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CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Part 1:

From Adam to Alexander
(500,000—2500 Years Ago)

HANS BARNARD

N 1998, THE NETHERLANDS-FLEMISH INSTITUTE
I in Cairo (NVIC) published the proceedings

of a meeting with the title “Life on the Fringe,”
organized by Dr Olaf E. Kaper (now at Leiden
University) and Dr Willeke Z. Wendrich (now at the
University of California, Los Angeles). The subject
of the meeting and the volume was life in the desert
areas of Egypt in Graeco-Roman times (332 BCE-641
CE, Kaper 1998). In 2008, the Cotsen Institute of
Archaeology (University of California, Los Angeles)
published the combined proceedings of two meetings
(in Montreal and Los Angeles) with the title “Nomads
in Archaeology,” organized by Dr Willeke Z. Wendrich
and Dr Hans Barnard (at the time Research Associate
with the Cotsen Institute of Archaeology). The subject
of these meetings and the volume was the archaeology
of mobile peoples, with a geographical emphasis on
Central Asia and the desert zone between the Red Sea
and the Nile Valley in Egypt and Sudan (Barnard and
Wendrich 2008). In the anonymous peer reviews of the

latter volume it was stated that,

[a]t some point, the Eastern Desert [between the Nile
Valley and the Red Sea] as a whole should be subjected
to a complete revision of Pharaonic, Classical and Arabic
sources clarifying the whole mess. . . . We need a chart
summing up Pharaonic, Classical and Arabic sources, not
only for the Beja Cushitic region, but also the northern
Eastern Desert. Rock art studies should be included as well,
start[ing] with the outdated, but still useful Winkler, etc.

A conference subsequently took place at the NVIC,
on November 25-27, 2008, aiming to address the
possibilities and problems of the study of the mostly
highly mobile dwellers of the Eastern Desert, as well
as to provide an overview of the current state of our
knowledge on the subject.! This meeting was organized
with the assistance of staff members of the NVIC,
especially Ellen Jacobs and Sarah Soenen, and financial
support of the Royal Netherlands Embassy in Cairo and
the Cotsen Institute of Archaeology. Because it would
not have been appropriate to discuss the history of a
people so close to their homeland without any of them
present, a significant part of the conference was reserved
for a discussion with representatives of several Bedouin
tribes from the Sinai and the Egyptian Red Sea coast.
This part of the program was made possible by the
logistical and linguistic assistance of Karin van Opstal,
Rudolf de Jong and Amir Gohar. The Bedouin appeared
well aware of the recent changes in their environment
and lifestyle. All mentioned the push of the deteriorating
desert, with its lack of possibilities for improvement, and
the pull of the cities in the Nile Valley, with their schools,
hospitals, jobs, televisions and cellular telephones. At the
same time, all were worried about losing their customs
and traditions, which appeared to feature prominently in
both their oral history and their personal identity.

This volume presents the proceedings of this
conference, supplemented with chapters by invited
authors, clearly demonstrating that despite a harsh

! See http://www.archbase.org/ED/ (accessed 15 August 2010).
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environment and scholarly neglect, the Eastern Desert
has native inhabitants and a history of its own. The
following introduction and in Chapter 12 serve to
provide a background for the chapters in which the
insights and controversies concerning specific aspects
of the history of the peoples of the Eastern Desert are
discussed in greater detail. Apart from references to
ancient authors, the bibliography is collected in the
back of the volume (Chapter 32), not only to avoid a
large amount of duplication, but also to serve as an
independent resource for those interested in the region.

The Eastern Desert

The narrow, arid strip of land, roughly 300 x 1200 km
(200 x 750 mi), between the Red Sea and the Nile Valley
in Egypt and Sudan, on the northeastern edge of the
African continent, is generally referred to as the Eastern
Desert (Figure 1.1). The region is divided from north to
south by the Red Sea Mountains, on either side of which
is a sandy desert that stretches to the Nile Valley in the
west and to the Red Sea in the east (Figure 1.2). It is
this mountainous area that has been the focus of human
activity in the region because of its relatively shallow
aquifers, which permit sparse vegetation (Hobbs 1989;
Vermeeren 1999, 2000; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001;
Cappers 2006; Andersen, this volume), and its mineral
wealth, such as gold and ornamental stone (Gundlach
1977; Klemm and Klemm 1993; Castiglioni ef al. 1995;
Meyer 1995; Peacock and Maxfield 1997; Harrell ef al.
2000; Nicholson and Shaw 2000; Klemm et al. 2001;
Peacock and Maxfield 2001a, 2001b; Sidebotham et al.
2001; Friedman 2002; Sidebotham et al. 2004; Peacock
and Maxfield 2007; Harrell and Brown 2008; Sidebotham
et al. 2008; Luft 2010; Tratsaert, this volume). The
region receives 20-200 mm rain per annum, in the north
mostly in the winter, from the Mediterranean Sea, and
in the south mostly in the summer as an extension of the
tropical monsoon system. This rainfall is very localized
and areas can be without any precipitation for years
and even decades. Substantial showers on the other
hand may cause a flash flood (sayl, Jaw) carving out a
streambed (khor, 05<) in the sandy surface of a desert
valley (wadi, $2's). The water will quickly disappear
into subterranean aquifers and slowly make its way to the
Red Sea or the River Nile. These aquifers provide water
to the sparse vegetation that is characterized by Acacia
trees (samr, yaw or sunt, i), such as Acacia tortilis
and A. raddiana, Balanites aegyptiaca (hagleeg, g

or zaqum, ¢35, Leptadenia pyrotechnia (markh, & >°),
Salsola imbricata (khareet, 13 3), Salvadora persica
(maswak, & swa or araak, &) ))), and Zilla spinosa (zilla,
413) (Figure 1.2). Towards the Nile Valley, the landscape
gets barren until irrigation from the Nile replenishes
the water supply. Close to the Red Sea, the vegetation
changes into one better adapted to the saline environment,
characterized by Tamarix trees (tarfa, ¢©_ k), Nitraria
retusa (ghardaq, 3>¢ ), and patches of mangrove
(Avicennia and Rhizophora sp.).

The arrival in the Nile Valley of the hunter-herder-
gatherers from the regions that are now hyperarid is
one among the many factors that gave rise to Pharaonic
civilization. Sometimes a hint of those who have
inhabited the desert since seems to occur in the historical
sources, such as the Medjay (around 2250-1800 BCE,
Niser, this volume) and the Blemmyes (around 600
BCE-600 CE, Dijkstra, this volume; Pierce, this
volume). At other times, their traces seem to appear in
the archaeological record, such as Pan-Graves (dating
1650-1500 BCE, Krzywinski, this volume; Niser, this
volume) and Eastern Desert Ware (dating 300-600
CE, Barnard, this volume; Lassanyi, this volume),
but information on the indigenous history and culture
remains scarce and incomplete. The modern pastoral
nomadic way of life, as practiced in the Eastern Desert
today, depends on farmers in the Nile Valley, while
these farmers until very recently needed the products
and assistance of the desert dwellers in almost equal
measure. This symbiosis depended on domesticated
plants and animals, and the settled lifestyle associated
with agriculture, which led to major shifts in population
that were further accelerated by the changing climate.
Before the Neolithization of Northeast Africa, the
nomadic patterns were determined by the procurement of
resources for humans (hunting and gathering), rather than
their production through livestock (pastoral nomadism).
Mobile groups are not archaeologically or historically
invisible, but leave traces that are discernable and often
specific for a nomadic way of life (Barth 1961; Irons
and Dyson-Hudson 1972; Salzman 1980; Bar-Yosef
and Khazanov 1991; Cribb 1991; Barfield 1993; Chang
and Koster 1994; Khazanov 1994; Kaper 1998; Veth
et al. 2005; Barnard and Wendrich 2008; Szuchman
2009). The ongoing interpretation of existing data will
lead to new insights, while new archaeological tools
and (digital) techniques will continue to increase the
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Figure 1.1. Location of the Eastern Desert and the Sinai Peninsula on the northeastern edge of the
African continent, between the Red Sea and the Nile Valley in Egypt and Sudan.

Figure 1.2. View of the Eastern Desert showing a sand and gravel-filled valley with scattered trees
and shrubs, bordered by the Red Sea Mountains. Adapted from Barnard 2008.
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number of sites and artifacts, as well as the information
gleaned from them.

Many economic, environmental and political factors
determine whether groups will move or settle and
a terminology with fixed categories for mobile and
sedentary groups is no more applicable to the ancient
situation than to the present. Much like the ancient
names (such as Medjay or Blemmyes) do not correspond
with our modern use of such ethnic terms, so does our
understanding of words such as ‘tribe,” ‘nomad’ or
‘Bedouin’ not correspond to reality. Apart from logistical
problems, the study of the Eastern Desert is hampered by
biases in the textual sources, by ambiguous ethnographic
parallels, and by the low archaeological visibility of
the remains of desert dwellers. The vast majority of the
historical sources were written by outsiders who never
visited the area. These were prejudiced toward a settled
way of life and express negative attitudes, which exist
until today, toward mobile groups. Ethnographic and
ethnoarchaeological information on the Eastern Desert
is limited and provides incomplete parallels between
modern and ancient mobile groups. The emphasis of the
archaeological research has been on the more visible
and easier to interpret remains of the mines, quarries and
trade routes of outsiders temporarily settling in the area.
Furthermore, most studies concentrate on Pharaonic and
Graeco-Roman Egypt, disregarding Nubian, Napatan and
Meroitic sources of information.

Outline of the Geology

Like the rest of Egypt and northern Sudan, the Eastern
Desert is positioned on a Precambrian basement
complex of hard igneous (such as diorite and granite)
and metamorphic (such as gneiss and schist) rocks that
are over 545 million years old (Table 1.1). In the east
this basement complex dips into a rift that is part of
a series of rifts stretching from the Beqaa Valley (in
Lebanon) in the north, under the Gulf of Aqaba and the
Red Sea, to the Great Rift Valley and Lake Nyasa (at
the border between Malawi and Mozambique) in the
south. This basement complex is rich in precious metals,
such as gold and ornamental stone (Hume 1937, 1965;
Gundlach 1977; Klemm and Klemm 1993; Castiglioni
et al. 1995; Meyer 1995; Peacock and Maxfield 1997,
Harrell et al. 2000; Nicholson and Shaw 2000; Klemm
et al. 2001; Sidebotham et al. 2001; Friedman 2002;
Sidebotham et al. 2004; Harrell and Brown 2008). From
the Upper Cretaceous to the Miocene, 100-35 million

years ago (Ma), the region was covered by the warm
and shallow Tethys Sea (Said 1990; Tawadros 2001).
This sea deposited the top (marine) layer of the Nubia
formation during the Upper Cretaceous (100-65 Ma),
followed by layers of limestone and shale during the
Paleocene (65-56 Ma), limestone during the Eocene
(56-37 Ma), sandstone during the Oligocene (37-24
Ma), and limestone and gypsum during the Miocene
(24-5 Ma).

From the Oligocene onward, the area started to tilt,
slowly driving the coastline of the Tethys Sea to the
north and the west. New rivers coming into the sea from
the east, of which Wadi Qena is a modern remnant,
started to erode the relatively soft sedimentary layers
off the Precambrian basement. During the Pliocene
(5-1.8 Ma), the Tethys Sea again advanced into the
area, filling the narrow but very deep canyon that was
cut by a predecessor of the Nile and which is now
the lower Nile Valley. At the same time to the east,
the basement complex was uplifted to heights of up
to 2000 m (6500 ft), forming the Red Sea Mountains.
Below the surface the movements enabled molten rock
to intrude into the basement complex, forming numerous
dolerite dikes. The uplift also intensified the erosion,
which ultimately exposed large parts of the basement
complex (Table 1.1), and changed the drainage system.
At the end of the Pleistocene (around 12,500 years ago),
the modern Nile was formed when rivers from Ethiopia
and East Africa joined the Egyptian drainage system,
until that time a seasonal river at most, and the present
floodplain and delta could start to develop (Adamson
et al. 1980; Butzer 1997; Kuper and Kropelin 2006;
Vermeersch, this volume). At first the river was flowing
fast with great fluctuations in volume, a stage referred to
as the ‘Wild Nile’ (around 13,000 years ago). Later the
flow became more steady with an annual inundation in
August and September caused by the monsoon rainfall in
the Ethiopian highlands and carried north by the Atbara
River and the Blue Nile (Figure 1.1).

Early Human History

Anatomically modern humans probably first came to
area north of the current confluence of the Blue Nile
and the White Nile in the Middle Paleolithic (Table 1.2),
around 120,000 years ago, during one of several humid
periods of the last interglacial period (130,000—110,000
years ago), also referred to as the Eemian Interglacial
Period (Figure 1.3), oxygen or marine isotope stage
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Table 1.1. Schematic overview of the main geological features in the Eastern Desert. More details on the Quaternary are presented in
Figure 1.3. Ma: million years ago. Adapted from Nordstrom and Bourriau 1993; Osman and Sidebotham 2000; Barnard 2008.

Date Eon Period Epoch Prominent Layers
Present Cenozoic Quaternary Holocene Upper alluvium (Nile and wadi sediments)
Pleistocene Lower alluvium (Nile sediments)
2.8 Ma X
Tertiary Pliocene Dolerite
Miocene Gypsum
Oligocene Sandstone
Eocene Limestone
Paleocene Shale
65 Ma Mesozoic Cretaceous
Jurassic Nubian sandstone and “Aswan clay” (paleosol)
Triassic
248 Ma Paleozoic Permian
Carboniferous
Devonian
Silurian
Ordovician
Cambrian
545 Ma Precambrian Basement complex (diorite, gneiss, granite, schist)

WEST

Miocene / Oligocene =

Younger Eocene 7=
Older Eocene

Palaeocene |

Nubian Sandstone

EAST

Nile Valley
Eastern Desert
Red Sea

Precambrian basement

5 (OIS 5 or MIS 5). Eventually, they spread as far
north as the Levant where their migration was halted
by Neanderthals (Wendorf ef al. 1993; Van Peer et al.
1998; Moeyersons et al. 2002; Field and Lahr 2005;
Oppenheimer 2009). With the cooling of the northern
hemisphere, resulting in the last glacial period (MIS
2-4) between 110,000 and 12,500 years ago and the
last glacial maximum (LGM) around 21,000 years ago,
the rainfall in the Sahara and Eastern Desert decreased
dramatically, rendering most of the region uninhabitable
for humans (Vermeersch 2008). Anatomically modern
humans retreated south and into areas of the modern
Nile Valley where pools of water persisted (Mercier et
al. 1999; Olszewski et al. 2005; Kuper and Kropelin
2006). Around 90,000-70,000 years ago, a relatively
small group of anatomically modern humans seems to

have crossed the Red Sea again (Figure 1.4), probably
looking for unexploited marine resources, either at
the Bab al-Mandeb or through the Sinai Peninsula
(Vermeersch 2001; Field and Lahr 2005; Vermeersch
et al. 2005a; Oppenheimer 2009). Given the direction
of the local tectonic movements and the low ocean
levels at the time, the crossing from Africa onto the
Arabian Peninsula must have been much shorter than
the 3040 km (20-25 mi) that it is today; the Sinai
Peninsula was obviously always accessible, but at
the same time possibly inhospitable. The variation of
(maternal) mitochondrial DNA as well as the (paternal)
Y chromosome is much larger among native Africans
than elsewhere, indicating that those migrating out of
Africa were closely related and probably comprised only
a small group.
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Table 1.2. Schematic overview of the history of the lower and middle Nile region. Adapted from Adams 1977; Baines and Malek 2000; Barnard
2007. More details on the Paleolithic are presented in Figure 1.3.

General chronology of the lower and middle Nile region

Southeast Egypt

Northeast Sudan

Popular revolution

Republic of South Sudan

Modern Egypt

Jan. 25-Feb.11, 2011 June 9, 2011
Full independence Republic of Sudan
June 18,1956 January 1, 1956
Republic of Egypt
18 June 1953 Anglo-Egyptian Sudan
Unilateral independence 1899-1956
February 22,1922
. . . Mahdi Revolt
Increasingly controlled by the British Empire 1883-1898

Walis, khedives, sultans and kings of the Dynasty of Mohamed Ali
Mohamed Ali (1805-1848)-Fu'ad Il (1952-1953)

Ottoman
Egypt

Invasion of Napoleon
1798-1802

Sultanate of Sinnar

Ottoman Empire
1517-1798

(Funj)
1504-1821

Islamic
Egypt®

Mamluk sultans
1250-1517 CE

Banu Kanz (Awlad Kenz)

1323-1517 CE

Ayyubid Sultanate
1171-1250 CE

Fatimid caliphs
969-1171 CE

Abbasid Caliphate
750-969 CE

Kingdom of Makuria

(protected by the baqt)

500-1323 CE

Umayyad Caliphate
658-750 CE

Rashidun caliphs
641-658 CE

Byzantine
Egypt

Byzantine Empire
629-641 CE

Persian Invasion
616-628 CE

Byzantine Empire
330-616 CE

Kingdom of Nobatia
(Ballana Culture)
300-700 CE

Graeco-Roman
Egypt

Roman Empire
30-330 CE

Ptolemaic Empire
332 BCE-30 CE

Kingdom of Meroe
(Kushite Kingdom)
300 BCE-350 CE

Late Period
(Persian invasions)
664-332 BCE

25th Dynasty
(Kushite)
715-657 BCE

Third Intermediate Period

1075-715 BCE

Kingdom of Napata
(Kushite Kingdom)
1075-300 BCE

New Kingdom

Eha'at‘jn'c 1540-1075 BCE
P Second Intermediate Period
(Hyksos)
1630-1520 BCE
Middle Kingdom C-Horizon Kingdom of Kerma
1975-1640 BCE (C-Group) (Kushite Kingdom)
First Intermediate Period 2300-1520 BCE 2500-1520 BCE
2125-1975 BCE
Old Kingdom
2725-2125 BCE
Predynastic Egypt Lower Nubia Pre-Kerma Culture
3100-2575 BCE depopulated? 3000-2500 BCE
Prehistoric Merimde-Naqgada “A-Group”
Egypt 4200-3100 BCE 3800-3000 BCE
Fayum-Badarian Khartoum Neolithic
5000-4200 BCE 5000-3000 BCE

Early Neolithic
6000-5000 BCE

Epipaleolitic (Mesolithic)

9000-6000 BCE

Late Paleolithic
22,000-9000 BCE

Upper Paleolithic
45,000-22,000 BCE

Middle Paleolithic
200,000-45,000 BCE

Lower Paleolithic

500,000-200,000 BCE
Islamic dates (AH) can be estimated from the given Western dates (CE) with the help of Table 12.1 (Chapter 12, Introduction to Part 2: The
Last 2500 Years, this volume).

®The dates in the Pharaonic periods are from Baines and Malek 2000: 36-37.
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Figure 1.3. This figure connects Tables 1.1 and 1.2. Schematic overview of the Paleolithic history of the lower and middle Nile region. MIS:
marine isotope stage (also marine oxygen-isotopic isotope stage or OIS); MIS 5: Interglacial Period (Eemian Period = MIS 5e); MIS 1: current
interglacial period; LGM: Last Glacial Maximum; UP: Upper Paleolithic; LP: Late Paleolithic. Adapted from Vermeersch 2001; Nicoll 2004;
Kuper and Krépelin 2006; Oppenheimer 2009.
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Figure 1.4. Possible ‘Out-of-Africa’ routes for
anatomically modern humans (native to
eastern Africa). 1: Red Sea route across the
Bab al-Mandeb to the Arabian Peninsula,
India and Australia; 2: Eastern Desert route
across the Sinai Peninsula to the Levant and
Eurasia; 3: Saharan route across the Strait
of Gibraltar into Europe (apparently never
used). AH: Wadi Abu Had; WB: Wadi Bili; SC:
Sodmein Cave and Tree Shelter; NQ: New
Qurta. Adapted from Van Peer et al. 1998;
Vermeersch 2001; Field and Lahr 2005; Liu
et al. 2006; Oppenheimer 2009.
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Figure 1.5. Acheulian (Lower Paleolithic)
stone tools from Wadi Abu Had (27°N
42'30"/33°E 15'30"). Adapted from Bomann
and Young 1994.
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Figure 1.6. Major prehistoric sites in the central
Eastern Desert. Adapted from Vermeersch, this
volume.
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Paleolithic artifacts have been found in the Eastern
Desert in Wadi Abu Had (Figure 1.5, Bomann and Young
1994), northwest of Hurghada (Figure 1.6), in Wadi
Bili (27°N 20'/33°E 30"), west of Hurghada (Alfano
1994; Vermeersch et al. 2005a), and in Sodmein Cave
northwest of Quseir (Vermeersch ef al. 1994; Mercier
et al. 1999; Moeyersons et al. 2002). The fact that the
artifacts from Wadi Bili and Sodmein Cave date to the
Middle Paleolithic indicates that the Eastern Desert and
the northern Red Sea coast may have been attractive
to early humans longer than often assumed (Field and
Lahr 2005; Oppenheimer 2009), and could have been
the route of the Out-of-Africa migration (Van Peer et
al. 1998; Vermeersch 2001; Vermeersch, this volume).
The evidence for human presence in the Eastern Desert
during the Upper Paleolithic is limited to Sodmein Cave
(Figure 1.7). After that, the desert appears to have been
abandoned until the combination of a ‘Wild Nile’ and the
onset of the Holocene pluvial periods pushed humans
out of the Nile Valley and pulled them into the current
desert areas once again (Nicoll 2004; Kuper and Krdpelin
2006). At first, they appear to have stayed close to the
Nile Valley, as evident from the site and petroglyphs at
New Qurta (24°N 37'30"/32°E 57'30"), near Kom Ombo
(Smith 1976; Huyge and Claes 2008), and elsewhere
(Pluskota, this volume); later they ventured further into

the Eastern Desert to occupy again the sites that were
abandoned thousands of years earlier (Vermeersch et al.
1994; Vermeersch 2002; Vermeersch et al. 2002; Gatto,
this volume; Vermeersch, this volume).

About 6000 years ago (4000 BCE) two mostly
independent developments changed the character of the
human occupation of the Eastern Desert once again. First
is the end of the Holocene pluvial periods (Figure 1.3),
leaving North Africa again extremely arid and driving
most humans into the Nile Valley (Figure 1.8), which was
more amenable to human habitation after the end of the
‘Wild Nile’ period. This movement and the subsequent
mixing of many different groups in the relatively limited
space offered by the Nile Valley was likely one of the
factors giving rise to Pharaonic civilization (Hassan
2002; Kuper and Kropelin 2006). Around the same time
the introduction of domesticated plants from the fertile
crescent, most importantly barley (Hordeum vulgare),
chickpea (Cicer arietinum), flax (Linum usitatissimum),
and wheat (7riticum sp.), combined with the spread
of domesticated animals (Figure 1.8), fundamentally
changed the way of life in the region. There is little doubt
that goats (Capra hircus) and sheep (Ovis aries) were
domesticated in Asia around 11,000-10,000 years ago
(9000-8000 BCE, Zeder and Hesse 2000; Pedrosa et al.
2005), and came to North Africa by way of the Levant
(Wengrow 2006). Domesticated cows (Bos taurus) likely
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Figure 1.7. Upper Paleolithic blades from layers
deposited 25,200 (+500) years ago in Sodmein
Cave (26°N 25'/33°E 49’). Adapted from Van
Peer et al. 1996; Vermeersch 2009.

Figure 1.8. Major movements of humans and

large domesticated animals between 8000 '\w £ ® jerusalem |
and 2500 years ago (6000-500 BCE). Adapted || 30°N A —— g::;s;“;:r?k‘;ﬂ? oy
from Hoch 1979; Ripinsky 1985; Rowley-Conwy Cairo ~— “ v o
1988; Gilbert et al. 1990; Kdhler-Rollefson 1993;
Wendorf and Schild 1994; Zeder and Hesse
2000; Gautier 2001; Uerpmann and Uerpmann N
2002; Beja-Pereira et al. 2004; Pedrosa et al.
2005; Beja-Pereira et al. 2006; Kuper and SAHARA ® Riyadh
Kropelin 2006; Rossel et al. 2008.
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followed the same route (Beja-Pereira et al. 20006),
although it has been suggested that they may have been
domesticated independently in Africa (Wendorf and
Schild 1994; Gautier 2001).

Up until this time, the environment and human
behavior were mostly determined by the climate; now
humans were starting to have an ever increasing impact
on the landscape. The spread of domesticated plants and
animals, and the associated Neolithic lifestyle, was a
major factor in the birth of Pharaonic civilization. It also
enabled the pastoral nomadism that evolved into the way
of life of the inhabitants of the Eastern Desert today. This
is different from the earlier hunter-gatherer lifestyle in
many respects (Wobst 1978; Khazanov 1984; Bar-Yosef
and Khazanov 1991; Cribb 1991; Eddy and Wendorf
1999; Smith 2004; Brass 2007; Wendrich and Barnard
2008). The life of hunter-gatherers usually revolves
around the procurement of resources for humans, while
the life of pastoral nomads is dictated by the needs of
the flocks that produce the resources directly or yield
materials to barter. This has important implications for
the migration patterns of hunter-gatherers versus pastoral
nomads. Hunter-gatherers will move between the source
areas of different materials, often in a complex but
fixed way, while pastoral nomads will move between
different source areas of the same material, usually
pasture for their flocks, in a simpler but at the same time
erratic fashion as predominantly dictated by the weather
(Cribb 1991; Wendrich and Barnard 2008). Hunter-
gatherers are mostly self-sufficient, pastoral nomads
supplement their resources by bartering their surplus
or products especially procured for this purpose, such

Hunter-gatherers?

No traces of

Hunter-gatherers —— Agriculture

as herbs or trade items (Krzywinski and Pierce 2001;
Belal et al. 2009; Roe, this volume; Weschenfelder,
this volume). Settled farmers can also be dependent
on pastoral nomads for some of their resources, such
as animal products and traded objects, or occasionally
labor or specific skills of the nomads (Haiman 1995;
Avni 1996; Kuznar and Sedlmeyer 2008; Rosen 2009).

The division into hunter-gatherers, settled farmers and
pastoral nomads is far from fixed, as pastoral nomads
will settle down as farmers, and farmers will take up a
pastoral nomadic lifestyle in an opportunistic response
to changing circumstances. Similarly, there are many
transitional stages, ranging from settled hunter-gatherers
to mobile agriculturalists and, most importantly, herder-
gatherers. These can be either mobile or sedentary
and replace most of their hunting by the husbandry of
domesticated or otherwise controlled animals, but do not
systematically practice agriculture. All mobile groups,
sometimes collectively referred to as “multi-resource
nomads” (Salzman 1971, 1972), leave discernable
and specific remains, a fact long recognized by those
studying early humans (before the Neolithic), but often
disputed by archaeologists working on later material
(Finkelstein 1992; Rosen 1992). There is now sufficient
literature to show that there is indeed an “archaeology of
mobility” (Barnard and Wendrich 2008), which combines
methods and technologies from different disciplines
to study the remains of ancient mobile groups (Barth
1961; Irons and Dyson-Hudson 1972; Khazanov 1984;
Bar-Yosef and Khazanov 1991; Cribb 1991; Barfield
1993; Chang and Koster 1994; Kaper 1998; Veth et al.
2005; Sidebotham et al. 2008; Szuchman 2009). This

Pastoral nomads? ———
Pottery ? _ Eastern Desert

human occupation Pottery . Nile Valley
Herder-gatherers Settled herders Herder-gatherers = oo \Moctarn Dossrt
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Figure 1.9. Schematic overview of the introduction of settled agriculture and ceramic technology into Egypt (Western Desert, Nile Valley
and Eastern Desert), the Levant and Anatolia. PPNB: pre-pottery Neolithic phase B (ca. 8500-6000 BCE).
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is facilitated by the fact that there are many similarities
between the remains of very different groups due to
their mobile way of life. There are larger differences
between the different regions (Figure 1.9); in the Nile
Valley hunter-gatherers prevailed until the arrival of
agriculture, in the Western Desert ceramic technology
and domesticated animals were adopted relatively early,
and in the Eastern Desert there is a complete absence of
early ceramics that remains rather enigmatic.

