of jars with simple rim (Fig. 1:5), jars without the bottom which 
was probably broken intentionally (Fig. 2:1) as well as fragments of narrow jars 
with thickened external extension of the rim and almost straight or slightly 
convex sides (Fig. 2:2) which may belong to jars with very narrow flattened or 
irregular base, though these (both rims and bases) occur sporadically in this 
phase and are particularly typical for phase 4. Also bag-shaped jars (Fig. 2:3) 
were found. Moreover, fragments of hole mouth jars (Fig. 2:4), which may 
belong to the local ceramic tradition, occur. Among other forms following types 
were found: bowls with convex walls and simple rim with rounded rim top (Fig. 
3:1) as well as with almost straight (divergent) walls and simple rim (Fig. 3:2), 
bowls with concave walls and with simple rim or slightly thickened external 
extension.(Fig. 3:3) (Emery 1961: 213, Fig. 122: 26; Gophna 1995: 73-74, Fig. 1; 
Kohler 1998: 25, Taf. 32-33), deep bowls and pot-stands. Among the bases occur 
mostly both different flat and rounded ones.

Another group of pottery consist of various miniature vessels. These were 
made of higher quality fabric, tempered m ostly w ith sand and without or with 
less amount of fine to medium straw (Fig. 3:4-6). Surface of these vessels was 
mostly smoothed. Another class of pottery is rough ware (Rl) tempered with 
medium t o c oarse s and g rains a nd fine t o m edium c haff ore oarse s traw. T his 
class is also abundant in phase 5 though less in number than rough ware class R2.
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Fig. 2. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Rough ware (R2) jars.

Almost all potsherds of rough ware belong to thick walled bread-moulds 
(Fig. 4:1-2). Among them shallow spherical forms with rounded base and 
rounded rim top are the most frequent, though shallow forms, sometimes with 
flattened base also occur sporadically as well as examples with flattened or flat 
rim top and forms with slightly concave rim top. Pot-marks have been recorded 
also on the walls of some of bread-moulds. They occur mostly inside the vessels 
(but there are also known examples with pot-marks situated outside). Most of 
these bread-moulds belong to the forms which generally occur starting from the 
Naqada III period (Eggebrecht 1974: 176, Abb. 1 :d; Jacquet-Gordon 1981: Fig. 
1:1-4; Kohler 1998: Taf. 42:1-3; van den Brink 1989: 78, Fig. 13:4,7-8; 1992: 
52-53, Fig. 7:3).

Different t ypes o f r ed b umished o r polished b owls, which r epresent t he 
fine tableware were also collected from strata of phase 5. Most of these pots were 
made of Nile silt with very fine sand inclusion. Examples made of Nile silt
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Fig. 3. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Rough ware (R2) bowls (1-3) and miniature vessels (4-6).

tempered with sand and small amount of straw, as well as examples made of marl 
clay also occur although rarely. Most fragments belong to different types of 
bowls. These bowls were mostly red slipped and streak burnished. Very charac
teristic are vertically burnished bowls. Examples horizontally burnished outside 
and vertically inside also occur, as well as examples which have the upper part of 
the inner surface, just below the rim, horizontally burnished and the lower part of 
inner surface burnished vertically. Shapes of these vessels include mostly simple 
shallow to medium or deep forms with more or less convex or straight walls and 
simple rim (Fig. 5:1-4) as well as bowls with breakdown of the walls in its upper 
part and forms with thickened external rim (Fig. 5:5). Similar examples are also 
known from other sites in the Nile Delta where they occur in Naqada III strata
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Fig. 4. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Rough ware (Rl) pottery.

Fig. 5. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Red coated pottery.
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(Kohler 1998: 7-8, Abb. 6; van den Brink 1989: 71, 76-77, Fig. 14:1-8; Friedman 
1992: 200-202, Fig. 3:f). Among the bases, mostly flat or flattened forms occur. 
A double vessel, composed of two cylindrical jars joined together was also found 
in layers of this phase (Fig. 6:1).

Strata of phase 5 contain also fragments of very hard, fine ware pottery 
made of Nile silt untempered or with very fine sand inclusions. Examples made 
of m arl c lay a Iso o ccur a lthough r arely. Them arl c lay p ottery, w hich i n most 
cases belong to jars with modelled wavy pattern or to cylindrical jars with differ
ent incised, grooved or impressed decoration, is likely to be imported from Upper 
Egypt and represent only a small portion of the pottery assemblage. The surface 
of the fine ware pottery is very well smoothed. Pot-marks occur in few cases 
(Fig. 6:2; Fig. 7:1). Among the pottery shapes occur complete examples of small 
drop-shaped v essels ( Fig. 3 :3), and d ifferent k inds o f n ecked j ars ( Fig. 7 :1 -7), 
sometimes with marks of turning device on the neck. Moreover to this class of 
pottery belong also: fragments of bowls and different fat and rounded bases as 
well as fragments of cylindrical jars with different decoration, potsherds deco
rated with wavy pattern and pottery with painted decoration.

Another class of pottery is characterised by the yellow coated surface. 
This pottery constitutes a very small part of ceramic assemblage of phase 5. 
Among them may occur: fragments of jars and bowls which were classified as 
fine ware pottery made of Nile silt untempered or with very fine sand inclusions, 
or made of marl clay. Examples made of Nile silt with coarser inclusions of sand 
and straw and also with a yellow coat may also occur.

Different kinds of potsherds with painted, impressed, incised, grooved or 
modelled decoration were also collected from layers of phase 5. Fragments with 
decoration composed of wavy lines and wavy parallel lines in short groups (Fig. 
8:1-4), which is especially typical of Naqada IIIa2 though it may occur also later 
(Hendrickx 1993: 37-38, 71; Kaiser 1957: Taf. 24; Petrie 1921:Tab. XXXII: 
D20, D21; 1953:Tab. IX:53f; Tab. XXVI:87k, Tab. XXVIT91D7, Tab. XXIX: 
94k) are dominant among potsherds with painted decoration, but other patterns 
also occur (Fig. 8:5).

Another k ind o f d ecoration i s c omposed o f i mpressed dots (Adams a nd 
Friedman 1992: 323-324; Fig. 4:a-d; Kohler 1998: 138, Taf. 57:3, 4, 6). 
Fragments belonging to j ars (Fig. 9:1) as well as to bowls with internal 1 edge 
(Fig. 9:2) were found among them. Moreover, fragments with punctuated deco
ration and lines of unclear pattern also occur (Fig. 9:3). Potsherds with 
decoration composed of triangles cut in wet clay (Fig. 9:4) were also found.

Few potsherds with lightly impressed or smoothed row of halt-bows on 
the shoulders (Fig. 10:1-2) were also found in the contents of phase 5. This
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Fig. 6. Kom W. Complete vessels (1,3) and fine ware potsherd with pot-mark (2).

Fig. 7. Kom W. Fine ware jars.
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Fig. 8. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Potsherds with painted decoration.

Fig. 9. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Potsherds with impressed decoration.
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pattern generally predates the I Dynasty and is typical of Dynasty 0/beginnings 
of the I Dynasty (Kohler 1998: 34; Taf. 62, Taf. 71:8-10; Kroeper 1988: 14-16, 
Figs. 80, 91-95, 141-143). Moreover, potsherds of W-handled and decorated with 
wavy pattern (Fig. 10:4-7) as well as potsherds decorated with modelled wavy 
design (band) (Fig. 10:8-9) were also found in the context of phase 5.

Different impressed or incised decoration pattern executed beneath the rim 
occur on fragments of cylindrical jars and they include examples decorated with 
straight line with sharpened edges (Fig. 11:1) found mostly in uppermost layer, 
potsherds with line of impressed strokes (Fig. 11:2) or decorated with a raised 
band of decoration formed by pushing the clay upwards with the finger-nail (Fig.
11:3) as well as other types with different impressed pattern (Fig. 11:4-5). Due to 
their forms and decoration the cylindrical jars belong evolutionally to the stage of 
development of W-class dated to the Naqada III period. This decoration occur 
especially in Naqada Illb and Naqada Illb/cl, although some of them may occur 
even earlier in Naqada IIIa2 times (Hendrickx 1993: 84-85; Petrie 1921: Tab. 
XXX; 1953: Tab. VIII-IX; Kohler 1998: 33, 49, Abb. 24, Taf. 58:3-11; van den 
Brink 1992: 52-53; 1989: 77, Fig. 14:13-14; Kroeper 1988: Figs. 86-88).

Complete vessels found in architectonical structures No. 106 and No. 115

Apart from a few examples of complete pots mentioned above, a greater 
part of complete or reconstructable vessels coming from upper strata of Western 
Kom were found in great architectural structures discovered in 2001. These 
structures include the large building No. 106 which on the basis of preliminary 
research, seems to be founded in the previous phase 4 but it still existed in phase
5. The most interesting is the pottery assemblage found in the southern room of 
this construction together with Early Dynastic (?) deposit composed of rattlers 
and anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figurines. Among pottery vessels found in 
connection with this deposit were two small jars (Fig. 12:1-2), a drop-shaped jar 
(Fig. 12:3), red burnished bowl (Fig. 12:4), a vessel with hole in the base (Fig. 
12:5) and miniature vessels (Fig. 12:6-7). In other part of this building also 
another drop - shaped jar (Fig. 12:8), aminiature vessel (Fig. 12:9) and small 
bird - shaped vessel (Fig. 12:10) were found.

Complete or reconstructable pots were also found in the building 115 
situated to the west of the one previously described. Among them were a bag - 
shaped jar (Fig. 13:1), small jar with rounded body and narrow neck (Fig. 13:2), 
very small cylindrical vessel with impressed decoration situated beneath the rim 
(Fig. 13:3), as well as different miniature vessels (Fig. 13:4-7) and a vessel of 
foreign origin (Fig. 13:8).
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Fig. 10. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Potsherds with lightly impressed bows or with wavy pattern 
and modelled wavy design (band).

10 cm

Fig. 11. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Cylindrical jars.



Tell el-Farkha 2001 — The settlement pottery of phases 5 and 4a 195

Current research on the recently found pottery indicates that phase 5 at 
Tell el-Farkha should be dated to the end of the Protodynastic Period/beginnings 
of Early Dynastic period and that this phase of occupation terminated at this site 
during the First Dynasty (Naqada Illb/cl or end of IIIB - Cl).

The pottery assemblage of phase 4

The lower strata excavated on the Western Kom in 2001 contained pottery 
which is characteristic for the Protodynastic period and so was connected with 
the phase 4 (the strata belonging to this phase were only partially excavated in 
2001 and the lowermost levels belonging to phase 4 were finished in following 
season in 2002). As not a 11 the levels belonging to phase 4 were examined in 
2001, this part of my report should be considered as a short and preliminary 
description of their pottery; a full characterisation of this assemblage will be 
possible at a later date.

On the basis of pottery collected during the 2001 season from strata of the 
phase 4 we can tentatively say that both the wares and forms follow the types of 
phase 4 found in trenches excavated on the Western Kom during 1999 and 2000 
seasons.

Rough ware pottery tempered with fine to medium sand and fine to 
medium straw (R2) is more abundant in this phase than in phase 5. Moreover, it 
was observed that going down the levels it becomes almost a dominant class of 
pottery. Among the forms the most popular are jars with almost straight or 
slightly convex sides and with thickened external extension. A majority of 
pottery may belong to jars with very narrow and flattened or irregular base. 
Moreover, examples of almost complete tall tapering vessels were found though 
all of them without the bottom part, which was probably narrow and flattened. 
These vessels were found left in different fireplaces (stoves) as were similar pots 
found on the Western Kom during the excavations in 1998-1999. These vessels 
differ in height and seem to be connected with the food preparation; they may 
had been used as jars to parch com. Among other forms occur different jars with 
thickened external extension or roll rim, bag - shaped jars (one was found with 
two holes in the body), hole - mouth jars and different types of bowls. Most of 
their bases belong to flat or flattened and irregular forms though rounded bases 
also occur. Fragments of potsherds with two reworked edges were also found.

The rough ware pottery tempered with medium to coarse sand grains and 
fine to medium chaff or coarse straw (Rl) also occurs though in 1 ess quantity 
than R2, and in this phase it constitutes a smaller part of the pottery assemblage 
than in the phase 5. Most of the potsherds of this kind of ware belong to thick 
walled bread-moulds of shallow spherical forms with rounded base and rounded 
rim top, which constitute a dominant group of forms among bread moulds.
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Fig. 12. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Complete or reconstructable vessels from building No. 106.

Fig. 13. Tell el-Farkha. Kom W. Complete or reconstructable vessels from building No.l 15.
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Although the bread moulds may occur in our phase 4, they become typical only 
in the subsequent phase 5.

The pottery with red polished or burnished surface also occurs though 
similarly to R1 it constitutes a smaller part of the pottery assemblage than in the 
phase 5. Moreover, it was noted that the quantity of this class of the pottery 
decreases down the strata of phase 4 and is more frequent in the upper than in the 
lower levels of this phase. Most of these pots were made of Nile silt with very 
fine sand inclusion although examples made of the Nile silt tempered with sand 
and sm all a mount of s traw a s w ell a s e xamples made o f marl clay a Iso occur 
although very rarely. Most of these sherds belong to different types of bowls with 
similar shaped and burnishing technique as they show in phase 5.

Fragments of very hard, fine ware pottery made of Nile silt, untempered or 
with very fine sand inclusions or - in few examples - made also of marl clay, also 
occur in phase 4. This class of pottery constitutes a smaller part of the 
assemblage than in phase 5. The surface of this pottery is very well smoothed. 
Fragments of pots belonging to this class in most cases belong to different 
necked jars.

Fragments of fine ware pottery with yellow coating also occur. This class 
of the pottery constitutes a very small part of the assemblage. Most of these 
sherds belong to jars although few examples belonging to bowls were also found.

Among pottery with decoration found in phase 4 occur potsherds with 
painted decoration, fragments of jars belonging to W-handled class with 
modelled or impressed wavy pattern and fragments of cylindrical jars, although 
they are in smaller quantity then in the subsequent phase 5.
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Lithic industry at Tell el-Farkha (Eastern Delta)

The paper presented here is a summarized view of lithic production at Pre- 
Dynastic and Early Dynastic site of Tell el-Farkha. The assemblage which is the 
subject of this report was recovered during the first 6 seasons of excavations 
(1996 to 2000) that were conducted at the site by the Polish Expedition to the 
Eastern Delta. It consists of almost 1400 artefacts of which 750 are retouched 
tools. The assemblage is analyzed within 6 chronological phases of the human 
settlement at Tell el-Farkha. They are contemporary to the Nagada culture and to 
the early stage of the Egyptian state.

Phase 1 (ca 3400-3250 BC - Nagada lie - Ildl).

The lithic production was basing mainly on the raw material of local 
origin. For production of knifes the light-beige chert was used, also of local ori
gin. It must have been extracted from a specific location since it is quite different 
from chert used for ordinary lithic production. Within the assemblage a single 
tool made of obsidian was noted.

The chert was knapped on the site. This is proved by the presence of few 
cortex flakes. However, a small size of studied sample do not allow to evaluate 
the extension of this production. A very distinctive feature of the chert working is 
the presence of wide or very wide, massive blades, bent at the distal end. They 
were removed from single platform cores with the soft hammer technique and 
finally reworked into tools.

Following tool types are typical for this phase at Tell el-Farkha:

1. Massive perforators made on thick blades. Their sides are formed on edge by 
almost bifacial, semi - flat retouch (Fig. 1:1);

2. Large knifes made of wide and thick blades retouched on the edges. This 
group of tools includes mostly Hemamiya knifes - A and B variant (Fig. 1:3;
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2:3) (for comparison see Schmidt 1992a and 1996). They were made in 
majority of a very characteristic light-beige chert;

3. Obsidian knife imported from the Nagada culture area (Nagada II; Fig. 1:5);
4. Local imitation of Nagadian, obsidian knives (Fig. 2:1 );
5. Standardized, large “sickle blade knives", sometimes with Heluan retouch 

(Fig.l: 2, 4). Usually truncated edge - straight or slightly oblique - is located at 
a proximal part of the blade. Working edge, bended, is covered by denticulate 
retouch often accompanied by a very characteristic sickle gloss. The edge op
posite to the working one is often backed;

6. Microlithic retouch of the Ouchtata type;
7. Single sickle inserts similar to rectangular, segmented blades. They reflect the 

same idea, however they do not keep the standard of this type of tool known 
from the later periods in Egypt.

Phase 2 (ca 3250-3200 BC - Nagada lid)

Local lithic production during this phase, which was also based on local 
raw material, is difficult to evaluate due to a small sample. Only few examples of 
debitage made of light-beige chert are recorded. Local on-site production served 
as subsidiary source of debitage, and most of the debitage and tools was certainly 
produced outside the site. At the site a limited production of wide blades re
moved from single platform cores was present.

Following main tool classes are typical for this phase:

1. Single, massive flake end-scrapers;
2. Single, massive perforators made on thick blades. Their sides are formed on 

edge by almost bifacial, semi - flat retouch (Fig. 2:4);
3. Knives - exclusively blade knives with edge retouch (Fig. 2:6). They have no 

handles and are either slightly convex or slightly concave. Two ways of elabo
ration of these knives were recorded. In the first one the working edge was 
formed by semi-flat or flat, alternating retouch while opposite edge was 
backed on dorsal or - less frequently - on ventral side. A second kind ot these 
knives has both working edges and the back of the knife was made with alter
nating, usually semi-flat retouch;

4. Single sickle blade knives with working edge elaborated with a denticulate 
edge retouch - like in phase 1 (Fig. 2:2);

5. Wide microretouched blades of Ouchtata type;
6. Single, rectangular segmented blades with sickle gloss; however they are un

standardized;
7. Single example of heat-treatment being used as intentional technological 

procedure.
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Fig. 1. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 1.
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Fig. 2. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 1 (1), 2 (2-4, 6) and 3 (5).
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Fig. 3. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 3 (1,4) and 4 (5-8).
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Phase 3 [ca 3200-3150/3100 BC - Nagada IId2/IIIal - IIIa2(?)]

Local raw material of different kinds was used during this phase. Well 
marked on-site lithic production was going on which included the manufacturing 
of wide blades from single platform cores. Some tools were certainly brought to 
the site from workshops outside, especially the sickle inserts.

Among tools following main groups were recorded in this phase:

1. Single, locally made, massive end-scrapers made on cortex flakes;
2. Large number of wide blades made from single platform cores with retouched 

sides (Fig. 3:1). They bear the use traces, however they were not used as sickle 
blades which are absent in this phase;

3. Single, standardized sickle inserts - rectangular segmented blades, triangular 
segmented blades and backed segmented blades all brought from outside 
workshops and made of blades removed from single platform cores with the 
use of the pressure technique (Fig. 2:5);

4. Large bifacial knives (Fig. 3:4); knives with edge retouch are rare;
5. Bifacial knives with polished sides (Fig. 3:2 );
6. Specimen with Ouchtata retouch;
7. Single example of heat-treatment being used as intentional technological pro

cedure.

Phase 4 (ca 3150-3050 BC - Nagada IIIa2-IIIb)

For the lithic production a local chert of different kind was used. On-site 
production is represented by single blade cores. However, most of specimens 
were brought to the site from outside workshops. These were mainly good 
quality knives and sickle inserts made of blades removed from cores by pressure 
technique.

Within the tool group following categories are now recorded:

1. Sickle inserts of two types are the main type of a tool: (a) rectangular seg
mented blades (ca 70 % - Fig. 3:7-8) and (b) backed segmented blades (ca 30 
%- Fig. 3:5-6), with some triangular segmented blades that were inserted at the 
ends of sickles’ working edges. Lack of proximal and distal parts o f blades 
suggests that these inserts were brought to the site in ready-to-use form, i.e. 
already retouched;

2. Single examples of massive perforators of the type found in phase 1 and 2;
3. Bifacially polished knives;
4. Knives of the Gebel el-Arak type (Fig. 3:3; cf. Midant-Reynes 1987);
5. Bifacial knives - remarkable is an absolute lack of knives made with edge re

touch - with narrow or wide tips (Fig. 4:1);
6. Heat-treatment.
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Phase 5 (ca 3050-3000 BC - beginning First Dynasty, Nagada Illb/IIIcl)

For the lithic production, the local chert of different kind was used but 
probably single cases of imported obsidian are also present. Well visible is the 
on-site p roduction o f b lades a s well asp resence o f b lades from o utside w ork- 
shops; in both cases they were removed from single platform cores by a pressure 
technique. Locally some large flake end-scrapers were made as well as some 
knives. H igh s tandardization o f i nserts, v isible a lready i n p hase 4 i s n ow c on- 
tinued. Heat-treatment of raw material was practised on a limited scale.

Within the tool group the following, most characteristic types are now recorded:

1. The main type of tool are the sickle inserts of 2 forms with rectangular, seg
mented blades prevailing over backed, segmented blades (Fig. 4:2, 4-9), with 
only a limited presence of triangular segmented blades;

2. Single bracelets made of chert (Fig. 4:3);
3. Single massive perforators and end-scrapers;
4. Wide and narrow bifacial knives (Fig. 4:10; 5: 1-2, 4);
5. Single of knives made with edge retouch;
6. Imported obsidian bifacial knives (Fig. 5:3).

Phase 6 (ca 3000-2700 BC - second half of the 1st and 2nd Dynasty)

Artefacts are now made exclusively of a local raw material. This took 
place also on the site but was mainly done in workshops situated outside the site. 
Single examples of heat-treatment are observed. Production of wide blades 
removed from a single or opposite platform cores by the soft hammer technique 
is visible. However, the main way of debitage production become now the ex
ploitation of single platform blade cores with the help of the pressure technique.

The main classes of tools typical for this phase are:

1. Sickle inserts of one type - rectangular segmented blades (Fig. 5:9), with some 
triangular segmented blades and a lack of backed segmented blades;

2. Numerous “razor blades", present at Tell el-Farkha only in this phase (Fig. 5:5; 
6:1-2; for comparison see Schmidt 1992b);

3. Bifacial knives - mainly narrow ones (Fig. 6:3);
4. Small knives with edge retouch;
5. Massive perforators of the same kind as earlier specimens on this site.

Discussion

The lithic assemblage of Tell el-Farkha has a characteristics of a dynamic 
phenomenon. Some of the changes in the lithic production were quite rapid 
whereas other seem to had been more gradual. To the first group we certainly can 
include the disappearance of large “sickle blade knives”. They were in use at Tell 
el-Farkha during the phase 1 and 2 only. Similar “sickle blade knives” were also
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Fig. 4. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 4(1) and 5 (2-10).
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Fig. 5. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 5 (3) and 6 (1-2, 4-9).
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Fig. 6. Tell el-Farkha. Tool types of Phase 6.
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found at other sites in the Lower Egypt, i.e. at Maadi (Rizkana, Seeher 1985: 
249, Fig. 9:5) and at el-Tell el-Iswid (South) in phase A (Schmidt 1989a, Fig. 
19:1-2, 4-5). At Tell el-Farkha the disappearance of large sickle blades is 
synchronized with another phenomenon - with the appearance o f s tandardized 
sickle inserts in phase 3. These inserts - rectangular or sometimes triangular - 
were made o f r egular blades r emoved o ff the c ore b y a pressure t echnique. A 
mass production of these inserts, visible from phase 3 took place in specialized 
workshops situated outside the site. It seems that the appearance of such work
shops may reflect a basic change in the social and economic organization of the 
Tell el-Farkha social group correlated with the emergence of the Egyptian State. 
Similar phenomena and approximately in the same time period are recorded at 
different settlements in the Nile Delta, like Buto, from phase III (Schmidt 1993: 
272f.; 1989b: 301 f.), el-Tell el-Iswid (South), from the early Phase B (Schmidt 
1992a: 34f.; 1992b: 82f.).

A gradual phenomenon was certainly the evolution of bifacial knives from 
phase 3 throughout the rest of the existence of the Tell el- Farkha settlement.

A special kind of finds represent are 2 fragments of obsidian knives, 
recorded in phase 1 and 5. Single artefacts made of obsidian are known from 
other Lower Egyptian sites, e.g. from el-Tell el-Iswid (South), phase A (Schmidt 
1989a) or from a much later site of Kom El Hisn (Kobusiewicz 1997; Wenke et 
al. 1988). There is quite a number of potential places from which the obsidian 
could be imported to Egypt: few Eastern Mediterranean islands, different locali
ties in Turkey, southern part of the Arabian Peninsula, Eritrea and Ethiopia, and 
Central Sahara (Tibesti Massif) (Bavay et al. 2000). To identify the source of 
obsidian a comparative geochemical studies need to be performed as it was done 
recently for Upper Egyptian specimens (Bavay et al. 2000). Results of this 
project point to Ethiopian, Eritrean or south Arabian Peninsula as a source of ob
sidian found in the Upper Egypt. Fragment of an obsidian knife from el-Tell el- 
Iswid (South) was analysed by E.Pemicka (1996): the place of origin of this find 
is suggested in Southern Anatolia. Fragment of the knive from phase 1 at Tell el- 
Farkha typologically reminds Nagadian knives from Upper Egypt (Nagada II). 
The Upper Egyptian origin of the Tell el-Farkha specimens of exchange seems to 
be the most obvious for the existence of well visible traces would be in line with 
Nagadian influences recorded in the Delta in this time period. However, only 
future g eochemical a nalysis c ould s hed 1 ight o n t he p lace o f o rigin o f o ur o b- 
sidian raw material.
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Lower Egyptian culture from the central Tell at 
Tell el-Farkha (Nile Delta)

1. Introduction

Tell el-Farkha is one of the few sites in the eastern Nile Delta where 
continuous occupation from Predynastic until the early Old Kingdom period is 
recorded. Since 1 998 t he e xcavations a 11his site h ave b een c arried o ut b y the 
Polish expedition headed by M. Chlodnicki from the Poznan Prehistoric Society 
and Poznan Archaeological Museum and co-headed by K. M. Cialowicz from the 
Jagiellonian University in Cracow. Their results have been published in prelimi
nary reports (Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 1999; 2000; 2001).

In this paper I would like to focus on the oldest phase of the settlement at 
Tell el-Farkha associated with the Lower Egyptian Culture. Lower levels of 
underground water have made possible to excavate the Lower Egyptian layers at 
this site without difficulty. During five seasons of fieldwork (1998 - 2002) a 
large pottery assemblage of this culture was collected. On this basis it was possi
ble to distinguished two main occupational phases of the Lower Egyptian culture 
at Tell el-Farkha. Pottery of Phase 1 is typical for this culture, while ceramic 
material from Phase 2 has features characteristic for both the Lower Egyptian and 
Naqadan pottery tradition. The appearance of non-local elements in pottery in 
Phase 2 was undoubtedly caused by the expansion of the Naqada culture from 
southern to northern Egypt during the late Naqada II and Naqada III periods. It 
is, however not clear if groups of Upper Egyptians arrived in the Nile Delta in 
this early period or only elements of the Naqadian cultural tradition were trans
mitted from south to north without any movement of humans.

2. Lower Egyptian architecture

This paper comprises results of excavations carried out in 1998 - 2002 on
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the Central Korn at Tell el-Farkha where four trenches were located - on its 
southern, northern and western slopes. In each trench layers of the Lower 
Egyptian culture were reached. However, at this stage of our research it is possi
ble to present only a partial picture of the development of the settlement 
architecture of Lower Egyptian community on the Central Kom. This results 
from the small size of the trenches. In most cases only small parts of structures 
were recorded. In 2000 excavations on the top of the Central Kom were started 
and the pit of 22.5 by 22.5 m makes possible to observe architecture structures 
over a bigger area. In 2002 levels dated back to Nagada IIIa2-NIIIb/IIIc 1 were 
found in this pit, still above the expected Lower Egyptian layers.

a/ Phase l

Fig. 1. Tell el-Farkha. Trench C49. Cross Fig. 2. Tell el-Farkha. Trench C49. Level 1 (3.90- 
section of the south trench wall (drawn by 4.00) (drawn by E. Mrowiec).

E. Mrowiec).

The most numerous structures recorded during the exploration of the 
Lower Egyptian layers were round and oval storage pits (measuring 1.20-2.20 m 
in diameter), often intersecting each other, and containing a black fill with a 
modest amount of small potsherds (Fig. 1, pit 23; Fig. 2-pit 18/24, 22, 23). Other 
characteristic features were furrows about 10-20 cm wide, filled by brown soil or 
flood silt, with rectangular ground plans, probably remains of structures built of 
organic material above the ground (Fig. 2, F. 25, 27). There were also concentra
tions of small, round pits (20-30 cm in diameter), probably post-holes lined with 
silt (Fig. 2, pit 21, 26). They contained sporadically only isolated fragments of 
pottery. In 2002 during the exploration of one of such post-holes a fragment of a 
big clay plate belonging to the rough ware (made of Nile clay tempered with a
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conspicous amount of medium and coarse sand and straw) was found. The plate 
is flat, measures 29 x 18 cm and is ca 3 cm thick. It had to be used in the vicinity 
of fire or directly in the fire because the preserved fragment was very brittle and 
its colour was bright red. Although its function remains uncertain, it is likely to 
be c onnected w ith s ome k ind off ood-processing. I n o ne o f t he o pened t rench 
remains of a round shelter (Fig. 1, pit 16; Fig. 3, pit 16), with a diameter of about 
3.5 m, and dug to a depth of ca 40-50 cm were found. Inside this shelter there 
was a hearth of ca 70 cm lined with D-shaped mudbricks (Fig. 3, pit 15).

Fig. 3. Tell el-Farkha. Trench C49. Level 2B 
(4.25-4.35) (drawn by E. Mrowiec).

Fig. 4. Tell el-Farkha. Trench C49. Level 4-5 
(4.60-5.00) (drawn by ETMrowiec).

Taking into consideration the stratigraphy of the recorded structures, the 
construction data and c omparable m aterial from other sites of Lower Egyptian 
sites it seems to be possible to present an outline of the architecture of the oldest 
settlement of Tell el-Farkha. It seems, therefore, that in the oldest levels of Phase 
1 the Lower Egyptian social group lived in small round shelters build of organic 
material with a hearth inside. Around such structures numerous pits were located. 
In most cases they were used for storing. During the 2002 season an 
archaeobotanical analysis of the fills of Lower Egyptian pits carried out. In the 
younger 1 ayers o f P hase 1 t ypical s tructures a re t he r ectangular b uildings w ith 
walls constructed of organic material, probably covered by mud; a light roof was 
supported by posts driven into the floor. In some cases posts were lined by silt. 
Numerous storage pits in its vicinity were also recorded. Similar architecture was 
recorded during exploration of the Lower Egyptian layers on the Western Kom at 
Tell el-Farkha (Chlodnicki and Cialowicz 2001).
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Through s ieving o f t he s oil samples t he s eeds o f b arley were c ollected. 
Analysis carried out by Lucyna Martens-Kubiak from Onderzoeksbureau v oor 
Biologishe Archcologie e n L andschapsreconstructie BIAX in Amsterdam, is in 
progress.

b/ Phase 2
The new architecture features are mudbrick buildings believed to be 

typical for Nagadian settlers from Upper Egypt. Because of the big size of these 
buildings, they have been explored only partially within excavated trenches. The 
preserved fragments of the walls do not permit to describe the construction o f 
complete buildings. Mudbrick walls were relatively thin, up to 50 cm wide. 
Because they have rather compact structure, it was impossible to distinguished 
the arrangement of individual bricks. Storage pits and postholes were also 
recorded in the layers of Phase 2.

3. Lower Egyptian pottery

A big number of sherds was discovered in layers of Phases 1 and 2 during 
the 1998-2002 seasons. Unfortunately, m ost of the fragments are so small that 
they do not allow to recognize the vessel shapes. Only few complete vessels were 
collected. Additionally, the surface of sherds was covered by a thick layer of 
mineralized soil.

3.1 Pottery technology
There are no considerable technological differences between the pottery 

from Phase 1 and 2. All Phase 1 pottery and the large majority of Phase 2 pottery 
is made of an alluvial Nile clay. Among pottery of Phase 2, only 0,79 % is made 
of a marl clay. Sand and straw were added to an alluvial clay as temper. The marl 
clay was tempered with sand which can be either a natural component or inten
tionally added by potters. All pottery is hand made and fired in uncontrolled oxi
dising conditions. As a result, the vessels have soft, thick and uneven walls and 
their colour is not solid, with many stains and a mottled surface colouration. 
Three different fabrics of local pottery can be distinguished. Vessels belonging to 
the first fabric are made of a paste with fine to coarse sand and conspicuous 
amount of straw or chaff ( 2—5 mm in size). The second fabric comprises pottery 
made of a paste with fine to medium sand and fine organic temper. Sometimes a 
very fine and long organic temper with the appearance of hairlines was added to 
the clay. This is most characteristic for Phase 1, although some sherds having a 
fibrous temper were also found in layers of Phase 2. The post-firing colour of 
pottery in these two fabrics is brown, brownish-red, brownish-grey and 
brownish-black. Pottery o f the third fabric type is m ade of a m arl clay, some
times tempered with very fine sand.
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A few groups of ceramics can be distinguished by fabric type and surface 
treatment: pottery with a rough or slightly smoothed external surface, and pottery 
with its surface covered by slip red to brownish-red in colour. A surface of ves
sels made of a marl clay was well smoothed. The most abundant group is a rough 
ware, having a coarse chaff and straw temper (Rough ware amounts to about 
98% in Phase 1, and in Phase 2 to.about 97%). Its characteristic rough appear
ance is provided by the voids of burnt-out organic temper, clearly visible on the 
vessel surface. Sometimes the upper parts of these vessels were slightly wet- 
smoothed. Pottery covered with a slip is only a small part of the entire ceramic 
assemblage (about 2 % in Phase 1 and less than 3 % in Phase 2). It is made of 
finer paste with fine to medium sand and fine straw temper. Its surface can be 
smoothed or sometimes even burnished. Sometimes the fibrous temper can be 
seen on the surface in form of very long and thin gaps.

The fabric, modes of production and conditions of firing of the Lower 
Egyptian pottery at Tell el-Farkha indicate a lack of specialised pottery produc
tion. E. CH. Kohler (1997) termed this stage as “household production”. Potters 
in t his p eriod w ere n ot e conomically dependent o n t heir c raft. T he p roduction 
was connected with just a few technical and economical expenses and had sea
sonal character due to climate conditions of the Delta; because of cold winter 
period lasting from October till March with rains, high humidity pottery produc
tion could be possible only during summer period, when dry and warm climate 
made good conditions for production, drying and storage of pots (E. Ch. Kohler 
1997:82). Additionally, agricultural character of the Lower Egyptian society, 
requiring in periods of the highest activity (e.g., harvest) the engagement of every 
man t o w ork, may had c reated t he s ituation i n w hich p ottery c ould h ave b een 
made only by women staying at home in order to take care of children and 
perform other household duties.

3.2. Vessel forms 

a/ Phase 1
The most distinctive shapes for rough ware in the oldest phase, about 36 %, are 
rather small globular jars with a rolled rim, an undistinguished neck and an 
irregular surface. The most typical decoration for jars of this period is a 
continuous incised zigzag made by means of the rocker technique, and a dotted 
zigzag (Fig. 5:1-6). Some globular jars are decorated by oblique lines. Jars de
corated with zigzags appear in the same period on other sites in the Nile Delta, 
such as Tell Ibrahim Awad (van den Brink 1992:53ff. fig.10), Tell el-Iswid (van 
den Brink 1989:70, pi.10-11, 12:15-21) and Buto (von der Way 1997:96f. pi. 39- 
41). The zigzag pattern is also present on sherds from Middle and Upper Egypt at 
Harageh, Matmar, Badari, Hamammiya, el-Tarif/Thebes, Armant (van den Brink 
1989:71, n. 26) and Hierakonpolis (Adams and Friedman 1992:323, fig.3a).
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Fig. 5. Tell el-Farkha. Pottery of Phase 1 (drawn by A. M^czynska).
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Another characteristic vessel with a rough surface is the jar with an almost 
vertical or concave neck and a rolled or simple rim as well as a small jar with an 
out-turned neck (about 19 %). Their base is flat or rounded, but lemon-shaped 
bases also were noted (Fig. 5 :12-13). These j ars appear in the ceramic assem
blage of Tell el-Iswid in context of Phase A dated to Naqada Ilc-dl period (van 
den Brink 1989:67, fig. 9:1-4) and in the Level II in Buto dated to Nagada Ilc-dl 
(von der Way 1997:89, Taf. 1).

Hole-mouth jars with simple rims are another closed forms (Fig. 5:15). 
Sherds belonging to these vessels occur at Tell el-Farkha in Phase 1 to 5; hole- 
mouth jars probably should be treated as an element of the local pottery tradition. 
They can be compared to Petrie’s types R89p, R100, 83g (Petrie 1921 :pl.XLII, 
XLIV).

Numerous rough ware bowls were also found. The most abundant are 
small, irregular conical bowls with flaring straight walls and rims rounded or 
formed into a small lip (about 40 %) (Fig. 5:8,14). This type of vessel is present 
in the assemblages from all phases at Tell el-Farkha and at other sites such as 
Tell el-Iswid (van den Brink 1989:68, fig.9:5-10), and Buto (von der Way 
1997:92-93, Taf. 27:1-4, 28:6-8). Medium-depth bowls with a rounded rim and 
concave w alls also o ccur i n assemblages o f this phase (about 5 %). S ome a re 
decorated with impressed semicircles typical of Lower Egyptian culture (van den 
Brink 1989:74, fig. 12:7-8; von der Way 1997:100, Taf. 29) (Fig. 1:7, 9).

Simple bowls with a burnished surface and jars with a rolled rim belong
ing to the group covered by red slip (ok 3 %) are found in addition to rough ware 
shapes, as are also the dark red slip bowls and jars with a distinct neck and with a 
fabric similar to that used for rough ware (ok. 3 %).

A few examples of D-ware imported from Upper Egypt are noted among 
the decorated pottery of Phase 1. They are made of a marl clay and their surface 
is smoothed in almost all cases. Unfortunately, the painted decoration is unread
able o n t he majority oft hem. T wo d ifferent p attems h ave b een r ecognized o n 
sherds so far: a spiral and a wavy line pattern with triangle (Fig. 5:10-11). The 
spiral pattern appears very often on vessels dated as early as the Naqada Ilc-d 
period (Hendrickx 1996:72-73; Kaiser 1957:Taf.22-23; Petrie 1921: pi.XXXIII: 
D31-35, XXXVI: D67), e.g. at Minshat Abu Omar (Nagada Ilc-dl; Kroeper 
1985: 12-13, fig.24; Kroeper and Wildung 1994:65:grave 52, 92; grave 69; 
2000:148; grave 194) or Buto (Nagada Ilc-dl; Kohler 1998:35, Taf. 63:4-6);. 
The wavy line pattern with triangles below occurs on pottery from the second 
half of the Naqada II period (Petrie 1921 :pl.XXXV).