The early pastoral nomadic lifestyle was later
facilitated and empowered by the introduction of
domesticated donkeys and dromedaries (Camelus
dromedarius, one-humped camels). Donkeys (Equus
asinus) were domesticated around 6000 years ago
(4000 BCE), later than goats, sheep and cattle, but
still in time to have entered Egypt with the rest of the
Neolithic package (Gilbert et al. 1990; Wengrow 2006).
As domesticated donkeys are genetically closer to wild
African asses (Equus africanus) than to wild Asian
onagers (Equus hemionus), however, domestication is
likely to have taken place in Africa (Figure 1.8) in or
near the region that is now the Eastern Desert (Beja-
Pereira et al. 2004; Rossel et al. 2008). On the other
hand, Equus africanus may have been more widely
distributed in the past and it cannot be ruled out
that domestication occurred elsewhere in Africa or
Asia (Gilbert et al. 1990). Despite its relatively late
domestication and iconic status, the domestication and
subsequent introduction throughout North Africa of the
dromedary remains enigmatic. There is little evidence
for domesticated dromedaries on the Arabian Peninsula
before about 4000 years ago (2000 BCE, Bulliet 1975;
Hoch 1979; Wilson 1984; Kdhler-Rollefson 1993;
Uerpmann and Uerpmann 2002). From there they spread
north (Figure 1.8), until they were brought into the Nile
Valley by Asian invaders in the 6th—4th century BCE
(Table 1.2). The spread of dromedaries back south, west
of the Red Sea, was slow and dromedaries were not a
common sight in the Nile Valley and the surrounding
deserts until the first century BCE. Too much evidence
to the contrary (Midant-Reyes and Braunstein-Silvestre
1977; Ripinsky 1985; Rowley-Conwy 1988; Smith
2000), however, allows the conclusion to be drawn that
dromedaries were completely unknown in Pharaonic
Egypt and that references in the Old Testament are
entirely anachronistic (Kohler-Rollefson 1993; Arnold

1995).2 What is certain is that around 300 CE (Table 1.2),
the use of dromedaries had empowered the pastoral
nomads and caravaneers of the Eastern Desert enough to
allow them to contribute to the collapse of the Meroitic
Kingdom and to threaten the peace in Byzantine and
Islamic Egypt (Adams 1977; Updegraff 1988; Eide et
al. 1998; Barnard 2005; Lassanyi 2005; Dijkstra 2008).

The Eastern Desert in Pharaonic Times

The late prehistory and history of the Eastern Desert is
entwined and overshadowed by the history of the lower
and middle Nile region, modern Egypt and Sudan.
During most periods important political, military or
cultural borders divided this region, respectively, among
the Pharaonic, Graeco-Roman, Islamic and Ottoman
Empires, part of the larger Eastern Mediterranean sphere
of influence, and the northeast African Kerma, Napatan,
Meroitic, Nubian and Funj states (Table 1.2). The First
Cataract in the Nile near modern Aswan ( (s« , Roman
Syene, Egyptian Swenet), which is actually the last
(sixth) cataract as the river flows, has been the natural
southern border of the Egyptian heartland throughout
history. The Nile Valley between the First and Second
Cataracts, now under the waters of Lake Nasser, is
referred to as Lower Nubia, the region between the
Second and the Fourth or Sixth Cataract being Upper
Nubia. The entire region of the lower and middle Nile
was united for only brief intervals—the Egyptian New
Kingdom (1540-1075 BCE), briefly again during the
25th Dynasty (770-657 BCE), and under Mohamed
Ali and his successors until the Mahdi revolt and the
foundation of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (1805-1899
CE). At present, the Eastern Desert is partly in Egypt
and partly in Sudan, separated by a difficult-to-reach

2 For instance: Genesis 12(15) The princes also of Pharaoh saw
her, and commended her before Pharaoh: and the woman was
taken into Pharaoh’s house. (16) And he entreated Abram well
for her sake: and he had sheep, and oxen, and he-asses, and
menservants, and maidservants, and she-asses, and camels. (17)
And the Lord plagued Pharaoh and his house with great plagues
because of Sarai Abram’s wife (from the Authorized King James
Version; emphasis added). Exodus 9(2) For if thou refuse to let
them go, and wilt hold them still. (3) Behold, the hand of the Lord
is upon thy cattle which is in the field, upon the horses, upon the
asses, upon the camels, upon the oxen, and upon the sheep: there
shall be a very grievous murrain. (4) And the Lord shall sever
between the cattle of Israel and the cattle of Egypt: and there
shall nothing die of all that is the children’s of Israel (from the
Authorized King James Version; emphasis added).
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Figure 1.10. Major movements of people
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and difficult-to-cross international border along 22°N
latitude (Figure 1.10). This long-term division obviously
hampers our understanding of the area as a whole,
especially because, as Adams writes at the beginning of
his monumental work on the middle Nile region,

Egypt at the lower end of the Nile has the longest recorded
history in the world. Inner Africa, at the headwaters of the
same river has almost the shortest. Nubia, the land between,
alternates for 5,000 years between history and dark ages
(Adams 1977).

The latter region appears to have experienced large
migrations and fluctuations in population (Figure 1.10).
At times Lower Nubia seems to have been all but
deserted (Table 1.2), while at other times the region
between the First and Fifth Cataracts was invaded by,
among others, Noba (from the southwest), Funj (from
the south), Banu Kanz (from the northeast), Axumites
(from the southeast), and Egyptians (Bietak 1966; Adams
1977; Friedman 2002; Smith 2003; Edwards 2004; Dahl
and Hjort-af-Ornas 2006). In addition, the Eastern Desert
saw the arrival of Ma‘aza and Rashaida Bedouin from
the Arabian Peninsula in the 19th and 20th centuries CE
(Murray 1935; Newbold 1935; Paul 1954; Hobbs 1989;
Krzywinski and Pierce 2001).

As Pharaonic Egypt developed after the end of the
Holocene pluvial periods, any communal memory
that may have existed of the past disappeared and was

replaced with respectful apprehension for the vast arid
areas referred to as desheret (the red land) and a deep
affection for kemet (the black land), the fertile Nile
Valley that was previously mostly avoided because of
its marshes, dangerous wildlife and insects (Butzer 1997,
Nicoll 2004; Kuper and Krdpelin 2006). This fear for the
desert and the related marginalization of its inhabitants
carried on into modern times in Egypt and beyond. On
the other hand, there were frequent contacts between the
population of the Nile Valley and the desert dwellers,
at times hostile but more often friendly (Smither 1945;
Adams 1977; Sadr 1988; Eide et al. 1996, 1998; Kaper
1998; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Barnard 2005;
Lassanyi 2005; Cappers 2006; Dahl and Hjort-af-Ornas
2006; Hafsaas 2006; Dijkstra 2008; Barnard 2009); these
contacts are the subject of most chapters in this volume.
Cooperation included the employment of the desert
dwellers as mercenaries, guards or guides and their
aid with the harvest, in exchange for part of the yield
and the right to have their flocks graze on the stubbles
afterwards, leaving their droppings as fertilizer for the
next crop (Salzman 1971, 1972). The desert dwellers are
also known to have brought medicinal herbs, charcoal of
Acacia sp. and of course their animals to markets in the
Nile Valley, as they still do today (Krall 1900; Murray
1935; Newbold 1935; Keimer 1951, 1952a, 1952b,
1953a, 1953b, 1954a, 1954b; Paul 1954; Updegraff
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1988; Hobbs 1989; Giuliani 1998; Sidebotham et al.
2002; Hafsaas 2006; Zibelius-Chen 2007; Belal et al.
2009; Weschenfelder, this volume; Roe, this volume).
It is difficult to gauge exactly why, when or how many
desert dwellers permanently settled in the Nile Valley
over time or how many farmers took up a nomadic
lifestyle, but this was probably not at all a rare occasion
(Salzman 1980; Bar-Yosef 1984; Avni 1996).

The influence of Pharaonic Egypt in the region south
of the First Cataract (Nubia), and presumably also in
the desert to the east, was sometimes limited to trade
contacts (the name ‘Swenet-Syene-Aswan’ is derived
from the Ancient Egyptian word for trade). At times
it also included Egyptian settlements associated with
mines, quarries and military installations, such as Buhen
and Askut (near the Second Cataract) and Tombos (near
the Third Cataract). The Egyptian control of the area
during the New Kingdom (Table 1.2) is reflected by the
sanctuaries and settlement (Napata) near Gebel Barkal
(Figure 1.11), founded in 1479-1425 BCE and a World
Heritage Site since 2003, and the temples at Abu Simbel,
built in 1279-1213 BCE near the Second Cataract and
famously moved during the UNESCO International
Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia in the
1960s. At other times the Nubian influence extended
north past the First Cataract, in particular during the 25th
Dynasty (715-657 BCE) when Pharaohs of C-Horizon
(Kushite) extraction, most famously Taharqa (690—
664 BCE), controlled most of Egypt (Adams 1977;
Baines and Malek 2000; Friedman 2002; Smith 2003;
Edwards 2004; Barnard 2008). The name Nubia is in
itself problematic as this seems to refer to the Noba
people that invaded parts of the area only around 300
CE (Figure 1.10), leading to the collapse of the Meroitic
Kingdom (Table 1.2). The name may have been derived
from the Egyptian word for gold, although gold was
actually mined in the Eastern Desert and the Egyptians
seem to have used Wawat for Lower Nubia, which they
usually considered part of Egypt, and Kush for those
parts of Nubia that were outside Egyptian control.

The Kingdom of Kerma (a Kushite kingdom from
an Egyptian perspective) mirrored the early Pharaonic
civilization of the Old and Middle Kingdoms. Its capital
at Kerma (near the Third Cataract) was one of the first
urbanized centers in Sub-Saharan Africa as evident
from its ruins, including two large mud-brick temples
or palaces (deffufa), and a necropolis preserving more
than 30,000 burials. Around 1630 BCE the Kingdom of

Kerma allied itself with the Hyksos, an Asian people that
had invaded Lower Egypt introducing new technology
such as the composite bow, the horse (Equus caballus),
and the chariot. Around 1540 BCE, the Egyptian
Pharaohs Kamose (17th Dynasty) and Amose (18th
Dynasty), ruling from Thebes (Luxor), reunited Egypt
and brought Nubia as well as the Eastern Desert under
its control (Table 1.2). After the economic and political
collapse of the New Kingdom state, around 1075 BCE,
the center of the Kushite Kingdom moved to Napata
(Figure 1.11), the settlement near the sanctuaries of
Gebel Barkal. From there, King Piye started conquering
Egypt, a feat completed by his successor King Shabaka
around 715 BCE. His 25th Dynasty ruled the territory
of the New Kingdom until they were driven back into
Nubia by Assyrian (Persian) invaders and the Pharaohs
of the 26th (Saite) Dynasty. Around 590 BCE Pharaoh
Psammetichus II (Neferibre) invaded the Kingdom
of Napata and destroyed its capital after which the
Kushite court moved to Meroe, south of the Atbara-Nile
confluence. More than 600 years later, 250-350 CE, the
Kingdom of Meroe was apparently invaded from the
south by different groups, most notably the Noba and the
Axumites (Figure 1.10). This led to the collapse of the
Kingdom of Meroe and the birth of the ‘post-Meroitic’
Ballana Culture or X-Group (Adams 1977; Baines and
Malek 2000; Friedman 2002; Smith 2003; Edwards
2004; Barnard 2008).

Since predynastic times (Table 1.2) people from
the Nile Valley have explored the Eastern Desert for
gold and ornamental stone for vessels, statues and
buildings, and traversed the area on their way to and
from the Red Sea. In their wake they have left textual
and pictorial evidence, including petroglyphs and graffiti
(Winkler 1938; Bernand 1977; Hoffman 1979; Redford
and Redford 1989; Huyge 1998; Rothe and Miller
1999; Luft 2010; Espinel, this volume; Lankester, this
volume), as well as settlement sites with associated
structures, archaeological finds, graves and connecting
routes (Meredith 1958; Murray 1967; Gundlach 1977;
Sayed 1980; Bell et al. 1984; Zitterkopf and Sidebotham
1989; Klemm and Klemm 1993; Castiglioni ef al. 1995;
Meyer 1995; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1996; Peacock
and Maxfield 1997; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1998,
1999; Harrell et al. 2000; Nicholson and Shaw 2000;
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2000; Klemm et al. 2001;
Sidebotham et al. 2001; Friedman 2002; Bard and
Fattovich 2003; Sidebotham et al. 2004; Fattovich
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2005; Peacock and Blue 2006; Peacock and Maxfield
2007; Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007; Sidebotham et
al. 2008). Among the more notable Pharaonic records
on the Eastern Desert, apart from many scattered mines,
quarries and inscriptions, are the remains of an ancient
port at Marsa Gawasis (sometimes referred to as Wadi
Gasus), near modern Safaga (Figure 1.11). Excavations
at this site revealed stone anchors, ship timbers, ropes
and shrines, all firmly associated with the Nile Valley
at the end of the Middle Kingdom (Table 1.1). A few
handmade ceramic sherds were also found; these were
interpreted as Nubian or associated with the inhabitants
of the Eastern Desert (Sayed 1980; Bard and Fattovich
2003; Fattovich 2005). From the New Kingdom dates
the ‘Turin map’ of the Eastern Desert (Figure 1.12),
drawn on a length of papyrus by Amennakte, son of
Ipuy, for Pharaoh Ramesses IV (1156—1150 BCE). This

map shows the route between the Nile Valley and the
Red Sea coast, including the mines and quarries along
the way (Harrell and Brown 1992). This route passed
through Wadi Hammamat, between modern Luxor and
Quseir, on its way to and from an unidentified harbor
on the Red Sea coast. Also from the New Kingdom
is the report of the expedition mounted by the female
Pharaoh Hatshepsut (1473—1458 BCE), inscribed and
depicted on the western wall of the middle court of her
mortuary temple at Dayr al-Bahri, near Luxor. This
report shows the entire operation, including the traded
goods, the crossing of the desert, the assembling of the
boats once the coast was reached, and the destination
of the expedition, the enigmatic Land of Punt (Phillips
1997).

The history of the native inhabitants of the Eastern
Desert during Pharaonic times is more difficult to
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Figure 1.12. Part of a New Kingdom map of the Eastern Desert, drawn by Amennakte around 1156-1150 BCE, showing the mines and
quarries in Wadi Hammamat, between modern Luxor and Quseir (kept in the Museo Egizio in Turin, photograph by J.A. Harrell). Adapted

from Harrell and Brown 1992; Barnard 2008.

explore. The region is usually seen as the homeland of the
Medjay of the historical sources as well as the Pan-Grave
People of the archaeological record (Sdve-Soderbergh
1941; Bietak 1966; Sadr 1987, 1990; Friedman et al.
2004; Hafsaas 2006; Niser, this volume). The latter are
the builders of the so-called pan-graves, mostly dated
to the Second Intermediate or Hyksos Period (1630—
1520 BCE). Pan-graves are round to oval pits in which
the body of the deceased is buried, in a crouched position,
on its right side with the head either to the north or to the
west (Figure 1.13). Some graves are lined with stones or
have a simple superstructure (Krzywinski, this volume),
others preserve evidence that the burial was preceded
by the application of resins or ashes to the floor of the
grave. Grave goods usually include pan-grave pottery
(Figure 1.13), that is, handmade bowls characterized by
thin walls, thick rims and cross-hatched incisions (Kemp
1977; Williams 1983). Other gifts include weapons,
bracelets and necklaces of sea shell beads (Figure 1.13),
sometimes with characteristic spacers (Bietak 1966;
Hafsaas 2006); and one or more painted skulls of goats,
gazelles or cattle (Friedman ez al. 2004; Hafsaas 2006;
Barnard 2009), often in a secondary pit. Pan-graves were
first described at Hu (south of Abydos) and later found
in relative abundance in Lower Nubia (Petrie 1901;
Bietak 1966). Most are some distance from the Nile and
many are on the fringes of cemeteries of the C-Horizon,
also referred to as the C-Group (Table 1.2). Large pan-
grave cemeteries, with more than a hundred graves, are
rare but have been described at Debeira and Ashkeit,

near the Second Cataract, and at Mostagedda, north of
Abydos (Brunton and Morant 1937; Bietak 1966; Sadr
1987; Save-Soderbergh 1989; Sadr 1990; Hafsaas 2006).
The abundance of weapons in pan-graves, the robust
appearance of the bones of the deceased, the interment
of animal crania, and the shell beads—mostly of Red
Sea Nerita and Conus sp.—have led to the association of
pan-graves with the Medjay mercenaries of the historical
sources (Sdve-Soderbergh 1941; Bietak 1966; Adams
1977; Bietak 1979; Sadr 1987; Hafsaas 2006, but see
Sadr 1990; Friedman et al. 2004; Barnard 2009, Liszka
2012, Naser, this volume).

Two of the more authoritative ancient sources on
the Medjay are the Biography of Weni (Uni) and the
Semna Dispatches, dated around 2250 BCE and 1800
BCE, respectively. The biography of Weni was carved
into a slab of limestone in the cenotaph of the high
official Weni, who served under Pharaohs Teti, Pepi I and
Merenre (6th Dynasty). Near the beginning, Medjay are
listed among the people recruited from the south for the
army of Pepi I; near the end of the text, the rulers of the
Medjay are said to have provided some of the wood for
the seven boats that Pharaoh Merenre requested of Weni
(Lichtheim 1975; Giuliani 1998; Zibelius-Chen 2007
Barnard 2009). The Semna dispatches are a collection
of official missives from occupied Nubia, written during
the reign of Pharaoh Amenembhet I1I (12th Dynasty) and
shortly afterwards copied onto a length of papyrus that
was found in a Middle Kingdom tomb on the grounds of
the Ramesseum (near Luxor). Medjay occur in several
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Figure 1.13 Typical pan-grave

SAYALA (Nubia) Pan-Grave B/8
after Bietak 1966: Plates 21 and 29

excavated in Sayala (Lower
Nubia) during the UNESCO
International Campaign to
Save the Monuments of Nubia.
Adapted from Bietak 1966;
Barnard 2009.

of the dispatches, when they arrive from the desert
or are encountered on its edge (Smither 1945; Sadr
1990; Zibelius-Chen 2007; Barnard 2009). The latter
source apparently refers to pastoral nomads, but seems
hardly consistent with the former, while neither provides
firm evidence for a link between the Medjay and the
Pan-Graves (Bietak 1966; Sadr 1990; Barnard 2009;
Liszka 2012). In later texts, Medjay seems to refer to
mercenaries (bowmen) or guards, often without an
obvious geographical or ethnic connotation, while other
ancient Egyptian names of apparently nomadic groups
include Aamu (Weinstein 1975), jwntjew (Lansing
1947; Meredith 1957), Tjehenu or Tjemehu (Breasted
1962; Murray 1965), hrjwesc, nmjwesc and htjwet3
(Behrens 1982; Barnard 2009). Other problems with the
association of the Medjay with the pan-graves include
the fact that Medjay feature in sources from the Old
through the New Kingdom, while most pan-graves were
relatively securely dated to the Second Intermediate
Period (Table 1.2), and the distribution of the graves,
which were mostly found in or near the Nile Valley, on

both the east and the west bank, and not in the Eastern
Desert proper (Bietak 1966; Barnard 2009).

The issue of connecting historical sources with the
archaeological record is the subject of many chapters in
this volume and for this period most notably Chapters
6 and 8 (Chapters 16, 17 and 21 discuss similar
problems during the Late Roman Period). Part 1 is
concluded by a chapter on the combination of satellite-
image remote sensing with geographical, pedological
and archaeological surveys and analysis, as well as
more traditional archaeological field work, to study
the Marmarica region in the northern Western Desert
west of Alexandria and the Nile Delta. Because this
enabled the reconstruction of economic strategies that
allowed the scarce resources in the region to be utilized
most efficiently, by combining sedentary and nomadic
lifestyles, and provided a detailed view of ancient life
in the northern part of the Libyan Desert it could serve
as parallel or model for similar research projects in
(parts of) the Eastern Desert (Bintliff and Barnard, this
volume).
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Some Editorial Remarks

In order to make this volume immediately accessible to
the entire scholarly community and interested members
of the general public, abbreviations, including journal
titles and common abbreviations, are written out or
explained where they first occur. For the same reason,
jargon is mostly avoided and, where unavoidable,
explained in the text or a footnote. In order to avoid
confusion, ‘dromedary’ rather than ‘camel’ is used to
indicate Camelus dromedarius, which is exclusively
used in the region.* Except in place names, ‘valley’
rather than ‘wadi’ is used to indicate the valleys in the
desert.* The fundamental differences between the English
and the Arabic language and script make it impossible
to implement a perfect transliteration system.’ This
is also evident from the different systems that have
been developed and are now used concurrently.® In

3 There are two species of camels, Camelus bactrianus (the
Bactrian, Asian or two-humped camel, from the Arabic Jex ,
plural Jwa or Jwal, used in Arabic for all Old World and New
World camelids) and Camelus dromedarius (the one-humped
Arabian camel or dromedary, from the Greek dpouddog, running).
Arabic words in this volume have been checked in Wehr and
Cowan 1980; Greek terms in this volume have been checked in
Liddell et al. 1995.

“ Wadi ()5, from 3 ¢, plural 4350 or (as) is used in Arabic
for valley, river valley, river bed, ravine, gorge and (newspaper)
column. As in English, it is used for geological valleys, which
are the result of water or glacier erosion, but also in geographical
names such as the Nile Valley (J=il\ s2\s; wadi al-nil) and the
New Valley Governorate (xall galdl ; al-wadi al-gadid), as
well as in literary contexts such as Ps. 23:4 “. . .the valley of the
shadow of death. . ” (... 9l 3B 35,5 wadi zill al-mawti). An
ephemeral river (wash or gulch in English, arroyo or rambla
in Spanish) is usually called khor (_s< ) in Arabic, while say/
(= ) is used for the event of flooding.

5 The most important being that Arabic is not vocalized, rendering
a true transliteration useless for those not intimately familiar
with the language, and that several letters (L ¢ ) do not have an
obvious equivalent in English, while others (& (%) are better
transliterated by digraphs (th, sh). Other issues include the
assimilation of the definite article (), al-) with the so-called
sun-letters (s is pronounced an-nur), the use of nunation for
the indefinite article (i %), the use of the shadda to indicate
duplicate consonants (ales = pidgeon, versus aslas = bath), and
the fact that the pronunciation of specific letters (ta-marbutah,
alif magsura) depends on their place in the word or sentence. The
transliteration of the Egyptian dialect is furthermore complicated
by an idiosyncratic pronunciation of some letters (z (3) compared
to Classical or Modern Standard Arabic.

® The systems most widely used are American Library Association-
Library of Congress Romanization, Bikdash Transliteration,

this volume Arabic words are transcribed rather than
transliterated, partly based on previous occurrences
of the words in print, leading to an ambiguous and
inconsistent rendering. For instance, the definite article
is generally transcribed ‘al-’ and not capitalized, but
Elkab and El-Gouna are written thus (Derchain 1971;
Vermeersch et al. 2005b). Where relevant, the spelling in
Arabic is provided in parenthesis or in a footnote.
Despite the obvious importance in archaeology,
anthropology, paleontology and history, acquiring
and representing the age of an object or the date of an
event is a somewhat ambiguous affair. This is partly
caused by the wide variety of dating techniques used,
ranging from historical accounts, numismatics and
radiometric methods (including radio-carbon analysis),
to dendrochronology and the determination of the ratio
of stable oxygen isotopes or the degree of racemization
of amino acids. Each of these methods has its particular
application and limitations, and each will produce a
specific data set, with its own precision, accuracy, error
and resolution. Many research projects have used two
or more different dating techniques in order to verify
and refine the age of their material.” Insights into the
processes at the basis of the various techniques have
furthermore changed over time, sometimes leading to the
reinterpretation of existing data sets or new calibration
methods,® more often resulting in disparity between
subsequent data sets. The ensuing uncertainty is reflected

Buckwalter Transliteration, Deutsches Institut fiir Normung 31635
(DIN-31635), Qalam Transliteration, Standard Arabic Technical
Transliteration System (SATTS), and United Nations Conference
on the Standardization of Geographical Names (UN-CSGN).

7 Series of different dates for the same event or period are now
sometimes combined by Bayesian statistical analysis (Bayes and
Price 1763; Laplace 1891; Buck and Sahu 2000; Bronk Ramsey
2009).

8 Uncalibrated radiocarbon dates, for instance, assume a constant
production of the unstable '“C isotope, by cosmic radiation,
as well as a rapid and complete mixing of the newly formed
isotopes throughout the environment. Uncalibrated dates are
calculated using the Libby half-life of 5568+30 years and are
expressed in years BP (before 1950). Variations in the intensity
of cosmic radiation and the reservoir effect as well as to a lesser
extent anthropogenic factors, such as nuclear explosions and
the Suess effect, make it necessary to calibrate the results of
radiocarbon analysis by comparing them with those of known age.
Calibrated dates are calculated using the Cambridge half-life of
5730440 years (3% longer than that of Libby) and are expressed
in %Modern, cal. BP or cal. BC(E). Calibration curves that have
been established and are regularly updated include BCal, CalPal,
Fairbanks’ Calibration, IntCal, OxCal and WinCal.
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in some publications, while in others the exact details
of the used dating techniques remain underreported.
All these factors combined make meta-analysis a
difficult to near impossible task. Similar to many other
publications, most chapters in this volume, with a few
notable exceptions but including this one, use the dates
provided by the various research projects to compile a
narrative, while purposefully or out of necessity leaving
individual dates relatively ill-defined. Depending on the
context, dates are given as Ma, ka, BP, BCE or CE.” Any
large comprehensive research project into the history of
the Eastern Desert, as briefly discussed at the very end
of this volume, should include a component aimed at
addressing the above issues for the region and bringing
together the different chronological sequences.

Located between Africa and Asia in the politically
and religiously volatile Near East, any volume on the
Eastern Desert will in places be controversial, especially
when discussing the modern border zones between
Egypt and Isracl—the Sinai Peninsula—and between
Egypt and Sudan—the Halaib Triangle.'” Debates indeed
flared up during the editorial process and peer review
and have been addressed where possible, but their fuel
has remained. Because of the above or other reasons,
not all contributors to this volume were willing or able
to respect all editorial requirements. Their opinions
have obviously been respected. This has resulted in
additional inconsistencies (most notable in Chapters 8,
9 and 10); in places these have been acknowledged with
a footnote referring back to these editorial remarks. A

®Ma (mega-annum) stands for ‘1,000,000 years ago’ (previously
mya), ka (kilo-annum) for ‘1000 years ago’ (formerly kya), BP
for ‘before present’ (arbitrarily defined as 1950 CE), BCE for
‘before the common era’ (which numerically equals BC), and CE
for ‘common era’ (which numerically equals AD).

10 The Halaib Triangle (<3a &%) consists of two areas on the
border between Egypt and Sudan. The largest is roughly triangular,
with one side formed by about 200 km of the 22°N parallel and
a second by a stretch of about 150 km along the Red Sea coast
towards the north. After the independence of Sudan in 1956, both
Egypt and Sudan claimed the area. Egypt has effectively ruled
the area since the 1990s as part of the Red Sea Governorate,
although sometimes it is referred to as the Sudan Government
Administration Area. A smaller, roughly rectangular area to
the east, Bir Tawil, is located south of the 22°N parallel, while
touching the triangular area at a point on the 22°N parallel. Neither
Sudan nor Egypt claims Bir Tawil. These areas are the result of
the difference between the ‘political’ boundary, set in 1899 by the
Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, and the ‘administrative’ boundary,
set by the British government in 1902.

cursory survey of scientific publications reveals that the
majority of scientific articles are now more often than
not credited to more than one author. This phenomenon
is also reflected in archaeological and anthropological
research where peer-reviewed, edited publications are
increasingly the norm. Apart from the consequences
that this may have for the allocation of academic credit,
it also requires a change in attitude from individual
authors. In the following paragraphs three guidelines to
facilitate this transition are briefly presented.

Everybody Needs an Editor
Writing a text is a lonely, tedious and sometimes
almost painful task. Despite all the hard work and the
satisfaction that is felt once a manuscript is created,
however, nobody can expect it to be perfect as such.
Sitting down for so many lonely hours and weighing
all the alternatives has narrowed the mind of the author
to an extent that it becomes impossible to see room for
improvement. Accomplished authors are not those who
do not need editing, but rather those who can read their
own work with the eyes of a reader and can thus be their
own editor. All others will have to resort to an outsider
to present frank comments in a way that cannot easily be
ignored. A special case of this is the peer-review process,
now standard operating procedure in the sciences and
increasingly common within the scholarly community.
Peer review is based on anonymous colleagues
critically assessing submitted texts to provide the author(s)
and the publisher with suggestions for improvement
before publication. The system hinges on the honesty
of the participants and its success is limited by three
issues: the discretion of the reviewers, the possibility
of rejecting important contributions, and the possibility
of accepting accounts reporting on poor or fraudulent
research. The article in which James Watson and Francis
Crick first described the double-helix structure of DNA
(Watson and Crick 1953), for instance, was published
without peer review because the editor of Nature at the
time—John Maddox—feared that no referee would be
able to keep information so self-evident confidential.
More often, innovative publications got rejected after
peer review, although most were eventually published
because of the persistence of the author. Most famously
this happened to Paul Lauterbur, who was later rewarded
the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for the idea
of using nuclear magnetic resonance to produce images
(Lauterbur 1973); and to Stephen Hawking, whose idea
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of black hole radiation was not only theoretically sound
but recently experimentally proven (Hawking 1974).
Both these articles were eventually published in Nature
(Editorial 2003), but not without first being rejected for
reasons that in retrospect seem shortsighted. On the other
hand, almost thirty articles based on data fabricated by
Jan Hendrik Schon were published between 1998 and
2001 in, among others, Science and Nature. These articles
were later retracted (Bao et al. 2002; Schon et al. 2003),
but the incident clearly illustrates the third and final of
the weaknesses of the peer-review system listed above.