The range of vessel shapes in Phase 1 is quite limited when compared with 
later phases. Additionally, vessel shape recognition sometimes is quite difficult
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due to their very small fragments. Inmost cases, sherds do not originate from 
distinctive vessel parts. This also is true for vessel decoration in this period. Only 
15% of pottery from the Lower Egyptian culture at Tell el-Farkha was decorated.

In the 2002 season during the exploration of one of storage pits associated 
with the Lower Egyptian occupation a fragment of the Palestinian jar with wavy 
handle was found. Its clay was different in matrix and colour from the alluvial 
Nile or a marl clay. It was light yellowish brown in colour (10YR6/4 in the 
Munsell System). As a temper medium round grains of quartz were added (ca 20 
%). Because of the size of the temper and its amount in the paste, the fragment in 
question was very brittle and its surface was rough. In R. Amiran’s classification 
of the Palestinian ledge handles, wavy handles from Tell el-Farkha belong to 
type 2 and to the group of “thumb-indented ledge handles”, typical for Early 
Bronze Age EBI 1 in Palestine (Amiran 1969:38; pi.8:11-13). Analogous ledge 
handles are known from numerous Early Bronze sites such as Ai (Marquent- 
Krause 1949: pi.XXXVII: 1432), Beth Shan (Fitzgerald 1935:pl.II:5), Jericho 
(Garstang 1935: pi. XX) and Lachich (Tufnell 1958:149, pl.l 1:28-32). This new 
find together with well known imported Palestinian pottery from other Lower 
Egyptian sites such as Maadi, Heliopolis and Buto form a strong e vidence for 
contacts between the Lower Egyptian and Palestinian social groups in this early 
period.

The oldest pottery from Tell el-Farkha is similar to the ceramic assem
blages from other Lower Egyptian sites. The most distinct similarity exists 
between sites of Tell el-Farkha (Phase 1), Tell el-Fara’in/Buto (Level II) (von der 
Way 1997:81-101, Taf.5, 31, 39), Tell el Iswid (Phase A) (van den Brink 
1989:67-71, fig.8-12) and Tell Ibrahim Awad (Phase 7) (van den Brink 1992:53- 
5, fig. 10). Pottery from these sites has similar fabric and surface treatment (the 
most numerous pots belong to rough ware), vessel forms (bowls and jars) and 
decoration (zigzags, semicircles). T he Lower Egyptian 1 ayers at Tell el-Farkha 
can be dated to Naqada Ilc-IIdl. This chronology is confirmed by the Palestinian 
ledge handle from Tell el-Farkha dated back to Early Bronze Age I. According to 
the chronological correlation between Lower Egypt and Southern Canaan during 
the EBI period proposed by R. Amiran and R. Gophna (1992:357-360, tab.l) EBI 
is parallel to Nagada Ilb-d period in Egypt (EBIa - Nllb; EBIb early - Nllc-d).

b/ Phase 2
The frequency of different pottery groups in assemblages of this phase is 

similar to Phase l.The majority of vessels are made of an alluvial Nile clay with 
fine to medium sand temper and fine to medium straw temper, and they are 
considered to be a rough ware (ca. 97%). Main forms of vessels known from 
Phase 1 as well as new forms are found in the assemblage. Lemon-shaped jars, 
hole-mouth jars and conical bowls occur among elements representing the Lower
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Egyptian pottery tradition. No globular jar sherds with zigzags and bowls 
decorated with impressed semicircles were recorded is this layer. New forms are 
represented by a range of different types of jars with a undistinguished neck. 
They all have a wide mouth but their body diameters differ. Their rims are rolled 
or slightly everted and bases can be flat or pointed; in Petrie’s (Petrie 1921 :pl. 
XLI-XLIII) classification they belong to R76, R81, R84-86 (Fig. 6:3-4). These 
jars are known from the Upper Egyptian and Delta sites (e. g., H ierakonpolis, 
Buto) in layers dated to the end of Naqada II and the beginning of Naqada III 
periods (Adams and Friedman 1992:324-326, fig. 7:2a; Kohler 1998:17-18,112- 
113, Taf. 8). Another kind of a jar typical for Phase 2 has a distinguished neck 
narrowed towards a rolled rim and a wide body (Fig. 6:5). Quite numerous 
groups of small jars with globular body, rounded or pointed base, an 
undistinguished neck and an everted rim are found in assemblages of this phase 
(Fig. 6:10-11). These jars are typical for the second half of Naqada II and the 
beginning of Naqada III period (Kaiser 1957:Taf. 23,24; Wilkinson 1996: P074) 
and are similar to Petrie’s type R65 (Petrie 1921 :pl.XL). Different types of 
shallow conical bowls with straight walls and simple, thickened or slightly 
everted rims are recognised among the open forms (Fig. 6:1-2). Fragments of 
larger bowls and basins with a thickened rim also occur in these layers.

The Upper Egyptian tradition manifests itself in Phase 2 by the presence 
of a few sherds having painted decoration (D-ware). An ‘ss’ decoration pattern 
and a wavy line pattern have been distinguished so far (Fig. 6:8-9) (Jucha 
2001:39-45). These decorative elements occur on vessels dated to the Naqada 
Ilc-d period (Hendrickx 1993:71-73; Payne 1993:106-108, 114:no. 849, 856, 
858-860, 869, 932, 935, fig.39-40, 43, 51; Petrie 1921 :pl. XXXIII-XXXIV), e. g, 
at Minshat Abu Omar (Group I) (Kroeper 1988:13-14, fig.23-25) or in Buto 
(Fevel I, Ilia) (von der Way 1997:193-194, Taf. 47). Dated to this same period is 
an aloe pattern present on one Phase II sherd (Fig. 6:7) (Payne 1993:106, no. 
847, 854, fig. 39; Petrie 1921 :pl.XXXIII:D36, D41-42, D44D, D45B; Regner 
1998:98-99, Kat.76, Taf.14)

Few sherds with wavy handles (W-ware) are recorded in the ceramic 
material of Phase 2 at Tell el-Farkha (Fig. 6:6). These handles should be treated 
more as a decoration than real handles due to their more stylistic than functional 
character. This type of wavy handles is typical of the late Naqada II period, but 
they sometimes occur also on vessels dated to the beginning of Naqada III 
(Hendrickx 1993:84; Kaiser 1957:Taf. 23-24). W-ware vessels can be found in 
assemblages from other sites in the Nile Delta, e.g., at Tell el-Fara’in/Buto 
(Fevel II, Ilia) (von der Way 1997:192-194, Taf. 45-47; Kohler 1998: 34, Taf. 
60) and Minshat Abu Omar (Group 1) (Kroeper 1988: 13-14, fig. 27-28, 59-61).
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1-11

Fig. 6. Tell el-Farkha. Pottery of Phase 2 (drawn by A. M^czynska).
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Fig. 7. Tell el-Farkha. 1. Palestinian Ledge Handle (Trench Cl6). 2. Clay plate (Trench Cl6)
(drawn by A. M^czynska).

Considering all available information, the Phase 2 at Tell el-Farkha should 
be dated to the Naqada IId2 period and more exactly, to the first half of Naqada 
IID2. This was the period of transition between the Lower and Upper Egyptian 
pottery tradition in the Delta, well in line with the complex process of expansion 
of the Naqada culture from the south to the north at the end of Naqada II and 
during the Naqada III period.

4. Conclusion

The pottery tradition and the architecture when compared with other sites 
show that the oldest inhabitants of Tell el-Farkha were the bearers of the Lower 
Egyptian culture. This was a vast cultural complex which spread over the Nile 
Delta and as far as Fayum in the south in the early Predynastic period. However, 
more i nformation a re n eeded t o 1 earn a bout other a spects o f 1 ife o f t he L ower 
Egyptian social groups. One such aspect is the exchange and other relations to 
the neighbouring areas such as Palestine and Upper Egypt.
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Radiocarbon and thermoluminescence dates from the 
Pre/Early Dynastic cemetery of Minshat Abu Omar 
(North-Eastern Nile Delta)

The site of Minshat Abu Omar was discovered in 1966 (Muller 1966; 
1975) as part of a survey in which an attempt was made to determine the prove
nance of objects sold by an Egyptian art dealer in the Eastern Delta. In the course 
of this survey, surface finds indicating a cemetery site of the Pre/Early Dynastic 
and Greco-Roman times were discovered at Minshat Abu Omar. Only some 
years later was a concession obtained from the (then) Egyptian Antiquities Ser
vice and excavations were started at the site by the Munich East Delta expedition 
in the year 1978 and continued until 1990 financed by the German Research 
Foundation (Kroeper & Wildung 1985; 1994; 2000).

The site is situated on a gezira hill, a sandy island, typical of the Delta, 
rising above (before the building of the Aswan dam) the flood plain of the sur
rounding cultivated fields (Wunderlich & Andres 1991; Andres & Wunderlich 1992).

The s ignificance o f t his a rchaeological s ite i n the 7 0's a nd 8 0's w as the 
sites unique position in the easternmost part of the Delta. At the beginning of the 
excavation it had been the general opinion among most Egyptologists that the 
Delta, in the Predynastic period, was a swampy and uninhabitable area. The find 
situation up to the end of the 50's seemed to support this premises. During the 
survey in the 60's however, Muller already noted several sites at which finds 
indicated the presence of early settlements in the area of the Eastern Delta. The 
excavation of Minshat Abu Omar were the first to confirm, on a large scale, the 
presence of a cemetery and, as it turned out later, settlement, of this early time 
period. In the following years a large amount of early settlements were confirmed 
through various surveys and excavations by various missions. Excavation carried
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out by the Supreme Council of Antiquities over the last 20 years in the Eastern 
Delta have also added to the overall increase of information available to date.

Minshat Abu Omar (MAO)

During 10 excavation season 3050 graves were excavated of which 420 
were dated to the Pre/Early Dynastic Period (ca. 3300-2850 BC). The major 
grave groups which were distinguished at MAO dated to the Pre/Early Dynastic 
time have significant differences in burial display, indicating not only a social but 
also internal chronological differences. Graves of this time period have been 
mostly dated according to ceramic analysis based on sequence dating which was 
first developed by Petrie (1901) on discovering an, until then, unknown cultural 
complex. In his system of "Sequence Dates" for finds from the Nagadian ceme
teries in Upper Egypt he had devised an internal chronological sequence based on 
the development of certain particular ceramic types. This sequence was followed 
despite all known shortcomings (Hendrickx 1996; 1999 ) with little revision until 
the publication of Kaiser (1957:69-77) who refined and regrouped Petrie's 
"Sequences" by means of a "Stufen" chronology (steps/phases); more recently 
Hendrickx (1996:36-69) has made some revisions of Kaiser's "Stufen" chronol
ogy. However it is interesting to note the lasting importance of Petrie's basic 
work of "Sequence Dates" which after 100 years and despite the additional mate
rial available today from various newer excavations is still the foundation on 
which today's discussions, changes and revisions of the chronology of the 
Pre/Early Dynastic Period are based.

The internal sequence of graves in Minshat Abu Omar based on the 
ceramic assemblages and various other factors, has resulted in an internal chro
nology with ranges of not more than ca. 50 - maximum 1 50 years. Horizontal 
stratigraphy was unfortunately not applicable in the dating of the graves at 
Minshat Abu Omar since the original surface of the gezira is not known due to 
various factors. Also very little overlapping occurred throughout the cemetery of 
the Pre/Early dynastic graves. The Greco-Roman cemetery on the other hand was 
so crowded that, especially in the northern area of the cemetery, very frequent 
overlapping and cutting of graves of the same general time period occurred.

Over the years many attemps have been made to determine a more precise 
absolute dating of the Predynastic/Early Dynastic Period by means of C14 dates 
(Midant-Reynes & Sabatier 1999: 83-108); the results of published dates from 
various sites throughout Egypt were collected and presented by Hendrickx 
(1999:13-82) and is also available in a database form. In the following we 
present the available dates from Minshat Abu Omar.
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Samples from Minshat Abu Omar

Since very little organic material was preserved in the cemetery of MAO 
samples collection (including human bones and shells as well as charcoal) were 
carried out with the utmost care. According to the instructions of various labora
tories samples were not touched with fingers, not exposed to sunlight for any 
extent of time, not placed near cigarette ashes, were immediately wrapped in alu
minium foil and then placed in a plastic bag. In this way 40 samples were taken 
(including 3 geological samples and three samples belonging to "late" graves).

Of these samples 32 were processed and resulted in dates for 25 Pre/Early 
Dynastic graves. Rather naively perhaps we had hoped at first that the samples 
would be able to provide some information as to absolute dates for grave groups 
with established internal chronology (no samples are available from MAO grave 
group II). Description of the samples and results of the radiocarbon analyses are 
given below. The samples were processed in the years 1988-94 (for full date set 
see below Table 7 at the end of the paper).

Samples from the graves MAO I
The oldest grave group (MAO I) shows the position of the body within the 

graves to be in a fixed scheme: the body is placed on the right side in a con
tracted position, head to the North, facing West. Graves of this group are charac
terized by offerings consisting mostly of small size ceramic vessels but also some 
stone artefacts and jewellery can be present. Only in rare cases do the offerings 
exceed 8 pieces (Kroeper & Wildung 1994; 2000; Kroeper 1996).

This oldest group of graves in MAO estimated to belong to the period 
prior to "0" Dynasty is expected to be dated on the basis of other evidence in the 
range of ca. 3250-3100 BC. In five graves of this group it was possible to obtain 
samples for C14 dating (Table 1). The result of samples KN 3068, 3609 and 3061 
fit well within this time period. Unsatisfactory is the long range, in part due to the 
fact that the samples were small. It must also be noted that the calibration curve 
shows a high number of wiggles especially in the date range of 4480-4520 bp. As 
can be seen the CalAge p(95%) range can span, in all cases, more than 550 years 
and is therefore not very helpful in establishing some sort of absolute dating for 
the internal chronological sequence of the graves.

That the sample KN 3062 falls outside of the range is not too surprizing 
since human bones, especially those containing little collagen are not ideal test
ing material and error expectancy is higher. According to Aitken (1974:42) 
"... reliable dating of bone or shell may require a kilogram or more of material".
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Table 1. Grave Group MAO I.
Time scale of calibrated age range BC according to grave nos.

Cal list:at ad Ikja Rangea

cal. BC

Lab.-
Nos.

14C-
Age
BP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP-range

CalAge
p(68%)
calBC ±

CalAge
p(95%)
calBC-range Material Grave nos.

KN
3068

4480 150 5120 200 5520 - 4720 3170 200 3570 - 2770 charcoal 401 (Fig. la.)

KN
3609

4450 65 5100 140 5380 - 4820 3150 140 3430 - 2870 shell 1338

KN
3061

4440 55 5090 140 5370 -4810 3140 140 3420- 2860 shell 432 (Fig. lb.)

KN
3168

4250 130 4800 200 5200 - 4400 2850 200 3250- 2450 shell 303 (Fig. 2a.)

KN
3062

3970 120 4430 190 4810 - 4050 2480 190 2860 - 2100 human
bones

78 (Fig. 2b.)

♦Data series is calibrated by 2-D Dispertion Calibration Program version CAL PAL Feb. 2003.
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Samples from the graves MAO III
The organization and appearance of burials belonging to group MAO III 

changes in that the bodies are now placed on the left side facing east (Kroeper & 
Wildung 1994; 2000; Kroeper 1996). The average number of offerings placed in 
the grave is much higher than in the previous group and the general funerary 
effort/work output undertaken for the burial speaks of a change in offering ritual 
and/or religious and social necessity. On the basis of other analysis the age of the 
graves is expected to be between ca. 3100 and 3000 BC.

Table 2. Grave Group MAO III.

Lab.-
Nr.

14C-
Age
BP ±

CalAge
p(68%)

calBP ±

CalAge
p(68%)

calBP-range

CalAge
p(68%)

calBC ±

CalAge
p(95%)

calBC-range Material

Grave nos.

Hv
9566

7815 570 8760 630 10020-7500 6810 630 8070 - 5550 from
contents
of vessel

49

Hv
9567

6005 280 6860 320 7500 - 6220 4910 320 5550 - 4270 from
contents
of vessel

126

KN
3069

3950 55 4390 90 4570 - 4210 2440 90 2620 - 2260 human
bones

126

* data series is calibrated by 2-D Dispertion Calibration Program version CAL PAL Feb. 2003.

Since so little charcoal or other material was available from this group of 
graves an attempt was made at testing material which was inside the vessels 
found in these graves (Table 2). However it seems that the material tested from 
the pots of graves 49 and 126 was, in this case mixed with older geological 
material, the dates of 8070- 5550 BC being completely outside of the expected 
range. The two samples HV 9567 and KN 3069 were both taken from the same 
grave 126: one sample (as just mentioned) being from the contents of a vessel 
and the second sample from the bones of the burial. The result is a range of error 
for the same grave of more than 2000 years! Clearly the samples were not useful 
for testing the age of this burial - one being probably contaminated while the 
sample of human bones had too little collagen left in the bones.

Samples from the graves MAO IV
Grave group MAO IV dated to the 1st Dynasty provided much more test

ing material since the graves were more solidly constructed and some ceramic 
vessels were covered with a lid and sealed at the top. The grave construction 
sometimes includes wooden beams so that charcoal samples could be collected 
more frequently. The group as such represents the richest graves in the cemetery 
with offerings in one grave reaching 127 objects. The expected date is ca. 3000- 
2880 BC (Table 3).
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Table 3. Graves of Group MAO IV.
Time scale of calibrated age range BC according to grave nos.

Calibrated Aga Rangan

Z 4 OO
I, in

ZZ 75 II____ 11_______________ 1
1930 '■■I!

14 5 Ob ™bcz]i
1450a fm :

1147

10 40 ii ■ i

5000 4500 4000 3500 3000 Z500 ZOOO 1500

cal. BC

Lab.-
Nos.

14C-
Age
BP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP-range

CalAge
p(68%)
calBC ±

CalAge
p(95%)
calBC-range Material Grave nos.

SI
6630

3660 100 3990 140 4270 - 3710 2040 140 2320 - 1760 charcoal 1040 
(Fig. 3a)

KN
3607

4500 250 5140 320 5780 - 4500 3190 320 3830 - 2550 charcoal 1147 
(Fig. 3b)

GD
4143

3070 70 3260 90 3440 - 3080 1310 90 1490 - 1130 charcoal 1450a

KN
3759

4060 140 4560 200 4960-4160 2610 200 3010 - 2210 charcoal 1450b

GD
4566

4120 100 4640 140 4920 -4360 2690 140 2970 - 2410 from
contents of 
vessel

1930 
(Fig. 4a)

KN
4441

5080 500 5760 590 6940 -4580 3810 590 4990 - 2630 charcoal 2275

KN
4443

4750 300 5410 380 6170-4650 3460 380 4220 - 2700 charcoal 2400

KN
3608

4250 120 4790 180 5150 - 4430 2840 180 3200 - 2480 charcoal 1363 
(Fig. 4b)

KN
3606

4300 900 4780 1090 6960 - 2600 2830 1090 5010 - 650 charcoal 
(contents of 
vessel)

0886

* data series is calibrated by 2-D Dispertion Calibration Program version CAL PAL Feb. 2003.
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Samples from grave 1590 (MAO Group IV; Fig. 5)

A special case within the graves of group MAO IV is grave 1590 dated, 
with very high probability, to the end of Dynasty I (ca. 2880 BC) based on an in
scription on one of the vessels in the grave.

Due to the large size and extensive and solid construction of the grave a 
series of material for testing was able to be collected and the resulting dates are 
given below.

The 8 samples were collected in different parts of the grave: in some cases 
larger pieces of charcoal came from a collapsed roof beam, some material was 
found on the floor under offerings and some samples were collected from re
mains of charred material out of vessels from the side chamber of the grave. The 
storage pots in the side chamber were mostly filled with what seem to be remains 
of food and dung used to prepare a ritual meal at the grave site. Noticeable is that 
the dates below once again result in a large spread of dates (Table 4-5).

Even samples from the roof beams vary between 3440 BC to 2410 BC. 
The only date without a large range is KN 3762 with a date of 2960 BC. This 
sample consisted of charred remains of seeds found in one of the pots in the 
grave. Plant material is one of the best available materials for C14 samples due to 
the limited lifespan of plants. The wood might have been cut prior to its use, 
however one can hardly believe that it could have been kept for hundreds of 
years before being used!

In general the dates from MAO have clearly shown the limitation of this 
method as applied for fine dating within a known context. Usually the material 
itself (such as the internal chronology of the cemetery) provides the archaeologist 
with a much finer dating net that the C14 dates can. A much larger amount of 
sequences and a more complicated analyses of the result might provide better 
information but most probably not better than the archaeological evidence itself 
can provide.
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Table 4. Grave 1590 from the end of 1st Dynasty (Fig. 5). 
Time scale of calibrated age range BC according to grave nos.

Calibcat ad Aga Rangao

1590-8

1590-7

15^0 —C

1590—5

1590-4

15 ^0 — 3
15 90 — 2
1590-1

i..........................i............................i............................ i............................i

■□mo
G 1

[EMC □□

3 COO 3400 3200 3DOU 2000 2600 2400

crab BC

Lab.-
Nos.

14C-
Age
BP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP ±

CalAge
p(68%)
calBP-
range

CalAge
p(68%)
calBC ±

CalAge
p(95%)
calBC-
range

Material

Sample 
No. in 
graphic

GD
2660

4680 90 5420 120 5660 - 5180 3470 120 3710 - 3230 charcoal 1

GD
5216

4580 50 5260 150 5560 - 4960 3310 150 3610 - 3010 charcoal 2

KN
4442

4642 56 5390 80 5550 - 5230 3440 80 3600 - 3280 charcoal (from 
the beam)

3

KN
3761

4540 60 5190 110 5410-4970 3240 110 3460 - 3020 charcoal (from 
the beam)

4

GD
5125

4520 60 5170 110 5390 - 4950 3220 110 3440 - 3000 charcoal 5

KN
3762

4320 55 4910 60 5030 -4790 2960 60 3080 - 2840 charcoal 
(charred plants 
remains in pot)

6

KN
3763

4110 110 4630 150 4930 -4330 2680 150 2980 - 2380 charcoal 7

GD
6233

3930 70 4360 100 4560-4160 2410 100 2610 - 2210 charcoal
(beams)

8

* data series is calibrated by 2-D Dispertion Calibration Program version CAL PAL Feb. 2003



Radiocarbon and thermoluminescence dates from Minshat Abu Omar 235

Table 5.

Samples from the Early Dynastic grave MAO 1590.

RADIOCARBON CALIBRATION PROGRAM* CALIB REV4.4.
Copyright 1986-2002 M Stuiver and PJ Reimer

*To be used in conjunction with: Stuiver, M., and Reimer, P.J., 1993, Radiocarbon, 35, 215-230. 
Annotated results (text) - calout.doc. xport file - calout.csv

SAMPLEO 0 01 

GD 2660 

1590 charcoal

Radiocarbon Age BP 4680 + /- 90

Calibration data set: intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under

probability distribution

68 . 3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3627- 3584 0 .. 178

3531- 3365 0 ..822

95 . 4 (2 sigma) cal BC 3650- 3311 0 .. 917

3236- 3170 0 .. 043

3161- 3103 0 .. 039

SAMPLEO 0 0 2 

GD 5125 

1590 charcoal

Radiocarbon Age BP 4520 +/- 60

Calibration data set: intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3351- 3306 0.220

3299- 3278 0.092

3273 - 3264 0.035

3238- 3168 0.351

3163 - 3102 0.303

95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 3490- 3470 0.014

3372- 3020 0.986

SAMPLEO 0 0 3 

GD5216

1590 charcoal

Radiocarbon Age BP 4580 + /- 50

Calibration data set: intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3496- 3465 0.186

3375- 3328 0.365

3220- 3175 0.235

3158- 3120 0.214
95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 3504- 3426 0.202

3382- 3257 0.373

3245- 3098 0.425

SAMPLE0004 

GD 6233 

1590 charcoal

Radiocarbon Age BP 3930 +/- 70

Calibration data set: intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)
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% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under 

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 2551- 2541 0.044

2491- 2304 0.956
95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 2617- 2612 0.004

SAMPLE0005

KN 3761

1590 charcoal

2581- 2201 0.996

Radiocarbon Age BP 4540 + /- 60

Calibration data set: intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under 

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3362- 3307 0.282

3294- 3284 0.035

3269- 3265 0.016

3238- 3168 0.355

3163- 3102 0.313

95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 3498- 3461 0.041

3376- 3080 0.918

SAMPLE0006

KN 3762

charcoal

3069- 3027 0.041

Radiocarbon Age BP 4320 + /- 55

Calibration data set : intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under 

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3016- 2978 0.320

2968- 2948 0.142

2935- 2883 0.538

95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 3097- 2868 0.979

2805- 2782 0.016

2768- 2763 0.003

SAMPLE0007

KN 3763

1590 charcoal

2716- 2713 0.002

Radiocarbon Age BP 4110 +/- 110

Calibration data set : intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under 

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 2869- 2803 0.233

2783- 2767 0.050

2764- 2570 0.667

2516- 2500 0.050

95.4 (2 sigma) cal BC 2915- 2401 0.988

SAMPLE0008

KN 4442

1590 charcoal

2378- 2350 0.012

Radiocarbon Age BP 4642 +/- 56

Calibration data set : intcal98.14c (Stuiver et al., 1998a)

% area enclosed cal AD age ranges relative area under 

probability distribution

68.3 (1 sigma) cal BC 3515- 3409 0.809
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95.4 (2 sigma)

3383- 3358 0 .. 191

3631- 3577 0 ,. 075

3571- 3561 0 .. 005

3538- 3332 0 .. 874

3213- 3187 0 .. 021

3156- 3123 0 . 025

References for calibration datasets:
Stuiver, M., and Braziunas, T.F., (1993), The Holocene 3:289-305.

Stuiver, M., Reimer, P.J., and Braziunas, T.F., (1998b)
Radiocarbon 40:1127-1151. (revised dataset)

Stuiver, M., Reimer, P.J., Bard, E., Beck, J.W., Burr, G.S.,
Hughen, K.A., Kromer, B., McCormac, F.G., v.d. Plicht, J., and 
Spurk, M. (1998a), Radiocarbon 40:1041-1083.

McCormac, F.G., Reimer, P.J., Hogg, A.G., Higham, T.F.G., Baillie, M.G.L., 
Palmer, J., Stuiver, M., (2002), Radiocarbon 44: 641-651.

COMMENTS:
* This standard deviation (error) includes a lab error multiplier.
** 1 sigma = square root of (sample std. dev.A2 + curve std. dev.^2)
** 2 sigma =2 x square root of (sample std. dev.A2 + curve std. dev.* * **2) 
where '2 = quantity squared.

[ ] = calibrated with an uncertain region or a linear 
extension to the calibration curve 

0* represents a "negative" age BP
1955* or 1960* denote influence of nuclear testing C-14

Cal ages and ranges are rounded to the nearest year which 
may be too precise in many instances. Users are advised to 
round results to the nearest 10 yr for samples with standard

NOTE :
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Thermoluminescence dates from Minshat Abu Omar

Whereas in living organism the concentration of C14increases steadily, at 
death this process ceases (time 0) and decomposition occurs. This controlled loss 
measurement is the basis of radiocarbon dating - the older the object the weaker 
the signal.

In thermoluminescence dating the process can be seen to be an additive 
one, meaning the signal increases with age. Light is emitted when a crystalline 
material such as quartz, calcite and various feldspars is heated to ca. 500°. Since 
these minerals are often added to potters clay and then fired to temperature of 
700 to 1100 any geological TL is driven off setting the "clock" at zero. There
after gradually the TL energy builds up again and the natural TL measured in the 
laboratory is directly related to the total radiation the ceramics have experienced 
since the time zero set by the original firing (Fleming 1976:111).

The causes of inaccuracy are quite different from those of C14 dating 
where contamination with more recent carbon and variance in constancy 
(systematic deviations) are the major problems. The following are some of the 
requirements for an accurate TL date (Aitken 1974: 109ff.).

- the test sherds should have been buried to a minimum depth of 30cm or 
more for a least 2/3 of their burial time,

- they should have been at least 30 cm away from any boundary such as for 
example walls, floors or rock surfaces,

- they should not be unnecessarily exposed to light or ultraviolet rays,

- after firing they should not have been heated again,

- soil saturation: give a rough estimate of how the average water content of 
the soil relates to that of the sample supplied,

- it is important to know if the water table is or has been anywhere near to 
the context concerned and if there is any seasonal or long term informa
tion about variations in rainfall.

On the basis of the above information it seemed clear that usually only a 
few of the criteria could be satisfied by most archaeological excavations. The 
major problem in MAO is the question of water level and rainfall over thousands 
of years. Nevertheless a test with 10 sherds taken from ceramic vessels found in 
well dated graves was undertaken by the Rathgen Forschungslabor in Berlin 
more with the intent to test and expand the comparative material for the TL 
method than to receive a relevant date for the internal chronology of the cemetery 
of Minshat Abu Omar. One sherd dating to a Neolithic cemetery at Kadero in the 
Sudan was added as a chronological test piece (Table 6).
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The test unfortunately has confirmed the opinion of Prof. Riederer and Dr. 
Goetheke that due to the many unpredictable variables of the samples from 
Minshat Abu Omar and the high age of the sherds the test series would not yield 
very accurate results.

In general the TL method seems to be particularly suited for differentia
tion of modem forgeries from ancient objects but not for a fine dating of archaeo
logical objects.
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Table 7. Result of all C14 samples processed from Mmshat Abu Omar.

Lab.-
Nos.

140- 
Age 
BP

± CalAge
p(68%)
calBP

± CalAge 
p(68%) calBP 
range

CalAg ± 
e
p(68%)
calBC

CalAge
p(95%)
calBC
range

Material Excavation Nos.

Hv
9568

2430 ± 65 2530 ± 140 2810 - 2250 580 ± 140 860 - 300 from
contents of 
vessel

0058 MAO 
"late"

Hv
9569

3945 ± 145 4400 ±220 4840 - 3960 2450 ±220 2890-2010filling in 
Mumie

0116
"greco-roman"

Hv
9566

7815 ± 570 8760 ±630 10020 - 7500 6810 ±630 8070 - 5550 from
contents of 
vessel

49; MAO III;
0-1. Dyn.

KN
3062

3970 ± 120 4430 ± 190 4810 -4050 2480 ± 190 2860 - 2100 human
bones

0078; MAO I; 
predynastic

Hv
9567

6005 ± 280 6860 ±320 7500 - 6220 4910 ±320 5550 - 4270 from
contents of 
vessel

0126; MAO III; 
0-1 Dyn.

KN
3069

3950 ± 55 4390 ±90 4570 -4210 2440 ±90 2620 - 2260 human
bones

0126; MAO III; 
0-1 Dyn.

KN
3606

4300 ± 900 4780 ± 1090 6960 - 2600 2830 ± 1090 5010 - 650 charcoal 
(contents of 
vessel)

0886/8; MAO
IV;
l-2nd Dyn.

SI
6630

3660 ± 100 3990 ± 140 4270 - 3710 2040 ± 140 2320 - 1760 charcoal 1040; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3607

4500 ± 250 5140 ±320 5780 - 4500 3190 ±320 3830 - 2550 charcoal 1147; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3609

4450 ± 65 5100 ± 140 5380 - 4820 3150 ± 140 3430 - 2870 Muschel 1338; MAO I; 
predynastic

KN
3608

4250 ± 120 4790 ± 180 5150 - 4430 2840 ± 180 3200 - 2480 charcoal 1363 MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
4143

3070 ± 70 3260 ±90 3440 - 3080 1310 ±90 1490 - 1130 charcoal 1450; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3759

4060 ± 140 4560 ±200 4960 -4160 2610 ±200 3010 -2210 charcoal 1450; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
2660

4680 ± 90 5420 ± 120 5660 - 5180 3470 ± 120 3710 - 3230 charcoal 1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
5125

4520 ± 60 5170 ± 110 5390 -4950 3220 ± 110 3440 - 3000 charcoal 1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
5216

4580 ± 50 5260 ± 150 5560 - 4960 3310 ± 150 3610 - 3010 charcoal 1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.
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GD
6233

3930 ± 70 4360 ± 100 4560-4160 2410 ±100 2610-2210charcoal
(beams)

1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3761

4540 ± 60 5190 ± 110 5410-4970 3240 ±110 3460 - 3020charcoal
(beam)

1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3762

4320 ± 55 4910 ± 60 5030 -4790 2960 ±60 3080 - 2840 charcoal 
(contents of 
vessel)

1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
3763

4110 ± 110 4630 ± 150 4930 - 4330 2680 ±150 2980 - 2380 charcoal 1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
4442

4642 ± 56 5390 ±80 5550 - 5230 3440 ±80 3600 - 3280 charcoal
(beam)

1590; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
4566

4120 ± 100 4640 ± 140 4920 - 4360 2690 ±140 2970-2410 from
contents of 
vessel

1930/7 MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
4441

5080 ± 500 5760 ±590 6940 - 4580 3810 ±590 4990 - 2630 charcoal 2275; MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

KN
4443

4750 ± 300 5410 ±380 6170 - 4650 3460 ±380 4220 - 2700 charcoal 2400 MAO IV; 
l-2nd Dyn.

GD
6232

9000 ± 110 10080 ±170 10420-9740 8130 ± 170 8470 - 7790 l-2m 
under 
p. niv.

geo-sample

KN
3020

7590 ± 65 8370 ±60 8490 - 8250 6420 ±60 6540 - 6300 shells geo-sample

SI
6634

2645 ± 170 2720 ±230 3180 - 2260 770 ±230 1230 - 310 "late
burial"

Kom B

GD
5713

5240 ± 60 6040 ±90 6220 - 5860 4090 ±90 4270 - 3910 shells 
ca.2,5m 
under p. 
niv.

shell

The data series is calibrated by 2-D Dispertion Calibration Program version CAL PAL Feb. 2003 Lahey 
LF95v5.7 + Wmteracter 5.0.
CALPAL
COLOGNE RADIOCARBON CALIBRATION & PALAEOCLIMATE RESEARCH PACKAGE.
Universitat zu Koln
Institut fur Ur- und Frtihgeschichte
Radiocarbon Laboratory
Weyertal 125
D-50923 Koln
Bernhard Weninger)
Olaf Joris 
Uwe Danzeglocke
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Two proto-kingdoms in Lower Nubia in the fourth 
millennium BC

Abstract

Examination of archaeological data (mainly from Cemetery L at Qustul) 
as well as epigraphic material (from Gebel Sheikh Suleiman and labels from 
Homs Aha’s tomb at Umm el-Qaab) permits to suggest the existence of two 
proto-kingdoms in Lower Nubia at the end of the fourth millennium BC. They 
played an important role in the politics of early Nilotic states. Additional sources 
suggest that Lower Nubia was abandoned at the beginning of the third 
millennium BC.

Introduction

The main excavations campaigns in Lower Nubia were carried out in two 
phases. The first was in the first decade of the 20th century (Reisner, Smith, and 
Derry 1909; Reisner 1910; Firth 1912, 1915, 1927; Junker 1919, 1926) and the 
second one in the beginning of the 60's (Nordstrom 1972; Williams 1986, 1989). 
There were also smaller campaigns between these two phases (Emery and 
Kirwan 1935; Steindorf 1935).

Although the information used here is limited to published results and 
museum collections, it is possible to re-interpret the events of the fourth millen
nium BC from a different perspective, based on publication of excavations 
carried out in the 1960s, as well as the latest excavations now underway in Egypt 
and on the Central Nile.

The main aim of this paper is to demonstrate that there were two proto
kingdoms in Lower Nubia (from Elephantine to Dal) whose rulers were buried at 
Sayala and Qustul. Although Wilkinson (2000: fig. 3) points out the existence of 
both entities, he did not study them deeply.
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I will also attempt to show that there was a conflict between both polities 
over the control of trade and access to objects from Egypt and raw material from 
the Central Nile. In that conflict, Egypt had at the beginning a passive policy but 
later, when its interests were threatened by a unified proto-state in Lower Nubia, 
it began to play an active role in the competition between the two Nubian 
polities.

Some comments on Lower Nubian items

Gatto and Tiraterra (1996) have differentiated two cultural areas in Lower 
Nubia. They examined the remaining materials of ten A-Group cemeteries 
located in strategic areas along the Nile. From the analysis of non-ceramic 
materials. Lower Nubia can be divided into two different areas: north and south. 
On o ne h and, G atto a nd T iraterra ( 1996:333) b elieve that North o f Q ustul the 
trade probably played a major role in the economy and in the social structure of 
the population. On the other hand, Qustul was an unusual case compared to 
surrounding cemeteries. South of Qustul, materials reveal an agro-pastoral 
economy with less trade with Egypt.

From the study commented above, it is possible to conclude the existence 
of two different areas in Lower Nubia. If we consider that the variety, quantity 
and quality of the grave goods are determinant elements of differentiation from 
other cemeteries, it is possible to conclude that there are two sites that permit us 
to locate the burial place of the elites of both areas: Sayala and Qustul.

The Nubian “royal” cemetery L at Qustul

The region in which Qustul was situated was very important strategically 
because it was located at the Second Cataract where navigation was impossible. 
In addition, Qustul was supposedly located at the valley where access to the 
Western Desert and therefore the oases was easier (Gatto and Tiraterra 
1996:333).

In the Cemetery L of Qustul, part of the elites of the Nubian A-Group and 
their relatives were buried. This cemetery had a chronology corresponding to the 
Naqada IIIA to the first half of Naqada IIIB (the equivalent of Dynasty 0) period 
(for the relative chronology (Table 1) followed in this paper, see Flendrickx 
1996; Williams 1986:178-179; Williams 1987:20). According to radiocarbon 
analyses published by Flassan and Robinson (1987:125) the ‘Terminal A-Group, 
correlated with the end of Naqada III and the beginning of Dynasty I in Egypt, 
dated to 2948±95 BC.’ Most of the ovoid storage jars can be dated to the S.D. 77, 
although the latest tombs contains pots that can be dated to the first years of the 
First Dynasty (Williams 1986:164). Thus, the development of this cemetery was 
contemporary to the final stages of the unification process in Egypt.
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In the last days of January 1964, the team directed by the Egyptologist K. 
C. Seele (1974:1, 29; Williams 1986:1) discovered the cemetery L, in the 
framework of the Nubian Salvage Campaign. This campaign was organised by 
the UNESCO between Abu Simbel and the Sudan frontier from 1962 to 1964. 
The archaeologists discovered that in most cases the tombs of this cemetery had 
either been plundered shortly after their construction or that they were subse
quently re-used during the New Kingdom or ever in the Christian period. Thus 
the partial or complete absence of furnishing has affected the results of previous 
interpretations.