Despite these issues, experiments with ‘open peer
review’ and ‘post-publication peer review’ and the
rise of online publications, still rather a free-for-all,
the system of anonymous peer review still seems the
best of all the bad systems imaginable. The need for
peer review is obvious upon considering the large
number of misinformed and misleading entries on the
Internet, where there is far more chaff than wheat to
be found, while the more reliable pages resemble peer-
reviewed journal pages in a digital format. This will
quickly become evident after entering a query such
as “pyramids aliens” into a search engine instead of
visiting trusted websites like the UCLA Encyclopedia
of Egyptology or JSTOR. Obviously the Internet is the
quintessential embodiment of the freedom of expression
and information, but it is telling that even Wikipedia had
to abandon their system of crowd sourcing in favor of a
system reminiscent of peer review. That the same applies
to the printed media was demonstrated in 1996 through
an experiment of Alan Sokal, professor of physics at
New York University (Sokal 1996a). He managed to get
an article “liberally salted with nonsense” published in
the academic, but at the time not peer-reviewed journal
Social Text because, according to Sokal, it “sounded good
and flattered the editors’ ideological preconceptions”
(Sokal 1996b). Around the same time Sokal revealed
in the journal Lingua Franca that the article was “a
pastiche of left-wing cant, fawning references, grandiose
quotations, and outright nonsense.”

Nobody enjoys receiving critique on an article or
chapter that has been months or even years in the making.
Granted that some reviewers, editors or collaborators
can be more brusque than others, it remains crucial for
authors not to respond to first instincts, but rather to think
before taking action. After the first rage subsides, the
awareness will emerge that if this particular colleague,
editor or reviewer had problems with certain paragraphs

or statements, the same is likely true for other readers,
possibly even most readers. This is the right starting
point to take the opinion of the first independent but
knowledgeable reader seriously and to use it as an
opportunity for improvement before the text is printed
and can no longer be amended. The bravest way to do
so is to accept all changes and try to read the text as if
for the first time.

Less Is More

The minimalist dictum “less is more” was taken from
the poem ‘Andrea del Sarto (“The Faultless Painter”),’
written by Robert Browning (1812—1889), and brought
into public awareness by architect Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe (1886-1969). Originally intended to apply to the
visual arts, including the design of buildings, furniture
and clothing, the adage was also adopted by authors
such as Samuel Beckett, Charles Bukowski and Ernest
Hemingway. It is most certainly relevant for scientific
and scholarly writing where describing observations
and expressing ideas must be both comprehensive and
succinct. At a more basic level, the directive applies to
commas, italics, quotation marks, footnotes, endnotes,
abbreviations, jargon and words from another language.
These should all be used as sparingly as possible, only
where necessary for understanding the text, and never to
introduce ambiguity or serve to demonstrate the erudition
of the author. When an editor or reviewer remarks on
their excessive use this should certainly be reconsidered
and probably amended.

Kill Your Darlings

Whether first proposed by William Faulkner, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, Mark Twain or
another famous author, the recommendation to “kill
your darlings” remains as valuable as it is difficult to
observe. When an author has spend long hours finding a
pun to use in the title or the most creative sentence ever
to appear in print, it is grueling to learn that others do not
understand or like the way things are phrased and advise
revision or even removal. In other words, they advise
the author to kill her or his darling. This is obviously
infuriating, but it again has to be realized that if the first
reader had problems with this particular section, the
same is probably true for most other readers. It is for this
reason that this advice in repeated in all textbooks on
journalism, creative writing, and film making. Two issues
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that are at the root of many disputes between authors and
editors need to be mentioned specifically.

First is the obligation of the author to conform to
the house style of the journal or publisher, especially
concerning the format of the bibliographical references.
Second is the phrasing of the title, which should be the
shortest summary of the text (for instance Martindale
and Supernant 2009). It should thus not be a question
(for instance Diez-Martin et al. 2009); and if a colon is
to be used, both the title and the subtitle should make
immediate sense to all readers (for instance Hart and
Brumbach 2009). Having a question, a pun or a quote
in the title only makes it more difficult to gauge the
contents and relevance of the text, and thus does not
benefit anyone (for instance Spielmann ef al. 2009). In
general the whole text should be comprehensible for any
informed and interested reader, even if she or he has no
detailed knowledge of its background or significance.
The best way to check for this is to hand the text to such
a reader, for instance, a graduate student, and take any
resulting remarks, corrections and additions profoundly
seriously. If anything, this will prepare the author for the
more authoritative and possibly more severe feedback
in the form of the remarks by peer reviewers or the

editor. It must be kept in mind that the assignment of
the reviewers and the editor is to improve the product
and protect author(s) and publisher from settling on a
mediocre publication.
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CHAPTER 2

Contributions to the Prehistory of
the Eastern Desert in Egypt

PIERRE M. VERMEERSCH

VER THE LAST DECADE, THE BELGIAN MIDDLE

Egypt Prehistoric Project of the Katholieke

Universiteit Leuven has organized a restricted
survey in a limited area of the Egyptian Eastern
Desert. This resulted in the discovery and excavation
of prehistoric sites dating to very different time
periods. Excavations in the Sodmein area, near Safaga,
provided some data on the Middle Paleolithic (Middle
Stone Age).! In addition to some surface sites, the most
important data were recovered from Sodmein Cave.
This preserved a stratigraphic sequence of occupation
by Middle Paleolithic hunter-gatherers, mainly during
the Last Interglacial Period (marine oxygen isotope
stage 5: 130-70 ka). Faunal and botanical remains
provided elements for the reconstruction of the
environment during that period. The lithics can be
compared with what has been recorded in the Nile
Valley. A rather well-preserved surface site on the
right bank of Wadi Bili (looking in the direction of
the flow of the prehistoric river), near EI Gouna, with
a typical Levallois assemblage, seems to integrate
into the Middle Paleolithic in which a laminar flaking
technology is already observed. Its chronological
position remains unclear. During the MIS 4-2 (70-12

!'We prefer the term “Middle Stone Age,” which conforms more
to the African position of Egypt (Van Peer and Vermeersch 2007).
Because, however, most of the literature on Egypt is using the term
“Middle Paleolithic,” we will use that in this general contribution.

25

ka) the area was deserted by humans.? Indeed, no
occupation remains have been localized at all, with
the possible exception of Middle Paleolithic level 2
from the Sodmein sequence. If this finding is correct, it
implies that the ‘Out of Africa’ hypothesis for modern
humans, which is sometimes interpreted as associated
with a route along the Red Sea, remains difficult
to maintain.

Reoccupation of the area started around 8000 BP
with the Epipaleolithic occupation of the Tree Shelter,
near Safaga. In this small shelter the stratigraphic
sequence starts with a microlithic assemblage, attributed
to the Elkabian. The assemblage, associated with a
subsistence still entirely based on hunting and gathering,
points to contacts with the Nile Valley and the Western
Desert. However, no ceramics are associated with this
occupation. The remains of ovicaprid herders appear
around 7000 BP in the Sodmein cave as well as in the
Tree Shelter. Here, ceramics are present but rare. The
most recent occupation is probably related to the Tasian
or the Badarian. At both sites, the prehistoric visits came

2 Marine oxygen isotope stages (MIS or OIS) are alternating warm
and cold periods in the paleoclimate (glacial, interglacial, stadial
or interstadial). They are deduced from the ratio of oxygen istopes
('80/'%0) in core samples of polar ice or ocean calcite. This ratio
changes with the temperature of the ocean water and thus reflects
the ancient climate. In this context, ka (kilo-annum) stands for
“1000 years ago,” Ma (mega-annum) for “1,000,000 years ago,”
and BP for “before present” (which is defined as 1950 CE).
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Figure 2.1. Map of the Eastern Desert
showing the location of the sites
mentioned in this chapter. 1: Wadi Deir
Bolos; 2: Ras Issaran; 3: Gebel Tarbul; 4:
Abu Had; 5: Abu Girfan; 6: Gebel Wassif;
7: Wadi Gassus; 8: Wadi Ambagi; 9: Wadi
Hamrawain; 10: Lageita; 11: QRS-9; 12:
Sodmein Cave; 13: Tree Shelter; 14: Wadi
Bili; 15: ME03/10/24; 16: QRS-17; 17:
El Gouna Shell Mound. Gebel (Jia) =
mountain; wadi ($2)3) = valley.

to and end around 5000 BP. Along the coast, near El
Gouna, the presence of shell mounds from around 5000
BP is attested. In Wadi Bili, Steinplitze from the same
time period have been recognized.’ At the Rens Shelter,
near the Sodmein Cave, a large assemblage of flaked
flint was found in association with a hearth. From this
site a small sculpture, apparently representing a human
foot in white translucent calcite-alabaster, was found. A
radiocarbon date suggests that the area was occasionally
used by people who, around 1250 CE, still used flint as
a major raw material.

The Eastern Desert of Egypt has not yet been
intensively surveyed for prehistoric remains. Only
occasional visits and some restricted surveys have been
initiated, which were generally not complemented by
significant excavations. The Eastern Desert is subject

3 Steinplitze are concentrations of stone fragments in the Sahara
that are commonly interpreted as ancient fireplaces.

to substantial eolian and fluvial erosion, reducing the
prospect of locating intact sites. It therefore remains
impossible to document in great detail the prehistoric
occupational history. Nevertheless, some surveys have
been oriented towards the registration of the prehistoric,
mainly Predynastic and Early Dynastic, rock art, which
is not discussed in this chapter. This chapter aims to
provide an overview of the prehistory of the Egyptian
Eastern Desert, mainly based on the results of Leuven
University’s Belgian Middle Egypt Prehistoric project.
The Sinai is not included in this overview. The locations
of the most important sites are shown in Figure 2.1.

Lower and Middle Paleolithic Sites in the
Eastern Desert

In the Egyptian Eastern Desert very few Lower and
Middle Paleolithic sites have yet been documented
while the information provided for most of the sites is
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of poor quality. Much of the publications refer to the
recovery of isolated artifacts. Only occasionally, artifact
concentrations have been observed, but in most cases
the recovered material is culturally uncharacteristic.
Wadi Deir Bolos, a chert extraction area (Dittmann
1990: 33), where the Nubian Levallois method was used
for the production of stone points, is most characteristic.
Some thick blades and even a single unilateral crested
blade were present here. From the Ras Issaran area,
the presence of a wide variety of artifacts has been
reported (Gawarecki and Perry 1992), which include
typical Lower Paleolithic choppers and Acheulean
hand-axes, Middle Paleolithic Levallois flakes and
points, denticulated scrapers, but also Late Paleolithic
blade-end scrapers and blades. Few characteristic
elements are provided in the report, but the presence
of Late Paleolithic artifacts here seems very doubtful
because the technology and typology of the artifacts
is not at all characteristic and no other Late Paleolithic
sites have been described in the Eastern Desert. In the
Gebel Tarbul area (Montenat 1986), several flaking
areas have been located where mainly the Nubian
Levallois method was applied for the production of
pointed flakes (Figure 2.2, 1). Archaic and some more
refined hand-axes were also present. A small assemblage
of bladelets seems, based on the patina, to be of much
younger age. Several mainly Levallois sites have been
found in the Abu Had area (Montenat 1986; Bomann
and Young 1994), but it remains difficult to attribute
the recovered artifacts to a specific cultural entity
because tools are rare. Of special interest is the fact
that the flint-producing limestone of Gebel Safr Abu
Had was certainly often visited by humans. Similar
considerations apply to the area at the entrance of the
Wadi Abu Girfan gorge, where hand-axes and Nubian

Levallois cores type 2 (Figure 2.2, 2) were found among
large quantities of flakes (Bomann and Young 1994).
This is an area with outcrops of Eocene flint nodules
(Vermeersch et al. 2005a).

Several ateliers, also mainly with Levallois technology
but sometimes also with some cordiform hand-axes
(Figure 2.2, 3), were recorded south of Hurghada, at
Wadi Gassus and Gebel Wassif (Montenat 1986). Some
Middle Paleolithic artifacts were found in the gravel
deposits of two 3—4 m terraces near Quseir, in Wadi
Ambagi and Wadi Hamrawain (Butzer and Hansen 1968:
397). At Lageita, the presence of Early Acheulean sites
on the surroundings hills and late Acheulean on a terrace
have been mentioned (Debono 1951). Middle Paleolithic
artifacts comparable to those of the Interglacial Middle
Paleolithic of the Nile Valley seem to be absent here.
There are, however, several sites with Epilevalloisian
type artifacts. According to the report there are typical
Sebilian artifacts, but it is difficult to evaluate what
exactly is meant by Sebilian. Apparently there are
some truncated flakes, but these may not be typical.
An extensive survey was done in the Quseir area by
Prickett, who published a map of the lithic sites in the
region (Prickett 1979: plate 79). This survey identified 24
localities with Paleolithic materials. A Middle Paleolithic
coastal site near Quseir al-Qadim, QRS-9, was recorded
as a general scatter on the surface of gravels. This site
may have been described earlier (Sandford and Arkell
1939). A test trench was unable to locate artifacts within
the excavated gravels. Because of the salt cementation
of the gravels, the excavation was forced to stop at 45
cm depth without finding artifacts. For the whole of
the Quseir area, the Middle Paleolithic was the best
represented in the survey collections (Prickett 1979).
South of Quseir, prehistoric remains are less well

Figure 2.2. 1: Nubian core from Gebel Tarbul;
2: Nubian core from Abu Girfan; 3: cordiform
hand-axe from Wadi Gassum. Adapted from
Montenat 1986.
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represented, possibly because flint is becoming rare and
artifacts of other materials are more difficult to identify.
Still, near Ras Honkorab and Abu Ghusun (two sites
near Marsa Alam) several hand-axes have been found
(Montenat 1986). All together the information recorded
previously is of relatively poor quality. No sites were
excavated, no stratigraphy was observed, and no dating
was performed. Based only on some rough technological
and typological concepts, one can try to integrate the
sites into a more general cultural environment. It then
appears that most sites, and certainly most observed
artifacts, integrate into the Middle Paleolithic. According
to the Nile Valley sequence this coincides with the
Nubian Middle Paleolithic (Vermeersch and Van Peer
2002), dated to the Last Interglacial Period (MIS 5e:
130-110 ka).

Figure 2.3.View into the Wadi Sodmein gorge
looking southeast.

Figure 2.4. View of the trenches inside
Sodmein Cave.

Sodmein Cave

Sodmein Cave (QRS-44, Figure 2.3) in Gebel Umm
Hammad was noted during the survey of the Quseir
area (Prickett 1979). The cave is in the limestone of the
Thebes Formation, through which a gorge was incised,
that is now known as Wadi Sodmein (Figure 2.4). On
the boulder scree outside the cave entrance a collection
of 46 flint flakes, including some Levallois flakes and a
single quartz flake, was found. “[TThis appears to be the

first cave reported with definite Paleolithic remains. The
deposit is most likely to be stratified. . .” (Prickett 1979).
Later research indeed resulted in exposing a stratigraphic
sequence of Middle Paleolithic occupations (Van Peer et
al. 1996; Vermeersch et al. 1996a, 1996b; Moeyersons et
al. 1999; Moeyersons et al. 2002; Vermeersch and Van
Peer 2002). The fill of the cave is complex and several
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Figure 2.5. Profile of Sodmein Cave. Adapted from Moeyersons et al. 2002.

remains of human visits to the cave have been documented
(Figure 2.5). The stratigraphic sequence of occupations by
hunter-gatherers falls in the Last Interglacial Period.
Middle Paleolithic level 5 is the oldest level that
has so far been recorded. It is associated with a large
structured hearth containing quantities of burned bones of
large mammals, such as African elephant, buffalo, kudu
(Tragelaphus sp.), honey badger (Mellivora capensis),
Dorcas gazelle and dassie (Procavia capensis), but
also crocodile and catfish. The lithic assemblage shows
a bifacial technology with a fragment of a foliated
hand-axe of the type found in Nubian Middle Stone Age
industries in the Nile Valley (Wendorf and Schild 2005).
Furthermore, a typical example of a Nubian type 2 core
is present. The assemblage in level 5 seems similar
to that associated with Grey Phase I at Bir Tarfawi
(Close 1993; Van Peer et al. 1996), also characterized
by the presence of large mammals (Gautier 1993). A
thermo-luminescence date of a burnt flint produced an
age of 112 ka, suggesting a time period within the MIS
S5e (Mercier et al. 1999). Immediately below Middle
Paleolithic level 5, a major collapse of the cave roof
is hampering archaeological exploration of the cave.
Middle Paleolithic levels 4 and 3 contain Nubian-group
assemblages with the typical presence of Nubian points
and cores. In the northern part of this level, a classical
Levallois flake was found with a band of red ochre
extending all over the central flake area, suggesting the

use of red color. Middle Paleolithic level 2 contained
what probably is a tanged Levallois pointed flake
(Figure 2.6, 5), which has parallels in the Western Desert
at Bulaq Pass in Kharga.

Wadi Bili

Another Middle Paleolithic was discovered along the
right bank of Wadi Bili, near El Gouna (Vermeersch
et al. 2007). Wadi Bili is a deeply incised gorge in
Gebel Abu Sha‘ar al-Qibli, west of El Gouna. The
entrance of the gorge is now partially blocked by eolian
sand accumulating from the north. During the very dry
periods of the last Ice Age, an even larger dune could
have dammed the run-off waters completely. If such
was indeed the case, a lake would have formed. The
lake shore will have created an optimal environment
for human occupation. The open air site is situated on
the potential shore of such a lake on a small alluvial
fan along the valley slope (Figure 2.7). At the time of
occupation the alluvial fan was active. Bones in the size
and length of buffalo, aurochs, kudu, Dorcas gazelle,
ibex or Barbary sheep were present. A light brown
flint of good quality, probably derived from the Wadi
Abu Girfan, was apparently used for the production of
blanks, using the Levallois method. End products are
thin and have mostly a prepared butt. Many Levallois
end products are laminar and some show the presence
of a chapeau de gendarme platform, reminiscent of
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Figure 2.6. Artifacts from Sodmein Cave. 1-3:
Upper Paleolithic blades; 4: Emireh point
from Middle Paleolithic level 1; 5: tanged
Levallois flake from Middle Paleolithic level 2.

Figure 2.7.The Middle Paleolithic site of Wadi [
Bili looking east.
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features present in late Levallois assemblages, such
as the Halfan (Marks 1968). Taking into account the
geomorphologic position of the site, it seems to be
correlated with a wet climatic phase, possibly MIS 5a
(76-70 ka), but a somewhat wetter spell during MIS
3 (60-25 ka) must also be considered. Indeed, as is so
often the case with Paleolithic industries of northeastern

Africa, a straightforward culture—stratigraphic affiliation
and, consequently, a chronological position cannot easily
be advanced on techno-typological features alone.

Bili Cave Area

Wadi Bili is cut into the calcareous sandstone plateau
west of El Gouna (Vermeersch et al. 2005a). Along
its meanders, numerous abris are formed due to the
succession of more and less resistant calcareous
sandstone layers. A cave, now identified as Bili Cave, is
situated on the left bank of the Wadi Bili gorge (looking
in the direction of the flow of the prehistoric river).
The frequently collapsed roof created a scree of large
boulders below the cave entrance. At its mouth the cave
is about 3 m high. The cave was investigated by several
test excavations (Figure 2.8). Paleolithic remains were
very rare. Only a single, possibly Middle Paleolithic,
notched flake was found in one of the trenches near the
cave entrance at a depth of 80 cm. Below the cave on
the left slope of the valley some artifacts were found.
One of these is a large Levallois flake. As no other

Figure 2.8. View of the Bili Cave interior.

archaeological remains were found, the excavation was
halted. On the plateau above the gorge, several larger
and smaller artifact concentrations, mainly of Middle
Paleolithic technology, were found (Vermeersch et al.
2005a).

The 'Out-of-Africa” Migration of Modern
Humans

There is now some agreement that the ‘Out-of-Africa’
migration of modern humans took place during the
Middle Paleolithic. Most authors mentioned dates
between 70-50 ka. Different routes have been
suggested. Most researchers using the genetic approach
(mitochondrial and Y-chromosome DNA) are convinced
that the way out was mainly or exclusively across the
Bab al-Mandab, between the Horn of Africa and the
Arabian Peninsula. Most of these authors, however, do
not take into account that at the time both the Sahara and
the Arabian Peninsula were extremely arid. Others prefer
an Egyptian route. The Egyptian Middle Paleolithic of
the Last Interglacial Period is characterized by very
extensive flint extraction activity in the desert along
the Nile Valley in Upper Egypt (Vermeersch 2002),
indicating the need for huge quantities of lithic blanks
and thus suggesting a relatively large human population
in the Nile Valley. With the onset of the Last Glacial
Period, about 70 ka, there is a reduction in the extent
of the extracted area, suggesting a severely reduced
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population in the Nile Valley, probably because of
difficult living conditions in the Lower Nile Valley
(Vermeersch 2006). If we accept the time period of the
‘Out-of-Africa’ movement as put forward by most of the
DNA specialists, major problems arise due to the lack
of living sites in the Nile Valley during that period. The
area connecting the Upper Egyptian Nile Valley with the
Levant is still not sufficiently documented. Moreover,
the Middle Paleolithic of the Levant and of the Egyptian
Valley have been studied in different ways, preventing a
good understanding of the cultural connections between
the two regions (Vermeersch 2001). There appears to
be a clear connection between the Middle Paleolithic
of East Africa, where anatomical modern man has its
origin, and the Egyptian Middle Paleolithic (Van Peer et
al. 1998). However, according to Rose (2004), Site One
in the Eastern Desert of Sudan is the most northerly site
that witnesses contact with the East African Paleolithic,
excluding the existence of a northern route out of Africa.
Still, anatomically modern man was already present in
the Egyptian Nile Valley around 60 ka (Vermeersch et
al. 1998).

When considering an approach of the Out of Africa
migration on the basis of environmental conditions,
it seems that with the climatic changes during the
Last Interglacial Period the human population of East
Africa began to expand, pulled by the expansion of
savannah and woodland habitats and increasing water
resources. Populations became increasingly mobile,
which is reflected archaeologically in the lithic raw
materials and the increasing variability of site locations
(Basell 2008). The presence of refugia in Africa has
been suggested because of the occurrence of one or
more “bottlenecks,” which are commonly explained
by rapid climatic fluctuation or aridity associated with
glacial periods (Ambrose 1998). According to some
authors, the Red Sea coast was an important route ‘Out
of Africa’ (Field and Lahr 2005; Liu et al. 2006). With
the exception of Sodmein Cave, however, no stratified
sites have been located along the Red Sea in Sudan or
in Egypt and I believe that the Eastern Desert cannot
be considered such a refugium. It is important to note
that most of the remains found in the Eastern Desert
can be attributed to the Middle Paleolithic, which at
Sodmein Cave is clearly related to the Last Interglacial
Period, suggesting that this period could have furnished
enough subsistence possibilities for humans. However,
the absence of a correlation between the archacological

data of Sodmein Cave and bones of modern humans
does not allow an assessment of the Red Sea corridor
during the Interglacial Period, a problem that applies
to the whole of the Arabian Peninsula as well as in
northeastern Africa.

The Upper Paleolithic

The Upper Paleolithic occupation of the Egyptian
Nile Valley was very restricted (Wendorf et al. 1976;
Vermeersch et al. 2000; Vermeersch et al. 2002;
Vermeersch 2006). It appears limited to 40-35 ka
(Khaterian) and 24-25 ka (Shuwikhatian). At Sodmein
Cave the presence of humans is attested by several
radiocarbon dates around 45,000 and 30,000 BP (Van
Peer et al. 1996). The Middle Paleolithic level 1 exhibits
some Near Eastern traits, such as the presence of an
Emireh point. At Bokher Tachtit in the Sinai (Marks
1983), the presence of the Emireh points is correlated
with the Late Middle Paleolithic around 45 ka. The
Upper Paleolithic at Sodmein Cave is characterized by
numerous blades with almost exclusive unidirectional
dorsal scar patterns (Figure 2.6, 1-3).

The Late Paleolithic

In the Nile Valley, there is an increase of the population
density during the Late Paleolithic (22 to 12 ka), attested
at numerous sites (Wendorf and Schild 1976), apparently
along large lakes in the Nile Valley (Vermeersch et
al. 2006). During the Bolling oscillation (around 12.5
ka),* catastrophic events resulted from the overflow
of Lake Victoria into the White Nile and Lake Tana
into the Blue Nile. The increasing of Nile discharge
resulted in the destruction of the dams created in the
Nile Valley by eolian accumulation during the Late
Glacial Maximum (LGM) This probably reduced or even
completely annihilated the population of the Egyptian
Nile Valley. QRS-17 (Wadi Nakheil), containing
retouched and unretouched small flakes as well as small
blades, bladelets, blade cores and even a few burins, has
been attributed to the Late Paleolithic (Prickett 1979).
The technology and typology of the artifacts illustrated
by Prickett (1979: Figure 38), however, are not
characteristic for the Late Paleolithic of the Nile Valley.
Furthermore, other Late Paleolithic remains have not yet
been recorded in the Eastern Desert. It therefore remains
doubtful to attribute QRS-17 to the Late Paleolithic. This

4 The Bolling oscillation was a warmer period during the final
stages of the Last Glacial Period.
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Figure 2.9. Position of the Tree Shelter in a
tributary of Wadi Sodmein (near Quseir).

is not surprising as this period corresponds with the most
arid phase of the Last Glacial Period.

The Epipaleolithic

The Holocene “wet phase” is now quite well studied in
the Western Desert, where numerous Neolithic sites have
been located (Wendorf et al. 2001; Kuper and Kropelin
2006), starting at about 9000 cal. BCE.? In the Egyptian
Nile Valley, with the exception of the Elkabian sites
dating to around 7000 cal. BCE (Vermeersch 1978),
no other remains of a human occupation during that
period have been identified. Approximately 7500-6100
cal. BCE, the northern Red Sea Mountains registered
a substantially higher rainfall and freshwater run-off,
which thereafter decreased to modern values (Arz et
al. 2003). Three periods of different degrees of aridity
can be inferred for the Egyptian Eastern Desert and two
recent humid pulses can be distinguished (Moeyersons
et al. 1999; Moeyersons et al. 2002). The first of these
occurs around 6900 cal. BCE, the second around 5700—
5500 cal. BCE. Before 7100 cal. BCE, heavy rains
occasionally occurred; later a more moderate but maybe
wetter precipitation regime was established. After the
last wet culmination, there was a gradual shift to drier
conditions. Shortly after 3800 cal. BCE, modern climatic
conditions are believed to have set in. In the Eastern
Desert, few indications of human presence have been
registered for the Early and Middle Holocene. Only a few
artifacts appear to belong to this period (Montenat 1986).

S For the Holocene Period, all radiocarbon dates have been
calibrated with OxCal 4.0 calibration software.

Excavations at the Tree Shelter and at Sodmein Cave
provide some information on this period (Vermeersch
et al. 1996b; Vermeersch 2008). The Tree Shelter is
located in a tributary of the Wadi Sodmein (Figure 2.9).
The latter cuts through Gebel Umm Hammad, about 25
km inland from Quseir, to join a valley that is running
parallel to the Egyptian Red Sea coast for a distance
of about 30 km. Both valleys have been repeatedly
occupied, probably always for a short period, from about
7200 cal. BCE until about 3700 cal. BCE. In the Tree
Shelter, the stratigraphic sequence (Figure 2.10) starts
with a microlithic assemblage (Figure 2.11), attributed
to the Elkabian, characterized by a blade technology and
backed bladelets.

The presence of Aterian points, presenting an evolved
style, has been described at the Lageita oasis, on the way
from Qena to the Red Sea through Wadi Hammamat
(Debono 1951). My evaluation of the pictures of these
artifacts (Debono 1951: plate 111, b), however, revealed
that they are almost certainly Epipaleolithic pedunculated
Ounan points (Figure 2.2, 4-5). Other elements, typical
for the Elkabian, were also collected at Lageita: finely
denticulated bladelets, “scies d’un type nouveau dans
la Vallée du Nil” (Debono 1951), backed bladelets,
geometrics and microburins (Figure 2.12). In addition to
this lithic assemblage, perforated ostrich eggshell beads
and ostrich eggshell fragments with a burned exterior
were collected. Several hearths were discovered but not
excavated. Apparently some of them were associated
with microburins, but no specific information is provided
about the sites, their stratigraphy or their exact location
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Figure 2.10. The artifacts recovered from the deposits in the Tree Shelter, plotted on a single profile and marked with different symbols for
each of the successive archaeological horizons, the lowest being the Elkabian. Ellipses indicate the positions of the hearths. Adapted from
Vermeersch 2008.

Figure 2.11. Elkabian artifacts
from the Tree Shelter. 1-2: single
platform cores; 3-4: end scrapers on
cortical flakes; 5-7 straight backed
points; 8-9 and 13: shouldered
bladelets; 10-12: denticulated
bladelets; 14-15: backed bladelet
fragments; 16, 20-22: elongated
triangles; 17-19: microburins.
Adapted from Vermeersch 2008.
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(Debono 1951). Assemblages such as those identified at
the Tree Shelter (Vermeersch 2008), Elkab (Vermeersch
1978), and at Laqgeita belong the Epipaleolithic Elkabian,
around 7000 cal. BCE.