Table 1. Chronology.

Years BC Hendrickx’s Stufen Upper Egyptian Kings Savala Qustul Epigraphic records
Naqada 111A1 9 137: T5 L29

33807-3350 Naqada I11A2 Scorpion 1 137: T1 L2S
3350-3295 Naqada 111B 9 137: T2 L24

9 142: T1 L23
3295-3175 Iry-Hor 142: T7 LI 1

Horus Scorpion II 142: T4 LI 9
Naqada 11IC1 Horus Ka L22 “Minor” GSS

Horns Narmer L5. L2 (1 st) “Major” GSS
L30

3 1 75 Horus Aha LI, L8 (2nd) “Major” GSS
Horus Djcr

GSS= Gebcl Sheikh Suleiman

Cemetery L at Qustul yielded thirty-three burials. Its purpose was to 
accommodate not only humans but also animals (cattle). With reference to this 
point Nordstrom (1996:36) confirms that A-Group social organisation had a 
strong matrilineal tradition, in which men expressed rank, power and authority 
with other means than women. Due to the poor preservation of the contents of the 
tombs, the archaeologists recovered only a small number of skeletons. Yet, 
enough survived to indicate that the burials included both individual and multiple 
burials (not more than two persons). This cemetery was used during the crucial 
period in the development of the state. Thus, it is necessary to know if a special 
area was devoted to the elite members of a dynasty. Hoffman, Lupton, and 
Adams ( 1982:59) sp eaking about the c emetery at Locality 6 o f H ierakonpolis, 
where some members of the elite of Nekhen were buried affirmed that ‘a deliber
ate arrangement of their tombs suggests an almost “Dynastic” or “familial” 
emphasis on the succession to the power.’ Similarly, K. C. Seele (1974:29) 
suggested the possibility that Cemetery L could have been used to bury a group 
with royal rank.

Among the five types of A-Group tombs differentiated by Williams 
(1986:14-15) it is possible to detect three of them at cemetery L: royal tombs,
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cattle-sacrifice burial, and cache pits and circular burial pits. Williams (1980:16) 
explains why he denominated some of these tombs as royal:

- a bigger size than all other tombs known in the A-Group,
- the abundance and variety in their contents,
- the presence of Egyptian objects with a royal iconography.

The royal tomb consists of a trench up to ten meters long, with an oval 
chamber up to five meters long by three meters wide and two to two and a half 
meters from the floor to ceiling (Williams 1986:14). It is possible that the tombs 
originally contained round-topped stele (Williams 1991:75). The total number of 
royal tombs in Cemetery L at Qustul is twelve (Williams 1986:167) and their 
chronological order is as follows: L28, L29, L24, L23, LI 1, L19, L22, L5, L2 
L30, LI, and L8. The owner of L2 could be Horns Pe according to Williams 
(1986:177) or Pe Hor (Kahl 1994:887 - against both readings see Jimenez- 
Serrano 1999). O’Connor (1993:21) prefers to reduce the numbers to between 
three and eight but he does not point out which tombs he chose. Based more on 
the importance of artistic aspects H. S. Smith (1994:374-375) reduces the number 
of royal graves to eight tombs: L29, L24, L23, L19, L22, LI 1, L5, and L2. In the 
present paper, Williams’ thesis is followed because he had access to the original 
excavation reports and to the finds.

The g rave g oods o f these t ombs c onsist o f i ncised b lack b owls, faience 
vases, painted Egyptian pottery, A-Group painted pottery, Egyptian stone vases, 
ripple-burnished pottery, pottery of Sudanese tradition, ivory cylinders and, 
depending on the tombs, some other objects. As Williams (1986:21) states, 
‘Pottery [not only A-Group, but also of the Egyptian and Sudanese tradition] 
occurred in Cemetery L in much larger quantities and in a much greater variety 
that other A-Group sites.’

Following Nordstrom (1996:35), who affirmed that "... the rank and status 
of the dead in the Nubian A-Group is refected by the composition of the 
mortuary remains, by the rituals at the funeral and by the size of the group related 
to or dependent of the deceased," in the present paper, a statistical study of some 
of the numerous aspects of this necropolis has been undertaken. Thus, a rough 
estimate of the surface area of the royal tombs has been calculated (Fig. 1). The 
estimates are rough because the walls of the subterranean chambers were 
irregular and sometimes did not have an orderly geometric volume. The second 
variant used is the number of the Egyptian pottery vessels found with the burials. 
Although we are conscious of the risk involved - since their number may be 
distorted by tomb robberies, the percentages are surprisingly uniform. In 
addition, robbers were likely to remove valuable objects and not pottery. Other 
variants chosen are pottery of Sudanese tradition (local pottery), Syro-Palestinian 
pottery (Early Bronze I, E.B. I), and other objects of Egyptian origin, such as the
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□ Surface of the 
tombs

Table. 2. Data from Qustul

L28 L29 L24 L23 LI 1 LI 9 L22 L5 L2 L30 LI L8
Surface1rrf

19,3 19,8 33 34,34 28,13 19,42 14,64 17,3 23,81 1 1,34 5,6
5

8

Egyptian
pottery

48 28 39 26 4 2 19 10

Sudanese
pottery

4 7 15 4 8 12 9 2

E. B. 1 
pottery

1 9 1

Stone
vessels

3 4 19 9 5 9 38 6 4

Copper 3 2
Faience 271

beads
8 balls

1 1 1 9

Ivory 21
dowel-
ends

2 17 3 3
many 
frag

ments of 
brac
elets

2
fragments 
of cylin
drical jar 

and
bracelet

Mace-
heads

1 1 1
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stone vases, copper, faience, ivory tools, and stone maces. Thus, as the graphics 
show (Table 2), five groups of graves may be detected, which reflect the 
economical and political conditions that the rulers buried at Qustul enjoyed. 
These groups are as follows:

1. This group includes tombs L28 and L29: chronologically, they seem to be 
contemporary to the tombs of the Cemetery 137 at Sayala (see below). In these 
two tombs of Qustul, the data are problematic because L28 lacks furnishing (it 
was re-used and emptied of all the objects in a later age), but its position in the 
cemetery shows that it might belong to the same age group as L29. Although 
L29 is the only one of this group, which has grave goods, it is possible to 
assume that the funerary furnishing of L28 and L29 was never as rich as the 
tombs of the following groups.

2. The surface area and number of grave goods in tombs L24, L23, LI 1 and L19, 
show a pronounced increase, especially as regards the amount of Egyptian 
pottery. Luxurious objects also increase with a maximum in tomb Lll where 
the level of the pottery of Sudanese tradition begins to stabilise (increase of 
local richness). In addition, tomb L24 is important in its chronology and 
contents. In this burial great quantities of Egyptian pottery, E.B. I pottery, 
copper tools, and one stone mace appeared. All of this could be explained as a 
result of the increase of the territorial power of the rulers of Qustul over the 
proto-kingdom of Sayala (compare below). This group of tombs ends with 
LI9 which has fewer grave goods, but is more varied qualitatively, having 
E.B. I pottery which was found only in L24.

3. In tombs L22 and L5, there is a noticeable decrease in the number of all grave 
goods. Possibly this can be understood as a result of a crisis caused by 
political (Egyptian) or economic pressure. In the first case, this crisis can be 
attributed to an Egyptian military intervention in Qustul area, which may be 
recorded in the minor relief at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (see below).

4. This group is represented by one tomb only, L2. This tomb has been isolated 
because it seems to be “an island in the middle of an ocean”. The quantity of 
objects increases when compared to the preceding and the succeeding groups 
of tombs. This may be related to a new Egyptian intervention. The Egyptians 
could have placed a puppet ruler in Nubia or the Nubians could have done it 
on their own account to make the Egyptians content. However it is also 
possible that Egypt lost its influence due to internal problems.

5. Finally, the tombs L30, LI, and L8 belong to the monarchs at the time of the 
collapse of the Qustul state, as demonstrated by the low numbers of the objects 
imported from Egypt - in most cases it is possible to observe a total absence of
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them: for example, in tomb L8 there were only A-Group objects, most of them 
pots, some fragments of a cylinder jar and one bracelet (Williams 1986:236). 
We infer that its end had a military cause, as the Gebel Sheikh Suleiman relief 
could demonstrate. Adams’ (1977:137) also comment on the final moments of 
the A-Group, when, according to him, there was a decline in the quantity and 
quality of the Egyptian objects in Lower Nubia. After the elimination of the 
Lower Nubian rulers, the Egyptians would not depend on the ways which the 
rulers buried in Qustul (and Sayala) had developed in the trade of African 
products. Egypt had not intermediaries in this trade. In addition, the Lower 
Nubian menace to the Egyptian city of Elephantine decreased.

I also contend Williams’ ( 1986:177) hypothesis which suggests that the 
rulers of Qustul initiated the unification of Egypt. It seems clear that the loss of 
economic power of the Qustul rulers is matched with the socio-political and 
economical development of both Upper and Lower Egypt (Kemp 1989:34, 41- 
43, 45, figs. 8 and 13; Williams 1991:79; O’Connor 1993:21; Wilkinson 2000).

The Nubian “royal” cemeteries 137 and 142 at Sayala

The A-Group cemeteries that surround the rich and strategic plain of 
Dakka a re n umerous. The c haracteristics o f t he r egion o ffered m ore e conomic 
possibilities than other areas of Lower Nubia. The rich plain of Dakka could 
support more cattle and provide more agriculture products; it has access to Wadi 
el-Alaqi and has important deposits of metals and minerals (Gatto and Tiraterra 
1996:333; Sadr 1997).

Many cemeteries have been discovered in this region, but two are the most 
important: cemetery 137 (half a kilometre to the south of Sayala) and cemetery 
142 (about one kilometre to the north of the ancient village of Naga Wadi). Both 
sites were excavated by Firth (1927:204-217) who noted that they were 
plundered in ancient and modem times, remains that survived can be dated to the 
A-Group period. Two gold mace handles with pink quartz mace-heads are an 
outstanding discovery made by Firth. Both weapons were found in Tomb 1 of 
cemetery 137 together with other objects such as palettes, Nubian and Egyptian 
pottery bowls, beads, etc. The presence of different items shows direct trading 
links between Egypt and Sayala. In addition, Nubian elites took over some 
Egyptian motifs, a s c an b e s een o n r eliefs o f t he f amous s tone maces a nd t he 
slate ritual libation-vessel, whose purpose would be ceremonial (Smith 
1994:376).

Some years ago, H. S. Smith (1994) re-examined Cemeteries 137 and 142, 
concluding that the chronology of most important tombs of the Cemetery 137 
(Nos. 5, 1, and 2) must be dated to the Naqada Ilia. 1 and Ilia.2 being contempo
rary with tombs 29 and 24 of Cemetery L of Qustul. On the other hand, tombs 1,
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7, and 4 (?) of Cemetery 142 might be dated to Naqada Illb (Naqada IIIB) 
period, to the reigns of Homs Aha and Horus Djer.

There are different opinions about the role that these important people 
played in the Sayala region. Williams (1986:13) believed that the person buried 
in tomb 1 at cemetery 137 was a “notable”. Nordstrom (1972:26), Smith 
(1991:107), O'Connor (1993:22-23) and Shinnie (1996:50) preferred to call him 
a “chief'. On the other hand, W. Y. Adams (1977:130), although he did not deny 
the possibility that some tombs should be ascribed to chiefs, pointed out that " he 
(grave owner) might have been nothing more than an unusually successful 
middleman in the growing Nubian-Egyptian trade - one of those “cultural 
brokers" who regularly appear and who rapidly acquire authority when alien 
cultures come into contact. Or, he might have been a commander of mercenary 
troops in the service of the Egyptians (a profession followed by many later 
Nubians), and derived his wealth as a reward from his masters." However, I 
agree with Smith (1994:375) who affirmed that there were ‘five or six local 
princes of quasi-royal pretensions, ruling over the period from Naqada III.a.1 to 
the time, perhaps, of Horus-Aha/Djer.'

Epigraphic evidence: Gebel Sheikh Suleiman reliefs and the wooden label of 
Horus Aha from Umm el-Qaab

Fig. 2. The “minor” relief of Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (from Wilkinson 1999: fig. 5.3.1).

During the expedition of the Egypt Exploration Society at Buhen between 
1962 and 1963, Winifred Needier discovered a rock drawing very close to the 
well-known Gebel Sheikh Suleiman relief. That relief represented a scorpion in 
the top centre, facing left (Fig. 2). It held between its claws a prisoner dangling 
from a rope, while a second figure, a little below and to the left, brandishes a 
weapon, which could be a mace-head. Above the scorpion, there is a third man 
who shoots with a bow and arrow towards the prisoner. Needier (1967:90-91) 
suggested that this relief commemorated the Scorpion (II)' s victory over Nubia.
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The “Major” Gebel Sheikh Suleiman relief (Fig. 3) represents a falcon’s 
head on a serekh that encloses the name of Djer. Alongside, a prisoner facing to 
the right has his arms bound behind his back, and is holding in his hands the 
hieroglyph sign - Aa 32-, t3-sty. Further to the right, as Mumane (1987:284) 
suggested, is possible to see water, but very roughly shown, perhaps wanting to 
represent turbulent waters, a cataract (the second cataract?). There are two signs 
that correspond to Gardiner O 49 (city ideogram), the first surmounted by a bird 
figure and the other with an unknown sign, which according to Mumane 
(1987:283) could be a placenta, although it might be a bird without a head. As 
has been already explained, it would represent the standard of Qustul and its 
death (Jimenez-Serrano 1998). The last group of the relief shows ‘another 
prisoner, facing to the right and seated on the ground, with his arms bound 
behind his back but (unlike the prisoner above, without any feature at his hands.

Fig. 3. The “major” relief of Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (Murnane 1987).

This man, however, is transfixed by an arrow in his chest and his neck is 
connected by a thick hawser to the prow of a ship to the right. The top of this 
hawser also serves as a ground line for a round -topped booth or hut. Below this,
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between the prisoner and the ship as well as underneath them both, lie four 
corpses tumbled in death (Mumane 1987:283).

There were different interpretations about this document and its meaning. 
In the early 1950s, Arkell (1950:28) followed by Emery (1961:59-60) ascribed it 
to Djer. For Emery, the figure holding the Nubia sign represents the Egyptian 
capture of this region, but he could not confirm if it was merely a punitive raid or 
a conquest. W. Y. Adams (1977:138) accepts the traditional opinion about this 
relief and he dates it in the reign of Djer, at the beginning of the First Dynasty. 
His interpretation on the meaning of the relief centres on the symbolic impor
tance of it being in Nubian territory, and not on the military consequences. 
According to him, it was only an attack on two Nubian villages, in which there 
were not many deaths.

Shinnie (1996:51) presents the actual state of the investigations, in which 
there are many doubts about the attribution to Djer of this relief. Williams 
(1986:171) affirmed that this relief could be Nubian and it would then represent 
the victory of the A-Group rulers over Egypt, a fact that must be rejected because 
of the discoveries in recent years in Abydos and in the Delta.

The first doubts about its attribution to Djer were mentioned by Helck 
(1970:83-85) who thought that the relief could have had some later addition (e.g. 
city signs, the falcon and other parts). He believed that the serekh originally did 
not have any name written inside it, thus it would be dated earlier than Djer’s 
reign. But according to W. Y. Adams (1985:190) this is a speculation. Mumane 
(1987:284) after having re-analysed the relief in situ, confirmed that the serekh is 
earlier than First Dynasty and Djer’s inscription was made later.

Williams and Logan ( 1987:264) state that if Djer’s name is disregarded 
the falcon redrawn on the serekh, there would be no space for any hieroglyphic 
inscription left, thus we would have to ascribe the group of empty serekhs of 
Kaiser and Dreyer’s Horizont A. Then it would be contemporary with the rulers 
of Qustul. However, our own analysis of the evolution of the early Egyptian 
royal name leads me to date it to the end of Naqada IIIB period (Jimenez-Serrano 
in press). It would have been carved when Egypt acted against the Qustul 
dynasty, which produced a crisis in Qustul.

This is demonstrated in the relief in the man besides the serekh holding the 
bow, the city signs - one crowned by a falcon that would symbolise Egypt and 
the second bird (Jimenez-Serrano 1998) represents the standard of the Qustul 
rulers, as well as by the dead men. The fact that this relief is placed in the border 
(?) of the territory controlled by Qustul shows that the Egyptian monarch ordered 
these scenes to be carved as a record of his power. The additions that were made 
afterwards have to be connected with the campaign that Homs Aha waged
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against the Nubians, as the wooden label (below) shows. Thus, Djer, Horus 
Aha’s successor, who could well have defeated the last rulers of Qustul, could 
have made the modifications.

Petrie (1901:20) and Vandier (1952, 1, II, 835) noticed that the Horus Aha 
wooden label from Abydos (Fig. 4) was related to a campaign that this king 
carried out in Nubia, and to the celebration of a festival to Anubis, but they 
mistook the god Anubis (inpw) with Khentamentiu. This label does not present 
any interpretative problem for the scholars who translated it in similar ways: 
“Beating the Nubians by Horus Aha; birth of Khentamentiu; Foundation of the 
fortress hr-phr-ihw” (Helck 1987:145). Schott (1972:35) translated the sign fu as 

‘dedication’ (of a statue). Previously, Sethe (1914:235) had proposed the 
meaning "to form", "to model". Logan (1990-66) partially supports Brovarsky’s 
(1977-78:1) interpretation of this label who identified the figure that looks like

Fig. 4. Wooden label of Horus Aha (from Helck 1987: 145).

a prisoner with arms bound behind its back as the ideogram for twt, ‘ statue’-: 
‘fashioning and opening the mouth of a statue of Anubis’. According to Logan, 
this label is a part of the series of labels commemorating the opening or erecting 
of a building accompanied by the fetish of Imiut. The bound prisoner would be 
associated with a ritual killing. However, it seems clear that, together with the 
serekh, there was represented a mace united with the name of the king by an arm 
(?) - -J ,rhl - “fight” which is complemented with the sign -=» r “against” 
(Faulkner 1962:46) £ tl-sty plus the ideogram of a captive - M facing to the royal 
serekh. Beside this, there is another column, in which is recorded ms.t “birth” or 
“fashioning” of Imiut. Concerning the name of the fortress, Helck (1987:145) 
added that the wedge-shape sign means “foundation” and Friedman (1995:34)
believes that the sign CEES phr probably alludes to an early form of the ceremony 
of phr hi inbw and the falcon on a standard recalls the glyph for imnt ‘west’. 
However, it is possible that the fortified enclosure symbolised some other idea; it 
might suggested the original place of the offering: phr hr hslt ‘Horus (the king)
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encloses (the temple of ?) Hesat’. For phr, see Faulkner (1962:93). I also 
disagree with Weill (1961, 2:31), who translated the interior of the enclosure as 
“circular procession (Snj-t) of the cow hsl-t (or shht hr ?)”. The quantity and the 
type of the offerings would have appear in the missing part of the label.

Egypt and Lower Nubia at the end of the fourth millennium BC (Fig. 5)

The E gyptian t rade with L ower N ubia c an b e t raced b ack t o t he begin
nings of the fourth millennium BC. It consisted of exchange of Egyptian raw 
materia] for Central African products (about trade and cultural contacts in North
eastern A frica d uring this p eriod, see M anzo 1 996). H owever, E gyptians w ere 
also exporting manufactured objects, such as pottery and other goods (wine or 
beads, for example), which Lower Nubians did not produce but were seeking 
these. This trade was reflected in the economies to the south of the First Cataract 
and supported the social differentiation process.

The growth and expansion of the A-Group settlements in the whole Lower 
Nubia increased the demand for these goods, as it is possible to see in the site at 
Khor Daud where the highest concentrations of pots correspond to the Naqada 
I1B-D periods. From this moment, we witness the emergence of the great tombs 
with rich funerary furniture and with imported objects that justify the power of 
the new elites. Elites acted as intermediaries between the Egyptian palace traders 
and those who procured the products of the Central Nile and gold from Wadi el- 
Allaqi. This explains the reason for the location of the two most important ceme
teries; Sayala was at the entrance of Wadi el-Allaqi whose mineral and metallic 
wealth has been mentioned before, and Qustul, which was at the entrance of the 
Second Cataract. Overland trade routes along the river had to pass by it.

In these beginnings, it is possible to differentiate two areas with these rich 
graves: Sayala (tombs 5, 1, and 2 at Cemetery 137) and Qustul (L28 and L29), 
dated to Naqada III A1 period (or even Naqada IID period).

The fact that some Egyptian objects appeared in the A-Group tombs (not 
only in the most important ones) does not indicate an acculturation of the people 
of Lower Nubia, but rather the possibility of the existence of a common back
ground, which could be traced back to the early Neolithic. In addition, Nubian 
elites adopted Egyptian icons (e.g., the reliefs on the surface of the incense 
burners and some of the seal-impressions).

In the next chronological phase (the end of Naqada IIIA.l period), Qustul 
probably assimilated (militarily ?) Sayala, because Cemetery 137 was no longer 
used. Moreover, this phase shows an increase in the variety and antiquity of the 
funeral furniture in the following burials of rulers of Qustul that can be explained 
only by a process of centralisation. Qustul would have annexed Sayala for two
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reasons: Qustul became hereby the only intermediary between Egypt and the 
Central Nile, and would also monopolise the ideology that justify the power of 
the emerging elites, which arrived from Egypt. This situation of control of Qustul 
over Sayala would be maintained for some years, as demonstrated by the levels 
of wealth of tombs L24, L23, Lll, and L19 of Qustul. Meanwhile, the relations 
between Qustul and Egypt would^ have been deteriorating, as can be demon
strated by the representation on the bowl from L6 (contemporary to L23 - 
Williams 1986:171), in which it is possible to see a bird attacking (?) the sign of 
Hierakonpolis.

This overall situation finished in an open conflict, which would be 
reflected in the low levels of imported Egyptian pottery in the Qustul tombs (L22 
and L5). The confrontation finished with the success of the Egyptians, who 
engraved the “Minor” relief of Gebel Sheikh Suleiman (Scorpion II ?) and, later, 
the “Major” relief at the same place (Horns Ka) (Jimenez-Serrano 2001). Like
wise, the relations between Egyptians and the elites of Qustul changed either 
because the Egyptians placed a ruler of their choice over them or because 
Nubians themselves placed one according to the Egyptians’ wishes. The result 
was that the ruler buried in tomb L2 had the highest number of Egyptian stone 
vases and imported Egyptian pottery.

One of the consequences of this first Egyptian intervention was the 
partition of Lower Nubia in two proto-kingdoms. Thus, Sayala acquired its 
“independence” again, as indicated by tombs of cemetery 142 (Nos. 1, 7, and 4). 
The new rulers of Sayala were buried in another necropolis, because they were 
probably not related to the rulers buried in cemetery 137.

Meanwhile, in the cemetery L of Qustul, the three tombs that followed 
tomb L2 are poorer with the quantity and quality of the grave goods. Thus, from 
the three tombs L30, LI, according to Smith (1994:375) contemporary to the 
Egyptian monarchs Horns Aha and Djer- and L8, only one has some imported 
Egyptian pottery. Therefore, it can be concluded that Egyptians decided that they 
did not need intermediaries in their trade with the Central Nile. Accordingly, in 
the reign of Homs Aha and Djer, Sayala and Qustul proto-kingdoms were elimi
nated. This coincides with the moment when Djer added his name to the “Major” 
relief of Gebel Sheikh Suleiman. A final archaeological confirmation of the 
violent end of the rulers of Qustul is the destruction of cemetery L (Williams 
1986:183).
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Cattle with "forward-pointing horns": 
archaeozoological and cultural aspects

Introduction

This short report aims to present the discovery, at the Sudanese site of 
Kerma, of cattle bucrania displaying an unusual deformation which is very 
similar to those often depicted in the Saharan rock drawings.

Kerma was the capital of the Kushite kingdom. It developed from around 
2600 up to 1500 BC, and reached ca 1000 km in length from north to south 
(Bonnet 1986). Due to Kerma's strategic position, midway between the Mediter
ranean world and sub-Saharan Africa, it played an important military and 
economic role (Bonnet 1997 ). The architecture of the ancient Kerma town bears 
witness to this double influence, and excavations of the immense necropolis, 
located a few kilometres to the east, have shed light on the complex funerary rites 
of this population which consisted of herders and warriors (Bonnet 2000). 
Domestic cattle made up the best part of the Kerma livestock and were the main 
providers of meat. They also played an important role in after-life, as their 
remains have been found in the Kerman graves in the form of derived products 
such as clothes or shrouds, bucrania as well as symbolic paintings on chapel 
walls (Chaix 1994; 2000; 2001; Chaix and Grant 1992 ).

The bucrania

These remains are an effect of skull cutting which preserves the anterior 
face and the horns. Each time period at Kerma is characterised by a different type 
of cutting (Chaix 1993; 2001).

Cattle bucrania are known from several cultures. They are often associated 
with t he r eligious b elieves, f or i nstance a t Neolithic s ites i n S yria a nd T urkey 
(Coqueugniot 2000; Mellaart 1967), or with the cult of the dead (Madagascar,
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Celebes, Laddakh) (Battistini 1964; Koubi 1992; Harrer 1978). At Kerma, the 
excavations of the necropolis yielded several graves furnished with cattle 
bucrania facing the deceased at the southern border of their tumuli; this ritual 
took place from the end of Ancient Kerma period (around 2000 BC) onwards. 
These bucrania were cut in such a way as to preserve the nasal bones (Chaix 
1993; Gratien 1985). At the end of the Middle Kerma and the beginning of 
Classical Kerma periods (around 1750 BC), bucrane presence had increased and 
it seems that their number in graves was linked to the social rank or to the wealth 
of the deceased. At the same time, the number of animals deposited in the grave 
pit also increased, as well as the amount of various food offerings (Chaix and 
Sidi-Mammar 1992; Chaix 2001). During this period, the bucrania were cut at 
the junction of the nasal and frontal bones. Finally, towards the end of the 
Classical Kerma period (about 1500 BC), bucrania became much more of a rarity 
and were cut at the base of the horns (Chaix 1993; Gratien 1985). Most of the 
graves of this late phase at Kerma were excavated between 1913 and 1916 by G. 
Reisner who only occasionally was referring to the occurrence of bucrania and 
gave no information concerning their number and position in the grave (Reisner 
1923).

As we mentioned above, the cattle bucrania at Kerma are placed outside 
the tumuli, always to the south of the inhumation, and are facing the deceased 
(Fig. 1). They were placed in stereotypical rows around the tumuli, with cows 
and calves being placed at the front, followed by rows of bulls and cattle, then 
rows of cows again, and so on. They were positioned in the shape of a large half
moon, the tips of which reached the median diameter of the tumulus.

The number of bucrania in Kerma tombs varies from few to several 
thousand. This poses an archaeological problem which will not be discussed in 
this paper (Chaix 1993; Iacumin et al. 2001). Since 1994, we have discovered at 
Kerma the cattle bucrania with a very unusual deformation which tends to make 
the horns looking parallel to each other (Chaix 1996). Such a deformation is 
currently practised by certain populations of breeders in Eastern Africa (Turkana, 
Murle) (Johnston 1902; Jones 1984). It modifies the shape of the horns in a very 
recognisable manner: most modifications consist of a transverse flattening of the 
horn cores which, in effect, become elliptical instead of being round; this is 
accompanied by a flattening of their internal face. Furthermore, pressure applied 
on the horn cores creates a typical swelling on the intercomual crest. Secondary 
ossification also takes place. The modification makes the tips of the horn sheaths 
pointing forward, which gives the animal a very unusual appearance (Fig. 2). 
Some very rare cases of horn sheath anastomosis have been observed at Kerma. 
This produces a single sheath which wraps around both horn cores (Fig. 3). This 
deformation also modifies some measurements made of bucrania.
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Fig. 1. Plan of the Middle Kerma period grave No. 115 (whole bodies of sheep and pieces of 
meat are deposited to the south and north of the dead; cattle bucrania are always deposited to the 

south, outside the tumulus) (Drawing B. Privati).



272 Louis Chaix and J.W. Hansen

Fig. 2 . Schematic representation of a " forward pointing horn " cattle after the bucrania No. 46 
from the grave No. 253 at Kerma (Drawing G. Roth, MHNGE).

We have studied two bucrane specimens, the first one was associated with 
grave No. 238 (N: 417) and the other one with grave No. 253 (N: 1404). We 
recorded two measurements which distinguish "normal" from "parallel" horns,
i.e. the minimum transverse diameter of the frontal bone and the antero-posterior 
diameter of the horn base (TD min. frontal bone and APD horn base). The 
artificial deformation produces a decrease in frontal bone width (with an average 
of 153.4 mm for parallel horns and 164.9 mm for "normal" horns) and an 
increase in the antero-posterior diameter of the horn base (with an average of 
92.5 mm for "parallel" horns and 64.6 mm for "normal" horns; Table 1).

So far, only four graves containing deformed bucrania have been found at 
Kerma. Their proportion compared to "normal" pieces of bucrania varies 
between 15.4 and 17.9 %. The bucrania with parallel horns were not placed at 
random but they seem to be a part of the general organisation of the whole 
assemblage of them. For instance, in grave No. 185, the seven deformed pieces 
were placed after the second row of "normal" bucrania, at equal intervals. In 
grave No. 253, now under excavation, there were more than 4350 pieces of
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Fig. 3. Two examples of cattle skulls from Kerma with a single horn-sheath surrounding the two 
horn-cores (Kerma, grave no. 253, bucrama no. 1729 and 1680).
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Table 1. Metrical data showing the difference between the "normal bucrama" and "forward 
pointing horns bucrama" from Kerma.

Grave 238
Minimal frontal breadth N mean diverg. range stand.dev.
Normal bucrania 239 165.8 130-210 14.2
Forwarded bucrania 54 151.2 -14.6 130-180 11.4

Greatest diameter of horncore N mean diverg. range stand.dev.
Normal bucrama 222 64.5 46-89 10.4
Forwarded bucrania 54 91.7 +27.2 62-135 14.4

Grave 253
Least frontal breadth N mean diverg. range stand.dev.
Normal bucrama 750 164.9 135-210 14.2
Forwarded bucrania 274 153.3 -11.6 125-193 11.3

Greatest diameter of horncore N mean diverg. range stand.dev.
Normal bucrania 664 64.6 35-101 10.6
Forwarded bucrania . 274 92.1 +27.5 52-196 16.7

bucrania. "Parallel" bucrania were laid out here in several rows. The first one was 
placed after five rows of "normal" cattle bucrania of both cows and bulls, in two 
successive rows. There was a second line of aberrant bucrania five rows further 
on. This pattern was then repeated, and reached a width of more than 35 rows in 
the central portion of the assemblage. Sex determination of the "parallel" 
bucrania showed that they are not very much dimorphic. An extensive biometric 
study revealed that the limit between males and females for the horn core APD is 
placed around 100 mm. The sample from grave No. 253 of a total 274 deformed 
bucrania consist of 189 female and 85 male deformed bucrania (respectively 
68.9% and 31.1%). By comparing this data with the "normal" bucrania, based on 
the minimum frontal TD, which seems to be the most discriminant measurement, 
we were able to set the limit between males and females at around 165 mm. This 
sample of "normal" bucrania was made up of 550 females (54.2%) and 463 males 
(45.8%). Thus, in both cases, females were more numerous, but the percentage of 
males seems too high to represent the true sex ratio of a herd.

This brief description shows that bovines with deformed horns existed at 
Kerma within a funerary context. They were placed among "normal" bucrania 
which, however, were more numerous. These "aberrant" specimens were always 
the result of artificial deformation. Several bucrania belonging to young calves
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display different stages of the process of this modification. The biomechanical 
phenomena (elliptical horn cores and intercomual bulges) seem to confirm this 
hypothesis. Furthermore, similar cases of artificial deformation are known among 
present-day Eastern African breeders such as the Murle or the Turkana. Unfortu
nately, they are known only on living cattle and no craniological study has been 
carried out on these animals. It is probable that the deformed bucrania at Kerma 
belonged to cattle possessing a special social or religious importance.

Table 2. Percentage of "forward pointing horns" cattle in different phases of the
Saharan rock art.

Phase Geographic Zone % of “forward pointing horns”

Old-Middle Oued Djerat > 40%
Old-Middle Messak ca. 26%
Middle Atlas > 50%
Middle-Late Tassili-n-Ajjer < 10%
Late Ahnet ca. 35%
Late Aouenat ca. 25%
Late Ennedi ca. 21%
Late Air <10%

The Kerma evidence brings to mind the numerous representations of cattle 
in the Saharan rock art and described as "cattle with forward-pointing horns" or " 
boeufs a comes en avant" (Le Quellec 2000; Muzzolini 1986; 1995), among them 
are t he e ngravings a t Jebel N uquay i n L ibya, w here b ovid p rotomes d isplay a 
single hom which is bifid at its tip (Fig. 4), a morphology similar to some 
bucrania discovered recently at Kerma (Gandini 1999). The first rock-art repre
sentations of "forward-pointing horns" were found at Tassili-n-Ajjer (Fig. 5) and 
were attributed to the "round-head" period which probably dates to 7th mil
lennium BC. They are in association with drawings of "Negroid"-type humans 
(Table 2). Other examples from the Central Sahara (Fig. 6 and 7) belong to the 
"Bovidien ancien -evolue" style.

In summary, a following scenario of the development of the deformation of cattle 
horns could be presented at this stage of our research: the place of origin of these 
deformations seems to be the central Saharan mountains, in particular the Tassili. 
The drier episode during the Saharan Neolithic, around 7000 BP, seems to have 
forced certain pastoral groups practising hom deformation to emigrate to the 
Atlas mountains, the Egyptian Nile Valley, and to the Nubia (Kerma area)
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(Muzzolini 1982; Gabriel 1996; Kuper 1988). The return to a more humid 
climate, around 3000 BP may have generated a movement of populations out of 
the Nile Valley (via Darfour ?) and towards Central Sahara, from the Atlas to the 
great p lains s ituated t o t he n orth o f t he p resent d esert z one, a nd perhaps e ven 
from shelters in the central Saharan mountains to surrounding areas. At that time, 
horn deformation was no longer very frequent, but it was still practised.
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Fig. 4. Cattle with a single horn-sheath. Rock engraving from Jebel Nuqay (South-eastern
Libya) (after Gandini, 1999).
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Fig. 5. Cattle with "forward pointing horns". Rock-picture from the site of Sefar, Tassili-n-Ajjer
(photo J. D. Lajoux).

Fig. 6. Cattle with " forward pointing horns" from Ti-n-Rerhoh, Tassili (photo J. W. Hansen).
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Holocene lithic industries of the Letti Basin 
(Northern Sudan)

It is almost fifty years ago when the first prehistorians appeared in the 
Letti Basin and the neighbouring areas to begin archaeological studies of the 
region (Fig. 1). It was in mid 60’s when the Southern Methodist University expe
dition penetrated the area between Wadi el-Melik and Korti on the SW-bank of 
the Nile (Marks et al. 1968). In the same time the area was investigated by the 
Polish Archaeological Mission to Old Dongola (Krzyzaniak 1968; Kobusiewicz 
and Krzyzaniak 1974). The archaeological research has been intensified since 
1984 when the area started to be systematically studied by K. Grzymski and his 
team from the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. The work resulted in several 
publications of both more general and specific nature (Grzymski 1987; 
Kobusiewicz and Kabacinski 1996; Chlodnicki and Kabacinski 2002). This paper 
is an overview of studies on chipped stone industries of the Later Stone Age 
chronology carried out within frame work of the Royal Ontario Museums 
project.

During our research both the Letti Basin and the edge of the Nile valley 
adjacent to it were surveyed. In both areas numerous traces of human settlement 
from prehistoric times were recorded. However the state of preservation of sites 
in both areas was different. In the Letti Basin an intensive erosion and denuda
tion plus modem human activity have caused a destruction of a vast majority of 
Early Khartoum (Mesolithic) and Neolithic sites. Remains of these settlements 
are spread over the Basin and are found as sherds and lithics occurrences. Only 
occasionally more concentrated remains were recorded, as was the case with sites 
ROM 200 and ROM 205.

Prehistoric sites, although also modified by erosion, were found better 
preserved at the edge of the Nile valley. No Early Khartoum (Khartoum Meso
lithic) and Neolithic sites were found at the edge of the Nile valley. These settle
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ments were located on the lower Nile terraces. Erosion removed most of the 
cultural contents of these sites and their artefacts are usually recorded on the sur
face or within the subsurface layer (like at the site MG4). However, in some 
cases lower parts of features survived (site ROM 222).

The oldest Holocene human settlement of the area is related to the Early 
Khartoum (Mesolithic). Few remains of this occupation were recorded in the 
Letti Basin, but no intact site was found there. An Early Khartoum site - marked 
as MG4 - slightly NE of the Letti Basin, near the village of Bukibul, was also 
recorded.

At MG4 site numerous wavy-line and dotted-wavy-line potsherds were 
found accompanied by lithic assemblages. The site was surface recorded but also 
a test trench of 2 x 2 metres was excavated yielding fragments of Early Khartoum 
pottery and 1143 pieces of lithics (Table 1 and 2).

It can be seen from these breakdowns that over 68 percent of lithics were 
made of brownish-yellowish chert - easy to find in the wadis, 17.9% were made 
of agate, 10.4% of quartz and remaining 3.4% are artefacts either burnt or made 
of sandstone (Table 1). As regards the size of the raw nodules the largest were 
chert pebbles but they rarely measured over 5-6 cm in diameter.

A principal way of stone processing was exploitation of single platform 
cores from which mostly flakes were removed (Fig. 2: 1-5). Preparation of cores 
was very poor and limited to platforms exclusively which were formed either by 
a single stroke or by multiple blows. In some cases the orientation of the core 
was changed during the process of exploitation. In such cases the second plat
form was located on the former striking surface of the core and its exploitation 
continued (Fig. 3: 1-3). Very simple technology, hard hammer technique with 
direct p ercussion, w as applied d uring c ore e xploitation. M inute traces o f m ore 
advanced technology are also readable since few lames a Crete and few blades 
with faceted platforms were recorded.

The group of tools consists of 54 pieces what constitutes ca 4.9 % of the 
whole assemblage and 14.78 % when calculating without unidentified pieces, 
chips and chunks (Table 1). The most abundant group of tools are arched backed 
pieces - over 31 % of the tool group (Table 2; Fig. 4: 8-22). Other types of 
microliths are also recorded, like triangles (Fig. 4: 23, 26) and trapezes (Fig. 4: 
24-25). The presence of micro-burins indicates the application of the micro-burin 
technique in microliths’ production (Fig. 4:27-28).