Humans during the Elkabian practiced a subsistence
based entirely on hunting and gathering. Still, there is
an important difference in the tool assemblage between
the Elkabian of Elkab and that of the Tree Shelter. At
Elkab, end-scrapers are rare, whereas they are the most
important tool type at the Tree Shelter. The Elkabian
people exploited the Nilotic environment where wood
was certainly a more important resource than in the
Eastern Desert, even during the wetter parts of the
Holocene. It is possible that the presence or absence
of end-scrapers is related to site specialization, which
at Elkab implies more woodworking and at the Tree
Shelter hunting and hide preparation (Kweakason 2008).
It seems that hunting was among the main purposes for
visiting the Eastern Desert. The animal remains of the
Elkabian occupation at the Tree Shelter site, Red Sea
fish, ostrich, rock hyrax and small bovid (Linseele and
Van Neer 2008), are mainly connected with hunting. The
cultural characteristics point to contacts with the Nile
Valley and the Western Desert. This contact must have
used the Wadi Hammamat route as is indicated by the site

Figure 2.12. Elkabian artifacts from Lageita.
1-2: Ounan points; 3-4: denticulated
bladelets; 6-8: microburins. Adapted from
Debono 1951.

in Lageita. The Early Neolithic El Gorab variant from the
Western Desert provides the best comparison in general
style, technology and typology of the lithic artifacts.
Although based on a small number, plotting of the
dates of the three areas in Egypt, using CalPal software
(Weninger and Joris 2004), suggests a somewhat later
start of the Holocene occupation of the Eastern Desert
compared to the Western Desert (Figure 2.13). While
in the Sahara, ‘wavy-line’ decorated pottery is a key
African achievement of the 8th millennium BCE, such
ceramics have never been recorded in the Egyptian Nile
Valley or in the Egyptian Eastern Desert. Indeed, no
ceramics are associated with the Elkabian occupation of
the Tree Shelter. There is also no indication at all that the
Elkabians from the Nile Valley or from the Tree Shelter
were cattle herders as is presumed for the groups in the
Western Desert (Gautier 2001). Therefore, I prefer to
consider them Epipaleolithic rather than Neolithic. It is
important to note that Elkabian sites are present between
the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coast, indicating contacts
between the two areas. The Epipaleolithic bladelet
technology disappeared from the Red Sea area around
6600—-6200 cal. BCE. A similar period is assumed for
the end of the Early Neolithic in the Western Desert
(Wendorf et al. 2001).
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Figure 2.13. CalPal plot of the calibrated radiocarbon dates from the Eastern Desert (top), the Nile Valley (middle) and the Western Desert

(bottom).

The Neolithic and the Predynastic
The reoccupation of Sodmein Cave, around 6200 cal.
BCE, after a long hiatus started somewhat later than
that of the Tree Shelter. The human visits to Sodmein
Cave are contemporary with huge amounts of goat or
sheep dung, suggesting multiple visits by large herds
of these animals (Vermeersch et al. 1996a). At least
fifteen hearths were discovered at different depths in the
accumulation of debris. All this suggests repeated short
visits by humans and their herds. The visits continued
until 5300 cal. BCE. Ceramics are present only in the
upper levels of the accumulation. Some red polished
ware has been recognized. The fabric is rather sandy
and well fired. Some sherds have an incised horizontal
herringbone decoration. Incision took place after
polishing with a pointed but blunt tool, often creating
some upwelling along the incision (Figure 2.14). These
sherds are comparable to the Fischgratverzierte Keramik
from the Urschicht layer at Merimde-Benisalame |
(Eiwanger 1984: 18-24). Thousands of lithic artifacts
have been collected, all exclusively of local chert.
Knapping techniques are very rudimentary. Tools are
rare and are represented by retouched and notched
flakes and some end-scrapers of poor quality. Of interest
is the series of arrowheads, some of which display a
somewhat asymmetric foliate form, sometimes with a
fully retouched dorsal surface and an inverse surface
which presents only marginal retouch. Some foliates and
larger bifacial tools are present.

From the scree at the cave entrance, 139 sherds were
previously collected:

It is an extremely uniform collection, with virtually no
variation in forms or fabric (pl. 83). The majority of
the ceramics were red-brown slipped with broad (1-1.5
cm) vertically scraped facets and slight burnishing in a
well levigated, orange-brown fabric with little visible
tempering. . . . The ceramics are probably of very late
Predynastic or slightly later date. . . (Prickett 1979).

Horizon 3 of the Tree Shelter preserves the remains
of several occupation periods (Vermeersch 2008). The
most intensive is apparently the lowest of the Neolithic
levels, dated 5700-5600 cal. BCE, with a large number
of hearths and a dense horizontal scatter of lithic and
faunal remains. Compared to the Elkabian of the Tree
Shelter, a complete change in the lithic tool kit has
occurred. Bladelet technology is entirely absent and has
been replaced by a rather opportunistic knapping method
for flake production. Tool types are less standardized, but
side-blow flakes are present. Bifacial retouch is often
used. No ceramics are associated with this horizon.
When compared to the situation in the Elkabian horizon,
where hearths were small and often restricted to the
presence of some burned sediment, ash and fine pieces
of charcoal, a change in the construction of hearths was
observed. In horizon 3, the hearths are large, most often
contain large pieces of charcoal and are covered with
limestone slabs. Such hearths were found in the Nile
Valley at the Badarian site of Mahgar Dendera 2 and at
El Salamuni (Vermeersch et al. 1992; Hendrickx et al.
2001). The horizon 3 occupation in the Tree Shelter can
clearly be attributed to a Neolithic way of life in which
herding ovicaprines was important, but where cattle were
apparently missing (Linseele and Van Neer 2008).
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Figure 2.14. Comparison of a sherd from the
Sodmein Neolithic (1) with Fischgratverzierte
Keramik (2) from the Urschicht layer at
Merimde-Benisalame |. Adapted from
Eiwanger 1984.

Horizon 2 of the Tree Shelter is characterized by
an opportunistic flaking method. The lithic material is
mainly composed of medium flakes, some cortical flakes
and smaller debitage remains. Most characteristic are the
denticulated and notched flakes. Bifacial retouching is
present. Pointed pieces, possibly opportunistic arrowhead
preforms, display bifacial retouch. Some very small
ceramic sherds are attributed to the Nagadan. The hearths
are similar to those of horizon 3.

The domestic goats from the Tree Shelter, both in
horizon 3 and horizon 2, and from Sodmein Cave are
some of the oldest pieces of evidence for this animal on
the African continent, together with examples from the
Western Desert (Linseele and Van Neer 2008). These
data confirm that domesticated animals were present in
the Egyptian deserts at an earlier date than in the Nile
Valley (Vermeersch et al. 1996b; Gautier 2001). Indeed,
the oldest confirmed presence of sheep and goats in the
Nile Valley at the same latitude is not older than 5300
cal. BCE (Hassan 1988). The fauna from Sodmein and
the Tree Shelter suggests that Neolithic herds in the
Eastern Desert consisted of small livestock, perhaps
only goats. The absence of cattle in the Eastern Desert

during the Neolithic clearly differentiates it from the
Western Desert and is probably due to less suitable
ecological conditions.

El Gouna Shell Mound

Near El Gouna, at the foot of Gebel Abu Sha'ar al-Qibli
(north of Hurghada), a prehistoric Shell Mound was
discovered (Vermeersch et al. 2005b). Other such
mounds were present but are now destroyed by a refuse
dump of the nearby El Gouna Tourist Resort. Several
thin, sometimes humic, horizons of archaeological
remains are the result of short successive occupations,
interrupted by periods of eolian accumulation. A thin
charcoal horizon resting on rubified sand is an in situ
unstructured hearth, dated to 4600 cal. BCE. The
archaeological material consists of chert and quartz
artifacts, marine shells, ostrich egg shell fragments and
small pieces of ochre. No bone remains or ceramics were
found. Raw material used for the lithic artifacts are local
small, rolled chert cobbles of inferior knapping quality,
available in the scree and the outwash plain at the base
of the hill and in the gravel at the bottom of the valley.
Occasionally, quartz cobbles were used. Most cores
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Figure 2.15. Artifacts from Holocene sites
in the Eastern Desert. 1: bifacial arrowhead
from the El Gouna Shell Mound (adapted
from Vermeersch et al. 2005b); 2-3:
transversal arrowheads from the Rens Shelter
(adapted from Vermeersch et al. 2008); 4-7:
retouched pieces from the fireplace in Wadi
Bili (adapted from Vermeersch et al. 2005a).

are irregular, suggesting a generally opportunistic core
reduction. Retouched artifacts are well represented, but
are not distinctive with the exception of a fragment of a
bifacial concave based arrowhead (Figure 2.15, 1).
Mollusks in the El Gouna Shell Mound were
harvested from a variety of Red Sea habitats, including
hard surfaces (probably coral reefs) and sandy or
muddy substrates in shallows. The shells belong to
following species: Nerita undata (waved nerite) and
Nerita sp., which occur on rocks on mangrove roots in
an intertidal zone; Terebralia palustris (mud whelk),
occurring in mangrove swamps on muddy to sandy
substrate; Strombus tricornis (three-knobbed conch),
characteristic for sandy or muddy substrate; Chicoreus
virgineus (virgin murex) from shallow waters; Saccostrea
cucullata (common rock oyster) from a rocky substrate
and trunks or roots of mangrove; and Tridacna maxima
(giant clam), occurring on hard surfaces (rocks, boulders,
shallow reefs) in shallow waters. As shellfish are a
relatively poor source of nutrition, it is probable that the
diet was supplemented with other animal resources of
which no remains were found. Usually, shell middens
occur near the sea shore, but at El Gouna the mound is
about 5 km from the present shoreline and more than 20

m above sea level. The level of the Red Sea, however,
could have been up to 18 m above the present level at the
time that the midden was formed (Siddall et al. 2003).
The position of the mound at its present location can
be explained by a nearby well, probably Fons Tadnos
(Tregenza 2004: 91), which was a major source of water
for Myos Hormos.*

This is the first time that a Neolithic shell midden has
been documented along the Egyptian Red Sea coast.
Its cultural attribution cannot yet be specified, but its
age corresponds with the age of other traces of human
presence along the coast. It should be noted that during
the survey of the Quseir area, thirteen heaps and scatters
of shells were recorded along the five km strip of coast
north of Quseir, mainly atop the 5—6 m wide beach
terrace (Prickett 1979). A few of these were related to the
edges of small valleys, one of which showed additional
down-cutting since the shell deposition. The shell
scatters were restricted to two species, Tridacna sp. alone
or in combination with Lambis (Pteroceras) sp. “(T)he

¢ According to http://avebury.arch.soton.ac.uk/Projects/projects.asp
?Division=1&SubDivision=1&Page=2&ProjectID=20 (accessed
29 December 2008), however, “Bir Ambagi (near Quseir) is
without doubt the greenest and most luxuriant place in the Eastern
Desert. It is almost certainly the Fons Tadnos of Pliny.”
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restriction in the species collected is in keeping with
the modern (19th century) pattern of exploitation and
choices of species reported by Klunzinger (1878b: 310-
314), may imply not great age for the scatters. However,
the weathering of the scatters varies considerably. This,
and the evidence of stream rejuvenation . . ., probably
since shell deposition, would indicate that some of the
scatters may be of considerable antiquity” (Prickett
1979). The author makes no reference to the presence
of flint artifacts in these shell heaps.

Steinplatze

Concentrations of stone fragments, which occur widely
in the Sahara where they were interpreted as fireplaces
(Gabriel 1987, 2002), were found in Wadi Bili at site
MEO03/10/24 (Vermeersch et al. 2005a). At the Saharan
sites, pottery and ground stone tools are scarce, but
grinding stones are quite common. At the confluence of a
short valley (27°N 20' 44.2"/33°E 30' 01.5"), an affluent
of Wadi Umm Dihays and Wadi Bili, an elongated
terrace stands out some meters above the valley floor.
It is covered by a black desert pavement, which denotes
the presence of several accumulations of larger cobble
fragments (Figure 2.16). The gravel accumulations
contained some clearly burned cobbles. By making
some small (40x40 cm) test excavations, tiny charcoal
fragments were collected at a depth of 20 cm. The
charcoal, dated 4700 cal. BCE, was covered with very
loose sand, somewhat lighter in color than the sand
below. Several tools, such as borers, retouched blades
and retouched flakes (Figure 2.15, 4-7), were made with
a Predynastic technique. Two lower grinding stones and
an upper grinding stone, all of them heavily used, were
found in associated contexts. No pottery was found. Big
grooved stones often associated with the Steinplitze
in the Sahara, interpreted as used for tethering cattle
(Pachur 1991), were not found. Their absence seems
to invalidate the hypothesis regarding the presence of
Neolithic cattle herders in the Eastern Desert (Gabriel
2002). As is the case for both the Tree Shelter and
Sodmein Cave, it seems more plausible that the humans
were herders of sheep and goats. Occupants of the site
cannot be associated with any known cultural group.
Only the site of Wadi Atulla (north of Wadi Hammamat),
where a large plundered tomb yielded ceramics similar
to the Tasian (Friedman and Hobbs 2002), show
some similarities. Among the lithic materials from
Wadi Atulla, a Predynastic retouching technique was

identified, similar to that of site ME03/10/24. A nearby
sealed accumulation of charcoal rich deposits was dated
4600 cal. BCE.

Rens Shelter

The Rens Shelter is situated approximately 500 m south
of Sodmein Cave in the same valley (Vermeersch et al.
2008). Besides some recent remains, the upper scree
layer yielded no cultural remains. Below this stratum,
there are two archaeologically rich layers. A hearth with
Tamarix charcoal was discovered and dates to 1250
cal. CE. Numerous stone chippings indicate that flint
flaking was practiced at the site. The flaking process is
expedient. Some of the artifacts, such as a high quality
bladelet fragment, have been imported. Few formal tools
have been found, the most distinctive of which are two
transverse arrowheads (Figure 2.14, 2-3). Unexpected
was the find of a small sculpture. It seems to represent
a human foot in white translucent calcite-alabaster, 2.5
cm long, 1.3 cm wide and 1.5 cm high. The foot sole
is flat and has a drawing etched into it. There was an

Figure 2.16. Steinpldtze’ in Wadi Bili.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

40 The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

attempt made to drill holes from the ventral and the
dorsal side, on the ankle, perhaps to create a pendant, but
the drilling was aborted probably because the foot broke
off from the rest of the alabaster figurine. The ankle is
grooved. It is difficult to attribute the flint assemblage to
a specific human group of the Eastern Desert based on
technological or typological criteria. The radiocarbon
date suggests that the area was occasionally used by
people who still used flint as a major raw material. It was
widely assumed that by 1000 CE stone technologies were
no longer in use in the Levant (Kuijt and Russell 1993).
This premise should now be reconsidered.

Discussion
There is no doubt that during prehistoric times humans
were present in the Eastern Desert. The occupational
history of the Eastern Desert is parallel with that of
the Western Desert and when the Western Desert was
deserted, the Eastern Desert was as well. There is also
no doubt that the most important periods of occupation
coincided with the wetter climatic conditions of the Last
Interglacial Period and the Early and Middle Holocene.
During the Interglacial Period, there were certainly
important connections with the Nubian Complex of Nile
Valley. Most of the Eastern Desert sites have neither
stratigraphy nor dating. Only at the end of the Middle
Paleolithic there seems to have been some contact with
the Southern Levant. During the dry periods of the Upper
Pleistocene humans were absent from the area, possibly
with the exception of a short period during the MIS 3.
During the Late Paleolithic no humans visited the area.
All the Late Pleistocene occupational remains seem to be
the result of short, but probably repeated visits. During
the Holocene, humans seem to have continuously visited
the area. There are, indeed, no pronounced gaps in the
list of the successive occupational remains (Figure 2.17).
There is, however, still an absence of data for the
period between 5200 and 4800 cal. BCE. This hiatus
is most probably the result of the limited availability
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Figure 2.17. CalPal plot of the available radiocarbon dates of
Holocene sites from the Egyptian Red Sea area. Adapted from
Weninger and Joris 2004.

of data, but it could also be the result of an increasing
aridity. New research is needed before we can arrive
at a conclusion. No dated sequences are available for
the time period after 3800 cal. BCE, except the Rens
Shelter data. The region is most certainly insufficiently
surveyed. Future research should especially be directed
at the surroundings of wells and at caves. Caves, such
as the large cave along the new railway from Quseir to
Qena (Figure 2.18), could provide new stratigraphic
data and subsequently also new insight in the changing
natural environment and its utilization by humans. Only
then may one expect to unravel the Late Pleistocene and
Holocene human occupation of the Eastern Desert.
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Figure 2.18. Large cave along the railway
between Quseir and Qena.
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CHAPTER 3

The Holocene Prehistory of the
Nubian Eastern Desert

MARIA C. GATTO'

ESPITE THE ARID ENVIRONMENT, THE EASTERN

Desert (or Arabic Desert according to Herodotus)

has always had better conditions for human
occupation when compared to the rest of the Eastern
Sahara. Even at present the Red Sea Mountains receive
occasionally rainfall (Butzer and Twidale 1966), which
is enough to allow pastoral nomadism (Murray 1935;
Paul 1954). The number of wells in the Eastern Desert
is also greater than in the Western Desert (McBurney
1960). Given the numerous caves and rock shelters
in the area, a continuous human occupation should
be expected. From a geographical point of view the
Eastern Desert can be divided into two parts. The
northern, Egyptian part is characterized by a long
chain of mountains parallel to the Red Sea. Numerous
valleys (wadis) are cut into these, both towards the sea
(east) and towards the River Nile (west). Contrary to
the Western or Libyan Desert, dune fields are mostly
absent and the landscape is rather rocky. The southern,
Sudanese part, also known as the Nubian Desert or
Atbai, has an area of plains between the mountains
and the river, because of a large bend in the River Nile.
Two large valleys, Wadi Allaqi and Wadi Gabgaba,
cross the area towards the southeast and south,
respectively, roughly from the former city Dakka in
the Lower Nubian Nile Valley (covered by the water of

'T would like to thank Alfredo and Angelo Castiglioni for their
permission to study and publish the prehistoric pottery found by
the Centro di Ricerche sul Deserto Orientale expedition in the
Eastern Desert.
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Lake Nasser since 1964). Remains of ancient lakes or
playas have been reported (Sadr et al. 1995; Lanna and
Gatto 2010), as well as the presence of caves and rock
shelters. The latter, while absent in the Western Desert,
are characteristic elements of the Egyptian Eastern
Desert landscape. These natural features are of interest
because they may preserve stratified ancient remains,
as confirmed by the Belgian excavations at Sodmein
Cave, Bili Cave and the Tree Shelter, near Quseir on
the Red Sea coast (Vermeersch, this volume). Those
explored in the south were so far devoid of artifacts,
although surface scatters were often recorded in front
of them and rock drawings were sometimes seen in
their vicinity (Sadr et al. 1995; Lanna and Gatto 2010).

Archaeological research in the Atbai is problematic.
Practical and economic difficulties in organizing an
archaeological expedition in such an arid and rocky
desert environment, as well as the impediment, for
military reasons, in the past decade to visit the border
area between Egypt and Sudan play a role in this
situation. There is also a lack of interest in the prehistoric
remains in the area, however, with most expeditions
concentrating on Pharaonic (New Kingdom), Graeco-
Roman (gold mines), or later sites. The combined
prehistoric evidence from both the Egyptian and Nubian
Eastern Desert is currently far too limited to allow a
comprehensive reconstruction of the human occupation
of the area in prehistoric times. During the past decade
much significant information was added, most of which
inferred from rather random surface collections of
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potsherds, gathered without much contextualization
into the surrounding human, geological or climatic
environment. Such is the case with many of the Early
Holocene ceramics found in the Sudanese part of
the Eastern Desert (Lanna and Gatto 2010). Better
contextualized investigations, although preliminarily,
were concentrated in the Wadi Allaqi area and in the
Eastern Desert close to the Nile Valley between Aswan
and Kom Ombo. These are mostly based on funerary
evidence (Sadr ef al. 1995; Sadr 1997; Gatto 2005;
Paris et al. 2006; Gatto and Giuliani 2006-2007; Gatto
in press). In the Egyptian part of the Eastern Desert new
information has been obtained through more systematic,
although still quite sparse, research. The Holocene
occupational sequence was reconstructed from temporary
occupations, settlement remains and funerary contexts
(Murray and Derry 1923; Debono 1951; Friedman and
Hobbs 2002; Vermeersch, this volume).

The aim of this chapter is to present the facts currently
known, to suggest preliminary cultural and chronological
affiliations, and to compare the evidence from the desert
with that from surrounding regions (Table 3.1). This will
provide a basis for the reconstruction of the prehistoric
occupational sequence, its origin, development and
trajectories. Because the area taken into consideration is
very large, regional variation should be expected. Indeed,
three zones of cultural affiliation can be identified that
match those encountered in the Nile Valley. The northern
part of the Egyptian Eastern Desert has seen Lower
Egyptian, Delta and Levantine influences. The southern
part of the Egyptian Eastern Desert, roughly between
Wadi Hammamat and Wadi Barramiya, is strongly tied to
Middle and Upper Egyptian cultures, such as the Tasian,
Badarian and Nagada. The Atbai, instead, is clearly part
of the Nubian cultural realm. A similar cultural affiliation
is documented in the Western Desert. The boundaries
between the aforementioned cultural areas were of
course fluid, and interactions between one cultural sphere
and the other are commonly attested. Contrary to what
often thought, the deserts were part of the cultural sphere
of the different groups living along the Nile. Ancient
Egyptians and Nubians were exploiting the desert for
many purposes, including hunting, gathering, herding
and the procurement of raw materials. This is particularly
true for the Eastern Desert where many minerals were
quarried, such as gold, which made Nubia so important
for Egypt in the Pharaonic Period. The Eastern Desert, in
particular the Egyptian part, was possibly also used for

the cultivation of arid crops. The region was definitely
an important thoroughfare to and from the Red Sea
as well as for north-south traffic. Indeed, the cataracts
in the Nile were often considered such an obstruction
that desert routes were favored. Two main Holocene
occupations are documented so far in the southern part
of the Eastern Desert. For the older period, dated to the
Early Holocene (7500-6000 BCE), a number of surface
scatters of pottery were reported and the conclusions
in this chapter are based mostly on this data. For the
younger period, dated to the Late Holocene (5000-
3000 BCE), a much more diversified array of data is
available, mainly inferred from tumuli, stone structures,
surface collection of pottery, and rock art (Figure 3.1).
The latter will not be included in this chapter, as it
is discussed elsewhere in this volume (Espinel, this
volume; Lankester, this volume; Pluskota, this volume).
Because the prehistoric sequence of the Egyptian part
of the Eastern Desert is also discussed elsewhere in this
volume (Vermeersch, this volume), I will concentrate
here on the southern half of the Eastern Desert where
evidence of connections to the Nubian tradition is found.

Early Holocene Evidence

Between 1989 and 2005, the Centro di Ricerche sul
Deserto Orientale (CeRDO), under the direction of
Angelo and Alfredo Castiglioni and with Karim Sadr
and Simone Lanna as archaeologists, performed six
archaeological survey expeditions in the Nubian Eastern
Desert. Their main purpose was to discover evidence of
ancient Egyptian gold-mining and expedition routes,
primarily looking for miner camps and hieroglyphic
inscriptions. They also identified more than 50
prehistoric sites, mainly composed of surface scatters of
potsherds, sometimes in association with rock drawings;
the easternmost being located in the mouth of Wadi
Allaqi (Sadr et al. 1995; Lanna and Gatto 2010). These
sites were discovered during a rather arbitrary survey;
without doubt many more are still to be found. To detect
remains of ancient mining activities and hieroglyphic
inscriptions, only rocky areas were inspected, while
none of the valleys were systematically surveyed.
This is the reason why the prehistoric sites reported
by the CeRDO are mostly located close to mountains.
Archaeological investigations were rather limited,
consisting of collecting pottery and stone tools from the
surface and recording basic environmental and landscape
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Figure 3.1. Map of the Nubian Eastern
Desert showing the location of areas with
Early Holocene artifacts and the main Late
Holocene sites.
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information, photographs and global positioning system
(GPS) coordinates.

Clusters of sites were found in seven areas within the
surveyed region, the first a few kilometers north of Abu
Hamed, 550 km north of Khartoum (Figure 3.1). The
landscape here is characterized by granite outcrops, the
most prominent named Gebel Maqran and surrounded
by a sandy plain. The second area includes the eastern
side of the plateau at Nasb Attilia and its surrounding
plain where playas have been reported (Sadr ef al. 1995).
The third area is situated in the western fringes of Gebel
Umm Nabari. This mountain is of sandstone in which the
wind has eroded several deep caves. The fourth area is
located east of the same mountain. Here, the landscape
is rockier and only partially covered with sand. Most of
the sites are distributed around satellite mountains east
of Gebel Umm Nabari. The fifth area is located north of
Gebel Umm Nabari and is delimited to the east by Wadi
Gabgaba. Here again the landscape is characterized by
a sandy plain and outcrops of sandstone. All the Early

Holocene sites are located either along the eastern slope
of a large valley leading into Wadi Halfa or around the
larger mountains, usually in front of small caves. Wadi
Gabgaba is one of the most important natural features of
this area. Even though this valley was not surveyed over
a substantial distance, many occurrences were recorded.
In the valley is a large playa, most likely created by an
obstruction in the course of an ancient river as is evident
from a diatomite layer with many shells. All along its
shore many remains of human occupation were found,
mostly fireplaces and poorly preserved thin, undecorated
potsherds. Some of these sites may be Neolithic in date.
A few unrelated and difficult-to-date, massive circular
stone structures were also noticed. The sixth area is
located along a northwest-southeast valley linking Wadi
Halfa to the Gebel Umm Nabari area. Here again, granite
outcrops are surrounded by a sandy landscape. All the
sites here are located on the northern slope of the valley.
Wadi al-Ku is the seventh area with remains of prehistoric
sites; these were found along the valley.
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Table 3.2. Eastern Desert fabrics compared with those from surrounding regions.

Fabrics Eastern Desert Western Desert Second Cataract Dongola Reach
Sand, fine X X X X
Sand/mineral, coarse x x X x
Sand, micaceous X X

Organic

X

Early Holocene sites are usually open-air surface
concentrations of potsherds, lithics and ostrich-eggshell
fragments, sometimes in the presence of upper or lower
grinding stones. They are interpreted as seasonal camps,
characterizing temporary occupations by mobile or semi-
nomadic groups. No potsherds or lithic tools originate
from caves or rock shelters, but as no systematic
soundings were made it cannot be assumed or disproved
that none are present. It is important to note that a
number of surface scatters were located in front of a
cave. Most of the prehistoric sites were reused in later
periods and disturbed by new fireplaces, circular and
rectangular stone structures (probably dwellings), tumuli
and other stone structures of unclear use and date. The
identification of these prehistoric sites as Early Holocene
completely depends, at this stage of the research, on
the recovered pottery. The chrono-cultural attribution
was made possible by finding parallels with material
from the surrounding prehistoric complexes: Nabta
Early Neolithic, Khartoum Variant, Kerma Mesolithic
and Early Neolithic, Karmakol Mesolithic and Early
Khartoum. This effort was greatly aided by the fact
that all these ceramic assemblages have recently been
described using the same terminology (Gatto 2002,
2006a, 2006b, 2006c¢).> The pottery collected during the
last two survey seasons of CeRDO will be discussed in
some detail below. It was analyzed in Italy thanks to
permission given by the Sudanese authorities to CeRDO.

The whole corpus is handmade of a sand-tempered
fabric using coiling and pinching techniques and
subsequently fired at low temperatures (around 800 °C),
possibly in an open-air bonfire. A finer, hard and firm
fabric is the most common, while a coarser fabric with
sub-rounded or rounded inclusions is present in smaller
amounts. Both are very similar, if not identical, to the

21 also analyzed the Early Holocene ceramics from Kerma,
investigated by the Swiss Mission at Kerma, directed by Dr
Matthieu Honegger (Honegger 2003; Honegger 2004; Honegger
2007; Honegger 2009). This study, however, is not yet published
and not included in this overview.

fabrics identified in the Khartoum Variant assemblage
(Gatto 2006a: types I and III). Comparison between these
fabrics and those recorded in the surrounding regions
made clear that the variety is smaller in the Eastern
Desert (Table 3.2), which may be explained by a limited
availability of raw materials (Gatto 2002, 2006a, 2006b).
This also implies production of pottery in the desert,
as already proposed for the Nabta-Kiseiba ceramics
(Zedetio 2002), although other explanations cannot yet
be excluded. Few rims and bases were present, all from
simple or deep bowls with inverted rims and rounded
to pointed bases. Noteworthy is the extreme thickness
(>9 mm) of a number of sherds. Similar shapes are
commonly present in adjacent areas (Gatto 2002; Nelson
2002; Gatto 2006a, 2006b).