Numerous group of tools are retouched pieces - over 30 % of the tool 
group (Fig. 4: 29-37). Here the micro-retouched pieces, simply retouched flakes 
and blades predominate (Table 2). Rare irregular flake scrapers and truncations 
are also present (Fig. 4:1-7).
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Table 1. Site MG4. General structure of the assemblage.

Lithic category Raw material in number of pieces Total
Quartz Agate Chert Other No. % % (without 

unidentified 
pieces, chips 
& chunks)

Cortex flakes 2 5 57 0 64 5.60 16.89
Cortex blades 1 0 5 0 6 0.52 1.58
Single platform cores for 
flakes

1 2 3 0 6 0.52 1.58

Flakes from single 
platform cores

15 11 121 0 147 12.86 38.79

Flakes from opposed 
platform cores

0 0 7 0 7 0.61 1.85

Cores for flakes with 
changed orientation

0 0 5 0 5 0.44 1.32

Flakes from cores with 
changed orientation

0 7 48 0 55 4.81 14.51

Blades from single 
platform cores

0 5 18 0 23 2.01 6.07

Blades from opposed 
platform cores

0 1 1 0 2 0.18 0.53

Blades from cores with 
changed orientation

0 1 3 0 4 0.35 1.06

Core tablets 0 1 2 0 3 0.26 0.79
Secondary lames a Crete 0 0 1 0 1 0.09 0.26
Unidentified flakes 12 . 6 33 6 57 4.99 -

Unidentified blades 3 0 6 0 9 0.79 -

Unidentified cores and core 
fragments

1 4 4 1 10 0.87 -

Chips 84 151 399 23 657 57.48 -

Chunks 0 1 19 9 29 2.54 -

Tools 0 10 46 0 56 4.90 14.78
Micro-burins 0 0 2 0 2 0.18 0.53
Total 119 205 780 39 1143 100.00 100.00
Lithic category Raw material in number of pieces Total

Sites ROM 205 and ROM 200 were also found in the Letti Basin 
(Chlodnicki and Kabacinski 2002). Lithics from the site ROM 205 originate from 
the surface and were collected from and around three test trenches excavated on 
the site. No artefacts were found below the surface suggesting a heavy destruc
tion of the site by erosion and deflation.
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Table 2. Site MG4. Structure of the tool group.

Tool type Number of pieces Total
Agate Chert No. %

End-scrapers on flakes 0 2 2 3.70
Truncations 1 3 4 7.41
Perforators and drills 0 1 1 1.85
Arched backed pieces 6 11 17 31.48
Triangles 0 1 1 1.85
Trapezes 0 2 2 3.70
Fragments of rmcroliths 0 2 2 3.70
Micro-retouched pieces 2 5 7 12.96
Retouched flakes 0 6 6 11.11
Retouched blades 0 1 1 1.85
Notched flakes 0 1 1 1.85
Denticulated flakes 0 3 3 5.56
Fragments of retouched tools 1 6 7 12.96
Total 10 44 54 100.00

The assemblage from site ROM 205 consists of over 80 artefacts which - 
considering the way they were recorded - are not statistically representative. 
Nevertheless, they permit a description of the main characteristics of this assem
blage.

The basic raw material for production of blanks and tools was locally col
lected chert, brownish to yellowish in colour - more than 80 % of all the artefacts 
were made of that material. Agate - the raw material second in importance - 
mainly for the production of arched backed pieces (lunates). Only single pieces 
were made of quartz and ferrocrete sandstone. Judging from the dimensions of 
flakes and blades the chert pebbles only exceptionally exceeded 4 cm in length.

The only way of core processing was the exploitation of single platform 
cores. Both flakes and blades were removed by the direct hard hammer percus
sion. A single core found at this site (Fig. 5:1) shows no preparation except the 
platform which w as f aceted. T his w ay of 1 imited p reparation i s parallel t o the 
lack of crest blades on one side and mostly prepared platforms of debitage on the 
other.

The tool group is dominated by two categories: end-scrapers and lunates. 
In this first group — which contains over 63 % of all tools — only the end-scrapers 
on flakes are present. Very often they were made of cortex or semi-cortex flakes 
(Fig. 5:2-15). Thy are very short or short specimens with regularly rounded or 
semicircular scraping edges.

Another important group of tools are arched backed pieces - 27 % of all 
tools. These are very uniform, almost microlithic tools made mostly of agate
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(Fig. 5:16-21). Besides these forms, single examples of other tools - flake trun
cation (Fig. 5:22) or retouched flake (Fig. 5:23) were also present.

From the second surveyed site - ROM 200, both from their surface and 
from the test pit almost to 100 artefacts were collected. The assemblage is very 
similar to that collected from ROM 205 from the point of view of raw material 
and lithic technology. Mainly chert was processed here, and not more than 25 % 
of artefacts were made of agate and quartz altogether. Hard hammer technique 
used for processing of single platform cores was the only way of core exploita
tion, and cores themselves were poorly prepared - their preparation was limited 
exclusively to the platforms. Considering analogous size of chert pebbles, the 
source of this raw material was most probably the same for both the site ROM 
200 and ROM 205.

Tool group form the site ROM 200 is slightly more diversified. Beside 
flake end-scrapers (Fig. 6:1-2, 4-7) and arched backed pieces (Fig. 6:8-11), the 
retouched flakes (Fig. 6:12-14), perforators (Fig. 6:15-16) together with single 
specimen of a flat-truncated flake (Fig. 6:17), a micro-retouched blade (Fig. 6:18) 
and a notched flake (Fig. 6:3) were recorded.

Summing up above made observations, both assemblages are quite similar 
from the point of view of raw material strategy, lithic technology and typology 
and represent the same kind of the Late Neolithic lithic industry. This industry 
seems very close to assemblages identified earlier along the southern bank of the 
Nile and to the east of Wadi el Melik, and named as Karat Group (Marks et al. 
1968:321-323): it was thought to be affiliated with the Khartoum Neolithic 
industry in the Central Sudan and with the A-Group sites near the Second Cata
ract. The sites ROM 205 and ROM 200 are indeed very close to the Khartoum 
Neolithic except for the lack of rhyolite gouges.

The assemblage from the site ROM 222 originates from four test pits and 
from 100 m2. of a systematic surface collection. Pottery found here displays some 
similarities with the Late Neolithic, but many features point to a later age of this 
site. It seems to belong to the phase of the Neolithic of the Letti Basin, related to 
the Terminal Neolithic/pre-Kerma times (Chlodnicki and Kabacinski 2002).

Altogether more than 2748 artefacts were recorded at site ROM 222 repre
senting different stages of stone processing, starting with initial cores, different 
kinds of debitage including numerous chips collected during the screening, and 
finishing with tools. All this indicates a relatively undestroyed site and in situ 
materials. The general structure of the assemblage is presented in Tables 3 and 4.

More than 75 % of the assemblage was made of chert, another 13.2 % of 
agate, 10,8 % of quartz and remaining 0.8 % pieces were burnt or made of sand
stone. More than 20 % of all identified debitage are cortex flakes and blades
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Table 3. Site ROM 222. General structure of the assemblage.

Lithic category Raw material Total
Quartz Agate Chert Other No. % % (without 

unidentified 
pieces, chips 
& chunks)

Cortex flakes 38 16 189 1 244 8.88 18.73
Cortex blades 0 6 24 0 30 1.09 2.30
Initially struck cores 4 0 0 0 4 0.15 0.31
Single platform cores for flakes 6 4 11 0 21 0.76 1.61
Flakes from single platform cores 41 28 362 2 433 15.76 33.23
Opposed platform cores for flakes 0 0 1 0 1 0.04 0.08
Flakes from opposed platform 
cores

2 1 9 0 12 0.44 0.92

Cores for flakes with changed 
orientation

2 4 22 0 28 1.02 2.15

Flakes from cores with changed 
orientation

3 10 76 2 91 3.31 6.98

Single platform cores for blades 0 0 3 0 3 0.11 0.23
Blades from single platform cores 3 12 139 1 155 5.64 11.90
Blades from opposed platform 
cores

0 2 5 0 7 0.25 0.54

Cores for blades with changed 
orientation

0 0 1 0 1 0.04 0.08

Blades from cores with changed 
orientation

0 1 13 0 14 0.51 1.07

Scaled pieces 0 3 11 0 14 0.51 1.07
Flakes from scaled pieces 0 0 3 0 3 0.11 0.23
Core tablets 0 0 4 0 4 0.15 0.31
Unidentified flakes 13 4 59 2 78 2.84 -

Unidentified cores and core frag
ments

2 4 11 0 17 0.62 -

Chips 169 219 856 9 1253 45.60 -
Chunks 8 22 63 4 97 3.53 -
Tools 5 26 204 2 237 8.62 18.19
Burin /spalls 0 0 1 0 1 0.04 0.08
Total 296 362 2067 23 2748 100.00 100.00

which additionally supports the conclusion that stone processing took place on 
the site from its earliest stage. Over 41 % of all products were flakes, however 
the presence of numerous blades (176 specimens - 13.5 %) strongly suggests that 
procuring of blades was also an important goal of stone processing. Undoubtedly, 
the hard hammer exploitation of single platform cores was the only way of
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Table 4. Site ROM 222. Structure of the tool group.

Tool type Raw material in number of pieces Total
Quartz Agate Chert Other No. %

End-scrapers on flakes 0 0 5 0 5 2.11
Burins 0 1 0 0 1 0.42
Truncations 0 0 4 0 4 1.69
Perforators and drills 0 2 14 0 16 6.75
Arched backed pieces 0 8 14 1 23 9.70
Points 0 0 1 0 1 0.42
Retouched flakes 1 3 56 0 60 25.32
Retouched blades 0 5 26 1 32 13.50
Notched flakes 0 0 18 0 18 7.59
Notched blades 0 2 13 0 15 6.33
Denticulated flakes 4 4 38 0 46 19.41
Denticulated blades 0 1 15 0 16 6.75
Total 5 26 204 2 237 100.00

obtaining blanks (Fig. 7:1-2, 6-7; 8:1-6; 9:4). Cores were poorly prepared - only 
their platforms were faceted. Few examples of core tablets indicate the renewing 
of platform during the exploitation. Twenty two cores - mostly heavily exploited 
- have changed its orientation at the late stage of processing (Fig. 7:4-5; 8:7; 9:1- 
3, 5). Only few artefacts show application of scaled technique (Fig. 7:3; 9:6-7). 
Although the largest core reaches over 6 cm in length and the largest blanks 
exceed 5 cm, most of the materials is of small size.

237 tools were found in this assemblage. Only 5 end-scrapers on flake 
were recorded, and most of them are very irregular in shape (Fig. 10:1-2; 11:1-3). 
Relatively numerous are perforators and drills - 16 specimens (6.75 % - Fig. 
10:3-15; 11:6-11) and archedbacked pieces (lunates) - 23 specimens (9.7 %- 
Fig. 10:16-21; 11:12-16; 12:1-11, 15). The assemblage is strongly dominated by 
differently shaped flakes and blades which constitute as much as 78.9 % of a tool 
group. These are retouched flakes and blades (Fig. 11:18-22; 12:12-14, 16-19; 
13:1-8; 14:1-6), denticulated flakes and blades (Fig. 13:9-14; 14: 10-11, 13-20; 
15:1-9; 16:1) and notched flakes and blades (Fig. 14: 7-9, 12; 15:10-14; 16:2-6). 
Among tools 4 truncations (Fig. 11:5; 15:15-16), 1 partially bifacial point (Fig. 
11:17) and a single flake removed from a polished core tool (Fig. 16:7) were also 
found. We are not able to find any analogy to this assemblage.
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When comparing the Early Khartoum MG4 site, Late Neolithic sites ROM 
200 and ROM 205 and the site ROM 222 from the point of view of lithic pro
duction, following elements seem to be worth mentioning:

1. Similar raw material strategy was practised at all these sites. It was 
based on procuring local chert pebbles from the present desert and numerous 
wadis joining the Nile valley. Other raw materials - quartz and agate - played a 
subsidiary role.

2. Similar lithic technology was used at these sites, based on exploitation 
of a single platform core. Cores were poorly prepared (almost exclusively strik
ing p latforms) a nd b lanks w ere r emoved f rom t he c ores b y t he h elp o f a h ard 
hammer direct percussion. The technique of lithic production seems to be even 
more simple in the youngest assemblage (ROM 222).

3. A significant shift in the production of tools can be seen in the Letti 
Basin. Initially, during the Early Khartoum times (site MG4) a rich group of 
microlithic tools, including triangles, trapezes and arched backed pieces 
accompanied by micro-burin technique was recorded. Later on, in the Late Neo
lithic the group of tools was reduced to arched backed pieces only. After a 
massive appearance of end-scrapers in the Late Neolithic they almost completely 
disappeared in the pre-Kerma times (site ROM 222). In the course of the time an 
increasing role of the retouched, notched and denticulated flakes and blades can 
be noted. It seems that the end-scrapers were finally replaced by numerous and 
differently shaped flakes and blades. All this probably reflects the change in the 
subsistence strategies during the Holocene times in the southern Nubia.
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Fig. 1. Map showing the location of the Letti Basin.
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Fig. 2. Site MG4. Early Khartoum. 1-5 - single platform cores
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Fig. 3. Site MG4. Early Khartoum. 1-3 - cores with changed orientation.
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Fig. 4. Site MG4. Early Khartoum. 1-2 - flake scrapers; 3-7 - truncations; 8-22 - arched backed 
pieces, 23, 26 - triangles; 24-25 - trapezes; 27-28 - micro-burins; 29-33 - micro-retouched 

pieces; 34-35 - retouched flakes; 36 - notched blade; 37 - denticulated blade.
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Fig. 5. Site ROM 205. Late Neolithic. 1 - single platform core; 2-15 - end-scrapers on flakes; 
16-21 - arched backed pieces; 22 - truncation; 23 - retouched flake.
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Fig. 6. Site ROM 200. Late Neolithic. 1-2, 4-7 - end-scrapers on flakes; 3 - notched flake, 8-11- 
arched backed pieces; 12-14, 17 - retouched flakes; 15-16 - perforators; 18 - retouched blade.
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Fig. 7. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-2, 6-7 - single platform cores; 3 -
scaled piece; 4-5 - cores with changed orientation.
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Fig. 8. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-6, 8 - single platform cores; 7 - core
with changed orientation.
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Fig. 9. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-3, 5 - cores with changed orientation;
4 - single platform core; 6-7 - scaled pieces.
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Fig. 10. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-2 - end-scrapers; 3-15 - perforators
and drills; 16-21 - arched backed pieces.



Holocene lithic industries of the Letti Basin (Northern Sudan) 301

Fig. 11. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neohthic/Pre-Kerma. 1-3 - end-scrapers; 4 - burin; 5 - trunca
tion; 6-11 - perforators and drills; 12-16 - arched backed pieces; 17 -point; 18-21 - retouched

flake; 22 - retouched blade.
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Fig. 12. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-11, 15 - arched backed pieces; 12-14,
16-19 - retouched flakes.
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Fig. 13. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-8 - retouched blades; 9-12 - denticu
lated flakes; 13-14 - denticulated blades.
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Fig. 14. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-6 - retouched blades; 7-8 - notched 
flakes; 9, 12 - notched blades; 10, 13-16 - denticulated flakes; 11, 17-20 - denticulated blades.
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Fig. 15. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1-3 - denticulated flakes; 4-9 - denticu
lated blades; 10, 13 - notched flakes; 11-12, 14 - notched blades; 15-16 - truncations.
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Fig. 16. Site ROM 222. Terminal Neolithic/Pre-Kerma. 1 - denticulated blade; 2-6 - notched 
blades; 7 - flake from polished core tool.
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Palaeolithic sites from Southern Dongola Reach 
Survey. Preliminary report

Preface

In 2000 the Polish Archaeological Mission to the Middle Nile Valley, 
directed by B. Zurawski, finished its research in the northern Sudan, along the 
northern bank of the Nile, from Ez Zuma to Old Dongola (Southern Dongola 
Reach Survey - SDRS). Among many recorded archaeological sites there 
occurred also some Palaeolithic sites. They were preserved in various conditions 
and seem to represent different chronological and functional units.

The area under prospection of less than 150 km in length (Fig. 1) has 
never been systematically examined. They only exception was the area of the 
southern b ank o f t he Nile, from E d D ebba to K orti, s tudied by t he C ombined 
Prehistoric Expedition in 1967-1968 (de Heinzelin, 1967-1968; Marks et al. 
1967-1968). In the north, the concession of the SDRS adjoins the regions inves
tigated by the Polish Expedition to Old Dongola (Jakobielski and Krzyzaniak 
1967-1968) and by the Royal Ontario Museum Expedition in Toronto (Grzymski 
1987). In the east, the SDRS area adjoins the regions examined by the Italian Ex
pedition, and even further to the east - by Gdansk Archaeological Museum 
Expedition. A full interpretation of the prehistoric occurrences is the SDRS area 
is still difficult as the survey examination yield the information of limited 
character. The artefacts have been found and recorded, often completely eroded, 
and their assortment may be accidental.

Geomorphological background

The absence of the geomorphologist in our field work did not permit to 
distinguish the geomorphological units in the area, and to compare their situation 
to t hese r ecorded b y t he C ombined P rehistoric E xpedition. T herefore w e w ere
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limited to registration of sites in their landscape. The area of the prospection of 
the SDRS is of some 150 km in length on the right bank of the Nile and stretches 
into the range of the local Jebels. Contrary to the situation on the left bank of the 
river our area borders rocky massifs of which the tops keep the names rooted in a 
local tradition; isolated inselbergs of the Nubian Sandstone also occur here ( e.g., 
five Jebels at Abkor). The region of Hammur (from Old Dongola to Jebel El 
Alim) consists of rather a flat plate of sandstone almost touching the river. On its 
surface occur knolls formed as a consequence of water erosion, inselbergs of fer
ruginous sandstone and the youngest forms - migrating sandy dunes. Probably 
part of this plate contains also silts and other deposits resulting from river aggra- 
dations.

Natural border of this plain constitute chains of the Jebels: J. Kulluaru, Ez 
Zuruq and J. Nuseif Tamr, Ed Diqun, J. El Missad and J. Umm Nuqdara. Behind 
these Jebels the plain retires into the desert and then again turns to the river by J. 
Kulmakol and J. Ibn Auf. These latest Jebels form a specific unit visible from 
afar as black mountains, being covered by a sheath of ferruginous sandstone. 
Local wadis form seasonal humidity reservoirs and are covered with plants. 
Several kilometres before Khor Mahafour in the landscape again begin to 
dominate the sandstone, heavily eroded, with sheaths of quartzite gravels and 
deep, periodically active wadis. The town of Karima and nearby villages lie 
already at the edge of the sandstone plate and narrow river valley.

The Stone Age sites
Our map (Fig. 2a-c) illustrates the distribution of the Stone Age sites in 

the concession area of SDRS. In order to establish their chronology and function 
we will compare their inventories to the material originating from systematically 
excavated sites.