Due to the lack of characteristic elements in
both fabrics and shapes, decorations were the main
discriminating factor in chrono-cultural attribution of the
studied pottery. Descriptions were made following the
classification established for other Nubian assemblages
(Gatto 2002, 2006a, 2006b), based on the classification
proposed for Sudanese and Saharan ceramics (Caneva
1983, 1987, 1988; Caneva and Marks 1990). New types
encountered in the Eastern Desert collection were added
to this system (Table 3.3). The major types will be
highlighted here. The Nubian dotted wavy-line pattern,
obtained with the rocker stamp technique, is present
in two distinct layouts: an arch-shaped pattern (type
R2, Figure 3.2-c) and a wide zonal pattern (type R5,
Figure 3.2-d). Both of them are also recorded at Nabta
Playa and in the Second Cataract area (Gatto 2002,
2006a). Type RS is also found in Karmakol sites in
the Dongola Reach and the Forth Cataract area (Gatto
2006b).> These types are different from the dotted
wavy-line pottery typical of the Khartoum Region and
the central Sahara (Caneva 1983, 1987, 1988; Caneva
and Marks 1990). The rocker-packed, dotted zigzag

3 The presence of these decorations in the Fourth Cataract area was
indicated by several groups working in the region during recent
international meetings.
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Table 3.3. Eastern Desert decorative types

compared with those from surrounding Dect;'::we ED WD sC K DR Remarks
regions. ED: Eastern Desert; WD: Western R " X " " .
Desert; SC: Second Cataract; K: Kerma; DR:
Dongola Reach. R2 X X X Nubian DWL
R3 X X X X X
R4 X X X X X
R5 X X X X Nubian DWL
R6 X
R7 x x
R8 X
R11 x Khartoum
DWL
Al X X X X
A2 X X X
A3 X X X
A4 X
A5 X
A6 X
A7 X X X
A8 X X
A17 X
A9 X X X Return
Technique
A10 X X Return
Technique
A1 X X Return
Technique
A12 X Return
Technique
A13 X X Return
Technique
Al4 X Return
Technique
A15 X Return
Technique
Al6 X X Return
Technique
A18 X Return
Technique
S1 X X
S2 ? X
S3 X
S5 X
S6 X
1 X X IWL
12 X

pattern (type R1, Figure 3.2-a) is often combined with
a decorated rim band (Figure 3.2-b). This particular
decoration is widespread from the Nabta-Kiseiba region
in the west, to the Second Cataract in the north, and as
far south as the Atbara-Nile confluence (Haaland and
Magid 1995; Gatto 2002, 2006a, 2006b).

A peculiar herringbone pattern (type A1, Figure 3.3-a)
is made by the alternating pivoting stamp technique. It
is recorded in Nabta Playa as well as in the Khartoum

Variant region (Gatto 2002, 2006a). The alternating,
pivoting—stamp, double-grained line motif (type A7,
Figure 3.3-c), with both zonal and geometric pattern
variants, is common in the Eastern Desert. The same
type is typical of the so-called El Barga phase at Kerma,
but is rarely recorded in the Khartoum Variant corpus
(Honegger 2003; Gatto 2006a). A set of decorations is
obtained with the return technique (type A9, Figure 3.3-d,
and type A10, Figure 3.3-¢), a variant on the alternately
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Figure 3.2: Examples of decorations made with
the rocker technique; a-b: type R1; c: type R2; and
d: type R5.

Figure 3.3. Examples of decorative types made
with the alternating pivoting stamp technique; a:
type A1; b: type A3; c: type A7; d: type A9; e: type
A10; f: type A11.
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Figure 3.4. Example of decorative type 12, made
with the incision technique.

pivoting stamp. The impressions of a two-pronged tool
were made by making the tool pivot, for each pair of
lines, in the dots of the previously impressed line. The
technique has been identified at Shaqadud and in the
central Sahara, where it was described as a smocking
pattern (Caneva 1987; Caneva and Marks 1990). In
the Eastern Desert, as well as in the Second Cataract
area, many additional patterns were recorded (Gatto
2006a). Yet another alternately pivoting stamp pattern,
comprising packed double-grained lines is attested
(type A3, Figure 3.3-b), with parallels in the Khartoum
Variant corpus (Gatto 2006a). Another characteristic
decoration is the return-technique smocking pattern
(type A11, Figure 3.3-f), as earlier described elsewhere
(Caneva 1987; Caneva and Marks 1990). Some of the
oldest pottery in the Kerma region, dated to around
8200 BCE, also has this pattern.* A composite pattern
of arch-shaped bands and vertical slashes is obtained
with the incision technique (type 12, Figure 3.4). Such
a technique is basically absent in Nubia, except for the
Dongola Reach and Fourth Cataract area where the
Karmakol tradition includes an incised wavy-line pattern
(Gatto 2006b). Conversely this technique is peculiar to
the Early Khartoum assemblage (Arkell 1949; Caneva
1983, 1988; Caneva and Marks 1990), although this very
pattern is missing.

In order to place the data on the pottery from the
Eastern Desert into a chrono-cultural framework,

4 Illustrated at http://www.kerma.ch/index.php?option=com_con
tent&task=view&id=52&Itemid=92, accessed on May 28, 2009.

some notes on the surrounding traditions have to be

made. Generally speaking, the Nabta Playa tradition is
characterized by the rocker stamp technique, with the
presence of two Nubian variants of the dotted wavy-line
pattern (Gatto 2002). The Khartoum Variant tradition
is richer in technique, including the rocker stamp,
again with the Nubian, dotted wavy-line pattern, or
the alternating pivoting stamp technique, including the
return technique; or simple impressions (Gatto 2006a).
At Kerma, vessels were decorated mostly with the
alternating pivoting stamp (Honegger 2003), although
examples of the return technique are present as well.
The Karmakol corpus has a distinctive coarse organic
tempered fabric, never encountered in the other contexts,
and includes the classical Khartoum dotted wavy-line
pattern. The rocker technique is the most common
technique used to decorate the vessels. The incised
wavy-line pattern is well attested in the Karmakol
corpus, indicating directs links with the Early Khartoum
tradition (Gatto 2006b).

Pottery production in the Eastern Desert was clearly
associated with both Nabta Playa and the Khartoum
Variant tradition on the one hand, and with Kerma on
the other. No direct connection could be established with
Karmakol. Interesting to note is the presence of a few
examples of incised wavy-line pottery, all concentrated
on sites close to Abu Hamed, as well as the presence of
the incised composite pattern in the corpus. This may be
evidence of a southern influence. Using the radiometric
evidence from other contexts, particularly Nabta Playa
and thus the Khartoum Variant, the Early Holocene
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Table 3.4. Tentative dating of decorated pottery types at Nabta
Playa and Kerma by radiometric analysis. Adapted from Wendorf et
al. 2001; Honegger 2003.

Nabta/Khartoum

Decorative Type Variant Kerma
R1 6600-6200 BCE —
R2 7000 BCE —
R5 7000 BCE —
Al 7000-6200 BCE 7200 BCE
A2 — —
A3 — —
A7 — 7200 BCE

decorated vessels from the Eastern Desert are dated
between 7500 and 6000 BCE (Table 3.4). The Eastern
Desert material is thus firmly associated with cultures
farther west, although contacts with the south are attested
as well. Following the aforementioned chrono-cultural
sequences, Eastern Desert ceramics can be divided into
two different phases. The older phase, dated 7200 to
6600 BCE, is contemporary to the so-called EI-Ghorab/
El-Nabta phase of the Western Desert, to the Khartoum
Variant phase 1 of the Second Cataract region, and to
the El Barga phase of Kerma. In this period every region
had its own distinctive pottery traditions, such as the
Nubian dotted wavy-line pattern at Nabta Playa and the
alternating pivoting stamp technique at Kerma, and the
decorations are mostly zonally applied. The fabrics are
coarser than in the later phase. The second phase, dated
6600 to 6100 BCE, is characterized by the rocker packed
dotted-zigzag pattern that is overall applied and coupled
with rim-band decorations and finer sand-tempered
fabrics. The data from the Kerma region are still scanty,
but seem to follow the same pattern.

Pottery decorations are usually seen as a significant
cultural marker, which they clearly are throughout
Nubian history (Gatto 2002). Changes in pottery may
be indicative of changes in the society or economy
of the Early Holocene Nubian groups. In this respect
it is interesting to note that the major break in the
tradition of pottery decorative patterns and techniques
occurs contemporaneously with the adoption of cattle
pastoralism in the Nubian region (Wendorf ez al. 2001;
Honegger 2007; Chaix 2009; Honegger 2009). Thus
the pottery of the first phase might be associated with
groups of hunter-gatherers, producing pottery but still
with a non-productive or not fully productive economy.
The pottery of the second phase would then be related to
groups with a pastoral-based economy living in an area

including the Nabta-Kiseiba region in the Western Desert,
the Nubian Nile Valley between the Second Cataract and
the northern Dongola Reach, and the Nubian Eastern
Desert (Atbai). In the southern Dongola Reach, the
Karmakol group had its own tradition, with both northern
and southern influences. The Fourth Cataract area and
the region around the Nile-Atbara confluence, where
pottery from the second phase is attested, show evidence
of the Nubian Early Neolithic, the Karmakol and the
Early Khartoum ceramic traditions, indicating that these
regions were the interface between the Nubian and the
Khartoum tradition. The Early Khartoum, contemporary
with the Nubian Neolithic, was a non-productive hunter-
gatherer society until at least the 5th millennium BCE.

The discovery of such a large number of late Early
Holocene sites in the Eastern Desert is not surprising,
as this period corresponds to the so-called optimum
climaticum, the wettest phase in the Holocene history
of the Eastern Sahara (Wendorf et al. 2001; Kuper and
Kropelin 2006). The archaecology of Nabta Playa bears
clear witness of this. Large semi-permanent villages were
discovered there, located around playa basins and with
remains of storage pits full of wild cereals, including
Sorghum sp. (Wendorf et al. 2001). A similar pattern may
be postulated for the Eastern Desert. The El-Ghorab/
El-Nabta phase of the Western Desert, and thus the first
Early Holocene occupation phase in the Nubian Eastern
Desert, is contemporary and culturally related to the
northern Elkabian (Wendorf et al. 2001; Vermeersch,
this volume). Remarkably, no Early-Holocene Nubian
decorated pottery was found north of Wadi Allaqi. The
second phase is slightly more recent than the Elkabian
and chronologically fits in the period where the Egyptian
Nile Valley is apparently devoid of any archaeological
record. Clearly this is not the case in Nubia, where,
contrary to what is commonly assumed (Kuper and
Kropelin 2006), a complete Holocene sequence is
attested both along the Nile and in the nearby deserts
(Gatto 2002; Usai 2005; Gatto 2006a; Usai 2008a,
2008b).

Late Holocene Evidence

Archaeological remains of the Late Holocene are far
scantier than those of the Early Holocene. This is due
to the nature of the archaeological research as well as
climatic changes, which resulted in a different settlement
pattern. So far, radiocarbon dates are available for only a
few sites, which place them in the 5th or 4th millennium
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BCE; many others remain undated although they were
likely active in the same period. Comparing artifacts
with those of known contexts is again helpful to come
to a better understanding of the history of the region. An
overview of the most relevant information is presented
in the following.

Numerous small, simple, conical tumuli were found
scattered across the mouths of Wadi Gabgaba and
Wadi Allaqi. Two that were excavated by the CeRDO
expedition contained disarticulated human remains.
Three greenstone beads were found in association with
these, not sufficient to determine a date or cultural
affiliation with certainty. A link with the Nubian
Neolithic was proposed because of the alleged presence
of similar beads in the Kerma area (Sadr et al. 1995).
Nothing comparable has been recorded along the Nile,
however, and no firm conclusions should be drawn based
on this. Some rippled sherds were collected at the Early
Holocene sites surveyed by the CeRDO expedition. In
some, these are the only evidence of later occupation.
Surely many more artifacts related to the Late Holocene
were present on the surface, but during this survey
attention was paid only to decorated pottery. Their
cultural attribution is unclear as they have parallels in
the Abkan, the A-Group, and even in the Pre-Kerma
traditions such as the B-Group, its northern counterpart
(Gratien 1995). It must be pointed out, however, that
these sherds are quite thick compared to Abkan and
A-Group examples and that the presence of red polish

Figure 3.5. Pottery disk (Clayton disk) from
site ED05-42 west of Gebel Umm Nabari.

on the surface, without black topping, is rare in both
cultures. Both features are reported in the Pre-Kerma
tradition (Honegger 2004). A pottery disk, resembling a
so-called Clayton disk, was found in a site close to Gebel
Umm Nabari (Figure 3.5). Clayton disks are often found
together with pottery rings, similar to bowls without
a base (open on both sides), and are characteristic of
the Western Desert Late Predynastic to Old Kingdom
periods (Riemer and Kuper 2000; Gatto 2001-2002;
Riemer 2004), but examples have also been described in
the Eastern Desert and in the Nile Valley. For the object
from Gebel Umm Nabari, no date, cultural affiliation or
function could be determined.

In 1994 the CeRDO expedition discovered a village
(D5) and some tumuli in Wadi Elei, a southern tributary
of Wadi Allaqi (Sadr 1997). The village appeared spread
out along the valley for about 5 km and was composed
of open stone circles, interpreted as huts, which were
surrounded by oval stone pavements, in a regular
pattern, of uncertain function. Two stone pavements
and two huts were excavated, but no artifacts were
found in association with them and their function and
date could not be determined. Noteworthy is a second
stone pavement below one of those excavated, indicating

successive periods of occupation at the site. Many sherds
and lithics were found on the surface. The lithics, made
of local materials, were large and informal. Among
the pottery handmade, brown-red, polished, rippled
examples were collected, which may be contemporary
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to the Abkan or the A-Group phase in Nubia, but again
also to the Pre-Kerma tradition (B-Group). Other pottery
decorations are visible in the published drawings (Sadr
1997: 70, Figure 4), particularly a rocker plain-zigzag
pattern, an incised herringbone pattern, an incised
oblique-lines pattern with a rim-top decoration composed
of incised alternate-oblique lines, and a possible rocker-
packed dotted zigzag pattern (which might be combined
with a coated surface). The rocker plain zigzag is
characteristic of the Abkan corpus, but can also be
found in the A-Group and the Pre-Kerma traditions.
The other patterns rarely occur in the terminal A-Group,
but are common in the following Pre-Kerma culture
(Honegger 2004). Therefore, although the collected
pottery is clearly related to the Early Nubian tradition,
its chronological range remains too wider to help dating
village D5.

Two of the tumuli (D5.1 and D5.2) were excavated
as well. Their superstructure was composed of a stone
ring filled with sand. In tumulus D5.1, the removal of
the sand revealed what was interpreted as an offering
place in the center of the tumulus, marked by two short
stelae at the base of which were a pot, two animal horns
of cattle and sheep or goats, beads and some charcoal.
Below this offering area was an older quarrying pit dug
into the bedrock and filled with sand, ash and charcoal.
Beads of the same type found in the offering place and
a polished stone pendent were also inside this pit. East
of the offering place a human skeleton was found in a
shallow pit. This had been disturbed, but a small, black
burnished pot with a pointed base of a sand-tempered
fabric was found associated with it. The skeleton itself
was buried contracted on its left side with the head
toward the west, facing the offering place. The skeleton
was that of a middle-aged female and a gold bracelet
was found among the bone fragments of the arms. A
radiocarbon date of 4500 BCE was obtained for the
charcoal in the quarrying pit (Sadr 1997). Tumulus D5.2
had been looted and only a few human remains were
found. Although similar to D5.1, D5.2 had no quarrying
pit, but its offering area was found intact. Grave goods
consisted of pendants, a fragment of a pottery spout
and a pot similar to that found in tumulus D5.1. Some
charcoal was found as well and dated to 4000 BCE
(Sadr 1997). Both graves are thus contemporary with
the Abkan and Badarian cultures. Another tumulus,
identified as D5.3, was found intact on top of a bedrock
dyke that cuts through a portion of the settlement. Inside

were the remains of a 13- to 15-year-old adolescent,
buried contracted in a tightly flexed position on its left
side and with the head towards the south. A stone quartz
pendent set in a gold wire brace was discovered in front
of the chin. The grave could not be precisely dated, but
the teeth were like those known from the Mesolithic in
central Sudan (Sadr 1997). In the Wadi al-Ku area, a very
large stone tumulus, composed of a stone circle of about
20 m in diameter, was discovered. The burial pit was
located on the eastern side of the stone circle, while an
offering area, with a fireplace and many animal bones of
sheep and cattle as well as charcoal, were located in the
center of the tumulus. A radiocarbon date of 3100 BCE,
obtained from the charcoal, dates this grave to the latter
part of the Nubian A-Group.

A project of the Institut Frangais d’Archéologie
Orientale (IFAO), directed by Frangois Paris,
investigated the lower course of Wadi Allaqi and
Wadi Gabgaba between 1996 and 2001. A number of
fireplaces, stone structures and tumuli, some of which
dated between 5500 and 4000 BCE (Paris et al. 2006)
were discovered. Three localities were published in
detail: GBG01-GBGO02, SIGO1 and SIG02. The first is a
concentration of fireplaces, two of which are dated to the
second half of the fifth millennium BCE and another to
the first half of the fourth millennium BCE. Nearby, in
a small valley overlooking Wadi Gabgaba to the west, a
cluster of tumuli was recorded on top of a small hill, and
another isolated on the opposite side of the valley to the
south. There was great variability in size and shape of
the stone superstructures of these tumuli and two were
larger than the others. One, GBGO02 A0, consisted of an
external ring of about 7.5 m in diameter with a central
pit, which had a side chamber, covered by a small pile
of stones. A human body was found inside, contracted
on its right side and with the head towards the south.
Judging by the preserved physical features, it was of
an adult female over 35 years of age. Organic remains,
probably of matting, were found below the body. A
necklace and a bracelet made of beads of various stones,
including carnelian, two probably smoothed pots, a
palette identified in the publication as made of schist,
and a pebble were the grave goods found in association
with this skeleton. To the southeast of the tumulus some
sherds of black-topped, brown-impressed vessels as
well as light brown (smoothed?) vessels were seen, in
addition to a quartz pebble, most likely used as a grinder.
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Two smaller tumuli were adjacent to AO on its west
side, one partially overlapping with it and clearly
constructed later. Tomb A1 comprised a pit covered by
stones. It contained the remains of an adult male buried
in a semi-flexed position on his left side with his head
to the southwest. The remains of what was probably
leather were found beneath the body. A necklace made
of unidentified marine shells, a pebble, a schist palette
and a small bowl were found associated with this burial,
likely interred as offerings. Tomb A2, larger than A1, had
a very similar architecture. The human remains inside
were of a young female, buried contracted in a semi-
flexed position on her left side with her head towards
the west. The right part of the skull was found displaced,
probably by an intentional postmortem ritual. Grave
goods included potsherds and an ear or lip stud. Here
too, remains of leather were found. Five meters west
of A1 an A2, another grave was discovered, consisting
of a two-stepped stone superstructure, the bottom part
being 5.4 x 4.0 m. The human remains in the pit were
of an adult female, buried contracted on her left side.
A necklace with three beads, Cowry shells, sherds of a
brown ceramic vessel and a pebble were the funerary
offerings. Around the head were the remains of leather
and other organic traces interpreted as decomposed
grains (Panicum?). Charcoal from this burial was dated
3980-3760 BCE (Paris et al. 2006).

Another small tumulus, GBG E, was located on
the southern side of the valley. It contained the body
of a young adult female, buried contracted on her left
side in an extremely flexed position. The grave goods
were remarkable: next to an oblong palette with a
depression in the center, two roughly made flint flakes,
a quartz perforator, a pebble, two black-topped pots and
fragments of other two pots were found, as well as a
number of long bones from large mammals (bovine?)
and one small animal. All were worked into a spatula and
pointed at the other end. A green object was described by
the excavators as a piece of copper (Paris et al. 2006),
but may be a piece of malachite, which is very common
in contemporary graves in Nubia and Egypt. This would
date the grave securely to the 4th millennium BCE. In
Wadi Seiga, a northern tributary of Wadi Allaqi, the
structures recovered by the IFAO project were quite
different. These consisted of stone rings, the architecture
and size of which varied slightly. Four of them were
excavated; two were found empty (SIGO1 and SIG02a),
but the former yielded a radiocarbon date of 4420—4460

BCE (Paris et al. 2006). Feature SIGO1E consisted
of two adjoining enclosures, one predating the other.
The excavation of enclosure E2 revealed a pit with the
remains of an infant as well as a light-brown burnished
pot. A fireplace excavated nearby, in a context that
yielded similar pottery, was radiocarbon dated 3520-
3120 BCE (Paris et al. 2006). Inside feature SIG02b, a
brown bowl (possible lightly burnished) with a lateral
spout was found, decorated with what seems to be a
packed rocker plain-zigzag pattern. This pot has parallels
in the cemetery of Gebel Ramlah (Gatto 2010), and in
the excavated grave in Wadi Elei (Sadr 1997).

The northernmost evidence of this Nubian Desert
funerary tradition was discovered in 2005 by the
Aswan-Kom Ombo Archaeological Project in Wadi
al-Lawi, the main southern tributary of the Nile Valley
in the Kom Ombo plain (Gatto 2005; Gatto and Giuliani
2006-2007; Gatto in press). In a small valley identified
as Shaab Negema, west of Wadi al-Lawi, was a plundered
and heavily disturbed tumulus. Cleaning of the structure
brought to light its complexity as far as the building
technique is concerned (Figure 3.6). It consisted of two
concentric stone rings, partially resting on the bedrock
and partially on sand and a layer of crushed bedrock.
The ring in the center of the structure had a diameter of
3.5 m, the one on the exterior measured 7.5 m across. A
standing stone was found in the central ring, very similar
to the stele identified in the tumuli in the Atbai region.
The state of preservation of the site, however, leaves
its interpretation as a stele uncertain. In the center of
the structure, a pit was located. Three pots were found,
one decorated on both surfaces with a wide rippled
motif on dark-brown, burnished, black-spotted surfaces
(Figure 3.7). Once the later backfill was removed from
the shaft, human bones, potsherds and a quartz flake were
collected, as well as two bone awls (Figure 3.8), one of
which had an incised herringbone pattern at the basal part.

The recovered human bones were of two different
individuals: a male, between 35 and 50 years of age,
and a female, between 20 and 35 years of age. Despite
the poor condition of the bones and the fact that all were
disarticulated, it was evident that one of these individuals
suffered from osteoarthritis of the spine, possibly the
older male. The destruction of the burial site made it
difficult to reconstruct the relationship between the two
bodies. As human sacrifices were not alien to Nubian
funerary customs (Reinold 2000), it must be taken into
consideration that the presence of the young woman in
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Figure 3.6. The tumulus at Shaab Negema (Wadi
al-Lawi, near Kom Ombo) after cleaning.

Figure 3.7. Burnished rippled bowl! from the Shaab
Negema tumulus.

SN POT 1

Figure 3.8. Bone awls from Shaab Negema (Wadi
al-Lawi, near Kom Ombo).
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the grave has to be interpreted as sacrificial. There is
evidence, however, of desert graves being reused for later
inhumations, as, for instance, attested at Gebel Ramlah
(Kobusiewicz et al. 2010). The pottery associated with
the Shaab Negema tumulus is definitely related to
the Abkan and the A-Group traditions, but also to the
Badarian and the Final Neolithic in the Western Desert.
In particular, the presence of the rippled decoration on
inner and exterior surfaces is a characteristic of the
latter two periods, while it is absent in their Nubian
counterparts. During the UNESCO Campaign to Save
the Monuments of Nubia in the 1960s, some campsites,
later radiocarbon dated to the mid-4th millennium BCE,
were located in the Kom Ombo plain, far from the Nile
Valley (Butzer and Hansen 1968). Because the pottery
found there was mostly burnished and black-topped,
ceramics already out of production in Egypt during that
phase of the Predynastic, these campsites were identified
as Nubian A-Group. With all these parallels, the Shaab
Negema grave may be identified as either Early A-Group
(first half of the 4th millennium BCE), or to an even
earlier phase contemporary with the Badarian culture
(second half of the 5th millennium BCE). A sample of
human bone was sent to the IFAO radiocarbon dating
laboratory in Cairo, but did not contain enough collagen
for a reliable analysis.

More isolated and clustered prehistoric tumuli and
stone structures are reported from the buffer zone
between the Nubian and the Egyptian Eastern Desert,
also closer to the Red Sea coast (Murray and Derry
1923; Sidebotham et al. 2008). It is difficult, however,
to determine the cultural sphere to which they belong
because the Nubian Abkan and A-Group cultures as
well as the Egyptian Badarian and Tasian cultures share
so many elements that they can easily be defined as part
of the same “Nubian tradition.” Evidence such as the
Wadi Atulla grave (Friedman and Hobbs 2002), or the
Badarian sites in Laqgeita (Debono 1951), may be seen
as the northernmost variant of the culture flourishing
farther south. Similar archaeological material has also
been found in the Western Desert of Egypt and Sudan,
particularly in the regions of Wadi Howar, Laqiya,
Nabta-Kiseiba, and in the desert between the oases
and the Nile south of the Qena bend (Wendorf et al.
2001; Lange 2003; Kobusiewicz et al. 2004; Lange
and Nordstrom 2006; Jesse 2006-2007; Darnell 2008;
Kobusiewicz et al. 2010). The spatial distribution of one
of the cultural markers of the Nubian Neolithic tradition,

the so-called caliciform or tulip beaker, which is reported
from Badari to Khartoum, and from the Gilf Kebir and
Wadi Howar to Wadi Hammamat (Gatto 2006c; Jesse
2006-2007), confirms the strong relationship between
people living in such distant areas.

The data from the Nubian Eastern Desert show a great
variability in grave typology (different superstructures
and pit locations), funerary practices (presence or absence
of offering areas, stelaec and animal remains; variety in
grave goods and body position), and typology of the
burial grounds (isolated or clustered tumuli). Although
tumuli of the same age have also been reported in the
Western Desert, none of the graves along the Nile
Valley that date to the 5th and 4th millennia BCE have a
superstructure, apart from a few in A-Group cemeteries
located in the area between Gerf Hussein and Tungala
(Gatto 2000). Compared to the long time span and the
large area under consideration, the number of tumuli in
the Eastern Desert is relatively small. These are, however,
labor-intensive burials, and it must be assumed that they
were made for purposes other than mere interment. In
other parts of the Sahara and the Sahel, tumuli are also
land markers. Isolated stone tumuli may be graves of
important clan members (di Lernia and Manzi 2002).
Noteworthy in the Eastern Desert is the large number of
female inhumations, as well as several graves of children.

Burials without a superstructure are also recorded
in the Western Desert, at Gebel Ramlah (Kobusiewicz
et al. 2004; Kobusiewicz et al. 2010), and in Wadi
el-Hol (Darnell 2002). The absence of such graves in the
Eastern Desert, with the exception of the grave in Wadi
Atulla, which is cut into the bedrock, may be a matter
of archaeological bias rather than a cultural distinction.
On the other hand, not all of the stone structures reported
have a funerary purpose. Some were found empty, and
are thus difficult to interpret; others had only a pot
inside. For these, a function as storage pit or cache
might be postulated similar to the A-Group pottery
caches found at Bir Sahara in the Western Desert (Gatto
2001-2002). The superstructure for such features seems
to corroborate the intention of making a mark in the
desert landscape. For people leading a nomadic life, the
necessity to relocate supplies that were stored previously
might be the explanation for the construction of such
features, unknown in the Nile Valley. Finally, they may
be evidence of early gold mining activities as indicated
by the discovery of a quarrying pit and a gold bracelet
in tumulus D5.1 in Wadi Elei (Sadr 1997).
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Discussion

The information analyzed here, although scanty
and patchy, clearly shows how the southern Eastern
Desert (Atbai) was always part of the Nubian cultural
realm, which also included parts of the Western Desert
and the Nile Valley. The boundaries of this region
evidently varied over time, as well as its interaction
with surrounding cultural entities. The desert was
inhabited and used by a pastoral nomadic segment of
the Nubian society, many among other groups, which
surely also played an important role in the management

of long-distance travel and trading. The characteristic
funerary architecture discussed here, so unusual in the
Nile Valley during Prehistory, later became the common
Nubian funerary tradition of the C-Group, the Kerma
and the Pan-Grave cultures. It should be noted how close
the architecture of the Wadi al-Lawi tumulus is to some
Pan-Grave tumuli (Néser, this volume), particularly the
larger ones. The current state of our knowledge only
allows a hint of this very complex cultural picture; much
more research needs to be done on the prehistory of the
Eastern Desert to arrive at more comprehensive insights.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

L d Ll [NW) L
(& ] (&) () @] (&)
(=] [="=] [~"=] [==] (~=] -
o o o = (=] =
P=1 =] o = =1 bre
= = o = <= vy
(=] =] o =] o Ll
=] 1=} o =} [=] o
L < ™M ~ — o
| | I [ [ i | | |
[}
o w w w L w e w -
ea o o (=) () =] O s L
g @0 o & m/}-—r’aﬂ : ~ 3 = ¥

o (= o =] [=] = o =] = o
o o o S— o o =] = = =}
=] = S—o P= =] P= =] o I=) P=)
- a—ca ~ o e e o ~ —_ (=} —

| ] | |
® pe—]
i <

l(hartn

D stone
sites
tern

SC
pe ~
laIl

—e
CEE
D

ique

€as
= oter

atto

two

d
N
€a

OUII
patte
techn

o=

_S
c:-
ZE
== et
early

=

Time line and word cloud created from Krzysztof Pluskota, The Journey to the Rock Art Gallery of Bir Nurayet
(Sudan). Word cloud by www.wordle.net, written by Jonathan Feinberg (IBM Research); The cloud shows the 25
words that occur most often in the text (typefont Sexsmith, all lower case), giving greater prominence to words
that appear more frequently.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

CHAPTER 4

The Journey to the Rock Art
Gallery of Bir Nurayet (Sudan)

KRZYSZTOF PLUSKOTA

N DECEMBER 1997 THE FIRST OF TWO DESERT TRIPS
organized by Arita Baaijens, desert explorer and
in Damer, about 220 km north of Khartoum in the
Sudanese Nile Valley. We decided to walk with
dromedaries carrying our water containers, food and

writer,! and the author, an archacologist, started

equipment, believing that this would make it possible
to reach deserted and mountainous places hardly
accessible even for all-terrain vehicles. These arid
areas, of which much less is known compared to the
adjacent Nile Valley, were visited occasionally by
travelers who passed through and left their traces. No
local guides were employed during our trips. Equipped
with the appropriate permits from the Sundanese
Ministry of Tourism and maps from the Sudan Survey
Department, we bought three female dromedaries at
the market in Damer and set off towards the northeast.
The aim of this expedition was to traverse the regions
of northeast Sudan that are inhabited by different
branches of the Beja tribes. We hoped to meet Beja
people in their traditional environment in remote
parts of the Nubian Desert and the Red Sea Hills. The
route led from the Nile Valley to the Red Sea coast
through the Nubian Desert and the Red Sea Hills.

! Arita Baaijens traveled for many years through the Western
Desert in Egypt and the Kordofan and Darfour regions in Sudan.
She published many articles, in Dutch, on her travels as well as
several books: Een regen van eeuwig vuur (1993), Oase Farafra
(1998), Woestijnnomaden, Trektocht door Sudan (2003), and
Desert Songs (2008).

59

During our first journey we walked through Wadi
Obak, Wadi Okliss, Wadi Ariab, Wadi Amur, Wadi
Dayyat, Khor Sasa and Wadi Aquampt to the slopes
of Gebel Erba (2213 m). After passing Wadi Tomala
and Wadi Hokeib, we reached Mohamed Qol, a small
settlement between the slopes of Gebel Erba and the
waters of Dungunab Bay (Figure 4.1). We finished the
first journey by walking 25-30 km every day for five
weeks. Although the distance from Damer to Mohamed
Qol is around 500 km as the crow flies, we walked
more than 900 km because of the location of water
wells, which were usually several days’ walk apart.
There were days when we walked across level, stony or
sandy desert, but also days that we had to climb gorges
so steep and narrow that it was difficult to find enough
space for our night camp. In Mohamed Qol we left our
dromedaries in the care of Mr Adarob, an Amarar Beja
living near the village.

Our second trip took place in December 1998—January
1999 (Figure 4.2). Initially we wanted to walk our
dromedaries back to the Nile Valley, through the Nubian
Desert, and reach the banks of the Nile near Abu Hamed,
550 km north of Khartoum, but two factors out of our
control led to significant changes in this plan. First, there
had been no rain in the Red Sea Hills for two years and
the grass had been completely desiccated by the sun.
Second, two of our dromedaries had young, respectively,
one and three months old. These would be unable to
make the last leg of the journey to Abu Hamed, a 200-km
stretch of sandy desert with only one water well of
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Figure 4.1. Schematic map of northeast Sudan showing the routes of our journeys through the Sudanese Eastern Desert. Satellite imagery

courtesy of Google Earth.

uncertain quality at Bir al-Nigeim. The mothers feeding
their offspring had to be regularly fed with Sorghum
bicolor ( 3 43 , durra), which we had to buy at settlements
some distance apart. Therefore, we kept going north,
passing the settlements Gebeit al-Maadin, Sofaia (Salala)
and Nurayet, passing through Wadi Hadayu, Wadi Diib,
Wadi Hofra, Wadi Is, Wadi Oyo and Wadi Hipkok,
making a loop back to Gebeit al-Maadin. We left our
five dromedaries in Sofaia (Salala) with Bisharin sheikh
Tayyeb Musa Shabadeen of the Shantiraab clan, after
which we got a ride back to Mohamed Qol in a car.
Both trips led through regions of diverse climatic
conditions and topography. The desert area between
River Atbara and the first rocky hills visible from Wadi
Okliss was almost completely flat and covered with
small stones and pebbles. The only vegetation noticed
consisted of small, thorny shrubs growing in the beds
of seasonal streams (s>, khor). A series of long sand
dunes that were difficult to traverse appeared close to
Wadi Obak. The landscape gradually changed again
after we passed the first rocky hills. Wadi Barut led into
Wadi Ariab, famous throughout the region for its active
gold mine. This was the first area covered with meadows
of soft green grass, used by the Beja for pasture, that
we reached. Scattered bushes were dominated by big
Acacia trees and other plants. In Wadi Amur, large areas
were covered with Calotropis procera (sodom’s apple)

several meters high, a common desert plant known
as ishir ( yic ) in the Nile Valley. From Wadi Ariab
onward the climatic conditions changed, the sky was
more often overcast, sometimes with heavy, gray clouds
giving the impression of an approaching rainstorm,
which never actually arrived. The relative humidity was
high, especially at night. Our trip led through valleys,
some of them very narrow, some a few kilometers wide,
surrounded by black, rocky mountain ranges. Some of
these were more than 2000 m high, like Gebel Erba
and Gebel Asoteriba. The impressive Wadi Diib, part
of the several hundred-kilometer-long Wadi Oko, was
evidently the bed of a river that had dried up thousands
of years ago.

The routes of both our trips led through lands
populated by three large Beja tribes, first the Bisharin
(Umm Nagi), then, around Wadi Ariab, the Hadendowa,
followed by the Amarar (Atman), and then, close to
the Egyptian border, the Bisharin (Umm Ali) again.
We traveled in the larger valleys, afraid to get lost
in labyrinths of complicated and often blind khors.
This was the main reason that we rarely encountered
Beja settlements. Their hamlets, usually occupied by
single clans (bedana), are most often situated in hidden,
smaller khors, and seldom in the valleys that play the
role of thoroughfares, traditionally dromedary caravans
and presently more often wheeled transportation. Most
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settlements consisted of a few Euphorbia stem-dwellings,
sometimes surrounded by low fences (Barnard 2008: 90;
Magid 2008: 457). One astonishing feature of the remote
settlements and households that we passed was that they
were silent without obvious signs of activity like playing
children, men and women working, or animals strolling
around. No waste of any kind, so typical for villages
regularly supplied with goods by modern markets, could
be seen in their neighborhoods. Often this made the false
impression of abandonment and more than once we
were surprised by villagers who, after initial evaluation
of who we were, did show up to help us with watering
our dromedaries, filling our jerrycans, or showing us the
proper route.

In empty, temporarily abandoned households, some
furniture and other items were usually left behind.
Before moving from their huts, the tenants usually hung
their belongings from the ceiling or collected them
in old petrol drums, thus leaving their goods secured
against animals and water runoff after rains. We saw no
traces of stoves or open fireplaces, but often aluminum
bowls with a diameter or about 35 cm and filled with
the leftovers of charcoal fires were lying close to the
huts. In the regions that we visited, the Beja extensively
used such small mobile charcoal hearths, both in their
settlements and when traveling. As we could experience
ourselves, this way of cooking is much more effective
than using an open fire from which a lot of energy is
wasted due to almost always present wind. In many
inhabited settlements, for example Sofaia, the huts were
complemented by hemispherical mat tents (Barnard
2008: 89; Sidebotham et al. 2008: 263). During both

Figure 4.2. The caravan during our second
journey.

trips we met people almost every day, usually close
to water wells, but also in small settlements or bigger
villages, like Sofaia, or in the large temporary camps
near the gold mine in Wadi Ariab. Most of the Beja were
pastoralists, mainly dromedary herders, but some, like
those in Wadi Amur, cultivated considerable quantities
of sorghum.

Figure 4.3. The water well at Bir Wario.
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Figure 4.4. Petroglyphs of long-horned cattle and men with bolas in Wadi Diib.

All the Beja that we met were astonished by our
presence in their land, but consistently helped us to
find a better route or get fresh water (Figure 4.3). Our
trips were not planned as archaeological surveys. Some
observations of this nature were, however, unavoidable.
We saw stone artifacts, predominantly made of quartzite,
in the flat rocky desert to the northeast of River Atbara.
Between Wadi Ariab and Wadi Is, near the border
between Egypt and Sudan, we saw dozens of possible
pan-graves and other burials on slopes and flat hilltops
(Krzywinski, this volume; Nésser, this volume).

An exceptional, although not accidental discovery,
was made in Wadi Diib (Valley of Wolves) on the last
day of 1998. We walked to Nurayet from Mohammad
Qol because on our map cartographers marked rock art
close to that water well. In severals cases, such marks
did not mean much. This time, however, it meant a
lot. During a break close to a water well at the foot
of the monumental Gebel Magardi, we hobbled our
animals to enable them to nibble the green branches of
a succulent plant called adlib in the local vernacular. A
young Beja man who helped us to choose a well with
potable water denied that there would be any rock art at
the site. Not being discouraged by his negative answer
we started a short reconnaissance. On rocks facing Wadi

Diib, we noticed some petroglyphs representing cows.
In the rocky area to the west of Gebel Magardi, we
found other groups of drawings on cliffs situated above
shallow caves, potentially used as shelters. There were
representations of big-horned cattle, sheep and humans.
Some of the depicted men were equipped with what
looked like bolas, some with bows and others with sticks
(Figure 4.4). About a dozen meters farther on, we found
the entrance to a broad enclosed valley, roughly oval in
shape and measuring about 200 m on its longer axis.
Hundreds of petroglyphs covered the rocks and boulders
encircling this valley. Two groups of drawings were of
special interest. One of the more monumental drawings
was situated almost exactly opposite the entrance into
the valley. Two massive boulders were covered with
representations of cattle. Many of them were overlapping
earlier drawings. The rock face above and between these
blocks was also richly decorated. There was a large scene
depicting cattle and about a dozen of herders among
them (Figure 4.5), as well as two scenes of cows being
milked (Figure 4.6). In one of them a standing person
with clear steatopygia, an extreme accumulation of fat
in and around the buttocks, was milking a cow. From the
neck of the cow an unidentified object was hanging. A
second scene showed one person in contracted position,
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or possibly on his knees, milking the cow and another,
slightly smaller person, possibly a child, suckling the
same cow’s udder.

Another group of petroglyphs was situated a few
hundred meters away in an adjacent valley. There were
again two big boulders on which, apart from dozens of
drawings of cattle and people (Figure 4.7), some wild
animals were punched out, including a warthog and
possibly an elephant. Some of the cows had evidently
modeled or artificially deformed horns. Further drawings
covered the other cliffs and boulders in the valley.
Everywhere representations of cattle were predominant,
although several scenes showed big game hunting.
Of them one featured elephants and seemed to be
among the earliest of all the petroglyphs in the valley
(Figure 4.8). In many cases the rock drawings were
punched or scratched over earlier drawings. The most
interesting was a complex of such stratified images on

an almost horizontal flat slab exhibiting clearly different
stages of patination. Two phases could be inferred—
cattle and ostriches were depicted in the earlier phase,
while in the second phase, obviously much later, these
pictures were covered by scenes of men on dromedaries

hunting ostriches (Figure 4.9). We identified the site as

Bir Nurayet.

Figure 4.7. Boulders near Gebel Magardi, Wadi Diib, with representations of cattle.
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Figure 4.9. Panel of rock art near Gebel Magardi in Wadi Diib
showing obvious stratification.

Some preliminary conclusions can be drawn on the
basis of our short studies of the site. The rock art at Bir
Nurayet consists of few representations of game animals,
some in hunting scenes, and hundreds of petroglyphs of
cattle, goats, sheep and their herders. Dromedaries are
depicted pregnant or with exposed udders, suggesting
being milked, or ridden by men. No examples of
Predynastic or Dynastic Egyptian influences, such as
giraffes, falcons, boats, deities, hieroglyphs or other
symbols, were noticed (Espinel, this volume; Lankester,
this volume). The presence of herding scenes in this part
of northeastern Sudan indicates full-scale breeding of
cattle, which has not previously been confirmed in this
region of the Red Sea Hills. Bir Nurayet is approximately
50 km from Wadi Allaqi and communication between the
two sites, for instance through Wadi Is, would have been
easy. The rock art now discovered at Bir Nurayet appears
to be a strong confirmation of the hypothesis concerning
the presence of ancient cattle pastoralists in the area.
Khor Daud has been mentioned as a barter market for the
exchange of Nubian and Egyptian products. Its location
in one of the richest A-Group sites near the mouth of
Wadi Allaqi, the gateway to the Eastern Desert, led to the

conclusion that the key to the prosperity of the A-Group
culture lay in its role as intermediary in the cattle trade
between the Eastern Desert nomads and the agriculturists
of Upper Egypt (Sadr 1991: 90).

The different shade of patina covering the petroglyphs
is evidence of long human activity at Bir Nurayet. It was
possibly an ancient center for magical ceremonies, at least
during periods when the climatic conditions permitted
the herding of cattle, before the time that domesticated
dromedaries were introduced in the region (possibly
around 100 BCE-100 CE). In the middle of Wadi Diib,
a solitary outcrop known as Gebel Magardi rises from
the flat bed of the valley (Figure 4.10). The configuration
of the oval valley, with petroglyphs depicting animals,
and the mountain almost adjacent to it leaves no doubt
as to why this place was chosen. With Gebel Magardi as
a male symbol and the oval valley as a female symbol,
a context is created that could be associated with a

fertility cult expressing the wish of the pastoralists to
multiply their herds (Whittles 1998). The petroglyphs of
Bir Nurayet should be compared with the repertoire of
rock art in the Nile Valley and the Eastern Desert. The

Figure 4.10. Gebel Magardi in Wadi Diib.

Figure 4.11. Petroglyph in Wadi Aquampt showing mounted
dromedaries.
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UNESCO Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia
in the 1960s and the more recent rescue excavations and
surveys in the Fourth Cataract region have provided rich
documentation of many nearby rock art sites (Hellstrom
and Langballe 1970; Kleinitz and Koenitz 2006; Kleinitz
2008). Farther north in the Eastern Desert, there are
abundant rock art sites, such as those in Wadi Hammamat
and Wadi Baramiya (Couyat and Montet 1913; Fuchs
1989; Redford and Redford 1989; Fuchs 1991; Morrow
and Morrow 2002; Huyge 2009; Huyge and Ikram
2009; Judd 2009; Espinel, this volume; Lankester, this
volume). Both Nile Valley and Egyptian Eastern Desert
petroglyphs depict various subjects and objects, from
textual inscriptions and religious symbols, to wild game
hunting and pastoralism. The Bir Nurayet gallery, on
the other hand, depicts almost exclusively pastoral life,
including cattle, sheep, goats and dromedaries, with only
few wild game and hunting scenes showing ostriches,
antelopes, warthogs and elephants. Many of the drawings
are of extremely high quality of execution or in some
cases rather naturalistic depictions of the objects, such
as the elephant hunting scenes. During our two long

trips we passed many gorges and smaller valleys, but
apart from one petroglyph depicting two people riding
dromedaries (Figure 4.11), which we saw close to Wadi
Aquampt, we saw no other rock art until we arrived at
Bir Nurayet.

The discovery of the rock art gallery at Bir Nurayet
was reported by the author to the authorities of the
National Corporation of Antiquities and Museums of
Sudan in 1999. It was presented in 2000 at the symposium
Cultural Markers in the Later Prehistory of Northeastern
Africa and Recent Research in Poznan (Poland). After
that conference, Michal Kobusiewicz of the Institute of
Archaeology and Ethnology of the Polish Academy of
Science declared readiness to lead an archaeological
project to Bir Nurayet, and in 2002 the documents
concerning an archaeological concession were signed in
Khartoum. In 2005, the author presented the discovery
of the rock drawings at Bir Nurayet in London (Pluskota
2006), and in 2008 at the conference on the history of
the peoples of the Eastern Desert (between the Red Sea
and the Nile in Egypt and Sudan) from prehistory to the
present that is the basis for this volume.
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CHAPTER 5

Boat Petroglyphs in Egypt’s
Central Eastern Desert

FRANCIS LANKESTER

HIS CHAPTER AIMS TO ANALYZE THE BOAT
petroglyphs of Egypt’s Central Eastern Desert.

T

context and the history of their discovery is provided

Some information about their geographical

first to serve as a context. A critical analysis of
previous attempts to produce typologies of boat
petroglyphs will be undertaken and a new proposal
for their classification will be put forward. In order to
provide a chronological meaning to the new typology
stylistic comparisons with drawings known from
the Nile Valley, ranging from the Naqada I to the
Pharaonic Period, will be made. After identifying the
limits of this approach, alternatives will be explored,
mainly the association of drawings in the Central
Eastern Desert with dateable petroglyphs. Finally, the
enigmatic ‘arms raised’ figure and its relationship to
the boat petroglyphs will be examined.

Geographical and Historical Context

The petroglyphs considered in this chapter are located
within the roughly rectangular area between the Nile
Valley in the west, the modern asphalt road between Qift
and Quseir (through Wadi Hammamat) in the north, the
Red Sea Hills in the east, and the modern asphalt road
between Edfu and Marsa Alam (through Wadi Baramiya)
in the south. Positioned between 25°-26° N and 33°-
33°45' E, the area forms a rectangle of about 125x50 km
or 6250 km?. A northwest—southeast sandstone range
makes up a valley system draining into the Nile River.
It is in this area, comprising about 3% of the Eastern

67

Desert, that many ancient petroglyphs are concentrated.
The earliest information about the petroglyphs in Egypt’s
Central Eastern Desert comes from a series of explorers
and colonial administrators, such as Sir Arthur Weigall
(Weigall 1909). It was, however, the German orientalist
and ethnographer Hans Alexander Winkler (1900-1945)
who started the systematic exploration and recording
of the petroglyphs in the region. After private visits in
1932 and 1934, he was employed by the Robert Mond
Expedition (RME) of the Egypt Exploration Society and
two publications appeared shortly afterward (Winkler
1937, 1938). Winkler recorded comparative patination
on color cards that he intended to use for dating later.
He did not, however, make much use of this method and
instead relied on the prevalent idea in the 1930s that a
culturally superior ‘master race’ had invaded Egypt to
kick-start civilization. In this framework, the petroglyphs
had to coincide with the start of Egyptian civilization.
The outbreak of the Second World War and the untimely
death of Winkler on the eastern front prevented him from
ever finishing his research.

After the end of the Second World War, little work
was done until Gerald Fuchs visited Wadi Baramiya
in 1989-1991. Beginning in 1997, David Rohl started
the Eastern Desert Survey (EDS) mostly investigating
the southern valleys (Wadi Hijalij, Wadi Kanais, Wadi
Baramiya, and Wadi Umm Salam) and re-recording a
number of Winkler’s sites in Wadi Abu Wasil, Wadi
Hammamat, and Wadi Atwani. Rohl had been attracted to
the rock art of the Central Eastern Desert partly because



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

68 The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

of the concentration of boat motifs. The Eastern Desert
Survey comprised three four-day fieldwork periods;
the author participated in two of these (Rohl 2000).
The three subsequent Rock Art Topographical Survey
(RATYS) expeditions covered an expanded area compared
to the Eastern Desert Survey and recorded 120 new sites
(Morrow and Morrow 2002). Both teams used similar
methods and shared some of their members. Continuity
in recording techniques was maintained by Peter Cherry,
a leading participant in the Eastern Desert Survey as well
as the Rock Art Topographical Survey, who prepared
and standardized the recording sheets used by both
expeditions. Coordinates provided by a hand-held global
positioning system (GPS) receiver and site descriptions
were recorded by both teams, as were the number and
types of boats, and the presence and description of
figures and animals. Sketches of the petroglyphs and
individual components, especially boats, were made.
The data from the Robert Mond Expedition, the Eastern
Desert Survey and the Rock Art Topographical Survey
were all plotted on satellite imagery of the area to make
it easy to recover data for publication. Each of the
teams produced a photographic archive totaling over
5000 images.

The area surveyed comprises 15 valleys (wadis).
From north to south these are Wadi Atwani, Wadi
Hammamat, Wadi Qash, Wadi Mineh, Wadi Abu Wasil,
Wadi Dahabiya, Wadi Abu Iqaydi, Wadi Shalul, Wadi
Abu Mu Awad, Wadi Umm Salam, Wadi Umm Hajalij,
Wadi Miya, Wadi Baramiya, Wadi Kanais and Wadi
Hajalij (Figure 5.1). Wadi Hajalij, Wadi Dahabiya, Wadi
Abu Iqaydi and Wadi Shalul run north—south, the rest
are orientated approximately east-west. The combined
corpus from the published results of the two surveys

Atwani Quscir

Hammamut

ash

RED SEA

Mineh

Abu Wasil
Abu lquydi
Dahlabiva

Shidul

River Nile

Abu Mu Awad
Miyn
Hajalij (North)

, to Marsa Alam
Barumiya

ajallj (South)

Figure 5.1. Map of Egypt’s Central Eastern Desert, showing the
locations of the valleys (wadis) discussed in this chapter.

constitutes 222 sites (Table 5.1). It is striking that there
is a considerable number of boat motifs in an area
beginning 50 km from the River Nile, near the small
rock-cut temple of Pharaoh Seti I (1290-1279 BCE) in
Wadi Kanais. Indeed, the search for these motifs and an
explanation for them were the main motivation for David
Rohl’s work.

Table 5.1. Number of sites identified in each valley (wadi) in the
survey area.

Sites with boat petroglyphs

Wadi Number of
sites Number %
Abu Igaydi 15 8 53
Abu Mu Awad 22 18 88
Abu Wasil 26 23 85
Atwani 13 8 63
Baramiya 18 18 100
Dahabiya 2 2 100
Hajalij 2 2 100
Hammamat 16 12 75
Kanais 4 3 75
Mineh 25 17 68
Miya 7 3 43
Qash 3 2 66
Shalul 14 7 50
Umm Hajalij 9 9 100
Umm Salam 46 37 76
Total 222 166 75

Boats are clearly an extremely prominent feature
within the Central Eastern Desert rock art repertoire.
Boat petroglyphs are present at 75% of the sites
surveyed by the Eastern Desert Survey and the Rock
Art Topographical Survey. With the exception of three
valleys, Wadi Miya, Wadi Shalul and Wadi Abu Iqaydi,
boats are found in around two-thirds or more of the sites
(Table 5.1). Next to boat motifs, there are approximately
1100 human representations and over 2000 animal motifs
in the combined corpus. Boat petroglyphs are not just
located on the direct routes to the Red Sea, but also
in remote areas, usually where Acacia trees or shrub
vegetation are present on the sandstone escarpment.
Surprising in an arid desert area at great distances from
both the Nile River and the Red Sea, their meaning also
needs to be explained.

The recent research became subject to some criticisms.
It was, for example, argued that the inventories were
incomplete, lacked details on technique, had few
dimensions and lacked scale in the photographs (Huyge
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2002). It should be said, however, that most of these
details are in the original recording sheets and that
omissions were probably caused by the desire for a
relatively fast turnaround, of less than two years, from
work to publication. This haste is evident from the
publications. Individual animal numbers, particularly of
cattle and ibex, are not always stated. Out of a total of
830 boat petroglyphs, 48 cannot be identified due to a
lack of illustration, measurements or even classification.
Thus, the boat corpus is reduced to 782 identifiable
motifs. A further 42 boat petroglyphs from both the
Eastern Desert Survey and the Rock Art Topographical
Survey publications are described, but are not illustrated.
Many of the unidentified boat petroglyphs were evidently
judged by the researchers to be of Predynastic origin, as
Dynastic types are always noted as such. For example,
WAS-17 (EDS 113) has a reference to four boats with
high prows and decoration on both prow and stern,
but there is no further description regarding boat type
(sickle or square), nor an illustration. This makes a
certain attribution of these particular images to the
Predynastic problematic. Outside the scope of this
chapter are the discoveries south of Wadi Baramiya, in
the Kom Ombo drainage basin, by the Eastern Desert
Survey and later expeditions under the auspices of
the University of Minnesota, in Wadi Dumqash, Wadi
Sibrit, Wadi Muweilhat, and Wadi Sha‘it. This material,
which is reported to include more boats and also a large
numbers of cattle, needs to be published with the above
comments in mind.

Boat Petroglyphs: Typology

The Eastern Desert Survey divided the boat into four
types: sickle, incurved sickle, square and incurved square
(Winkler 1938). To these, the Rock Art Topographical
Survey added a ‘flared’ category (Figure 5.2). The
resulting typology, however, can only be used with some
difficulty. A detailed reading of the publications reveals
that differences between boat types on occasions may
be explained more by the way in which the recording
was done than to actual differences. It has been pointed
out that it may even be impossible to make clear-cut
distinctions between previously defined types of rock
drawing and that “any attempt to draw extremely
fine distinctions will probably result in more types of
representations than there were types of boats” (Vinson
1970: 127). Despite the difficulties in using the suggested
typology, I decided that it was worth utilizing it as the

Figure 5.2. Examples of sickle, incurved sickle, square, incurved
square and flared boat types as found in the rock art of the Central
Eastern Desert.

basis of a more thorough analysis by complementing it
with an alternative way of describing and classifying
the motifs. The features selected as significant are both
related to the boats (cabins, oars, steering oar, sail or
mast) and to people in them (crew and large figures
either in isolation or in groups).

The correlation between the types used in the recent
publications and selected features was analyzed, and the
results are summarized in Table 5.2. Cabins are present
in 131 boats (16%). This feature is not evenly divided
over the different types of boats—as many as 34% of the
incurved square boats and only 11% of the square boats
are shown with a cabin. Cabins appear more frequently
than oars, which are only seen in 48 (6%) of all boat
petroglyphs. Both cabins and oars may be found in the
same drawing, but this is so in only 10 cases. Steering
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Table 5.2. Boat petroglyphs in the Central Eastern Desert separated by type and feature (identified by type: 782).

Boat type
All Square Sickle Flared Incurved square Incurved sickle
Total 830 383 279 44 38 38
(782) (49%) (35%) (5.5%) (5%) (4%)
. . 131 41 50 5 13 9
With a cabin (16%) 11%) (18%) (11%) (34%) (23.5%)
With oars 48 21 15 3 6 1
(6%) (5.5%) (5%) (7%) (16%) (2.5%)
. . 42 7 38 2
With a steering oar (5%) (2%) (13.5%) 0 0 (5%)
. . 39 9 27 2 1
With a mast or sail (5%) 2%) (10%) (4.5%) (2.5%) 0
With a crew 195 110 65 25 7 3
(23%) (29%) (23%) (60%) (20%) (10%)
With one large figure 133 6> 26 6 16 6
geng (17%) (17%) (9%) (14%) (42%) (16%)
. 33 13 10 3 1
With several large figures (4%) (3%) (4%) 7%) (3%) 0

oars are present in 5% of the boats. They are usually
found in association with sickle boats and rarely also
with incurved sickle and square boats. Table 5.2 also
provides the number of sails, and masts shown without
a sail, features that are rarely seen. Sickle boats are most
often shown with a sail or a mast, but still comprise 10%
of the total number. If the percentage of boats with a
mast or a sail are added to those with oars, this results
in only 11% of the boats being shown with an evident
means of propulsion.

In addition to the features related to the boats, three
features relate to people in them: crew, one isolated
large figure, or the presence of several large figures.
Crews are shown in about a quarter of all boats. They are
not, however, evenly distributed over the different boat
types. Flared boats most often have a crew (60%), about
a quarter of sickle and square boats, 20% of incurved
square boats, and only 10% of incurved sickle boats. It
is noteworthy that flared boats are almost always devoid
of features other than crews. Large figures, described in
the recent publications as ‘chieftains,” form a rather small
proportion of the additions to the basic hull drawing;
only about a fifth of all boats are shown with one or
several large figures. Only the incurved square boats
are relatively often (42%) depicted with a large central
figure. Two or more figures are rare, always less than
10% of any boat type. While scenes of boats being
dragged or towed were featured prominently in the
publication of the Eastern Desert Survey, dragging scenes
are relatively rare. There are only 37 (5%) examples of
boats being dragged out of a total of 782 identified
boat petroglyphs. Even when those with a possible tow
rope, but no figures shown, are added, this number only

increases to 50 (6%). As with the representation of a
crew, most of the draggers are shown merely as stick
figures or lines, lacking any anatomically recognizable
features. At a few sites, notably in Wadi Wasil (WAS-10,
RME-26), however, the figures have heads, arms and
hair or perhaps even beards. Only one boat has an ‘arms
raised’ figure on board, also in Wadi Wasil.

Dating Boat Petroglyphs

No definitely dateable artifacts have been found in
associated contexts with any of the petroglyphs. The
value of obtaining absolute dates for ancient rock art,
by radiometric dating techniques (radiocarbon methods
or uranium-thorium series) or optically stimulated
luminescence (OSL), is still hotly debated (Beck et al.
1998; Malakoft 1998; Huyge et al. 2001; Whitley and
Simon 2002; Huyge 2005; Jacobs and Roberts 2007;
Vafiadou et al. 2007). The most reliable way still is to
use stylistic analysis to compare rock art with mobiliary
art with a better-understood history (but see Espinel, this
volume). In order to date the boat motifs in the Central
Eastern Desert stylistically, it is necessary to study them
within the overall context of comparable material with
known dates (Table 5.3), mostly found in the Nile Valley.