Lower Palaeolithic
These assemblages, containing handaxes (Fig. 3-5) are situated on the 

slopes of Jebels exposed to the river (J. Ez Zuruq, J. El Missad) or simply are at a 
close distance from it (e.g., rocky hills near Bukibul and Karendiwai). An iso
lated find at Argi is a single handaxe mixed with later lithic material. Remaining 
assemblages do not contain many specimen; they usually consist of a single han
daxe and few flakes. These sites are often not far from the Middle Palaeolithic 
sites. They are clearly assemblages connected with outcrops of ferruginous sand
stone and all of the artefacts from the examined assemblages are made of this raw 
material. It seems that in this part of Nubia the Lower Palaeolithic is not very 
abundant and artefacts of this chronology occur in the context of later inventories 
(Marks et. al. 1967-1968).
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Middle Palaeolithic

The occurrence of the Levallois technique in assemblages was the main 
determinant of their Middle Palaeolithic chronology. Sites of this date are the 
most numerous among the Stone Age assemblages. They contain numerous 
Levallois cores, Levallois flakes, blades and points with or without denticulate 
retouch (Fig. 6-7); a few small handaxes were also noted. Sites of this chronol
ogy were investigated near Ed Debba (Marks et al. 1967-1968) and at Jebel Kob- 
kabba (Kobusiewicz and Kabacinski 1996).

Assemblages containing the Middle Palaeolithic artefacts found by SDRS 
could be divided into two kinds. They a re the workshops of ferruginous sand
stone (analogous to Jebel Kobkabba) situated at its outcrops, and sites situated 
along the river or sometimes at certain distance from it (showing the ancient 
course of the Nile?).

Strikine is also a difference between the locations containing artefacts 
made of ferruginous sandstone and these containing tools and debitage made of 
chert and flint. Technologically and morphologically, all these assemblages do 
not differ: the Levallois technology dominates in them. The only difference 
among them is the kind of the raw material and the size of the specimen.

Late Palaeolithic

It is difficult to classify the SDRS sites to this time period. Having only 
the lithic material collected from the surface and no absolute dating, it was 
decided to classify to this period all sites without the Levallois technique and 
without pottery. It was also noted that the lithic industries of the Late Palaeolithic 
and Neolithic assemblages are technologically and morphologically similar in 
this area. They are dominated by the bladelet debitage, cores have mostly one 
striking platform, and among tools dominate segments (lunates), perforators and 
blades with retouched edges (probably insertions) as well as scrapers made usu
ally from cortical flakes (Fig. 8-12). Among the exploited raw materials appear 
now quartz, agate, fossil wood, and rhyolit. The Late Palaeolithic assemblages 
(Argi, Bir esh Shuweiki and rocky massif from Barsa to el Arak) occur in the 
zones occupied also by the Neolithic sites.
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Fig. 1. The concession of the Southern Dongola Reach Survey (slashed).
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Fig. 3. Handaxes (mv. no. 1 - 246; 2 - 185; 3 - 616).
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Fig. 4. Handaxes (inv. no. 1 - 5; 2 - 240; 3 - 1374).
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Fig. 5. Small handaxes (inv. no. 1 - 257; 2 - 135; 3 - 113; 4 - 760).
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Fig. 6. Levallois cores.
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Fig. 7. Levallois debitage (inv. no. 1-18; 2-94; 3-186; 4 - 279; 5 - 136; 6-254).
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Fig 8 Tools of Upper Paleolithic type (inv. no. 1-1300; 2-158; 3-1268; 4-311; 5-993; 6- 
51; 7-52; 8-53; 9-77; 10- 1220).
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Fig. 9. Single platform cores and examples of reutylisation. (inv. no. 1 - 537; 2 - 330; 3 - 538; 4 
- 540; 5 - 345; 6 - 535; 7 - 539; 8 - 1342).
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Fig. 10. Retouched flakes and blades (inv. no. 1 - 929; 2 - 483; 3 - 441; 4 - 496; 5 - 1095; 6 - 
516; 7-511; 8 -403; 9-491; 10 - 332; 11 - 1450; 12 -696; 13 - 562; 14-561; 15 - 560; 16- 

1046; 17 - 1094; 18 - 704; 19 - 588; 20 - 515).
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Fig. 11. Denticulated and notched tools (inv. no. 1 - 440; 2 - 137; 3 - 1143; 4 - 1328; 5 - 586; 6 - 
546; 7 - 759; 8 - 1476; 9 - 581; 10 - 1036; 11 - 1043; 12 - 1380;13 - 1477).
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Fig.12. Endscrapers and perforators (inv. no. 1 - 1091; 2 - 1163; 3 - 1216; 4 - 1083; 5 - 1056; 6 - 
930; 7 - 174; 8 - 154; 9 - 626; 10 - 1275; 1 1 - 1322; 12 - 1292; 13 - 810; 14 - 1503; 15 - 1502; 

16 - 1545; 17 - 1303; 18 - 417; 19 - 341; 20 - 509; 21 - 697).
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A review of the El Melik Group 
(Dongola Reach, Sudan)

The construction of the Aswan High Dam in the early 1960s called for the 
international Nubian Campaign to promote and carry out salvage excavations and 
surveys of threatened archaeological sites (Wendorf 1965; 1968). The prehistoric 
research has become an important part of the Campaign and was later extended 
further south to the Dongola Reach, along the bend of the river Nile (Fig. 1). The 
first survey and preliminary investigations in the Dongola Reach were carried out 
under a National Science Foundation (NSF) grant given to Dr. Joel Shiner of the 
Southern Methodist University in the 1960s. As a result, over 200 habitation sites 
were identified and attributed to different cultural groups (Marks et al. 1967/68; 
Marks et al. 1968; Shiner et al. 1971). Among them, 13 sites were included in the 
so-called El Melik Group that represented the local Late Neolithic. They are 
located south-west of the Nile, between the villages of Debba and Ganetti (Fig. 1; 
Shiner 1971).

The El Melik Group can be compared to the Late Neolithic sites found re
cently on the opposite bank of the Nile, around the area of El Kurru, within the 
archaeological concession of the University of Cassino (Garcea and Sebastiani 
1998; Garcea 2000; in press a; in press b), on the basis of similar technological 
features. For this reason, in 1998, I reviewed the El Melik material which was 
then still kept at the Southern Methodist University in Dallas and has been re
cently moved to the British Museum in London. I was able to study a sample of 
the material during a stay at the Southern Methodist University, thanks to a kind 
invitation b y Professor A nthony E. M arks. A t otal o f 7 246 c hipped 1 ithics, 5 1 
fragments of polished stone tools, 861 potsherds and 1 bone tool were studied.

Site distribution

The El Melik sites appear to be concentrated in two distinct environmental 
areas. One is on the outwash Girra pediment near the Nile, the other is about 10
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Fig. 1. Map of the surveyed area.

km from the Nile, on small gravel hills overlooking the left bank of the Wadi El 
Melik (Marks et al. 1967/68; Marks et al. 1968; Shiner et al. 1971).

All sites were located near water resources. The presence of groundwater 
was identified along the central and southern course of the Wadi El Melik and 
between Debba and Korti, along the Nile Valley (Urbka and Thorweihe 1993). 
Furthermore, an earlier course of the Nile located to the west of the present one, 
was identified just north of Debba (Marcolongo and Surian 1997).

Six sites were located on the Girra pediment and seven other were identi
fied on the gravel hills, 10 km from the Nile (de Heinzelin 1971). Three sites
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from the Girra pediment were re-studied by me (N8, N32 and N89). The sites in 
this area were smaller than those on the hills. They included lower quantities of 
chipped lithics, but had more numerous polished stone tools and potsherds. Very 
few animal bone fragments were preserved and they could be attributed to 
domestic cattle (Luis Chaix, pers. comm.).

Furthermore, three sites on the gravel hills were re-studied (N 25, N27 and 
N50). The sampled sites from this area were bigger and comprised larger 
amounts of chipped lithics. On the other hand, grindstones and pottery were 
rarer. Only one site (N50) had a preserved deposit. However, it was extremely 
thin as test pits yielded artefacts only in the top 5 cm of the subsurface (the mate
rial from N50-17 subsurface could be possibly referred to an earlier occupation 
than the El Melik Group).

The material culture

Stone knapping was a widespread technology in the Late Neolithic habi
tation sites, even though it was no longer well mastered. The sites on the Girra 
pediment show a more homogeneous composition of lithic raw materials, with a 
prevalence of Hudi and brown cherts and a fair quantity (16-21%) of quartz. 
Greenstone was only used at the Girra sites. Agate was well represented there, 
too (Table 1).

Table 1. Frequencies of raw materials.

Girra pediment Gravel hills
SITES N8 N32 N89 N25 N27 N50
Quartz 21,8 16,5 16,3 67,8 26,1 6,5
Hudi chert 40,5 43,4 47,1 14,6 41,9 39,8
Brown chert 20,1 29,3 13,1 8,4 11,3 22,3
Quartzite 9,6 4,1 12,0 6,4 10,9 21,6
Agate 6,0 1,3 4,2 0,5 0,0 0,3
Flint 0.0 2.8 2.0 0.3 0.0 4.6
Fossil wood 0.7 0.9 0.6 1.0 1.4 2.1
Sandstone 1.3 1.6 4.2 1.0 8.5 2.7
Greenstone 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0
TOTAL % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
TOTAL No. 855 1270 830 2732 284 1275

On the other hand, raw materials exploitation considerably varied among 
the sites on the hills. One (N25) exhibited a predominance of quartz, another 
(N50) showed a considerable amount of quartzite, compared to the other sites.
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The so-called "slicing technique" (Kobusiewicz 1998) was the most com
mon core reduction strategy. H owever, the presence of scaled pieces indicates 
that bipolar technique was also practised. Single platform cores prevailed in all 
sites on the hills, whereas radial cores are more common on the pediment sites 
(Table 2). Core types could be related to specific raw materials: single platform 
cores are made mainly on quartz and radial cores are frequently made on cherts.

Table 2. Frequencies of cores.

Girra pediment Gravel hills
SITES N8 N32 N89 N25 N27 N50
Single 28.6 35.0 25.6 41.1 42.0 34.1
Opposed 34.3 25.2 16.3 20.1 26.1 18.8
90° 8.6 16.3 8.1 20.1 17.4 17.6
Radial 11.4 11.4 31.4 10.5 10.1 10.6
Multiple 5.7 12.1 12.8 6.7 4.3 17.6
Fragments 11.4 0.0 5.8 1.4 0.0 1.2
TOTAL % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
TOTAL No. 35 306 86 209 69 85

Flakes are usually struck from unprepared platforms. Decorticage is not a 
part of the core preparation techniques. Each pebble was only partially exploited 
by striking a few flakes. Even good quality rocks were not extensively exploited. 
Such a practise is also noted at sites situated on the other bank of the Nile, near 
El Kurru (Garcea 2000; in press a).

Quartz debitage include the highest frequencies of pieces with consider
able amounts of cortex (>50% and segments). A large quantity of Hudi and 
brown c hert p ebbles sh ow a bout 1/3 of c ortex (segments). T he s ame c ould b e 
noticed among flint and agate pebbles. Quartzite is the raw material with the 
smallest portions of cortex.

Refitting cores with flakes could be observed in four cases. Three of them 
came from the sites on the hills (N25, N25-2, N27-4) (Fig. 2:1), and one from the 
pediment (N32).

The tool-kit at all sites, both on the Girra pediment and on hills, includes a 
large variety of types (Figs. 2-3). Apart from very rare exceptions, their manu
facture was rough and careless.

Endscrapers are more frequent at the Girra pediment sites (Table 3 and 
Fig. 2.2). Perforators are widely distributed in all sites (Table 3). They include a
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Fig. 2. 1: Refitting core with flakes (Site N25); 2: Endscraper on a retouched flake (Site N8); 
3. Groover (Site N8); 4. Borer (Site N8); 5. Double backed perforator (Site N8).
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Table 3. Frequencies of retouched tools.

Girra pediment Gravel hills
TOOLS N8 N32 N89 N25 N27 N50
Endscrapers 13.6 13.5 14.1 3.6 O

O oo 6.9
Perforators 40.9 21.2 12.7 33.7 38.2 20.4
Burins 0.0 1.9 1.4 1.6 0.0 0.7
Backed tools 4.5 2.9 5.6 3.2 0.0 6.9
Notches/denticulates 36.4 40.4 40.8 41.3 44.1 45.0
Truncations 0.0 1.0 0.0 2.0 0.0 2.2
Geometric tools 0.0 3.8 7.0 3.2 0.0 1.6
Sidescrapers 4.5 3.8 2.8 3.6 2.9 3.8
Scaled pieces 0.0 2.9 1.4 0.4 0.0 1.1

Continuously retouched pieces 0.0 8.7 9.9 7.5 5.9 10.4
Bifacially retouched pieces 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.1
Fragments 0.0 0.0 4.2 0.0 0.0 0.0
TOTAL % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
TOTAL No. 22 104 71 252 34 451

large variety of types (Fig. 2.3-5). They are the second most represented tool 
class at Uad Shami, as well as on the opposite bank of the Nile, near El Kurru 
(Garcea 2000; in press b). Burins are extremely rare in the entire El Melik Group 
(Table 3).

Apart from straight backed (Fig. 3.1) and arch-backed bladelets, which are 
rare, backed tools are quite atypical (Table 3). Notches and denticulates (Fig. 3.2- 
3) are the most represented type-class in the El Melik Group (Table 3). This tool 
class is most frequent at Uad Shami and also, on the other bank of the Nile 
(Garcea 2000; in press b). Truncations (Fig. 3.4) are only represented at two 
sites, one on the pediment (N32) and another one on the hills (N50) (Table 3). 
Geometric tools are more common on the pediment sites which are closer to the 
Nile (Table 3). Lunates are the most frequent type, but triangles and trapezes are 
also found. One lunate comes from the excavated subsurface of Site N50; it is the 
smallest in size (Fig. 3.5). Sidescrapers (Fig. 3.6) could be found at all sites 
(Table 3). Scaled pieces (Fig. 3.7) are slightly more common at the pediment 
sites (Table 3). Continuously retouched pieces are a frequent type in the entire El 
Melik Group (Table 3). Few small bifacially retouched pieces were found at one 
site on the hills (N50). Like all other tools, they were roughly made. They also 
occurred at Uad Shami (Garcea, in press a).
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Fig. 3.1: Straight backed bladelet (Site N8); 2: Denticulated flake (Site N50);
3: Denticulated flake (Site N32); 4: Truncation (Site N50); 5: Lunate (Site N50); 6: 

Simple straight sidescraper (Site N27); 7: Scaled piece (Site N89).
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Polished grinding stones include both handstones and querns. No entire 
quern was found. The sites on the Girra pediment exhibit a larger quantity of 
grindstones. Among the sites on the gravel hills, only three fragments of granite 
grinding stones were collected at one site (N50-11).

Late Neolithic pottery is well-known from Sudanese cemeteries. On the 
contrary, information on ceramics used for domestic purposes is extremely 
limited (cf., e.g., Caneva 1988). In the Dongola Reach, the pottery from the El 
Melik Group has a majority of undecorated sherds and they are in a rather poor 
state of preservation. Their fragile conditions are due to poor firing and erosion. 
Pastes are coarse, with mineral and plant tempers. The potsherds show corru
gated red, often slipped external surfaces. Inner surfaces could also be red. Like 
grindstones, pottery was more frequent at the sites on the Girra pediment. On the 
gravel hills, only one site (N50) yielded a few sherds.

Ostrich eggshell was found at two sites on the Girra pediment. Two pieces 
of zeolite were also collected from them.

Site organisation

The distribution of cores within the sites, where collections were made in 
separate squares, shows higher concentrations in certain areas. At Site N8, cores 
prevailed in N8-1 with 20 examples out of a total of 35 at the whole site.

The sites on the pediment indicated a more defined diversity in the distri
bution of debitage categories. At N32-4, cores were 70 examples out of a total of 
81 chipped pieces present in the square. On the other hand, tools were clustered 
in N32-1 and N32-2. In contrast to this pattern, the sites on the hills showed a 
more undifferentiated distribution of lithic categories. N25-2 included 128 cores 
out of a total of 209 cores at Site N25, but also 140 tools out of a total of 252. 
Site N50 was probably too much eroded horizontally to preserve recognisable 
core preparation areas.

The distribution of polished stone tools at Site N8 showed that a part of 
the site (N8-2) was preferred for the activities involving the use of grindstone. 
Moreover, the polished artefacts in this area represented a variety of rocks that 
were not present elsewhere, like quartz and quartzite, in addition to sandstone. At 
Site N32, the distribution of grinding stones was restricted to two areas (N32-1 
and N32-2) which exhibited the highest numbers of all polished types, including 
the highest frequencies of querns.

The sites on the Girra pediment indicated that activities connected with the 
use of pottery were also taking place in selected areas. At Site N8, pottery was 
mostly concentrated in two areas (N8-4 and N 8-5) which were away from the 
areas with a prevalence of cores and grindstones.
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Site N32 showed a similar pattern. Cores were restricted here to a separate 
area (N32-4). Other artefacts, like retouched tools and grindstones, were mainly 
concentrated in other two areas (N32-1 and N32-2). Pottery was mostly present 
in one of these two areas (N32-2).

Technological comparisons

Several sm all s pecialised s ites c ould b e a Iso f ound o utside the D ongola 
Reach, throughout the Upper Nubia. Late Neolithic sites are now known from 
different areas in northern Sudan, such as the Letti basin (Grzymski 1997; Usai 
1998; Kabacinski, this volume), the Dongola basin (Welsby 1996; 1997; 2000), 
between el Khandag and Debba (Reinold 1993), around Kerma (Caneva 1990; 
Honegger 1995; 1997; 1999; this volume), and at Sai Island (Geus 1998; 2000).

Technological features similar to the Girra pediment sites have been 
noticed at the Uan Shami and Jebel Rufa'a sites, on the opposite bank of the Nile, 
near El Kurru (cf. Garcea 2000; in press a; in press b). On both sides of the Nile, 
core reduction strategies were extremely simple even on pebbles of fairly good 
flaking quality such as flint or agate. Usually, cores were never fully exploited. A 
real decorticage was not practised and the presence of cortex did not seem to 
matter even in finished products, which often showed more than half dorsal face 
covered with cortex. Pieces without any cortex were extremely rare.

Several cases of refitting of flakes and cores were recorded both at Jebel 
Rufa'a and Uad Shami, in the Kurru area, and in the El Melik sites. It has been 
suggested that the occurrence of core refitting indicates that stone working took 
place on the spot. It also shows that stone knapping and activities requiring the 
use of finished tools were practised in the same place. Even though all the arte
facts come from surface collections, and the archaeological deposits were very 
badly preserved due to their erosion and deflation it seems certain that a minimal 
horizontal displacement must have taken place during post-depositional process
es on these sites.

The production of retouched tools was intensive at the late Neolithic sites, 
but not at all standardised. Endscrapers were always common. Perforators, 
including a large variety of types, are widely distributed at all sites, on both 
banks of the Nile. They are the second most represented tool class at Uad Shami 
and on the opposite bank of the Nile, near El Kurru. Burins are rare as also are 
the backed pieces, which are quite atypical. Notches and denticulates are the pre
dominant types and they may be considered one of the main features of this 
cultural complex. Sidescrapers could be of different types. Several tools are often 
made o n a c ore, s uggesting t hat c ores w ere r eused a nd r esharpened t o modify 
them into retouched tools.
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Pottery was present in the El Melik Group sites, but potsherds are too 
eroded to be diagnostic or comparable to other cultural contexts in Nubia. On the 
other hand, no pottery was preserved at the sites surveyed around the El Kurru 
area.
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