Table 5.3. Chronology of the late prehistoric periods in the Upper
Egyptian Nile Valley. Adapted from Hendrickx 1996.

dopoimatedie  Dagnos
Nagada Il (Protodynastic) 3300-2900 BCE
Nagada IIC-1ID (Gerzean) 3650-3300 BCE D-Ware
Naqada I-IIAB (Amratian) 3900-3650 BCE C-Ware

Badarian 4400-3900 BCE

Tasian 4600-4400? BCE
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Figure 5.3. Drawing on a piece of pottery, possibly representing
a boat with a very high prow (now in the Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford, UK).

Mobiliary art of the Predynastic era (5000-3100
BCE) includes pottery, palettes, models, knife handles,
ivory and bone labels, the painting in Tomb 100 in
Hierakonpolis, and the Gebelein Linen.! Our main
sources of information for the Dynastic period comprise
papyri, tomb paintings, and boat models. There are also a
small number of simple clay boat models from excavated
contexts dating to the Badarian period (around 3900
BCE). These are canoe-like models, perhaps representing
a papyrus boat with built-up sides rather than a raft with
a flat deck. They are so simple that it is not possible to
recognize a comparable type in the rock art. There are
no representations of boats on Badarian artifacts. It is
in the Naqada I period that such evidence is first found.
There are at least 15 drawings that may be identified as
boats—9 on pottery, 4 on the Gebelein Linen, one on a
stone palette, and one on a clay box in the Ashmolean
Museum (Oxford, UK). Although the majority seems to
represent sickle-shaped boats, there are two examples
of square-hulled boats, and one contested example
with a very high prow on a ceramic sherd, also in the
Ashmolean Museum (Figure 5.3).

Nagada | Boat Motifs
A large variety of boat forms is found in the Naqada I
Period, which suggests that a wide variety of boats was

' The Gebelein Linen comprises the remains of a painted strip
of textile (made out of Linus usitatissimum) displaying a Nilotic
scene found in 1930 in a tomb in Gebelein, south of Luxor, and
dated to the late Naqada I or early Naqada II Period (3700-3500
BCE). It is kept in the Museo Egizio, Turin, Italy (S.17138).

actually used in Egypt as early as the fourth millennium
BCE. As a consequence, simply comparing apparently
similar shapes in mobiliary art from the Nile Valley and
in the desert rock art corpus will be unproductive. Naqada
I boats on mobiliary art show multiple oars or none;
sometimes there is also a long steering oar toward the
stern, and most boats are shown with cabins. A Naqada I
boat on a C-Ware bowl in the Egyptian Museum (Cairo,
Egypt) is often shown without its complete context, which
includes images of ostrich, crocodile, antelope, hunting
dog, hippopotamus, scorpion and fish (Figure 5.4). The
first five of these are also represented in several of the
petroglyphs. Caution should be used, however, when
trying to date the petroglyphs on the basis of the images
on pottery. The creators of the rock art could have seen
the represented fauna over a long period of Egyptian
Predynastic and Dynastic history. Nor are there any exact
parallels in the petroglyphs to the boat on the bowl in the
Egyptian Museum in Cairo. There are representations of
hippopotami on several C-Ware bowls, including animals
being harpooned. There is a comparable harpooning
scene in Wadi Mineh (EDS 78), but while there are a
number of bowls with hippopotamus motifs, the rock art
example is unique. Hippopotamus hunts are a feature of
royal activity in the Dynastic period, but the presence of
a hippopotamus hunting scene in the rock art does not
necessarily constitute a dating marker.

Figure 5.4. Image of a boat surrounded by ostrich, crocodile,
antelope, hunting dog, hippopotamus, scorpion and fish on a
C-Ware bowl (Nagada | Period, 3900-3600 BCE), now in the Egyptian
Museum, Cairo, Egypt.
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The clay box in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford
has an incurved sickle boat with an S-shaped prow
and a double ‘frond’ at the stern. It does come from a
dateable context from the end of the Naqada I period
(Randall-Maclver ef al. 1902; Figure 5.5). This drawing
is different from the four sickle boats on the Gebelein
Linen, which is also dated to the end of Naqada I or
the beginning of Naqada II Period. In addition to the
S-shaped prow and double feature at the stern, there
are several lines projecting inwards from the stern,
whereas in incurved boat drawings in the Eastern Desert
there is only one, usually projecting from the often
triangular object at the top of the stern (Figure 5.6). The
number of incurved ‘frond boat’ petroglyphs in the Nile
Valley related to the drawing in the Ashmolean Museum
and at the same time stylistically comparable to the
petroglyphs in the Eastern Desert is very small. There is
one petroglyph from near Silsila (Cervi¢ek 1974: figure
244) and two at HK 61 at Hierakonpolis (Berger 1992:
108), but no others are apparent from anywhere else in
Egypt. In the Central Eastern Desert, however, there
are 37, making a total of 40 of which only three are in

Figure 5.5. A clay box from the end of the Nagada | Period (ca.
3600 BCE) with a decoration showing an incurved sickle boat with
an S-shaped prow and a double ‘frond’ at the stern, now in the
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, UK. Adapted from Randall-Maclver
etal 1902.

Figure 5.6. Example from the study area of a petroglyph of an
incurved boat with a single line or ‘frond’ projecting inward from a
triangular object at the top of the stern (BAR 2-RATS 156).

the Nile Valley. It is clear, however, from unpublished
photographs that there are more examples south of
Wadi Baramiya. The single Silsila example marks the
southernmost distribution of this particular motif. As
there is only one image on mobiliary art that is even
somewhat comparable in style, there is no dateable
range from the Nile Valley that can be applied to the
rock art. However, several pertinent observations can be
made. The motif does not appear at all on any D-Ware
pottery (Graft 2002). While there are examples of boat
representations with upward-bending ends, there are
none with the triangular element or the three ‘fronds.’
The ‘arms raised’ figure is found on both Naqada I and II
pottery and figurines, and may even date from Badarian
times as there are figurines attributed to that period in
a similar position. The motif only continues into the
Nagada III Period in a Nile Valley context on one pot
from Tomb U-J at Abydos, and is not associated with
any petroglyphs assigned to this period.

Among the over 800 boat petroglyphs in the Central
Eastern Desert, a very small number are of the incurved
type with an S-shaped prow and two or three ‘fronds’
(Figure 5.6). Just over half (19 or 51%) of the 37 are
located in Wadi Kanais and Wadi Baramiya, which are
essentially the same valley, and 14 (40%) at Kanais
alone. There is a further ‘frond’ boat in Wadi Miya, one
in Umm Salam, two in Wadi Abu Wasil, five in Wadi
Mineh and five in Wadi Hammamat. None are known
in the centrally located Wadi Shalul and Wadi Iqaydi, or
in the southern valleys Wadi Hajalij and Wadi Abu Mu
Awad. The balance between the south and the north is
thus nearly 2:1. These boat types seem to be associated
with rock art creators traveling on the main east—west
routes. Thus, approximately 5% of the identified boat
petroglyphs in the Central Eastern Desert could belong
to this distinct type. The boat petroglyphs at HK 61 in
Hierakonpolis are found in contexts attributed to the
Nagqada I Period (Berger 1992: 108). Also, the box in the
Ashmolean Museum is of late Naqada I date. It is not
exactly similar to the rock art examples in that it only
has two ‘fronds,” not three. But there are examples of
related boats with two ‘fronds,’ including examples from
Kanais where two and three ‘frond’ boats are evidently
contemporaneous. The evidence is admittedly thin, but
combined with the lack of such a boat style on D-Ware
vessels and of significant continuation of the ‘arms raised’
figure after the Naqada II Period, it is possible to date
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this boat type to the late Naqada I or the early Naqgada
II Period.

Nagada Il Boat Motifs

The largest number of boat representations that are
commonly assigned to the Naqada II Period is found
on D-Ware pottery (Graff 2002). There are similar
boats in the painting in Tomb 100 in Hierakonpolis
(Wilkinson 2003: 69). A total of 59 boat petroglyphs,
identified as Type I and dated to the Naqada II Period
by the different investigators (Figure 5.7), were found
in Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia (Dunbar 1941;
Engelmayer 1965; Hellstrom and Langballe 1970;
Cervicek 1986; Huyge 1995; Vahala and Cervicek
1999). Thus the representations in the petroglyphs are
heavily outnumbered by those on the D-Ware pottery.
The latter are shown with various ‘standards,” while the
petroglyphs in the Nile Valley almost never possess this
feature. This suggests that the representations on the
pottery are special in some way. It is noteworthy in this
context that the vast majority of D-Ware vessels were
retrieved from graves.

There are only 10 examples of the typical Type |
Nagada II boat in the Eastern Desert. Four of these have
‘standards,’ two of the type often associated with ‘Min’s
thunderbolt’ (Figure 5.2). One has a standard comparable
with another representation found on D-Ware pottery; the
other has no parallel on D-Ware pottery. The Type I boat
petroglyph is therefore very rare in the Eastern Desert.
They are furthermore confined to only a few places, five
are in Wadi Hammamat and three in one site in Wadi
Baramiya (Figure 5.8); the last one is in Wadi Qash. Two
representations in Wadi Hammamat resemble boats in
the painting in Tomb 100 at Hierakonpolis; another (at
HAMS-5) is the sole painted petroglyph in the Eastern
Desert and also has a strong resemblance to boats in
Tomb 100. This type is clearly present only on routes
from the Nile Valley to mines or quarries in the desert
or the Red Sea coast. One complicating factor is that
although there were many sickle boats in the survey area,

Figure 5.7. Typical example of a Type | petroglyph, dated to the
Nagada Il Period (3600-3300 BCE). Adapted from Cervi¢ek 1974.

Figure 5.8. Example of ‘Type 1’sickle boat (BAR 1-RATS 154).

a large number of them comprise only a simple crescent
and lack further detail which makes them impossible
to classify.

Naqgada lll Boat Motifs

In the Nagada III Period, boat models, knife handles,
ivory and bone labels, the Qustul Incense Burner,? and
drawings on pottery (rarely) display a wider range of
boat forms compared to the mobiliary art of the Nagada
I and II Periods. While the carved ivory knife handles
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York City)
and in the Louvre (Paris) are not provenanced, bone
labels show similarly shaped boats. Boat models, the
Qastul Incense Burner and a vase in the British Museum
(London) display a new kind of boat design with a very
high prow and a triangular stern. The same design is
seen in 48 petroglyphs in Lower Nubia and Upper Egypt
(Dunbar 1941; Engelmayer 1965; Almagro Basch and
Almagro Gorbea 1968; Hellstrom and Langballe 1970;
Cervitek 1986; Huyge 1995; Vihala and Cervicek 1999).
A similarly shaped boat with a more sloping prow and
without the triangular stern is displayed on a graffito in
Gebel Sheikh Suleiman, by some boat models, on the
Narmer Palette,’ and in 18 petroglyphs in Lower Nubian

2 The Qustul Incense Burner is a decorated limestone incense
burner that was found badly shattered during the first decade of the
20th century CE in a tomb in Qustul, Lower Nubia. It is thought
to be associated with the A-Group (3200-3000 BCE) and to
display the first known depictions of the symbols of the Egyptian
monarchy. The Qustul Incense Burner is kept in the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago (OIM 24069).

3 The Narmer Palette is a 63-cm long, shield-shaped piece of
green siltstone, decorated with enigmatic imagery on both sides,
probably representing the unification of Egypt under one ruler. It
was discovered in the Temple of Horus at Hierakonpolis in 1897
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Figure 5.9. Example of a Nagada Il (3300-2900 BCE) boat petroglyph
(MIN 10).

and Upper Egypt (Dunbar 1941; Almagro Basch and
Almagro Gorbea 1968; Otto and Buschendorf-Otto 1993;
Vihala and Cervicek 1999).

In the Eastern Desert, there are only three examples
of boat petroglyphs dated to the Naqada III Period, two
with the typical triangular stern (SHA-14 and QAS-2)
and one without (MIN-14). The latter clearly has a falcon
sitting on top of the prow (Figure 5.9), in the horizontally
perched position that is typical of representations of
falcons before the second half of the First Dynasty
(29502860 BCE). All three examples are in the central
part of the Eastern Desert. Another has been apparently
been seen in Wadi Midriq, south of Wadi Baramiya.
There is thus an obvious decline in the number of
relatively easily dateable boat drawings in the rock art
corpus as we progress in time through the successive
Nagqada periods, from 37 (Nagada I), to 10 (Naqgada II),
to 3 or 4 (Nagada III). This only applies, however, to
distinctive and quite readily identifiable boat types. In
the Nagada III Period, there are sickle-shaped boats in
mobiliary art, including an example on a tag from the
reign of King Djer (2939-2893 BCE). This shows a line
running from one up-curved end of the boat to the deck
and could represent a rope or strut fastening intended to
strengthen one end of a boat primarily made of papyrus
(Vinson 1970: 199). This is the only known example
of such a feature. Altogether, only 50 boat petroglyphs
in the Eastern Desert, out of nearly 800, can be readily
identified by stylistic comparison with Predynastic
artifacts from the Nile Valley.

or 1898 and dated to the Naqada III Period (3300-2900 BCE). The
Narmer Palette is kept in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, Egypt
(JE 32169, CG 14716).

Pharaonic and Later Boat Motifs

The Eastern Desert was one of the sources of raw
materials such as gold, granite, greywacke and galena
for Pharaonic Egypt. At the same time, one of the routes
along which disassembled boats were transported by
donkey caravan, in order to be reassembled on the Red
Sea coast on their way to the enigmatic Land of Punt
(Phillips 1997; Bard and Fattovich 2007), led through
Wadi Hammamat (Figure 5.1). This route, and that to
Berenike farther south on the Red Sea coast, is also
attested by late rock art as well as Greek and Latin
inscriptions, especially in Wadi Qash (QAS-3/RME-
18) and Wadi Mineh (MIN-14/RME-24b). It should be
expected to find representations of boats with masts or
sails along these routes between the Nile Valley and
the Red Sea. Vessel technology obviously advanced
in Egypt during the early Dynastic Periods, which is
obvious in the use and the position of a sail. Indeed, an
important defining feature of a boat petroglyph dating
to the Pharaonic Period is the presence of a mast and
sail, and there is no clear example in the Central Eastern
Desert of a petroglyph showing a sail before the Nagada
III Period, although they are known from Lower Nubia.
The position of the mast is also indicative, as it moved
back toward the middle of the vessel from the Naqada III
Period to the New Kingdom (1570-1070 BCE), a period
of nearly two millennia. Early boats would probably only
have been able to sail before the wind. We do not see
seagoing vessels, with the mast set one-third of the way
back from the prow (Bowen 1960), illustrated before
the 4th Dynasty (2613-2498 BCE). And it is not until
the reign of Hatshepsut (1498-1483 BCE) that large
seagoing vessels able to carry large cargoes are shown,
in addition to large Nile vessels that could transport two
massive stone obelisks at a time.

There are many paintings in royal and private tombs,
temple murals, papyri as well as boat models that display
vessels from the Pharaonic Period. There are several
features that assign a boat an Old, Middle or New
Kingdom date. In the Old Kingdom (26862181 BCE),
there are usually two rear steering oars with thin leaf-
shaped blades (Landstrom 1970: 40); a triangular sail
also appears at this time. The vessel that was interred
next to the Pyramid of Khufu had an incurved stern and
a vertical prow, after the 1224 pieces of cedar wood were
reassembled into an almost 44-m-long boat. This feature
later only occurs in New Kingdom tomb paintings of
the Otherworld, never in secular contexts. The boat
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associated with the Pyramid of Khufu was certainly not
an ordinary vessel and may even have not been meant for
actual travel or transport at all. The Egyptian hieroglyph
for “to sail upstream” consists of an incurved sickle boat
with its sail unfurled, while the processional boat of
Osiris, God of the Afterlife, is an incurved vessel with
double steering oars. Maritime Egypt was remarkable
with the prevailing winds from the north and the flow in
the River Nile running in the opposite direction. By the
9th—10th Dynasties (2160-2040 BCE), boats are shown
with one or more very large steering oars attached to a
pole at the rear of the vessel. Middle Kingdom vessels
(2040-1782 BCE) also have this feature, in combination
with a retractable mast. Finally, the central mast is a
defining feature of New Kingdom vessels (1570-1070
BCE); as is the triangular oar blade, which never appears
before this period.

There are 39 examples of boat petroglyphs with a
central mast in the current Central Eastern Desert corpus
(Figure 5.10). If they were associated to people actually
using the vessel, these should be expected along the
transverse routes to and from the Red Sea. Only 8 of the
boat petroglyphs, however, are in Wadi Hammamat and
Wadi Baramiya, which are direct routes to the Red Sea;
the rest are not. To the 39 boat petroglyphs with a mast,
13 drawings of boats with triangular-bladed steering oars,
but without a mast or a sail, should be added. Steering
oars are sometimes present on Predynastic drawings;
therefore the mere presence of one is not diagnostic
for a late date. Moreover, a double steering oar with
leaf-like blades is only present at three sites (MUA-22,
HAM-1 and HAM-13). This makes a total of 52 vessels
evidently from the Egyptian Dynastic Period. Adding
the 50 previously identified Predynastic boat drawings, a
total of 102 boats are directly comparable with dateable
Nile Valley image motifs, accounting for only 13% of

Figure 5.10. Example of a Pharaonic boat petroglyph (MUA 9-RATS
145).

identified boat petroglyphs in the Central Eastern Desert.
We can compare this to the presence of features such as
a mast, a sail, and steering oars, especially those with
triangular blades, in the catalogues of Lower Nubia and
Upper Egypt. Boat representations with sail, mast (usually
centrally situated), double steering oars or triangular
steering oars range from 20% in Elkab (Huyge 1995)
and 22% in Sayala (Engelmayer 1965) to 30-50% in
Lower Nubia (Dunbar 1941; Almagro Basch and Almagro
Gorbea 1968; Hellstroém and Langballe 1970; Otto and
Buschendorf-Otto 1993; Vahala and Cervi¢ek 1999). The
average in the Nile Valley is 38%, compared to 5% in the
Central Eastern Desert indicating that, at least as far as
drawings of boats are concerned; the petroglyphs in the
Central Eastern Desert are much less likely to date to the
Pharaonic Period than those in the Nile Valley.

Overview of Sites with Boat Petroglyphs

Half of the Eastern Desert boat petroglyphs simply
display hulls; distinctive motifs, such as the probably
Naqgada I incurved design and the recognizably
Nagqada III motifs, are rare. Many are located without
accompanying animal or human motifs or, when present,
without providing useful information. Therefore, dating
the vast majority of the Central Eastern Desert corpus
is problematic and a significant proportion of sites with
boat petroglyphs (37.5%, comprising 44.5% of the
boat petroglyphs) cannot be assigned a secure date. As
scientific dating is still problematic, the approach taken
here is to identify ‘compositions.” These are sets of
associated and related motifs in terms of style, subject,
superimposition and patination. An illustrative example
is shown in Figure 5.11 (BAR-9), where six boats,
one with an ‘arm raised’ figure amidships, are found
among numerous animal and hunting motifs. All these
images, with the exception of four later animal additions,
constitute a single composition.

The sites and boat petroglyphs identified as ‘Pre-
dynastic’ or ‘Probably Predynastic’ are not evenly
distributed: 98 (25%) are in Wadi Kanais or Wadi Bara-
miya, which basically constitutes a singly valley, and 65
(16.5%) are in Wadi Umm Salam, although this figure is
affected by the considerable number of boat sites that are
probably rather than definitely Predynastic (Table 5.4).
It should be noted that not all the southern, east—west
valleys have a significant number of Predynastic
petroglyphs. Wadi Abu Mua and Wadi Umm Hajalij have
only five ‘Predynastic and ‘Probably Predynastic’ boat



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

76

The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

\ . | o 7] :
.I" ] ] ".' - >
gy L R el RETR P i 'q;]fn._«
|I /‘Ir : = .H-.vlz“é'l‘.' I ] LIl T T
5 £l " v {1

Figure 5.11. Composite drawing of the petroglyphs in Wadi Baramiya (BAR 9). Adapted from Fuchs 1991.

sites between them. Wadi Abu Mu Awad has six boat
sites, at which clearly Pharaonic and later boat drawings
are dominant, corresponding to a considerable number
of pharaonic inscriptions located in this wadi (Rothe et
al. 2008). Indeed, this valley has the highest number of
boat sites not identified as Predynastic in the whole of the
Central Eastern Desert. In addition, the central valleys
Wadi Abu Iqaydi, Wadi Dahabiya and Wadi Shalul have
only two ‘Predynastic’ sites between them. This provides
further evidence that there is a north—south divide in the
rock art corpus. The northern central valleys Wadi Mineh
and Wadi Abu Wasil, however, do have a significant
number of ‘Predynastic’ and ‘Probably Predynastic’ sites,
11 and 6 respectively, and there are over 80 Predynastic
boat petroglyphs in these two valleys. In the north, Wadi
Hammamat has only three boat sites that can be assigned
to the Predynastic. This compares with the southern
route to the Red Sea, Wadi Kanais and Wadi Baramiya,
which combined have 12 ‘Predynastic’ and ‘Probably
Predynastic’ boat sites.

‘Arms Raised’ Figures

The ‘arms raised’ figure is a significant feature of the
Central Eastern Desert petroglyphs, also because of its
association with drawings on pottery from the Nagada
Periods. An ‘arms raised’ figure is a human-shaped
figure with the arms raised and lightly bent at the elbows
creating an arc toward or above the head (Figure 5.12).
Figures with the arms raised in an apparent worshipping
gesture (not necessarily the later Egyptian gesture
in front of the face), but are not curved inward are
not identified as an ‘arms raised’ figure. Although the
distinctive ‘arms raised’ motifs have received a great deal
of attention due to similarities with images on Nagada
IT D-Ware pottery, there are only 54 at 25 sites in the

Table 5.4. The number of sites and boat petroglyphs of different
periods per valley (wadi) in the survey area.
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Abu Iqaydi 0 0 3 0 5 9
Abu Mu Awad 1 1 6 1 9 12
Abu Wasil 10 1 6 0 7 35 7
Atwani 3 1 0 0 3 10 0
Baramiya 1 5 4 4 4 70 14
Dahabiya 1 0 0 0 1 10 0
Hajalij 1 1 0 0 0 38 0
Hammamat 3 0 4 2 3 13 15
Kanais 2 0 1 0 0 28 1
Mineh 4 2 4 3 4 44 15
Miya 1 0 1 0 1 12 6
Qash 0 0 1 1 0 13 2
Shalul 1 0 3 0 3 1 4
Umm Hajalij 2 1 3 1 1 15 3
Umm Salam 10 5 6 1 13 64 15
Total 40 17 42 13 54 358 103

Central Eastern Desert (Table 5.5). There are none in
the central Wadi Dahabiya and Wadi Shalul, reinforcing
the evidence for a north—south divide in the rock art
distribution. Most (60%) of the sites with ‘arms raised’
figures and 59% of the ‘arms raised’ figures themselves
are in the southern valleys, whereas just under half
of all the valleys in the survey area ware classified
as ‘southern.” Only five figures (9%) are present in
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Figure 5.12. Example of an ‘arms raised’ figure with the arms raised
and bent at the elbows creating an arc above the head (BAR 4).

central valleys and 32% of sites with ‘arms raised’
figures are in northern valleys, more than the percentage
of northern valleys (14%). There is thus a significant
bias in percentage terms to distribution summarized in
Table 5.6. Within these valleys, Wadi Kanais and Wadi
Baramiya stand out, as almost 30% of the figures are in
these two valleys.

Twenty-one (40%) of the individual figures are
actually positioned in boats and 17 of 25 sites (71%)
have at least one ‘arms raised’ figure in a boat. None of
these, however, are associated with the type of vessel
shown on D-Ware pottery. In addition, there are only
three places at which an ‘arms raised’ figure is present
without there being a boat petroglyph nearby. One is
in Wadi Baramiya (BAR-8, EDS 29), where a single
multi-plumed figure stands among a herd of ibex. It is
part of a site with two boats and several bovids, plus a
hieroglyphic inscription dating to the reign of Pharaoh
Tutmose I (1524-1518 BCE). Given the distance between
the two sets of images, differing heights and subject
matter, however, they should be judged as constituting
different sites. Another is in the schist quarries in Wadi
Hammamat, where two ‘arms raised’ figures stand in the
middle of a mass of animal petroglyphs (RATS 223).
This scene includes many ibex and have hieroglyphs
carved over parts of them. The third is in Wadi Umm
Salam (SAL-20, RATS 68) where a single-plumed ‘arms
raised’ figure accompanies four other plumed figures, one
of whom carries a bow and another has a throw-stick,
together with a dog and a bovid.

There are 16 provenanced figurines making the ‘arms
raised’ gesture from the Naqada I and II Periods, and
the late Naqada I Gebelein Linen shows four as part of
a ‘dance’ taking place in three lines (Ucko 1968). The

Table 5.5. The number of sites with human figures and total number
of human figures per valley (wadi) in the survey area.

Human figures

Wadi Number of sites
Number Percentage
Abu Igaydi 1 1 2
Abu Mu Awad 1 1 2
Abu Wasil 1 2 4
Atwani 2 3 6
Baramiya 5 6 11
Dahabiya 0 0 -
Hajalij 1 3 6
Hammamat 3 5 9
Kanais 1 10 18
Mineh 2 2 4
Miya 1 2 4
Qash 1 9 17
Shalul 0 0 -
Umm Hajalij 0 0 -
Umm Salam 6 10 18
Total 25 54 100

Table 5.6. Distribution of ‘arms raised’ figures by region.

Sites with ‘arms
raised’ figures
Number of ‘arms
raised’ figures

Sites with
petroglyphs

Northern valleys 32 (14%)
Wadi Atwani
Wadi Hammamat

Wadi Qash

Central valleys
Wadi Abu Iqaydi
Wadi Abu Wasil
Wadi Dahabiya
Wadi Mineh
Wadi Shalul

Southern valleys
Wadi Abu Mu Awad
Wadi Baramiya
Wadi Hajalij

Wadi Kanais

Wadi Miya

Wadi Umm Hajalij
Wadi Umm Salam

Total: 222 25 54

6 (24%) 17 (32%)

82 (37%) 4 (16%) 5(9%)

108 (48%) 15 (60%) 32 (59%)

pottery corpus contains four ‘arms raised’ figures on
C-Ware vessels, from a total of 175 pots or sherds, 75
of which have a reliable provenance. There are another
37 on 20 D-Ware vessels, from a total of 469 pieces, 252
of which have a reliable provenance (Graff 2002). All
but four of the figures on pottery are female; 10 of the
D-Ware vessels with figures have a reliable provenance,
while 10 do not. Thus, at most the motif is present on
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less than 3% of all D-Ware vessels, while it is present
at 36% of Central Eastern Desert rock art sites that are
identified as Predynastic or Probably Predynastic, or 11%
of all the sites considered here. The scarcity of the figures
on pottery contrasts with the 244 drawings of boats on
D-Ware vessels. Therefore, while the figures in the rock
art are associated with several probable late Nagada I or
early Nagada II boat motifs, those on D-Ware vessels
(dated to the Nagada II Period) are associated with one
particular boat type. This boat type is rare in the Central
Eastern Desert and is never seen there associated with
the ‘arms raised’ figure.

Discussion
The majority (80%) of the Central Eastern Desert sites
with petroglyphs can be categorized as ‘Low,’ in that
the petroglyphs are found at a height of 1-5 m above
the ground surface. ‘Medium’ (6—-10 m) and ‘High’
(higher than 11 m) sites make up about 10% each. The
prevalence of hunting scenes, with human figures either
directly engaged in hunting with dogs or carrying hunting
equipment, and the rarity of riverine fauna in those scenes
suggests that hunting was the main purpose for visiting
the desert of the rock art creators. Many sites are either
in shady spots or near junctions of valleys where hunters
would have been waiting for the game. Their considerable
number indicates a less arid climate at the time. There
are also many boat petroglyphs associated with hunting
scenes. The ‘frond’ boat is especially connected with
the ‘arms raised’ figure. These vessels can be assigned
a Predynastic date. For dating boat motifs, the hitherto
accepted method of classifying and dating drawings by
comparing these to dated drawings with a similar shape
should be rejected. More is to be expected from an
approach identifying the presence or absence of selected
identifying features, such as oars and cabins. Features
such as steering oars and masts or sails are among the
rare aids in determining that the date of these drawings is
likely to be Pharaonic. The lack of a means of propulsion
in the vast majority of the boat petroglyphs indicates
that this was not a concern of the Predynastic rock art
creators. They were apparently more interested in the
association between boats and other motifs. The presence
of large numbers of boat petroglyphs in many places in
the desert, rather than concentrated along the direct routes
to and from the Red Sea, reinforces this conclusion.
Scientific dating is not yet reliable and the use of
differences in patination is only applicable to petroglyphs

that are open to the same influences on the same quality of
rock surface. Therefore, dating by association with clearly
Predynastic motifs, such as the ‘arms raised’ figure, and
Dynastic motifs, such as a vessel with a mast or sail, is
the obvious way forward. It is clear that most Predynastic
petroglyphs are in the southern valleys and that Wadi
Kanais and Wadi Baramiya together preserve a very
significant concentration. There are also many Predynastic
petroglyphs in the northern area, with a remarkable
hiatus in the central Wadi Iqaydi and Wadi Shalul. The
overwhelming majority of boat petroglyphs in the Central
Eastern Desert that can be dated appear to be Predynastic.
A considerable number of sites, however, cannot be dated
due to the lack of comparable associated motifs.

The number, distribution and variety of boat drawings
show the importance of boats in early ancient Egyptian
culture. The association with the ‘arms raised’ figure,
present in the Eastern Desert as well as the Nile Valley,
indicates that many of the Predynastic representations
must be considered ritualistic. These clearly visible
images were part of everyday rituals among the people
who went out into the desert to hunt, herd, or mine stone
or minerals, or were on their way to the Red Sea or back.
In contrast, the combination of boats, figures and animals
on D-Ware pottery was hidden from view in graves in the
Nile Valley. D-Ware vessels display no hunting scenes,
but do have representations of ostrich, addax and ibex,
the subjects of hunting in the petroglyphs. The sickle
boat drawings on the pottery are not the same as the
‘frond’ vessels associated with the ‘arms raised’ figures
in the petroglyphs. The connection between the artifacts
in the Eastern Desert and the Nile Valley remains unclear.
Possible explanations for the observed difference include
a temporal difference between the two boat motifs, or a
formalizing of a single boat motif on the D-Ware pottery.
Perhaps because of a process of desiccation, making
the desert less attractive for hunter-herder-gatherers,
identifiable boat motifs decline during the Naqgada II and
Nagqada III Periods. Certainly, the ‘arms raised’ motif did
not continue into the Nagada III and Pharaonic Periods.
There are also Pharaonic and later boat petroglyphs in the
Central Eastern Desert, especially in Wadi Hammamat
and Wadi Abu Mu Awad that have a considerable number
of pharaonic inscriptions. These tend to be isolated and
not clearly associated with hunting scenes. Although the
boat motif continues, the purpose for it being pecked into
the rock or the reasons behind the presence of its creator
in the Eastern Desert appears to be different.
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CHAPTER 6

Nomads at the Nile:

Towards an Archaeology of Interaction

CLAUDIA NASER

HE PAN-GRAVE PEOPLE ARE GENERALLY
considered to have been the inhabitants of the Eastern
Desert during at least the second millennium BCE
and possibly a much longer time period. Archaeologically,
however, they are only known from the Egyptian and the
Lower Nubian Nile Valley. What sounds as a paradox at
first, is in fact an analytically interesting constellation.
In this chapter I will focus on four of its aspects. First,
I will briefly describe the evidence in hand on the Pan-
Grave People, concentrating on the archaeological sources.
Second, I will explore the basic parameters of their socio-
economic organization and the circumstances of their
appearance in the Nile Valley. Third, I will discuss a case
study illustrating the central point of my argument, that the
available record reflects a transitional stage and is strongly
influenced by the interaction between the Pan-Grave
People and their riverain neighbors. Finally, I will return to
my introductory remarks about the analytical relevance of
this special, but in archaeological contexts rather frequent
constellation, and highlight some of the methodological
problems and potentials that arise from it.
As stated above, the presence of the Pan-Grave People
in the Eastern Desert has not yet been archaeologically

! This chapter is based on research carried out under the auspices
of the Collaborative Research Centre ‘Difference and Integration:
Interaction Between Nomadic and Settled Forms of Life in the
Civilisations of the Old World,” founded in 2001 at the Universities
of Leipzig and Halle, http://www.nomadsed.de/. I particularly
want to thank my colleagues Bernhard Streck and Jorg Gertel,
University of Leipzig—working with them was a great privilege
and a constant source of inspiration.
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demonstrated. Rather, their remains are limited to the
Egyptian and the Lower Nubian Nile Valley. Domestic
sites of the Pan-Grave People are rare. In places, Pan-
Grave pottery was found in Egyptian settlements or
cemeteries, or in contexts of the Lower Nubian C-Group
(2300-1550 BCE). Numerous additional stray finds
exist of which the context is not recorded in great
detail. The most important data set comprises more
than 50 cemeteries, distributed over more than 30 sites
(Figure 6.1).2 The designation ‘Pan-Grave People’ here
refers to the people who produced the material culture
generally summarized under the heading ‘Pan-Grave.’
Notwithstanding the numerous problems connected with
the term ‘people’ and its application in archaeology, I
will use it here for lack of a better terminology.

The Archaeological Record of the Pan-Graves
In general archaeological understanding, the Pan-Grave
People are defined and differentiated from other groups

2 For extensive, but not complete, compilations of Pan-Grave sites
and finds, see Bietak 1966: 64-70 and Meurer 1996: 83-85 (limited
to Egypt). Further sites have been reported by Williams 1983: 12,
111-113; Sdave-Soderbergh 1989; and Williams 1993: 121-148).
Recently Pan-Grave cemeteries have been located and partly
excavated at Hierakonpolis (Friedman et al. 2001; Giuliani 20006),
Kubaniya (Gatto and Giuliani 2006-2007: 123-124, figure 5-8;
Pitre et al. 2007: 59-61, figure 1), and Mo‘alla (N) (Figure 6.1;
Manassa 2009; and C. Manassa (2011), “El-Moalla to El-Deir,” in
W.Z. Wendrich (ed.), UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, stable
resource, http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/
zz00293crv, accessed on April 25, 2012).
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Figure 6.1.The distribution of Pan-Grave cemeteries in the Egyptian
and Lower Nubian Nile Valley. Drawing by Ralf Miltenberger.

in the Nile Valley by their distinct material culture
and especially their burial practices. An important and
eponymous characteristic is the shape of the graves.
The burial structures are circular, often fairly flat pits
(Figure 6.2), which were first recognized as a diagnostic
feature and labeled Pan-Graves at the cemeteries of
Abadiya and Hu because of their resemblance to a frying
pan (Petrie 1901: 45). The superstructures of these Pan-
Graves, where present, are flat stone circles, usually
2-3 m in diameter (Figure 6.3). A further characteristic
are deposits of the frontal parts of skulls of goats and
sheep, and more rarely cattle (bucrania), around the
burial pit (Figure 6.2), or the stone circle (Figure 6.3),
or in separate offering pits. These skulls are often
painted with ornamental decorations. Also distinctive
of the Pan-Grave material culture are small, rectangular
mother-of-pearl plaques worn “side by side . . . like

piano keys” (Brunton and Morant 1937: 118) as bracelets
(Figure 6.4). Such bracelets are known from Pan-Grave
burials of all ages and both sexes. A last diagnostic is
characteristic Pan-Grave pottery, which is the most
common burial good (Figure 6.5). Typical shapes are
large, deep bowls with a broad decorative band of
crossed lines, some of which show traces of being
used as a cooking pot. Also typical are smaller, round-
bottomed and black-rimmed vessels with a characteristic
shape that distinguishes them from similar, and possibly
related, vessels of other Nubian cultures; rather angular
bowls with fields of incised lines at different angles; as
well as the so-called four-horned dishes. It is notable
that the Pan-Grave ceramic repertoire does not include
any closed shapes (storage vessels). In funerary contexts
this missing component is substituted by small amounts
of Egyptian pottery (Figure 6.2). Combined with Pan-
Grave sherds found in stratified Egyptian settlement
contexts, these vessels form the basis of the dating of
Pan-Grave sites to the late Middle Kingdom and the
Second Intermediate Period of Pharaonic Egypt (1800—
1550 BCE).

The Pan-Grave sites in the Nile Valley have not yet
been chronologically differentiated or sequenced (but
see Bourriau 1981). Although it must be assumed that
not all known sites are contemporary and that especially
the larger cemeteries were used over decades or even
centuries, they still evade partitional dating. Pan-Grave
pottery can so far not be phased and newer studies of
late Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period
Egyptian pottery, often found associated with Pan-
Grave material, still need to be analyzed in this regard.
An exception is the meticulously studied stratigraphic
sequence of Elephantine (ancient Aswan) material,
where “the complete spectrum of the pottery production
of the Pan-Grave Culture is present” (Raue 2002: 22)
in Stratum 13, corresponding to the late 12th and early
13th Dynasties of Pharaonic Egypt (1850-1700 BCE).

The abrupt and massive appearance of Pan-Graves in
the Nile Valley suggested already to Petrie (1901: 48)
that they represent an immigrant population. He was,
however, mistaken about their provenance, which he
assumed to be the Western or Libyan Desert (Figure 6.1).
Later research showed the area east of the Nile Valley
to be the origin of the Pan-Grave People (Bietak 1966:
61-78). Among numerous pieces of circumstantial
evidence, one specific argument is the massive presence
of shells of the Nerita snail, a mollusc from the Red
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Figure 6.2. A typical Pan-Grave excavated at Cemetery SJE47,

Debeira, southern Lower Nubia. Adapted from Save-Séderbergh
1989, volume 4.2.

~ ANIBE

Figure 6.3. Superstructure of a Pan-Grave at Cemetery C, Aniba,
central Lower Nubia, with a deposit of horns of goats, sheep and
cattle. Adapted from Steindorff 1935.

Sea, in Pan-Grave burials (Bietak 1966: 59-60). More
information about their homeland was found in Egyptian
texts of the Middle Kingdom (1975-1640 BCE). During
that period the Egyptian state had extended its domain to
include the Lower Nubian Nile Valley. The region was
secured by a series of fortresses and remained, along with
its local population, identified as the C-Group, under
Egyptian control for about 250 years. Two entries in the
so-called Semna Despatches, a dossier of administrative
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Figure 6.4. Jewelry found at Pan-Grave Cemetery 3100/3200,
Mostagedda, Middle Egypt. Adapted from Taylor 1991.

Figure 6.5. Typical Pan-Grave bowls from Cemeteries C and N at
Aniba, now in the Agyptisches Museum—Georg Steindorff—der
Universitat Leipzig (inventory numbers 4081,4110,4112,4113,4114
and 4223). Drawings by Jana Helmbold.

texts from the Lower Nubian fortresses, report groups of
people, named mDAj.w (Medjayu), who are said to have
come from locations in the Eastern Desert and tried to
enter the Nile Valley, but were turned back by Egyptian
military patrols (Smither 1945: 7-9, plates 3, 3a, 5, 5a).
It should be noted that the mentioned groups were small,
7—-10 persons, and that they consisted of men, women
and probably also children (the damaged texts do not
allow a definite conclusion on this). mDAj.w also occur
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in two other dossiers of similar nature, pRamesseum 18
and the corpus of the Buhen papyri, but the poor state of
their preservation makes it difficult to understand their
exact content (Meurer 1996: 108). Thus, the two notes
in the Semna Despatches and a handful of other sources
led to the assumption that the term mDAj.w refers to an
ethnic group whose initial homeland, designated by the
associated toponym mDA, was in the Eastern Desert
(Bietak 1966: 70-78). It is noteworthy that the toponym
already occurred in the late Old Kingdom, around 2300
BCE, while the ethnonym appeared only about 200 years
later, from the late First Intermediate Period onward
(Naser in press-b). The link between the mDAj.w of the
ancient written sources and the archaeologically attested
Pan-Graves was established through a text of the late
Second Intermediate Period (1630-1520 BCE). The
Kamose stela reports that mDAj.w served as mercenaries
in the army of the Theban ruler Kamose who came to
reunite the Egyptian state (Meurer 1996: 105). Séve-
Soéderbergh (1941: 139) observed that Kamose’s political
sphere of influence matched the overall distribution of
Pan-Grave sites in Egypt and concluded that the mDA4j.w
of the contemporary texts must be Pan-Grave People.
This is also indicated by further circumstantial evidence,
such as the name of an Egyptian fortress in Lower
Nubia that “repels the mDAj.w,” in a region which saw
a particularly heavy influx of Pan-Grave People. Some
later scholars, however, expressed their doubts about
this equation (most recently Barnard 2009). Indeed, two
Pan-Grave cemeteries have since been reported in Lower
Egypt, at Dahshur and Qasr al-Sagha (Figure 6.1, Meurer
1996: 83). In order to integrate these into the general
picture of the presence of the Pan-Grave People in Egypt,
more data on their dating and cultural context must be
obtained. Even the confirmation of their identification,
however, would not invalidate the principle behind Save-
Soderbergh’s argument (Sdve-Soderbergh 1989: 18-19).

The Socio-Economic Constitution of the Pan-
Grave People

The Pan-Grave People are usually described as nomads
or semi-nomads. This attribution is based on the written
sources, which picture the mDAj.w as non-sedentary
groups, and the archaeological record, with the scarcity
and the ephemeral character of Pan-Grave habitation
sites, the scattered distribution and the small size of
their cemeteries, the limited repertoire of material
culture present in the burial equipment, and, last but

not least, the horn deposits which were interpreted
as evidence for a pastoral economy. But the deciding
criteria doubtlessly are an implicit or explicit comparison
with the current inhabitants of the Eastern Desert, the
sheep, goat and dromedary herding Beja, as well as the
assumption that the environmental conditions in the
region only permitted a mobile lifestyle from the third
millennium BCE onward. These arguments, however, are
insufficient to classify the Pan-Grave People as nomadic,
an attribution that would anyway remain meaningless
without a more precise definition of that term.

Recent studies in ethnology, social geography and
increasingly also in archaeology, distinguish among
numerous variations of nomadic lifestyles, depending
on what segment of population is involved in the animal
husbandry and the degree of mobility practiced by
that segment (Irons and Dyson-Hudson 1972; Salzman
1980; Cribb 1991; Sadr 1991; Khazanov 1994; Streck
2002; Barnard and Wendrich 2008; Szuchman 2009).
Only when mobility encompasses an entire society and
permeates its entire economic and cultural life, should
the term ‘nomadism’ be applied. At the same time,
pastoral nomadism is not the only fully mobile way
of life. It shares this characteristic with, for example,
service nomadism (Hayden 1979), the prototypical
representatives of which are the Sinti and Roma, as
well as with most hunter-gathering societies. In contrast
to foraging, pastoral and service nomadism have one
thing in common: both are specialized ways of life that
require a sedentary counterpart in order to compensate
for the deficits of this mode of production. Both need
an interrelation with a relatively complex sedentary
society. Nomadic groups require access to agricultural
produce and often also to other items which they do
not manufacture themselves. Access to such products
can only be guaranteed by a stable surplus production
on both sides as well as a stable, often complex system
for their exchange. In this understanding, nomadism
and sedentism are ‘symbiotic’ forms of life (Nédser in
press-a).

It is of analytical relevance to my argument that these
criteria are met in the historical context of the Pan-
Grave People. As early as the First Intermediate Period,
the late third millennium BCE, an Upper Egyptian
district governor, Ankhtifi of Mo‘alla (N) (opposite
Gebelein in Figure 6.1), reports that he sent barley to
wAwA.t, a term, which at that period, designated the
whole of Lower Nubia (Schenkel 1965: 45, 54; Néser
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in press-b). Irrespective of which part of the Nubian
population benefited from this specific delivery, the text
indicates an agricultural surplus on the Egyptian side as
well as the existence of a network for its distribution.
Although in the subsequent Middle Kingdom sources
evidence for these is scarce, at least one text, the
inscription on the so-called Small Semna Stela, points
to regular exchanges. It exempts those Nubians who
wanted to engage in trade from a general prohibition
to cross Egypt’s southern border, which was at the
time at the Second Cataract (Meurer 1996: 10-11).
Without doubt, the Egyptian occupation of Lower Nubia
in the early Middle Kingdom radically changed any
regional network of interactions. On the one hand,
many resources came directly under Egyptian control,
rendering their exchange unnecessary; on the other
hand, contacts among the different population groups
were more regulated, as indicated by the text in hand.
At the same time, the presence of Egyptians in Lower
Nubia opened up new local markets. That the mDAj.w
are not explicitly mentioned as providers of animals
or animal product in the Egyptian texts of that period
should not perturb us. Trade known to have existed with
other Nubian populations, or indeed other neighbors of
the Egyptian state, is similarly not reported unless the
products are sweepingly declared as tributes paid by the
respective peoples.

Only indirect information is available on the economic
activities of the Pan-Grave People. The annals of 12th
Dynasty Pharaoh Amenemhat 11 (1879-1842 BCE)
enumerate, among other tributes, rather symbolic
amounts of gold and cattle from wbA.t-sp.t, a region of
mDA (Altenmiiller and Moussa 1991: 9-10, 33-34). In
other sources incense and other aromatics, and possibly
again gold, from mDA are also mentioned (Zibelius-
Chen 1988: 75-76, 98-100). Given the environmental
conditions in the Eastern Desert, the region must have
been a thoroughfare for most of these products rather
than their place of origin (Edel 1984: 191-192). In a
13th Dynasty funerary inscription (1755-1630 BCE),
however, an anonymous Egyptian official reports that he
“roamed [the territories] of the mDAj.w to scour (them)
for cattle for his god” (Vernus 1986: 141-144, plate 16).
Independent of these sources, the Pan-Grave People have
so far usually been characterized as cattle herders. An
analysis of the funerary horn deposits, however, demands
a revision of this hypothesis. Extensive material of that
type came from Cemetery SJE47 in Debeira in southern

Figure 6.6. Graph summarizing the identification of the animal
horns found at Pan-Grave Cemetery SJE47, Debeira, southern Lower
Nubia. Data from Save-Séderbergh 1989, volume 4.1; charted by
the author.

Lower Nubia (Séve-Soderbergh 1989, volume 4.1: 166-
174, volume 4.2: 19-22, plates 80-87). With 160 graves,
it is the largest known Pan-Grave burial ground. Almost
a fifth (17%) of the graves preserved horns, 335 sets in
total. Among them, only 11 horn pairs (3.3%) were from
cattle (Figure 6.6); most (75.5%) were from goats and
about a fifth (21.2%) from sheep. Similar proportions
occur at other cemeteries analyzed so far. It is known
from (sub-)recent pastoral societies, however, that the
composition of animal offerings does not necessarily
represent the ratio of animals actually kept. Among
the Sudanese Longarim, for example, only the main
person involved in a ritual will sacrifice a bull, while
other people contribute goats (Kronenberg 1961: 261).
In any case, the horn deposits indicate that goats and
sheep must have formed a considerable proportion of the
livestock of the Pan-Grave People. They are therefore
probably best characterized as having practiced a mixed
animal husbandry.

The proposed model of a ‘symbiosis’ between
nomadic and sedentary populations calls for further
reflection on the reasons for the influx of the Pan-Grave
People into the Nile Valley. So far, two factors have
been named in this respect (Néser in press-b): a dramatic
climatic change, which led to a deterioration of the living
conditions in the Eastern Desert; and the collapse of
the Egyptian state at the end of the Middle Kingdom,
which led to a withdrawal from Lower Nubia and the
abandonment of access regulations at the Egyptian
borders. The latter will have facilitated access to the
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Nile Valley, but cannot be recognized as its cause (Ndser
2005, in press-a, in press-b). Regarding the first factor
it should be noted that later New Kingdom sources also
refer to mDAj.w living in the Eastern Desert and that
the region was likely inhabited continuously throughout
history until the modern era. It was probably only a
small part of the population that migrated from the
Eastern Desert into the Nile Valley during the late
Middle Kingdom and the Second Intermediate Period.
This movement can certainly not be accounted for by
ecologically deterministic or opportunistic explanations;
rather it should be situated within its specific historical
framework. In view of the model of ‘nomadic-sedentary
symbiosis,” I would argue that the political changes at
the end of the Middle Kingdom led to a collapse of
the established networks of exchange and trade, which
in turn resulted in a situation of economic stress for at
least some Pan-Grave groups, which they countered by a
search for new habitats and new sources of subsistence.
A similar pattern of group-specific responses to economic
crises emerges from ethnographic and ethnohistorical
studies of the Beja, the more recent inhabitants of the
Eastern Desert (Weschenfelder, this volume). In more
general terms, socio-geographical research has shown
that high economic vulnerability is a recurrent element
of nomadic populations (Gertel 2002: 68-70). Under the
described historical conditions at the end of the Middle
Kingdom, it may have led to instability that in turn
triggered the witnessed migration processes.

A relevant observation in this respect is that the
known Pan-Grave cemeteries are generally very small.
They rarely comprise more than 30 burials and only
the cemeteries at Mostagedda, Balabish, Hierakonpolis,
Debeira and Ashkeit (Figure 6.1) preserve more than
50 graves (Petrie 1901; Brunton and Morant 1937;
Save-Soderbergh 1989; Friedman et al. 2001; Giuliani
2006). From this and what is inferred from the Semna
Despatches, it can be assumed that the Pan-Grave People
entered the Nile Valley in small groups. The general
distribution of Pan-Grave cemeteries has not yet been
studied systematically and its analysis is beyond the
scope of this chapter. It can be noted, however, that two
of the larger cemeteries, SJE47 at Debeira East and SJE95
at Ashkeit, are part of a concentration of Pan-Grave
burial grounds in southern Lower Nubia only a few
kilometers upstream of the Middle Kingdom fortresses
of Serra East and Faras (Figure 6.1). One of these two
fortresses, probably Serra, was called xsf-mDAj.w, “he,

[the name of the pharaoh, in this case Senusret II1, should
be added here], who repels the mDAj.w” (Meurer 1996:
49-51). This seems to indicate that this region saw a
particularly large influx of Pan-Grave People; why this
was so remains a subject for further studies.

At one of the other large cemeteries, Mostagedda
3100/3200 in Middle Egypt, sex and age of the recovered
burials were determined (Brunton and Morant 1937: 114-
133, plates 70-77). Of the 86 individuals investigated,
almost half were adult women; men and children each
constituted about a quarter of the population (Figure 6.7).
This distribution confirms that the Pan-Grave People
migrated into the Nile Valley in family groups, and that
it was by no means only men, who came to be recruited
as mercenaries. On the other hand, the relatively low
number of male burials might be explained by that very
activity. Most scholars assume that the Pan-Grave People
that are attested archaeologically in Egypt, from the late
Middle Kingdom onward, primarily served as mercenaries.
It should be underlined that the textual evidence for
this period is inconclusive. Contingents from mDA in
the Egyptian army are mentioned several times in late
Old Kingdom texts. Later employment of mDAj.w as
mercenaries in Egypt proper is unequivocally attested
only at the end of the Second Intermediate Period, on
the Kamose stela. In one entry of the Semna Despatches,
mDAj.w occur as scouts for a Lower Nubian fortress
(Smither 1945: 7, plates 5, 5a). Possible references in
the Nagada Inscription and the Admonitions of Ipuwer
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Figure 6.7. Graph summarizing the results of the anthropological
analysis of the burials at Pan-Grave Cemetery 3100/3200,
Mostagedda, Middle Egypt. Data from Brunton and Morant 1937;
charted by the author.
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are inconclusive, both in content and their exact dating
(Meurer 1996: 101, 105). Thus, other occupations or
services rendered by the Pan-Grave People in the Nile
Valley should not be @ priori ruled out.

Analysis revealed no gender- or age-related
differences in the size or the equipment of the graves at
Mostagedda 3100/3200. In general, there are no graves
or grave inventories that stand out from the average in
terms of quality or quantity. Thus, the social stratification
of the Pan-Grave society was either limited, or failed
to be expressed in funerary practices. In this respect,
the Pan-Grave People differed markedly from their
sedentary neighbors both in Egypt and in Nubia. The
only exception is the horn deposits, which occur with the
burials of men, women and children alike, but are usually
limited to an average of 15-20% of the graves in a given
cemetery. If these horn deposits were status indicators, as
is suggested by their prominent placement in association
with the grave superstructures and other peculiarities, it
appears that social hierarchy was preserved along family
lines, including members of all gender and age groups.
This theory does, however, require further study before
any firm conclusions can be drawn.

The grave goods at Mostagedda, and in many other
Pan-Grave cemeteries, frequently include flint flakes,
unworked pebbles, polishing stones and simple bone
tools (Figure 6.8). The abundance of such objects, and
indeed their raw materials, is reminiscent of a Neolithic
technology (Gatto, this volume), which apparently
continued to be in use among the Pan-Grave People, at
least for some time, even in the Egyptian environment.
Metal axes and daggers, which the Pan-Grave People
obtained from the Egyptians, are sometimes incorrectly
referred to as typical grave goods and as indicators for
the mercenary activities of the mDAj.w (Séve-Soderbergh
1941: 139-140; Strouhal and Jungwirth 1984: 189; Bietak
1987: 124). It should be noted, however, that they are
quite rare and that at least axes are also found associated
with the burials of women, adolescents and children
(Brunton and Morant 1937: 116-118, 127, plates 70-71).

Especially in Egypt, Pan-Grave cemeteries seem to
show a gradual acculturation of their owners. In the
funerary architecture, for instance, the rectangular shaft
replaces the circular burial pit. However, attempts to
statistically pinpoint such a diachronic development at
Pan-Grave Cemetery 3100/3200 in Mostagedda have
failed. The subsequent search for noisy factors produced
a surprising result. Rectangular shafts are statistically

Figure 6.8. Bone, shell and stone tools found at Pan-Grave Cemetery
3100/3200, Mostagedda, Middle Egypt. Adapted from Brunton and
Morant 1937.

significant more frequently associated with male than
with female burials. This shows that acculturation was
not an inevitable mechanical process, or an indiscriminate
adoption of Egyptian cultural practices by the Pan-Grave
People, but instead should be pictured and understood
as a strategy of active agents, which must be analyzed
case by case in its specific contexts and intentions. The
example of the grave architecture offers an unexpected
insight into the complexity of the process. It suggests
that in this case there was a dichotomy in the adoption
of new forms. Either the women of the Mostagedda
community were more ‘conservative’ in the choice of
their grave architecture, or else the social rulers inflicted
a more ‘traditional’ burial style upon the female members
of their group.

Despite recent efforts (Cohen 1993), research until
now has failed to indicate other cultural and economic
developments of the Pan-Grave People in the Nile Valley.
It is thus still unknown for how long individual groups
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retained their original culture, though we may assume
that trajectories differed in different surroundings. It is my
personal impression that the Pan-Grave People in Egypt
were, at least in some aspects, closely linked to their
‘host’ society through the services they rendered, be they
mercenary or otherwise. This, along with the loss of their
traditional lifestyle and the extreme cultural alienation
they must have experienced in their new environment,
will soon, perhaps within a few generations, have led
to almost complete acculturation. This process seems to
have been completed by the early New Kingdom; at least
there are no graves that contain typical Pan-Grave objects
along with objects of the 18th Dynasty (1539-1292 BCE).
In contrast, in Lower Nubia relatively complex processes
of interaction can be inferred from the intrusion of Pan-
Grave elements into the funerary culture of the C-Group.

A Case Study of Two Painted Skulls

To underline the need for contextually oriented
analyses and “thick descriptions (Geertz 1973)” of the
interaction processes between the Pan-Grave People and
their sedentary neighbors, I return to the animal skulls
deposited at some of the Pan-Graves. Many of these
preserve decorations on the front of the skull or on the
horns themselves. The ornamental patterns comprise
arrangements of dots and stripes, rarely also lozenges
or zigzags, executed in red, black and occasionally also
in white paint (Figure 6.9). In some cases the designs
cover the whole skull in an unstructured fashion, while
in others a line across the central axis of the skull divides
it up into two halves that are bedecked with different
motifs. These decorations have not yet been studied and
no interpretation of their meaning or purpose has been
put forward. From the overall corpus, two specimens
are of note. These were found at Cemetery 3100/3200
in Mostagedda, together with about 40 other horn pairs,
in a separate deposition pit identified as 3252 (Brunton
and Morant 1937: 120-121, plate 71). One of the two
skulls is from a goat and preserves a painted lotus flower
flanked by a pair of eyes (Figures 6.9 and 6.10). Even
more remarkable is the second one, a bucranium that
bears a drawing of a man with a short hieroglyphic
inscription in front of it.> This central motif is again

3 Usually this inscription is read as OskAnt and thought to represent
the name of the depicted man (El-Sayed 2004: 361-362). There
are doubts, however, concerning this reading. The third sign,
conventionally understood as k4, sign D28 in Gardiner’s sign list,
rather seems to be one of the group D37 to D44. Further study

flanked by a pair of eyes (Figures 6.9 and 6.10). The latter
may provide a key for the interpretation of the entire
composition. By applying eyes, the carrier of the motif,
the dead skull, is made to see and is thus revived. This
revival was probably not so much intended to affect the
sacrificed animal, but rather the deceased. The objects
chosen for this ritual manipulation may be understood
by comparison with (sub)recent pastoral societies in East
Africa, where close links between cattle and humans
are commonplace and may include the proclamation of
so-called favorite animals that become the focus of ritual
activities and special adornments (Kronenberg 1961).
The two painted skulls from Mostagedda provide
an insight into a thus far unnoted facet of the Pan-
Grave acculturation process. They do not reflect the
appropriation of ready-made objects, but are the result
of a purposeful adoption of new cultural techniques,
namely figured decoration and writing, to implement an
originary Pan-Grave funerary concept. It is furthermore
remarkable that this adoption is specific to its context.
The depiction of the deceased and the preservation of
his name are central elements of Egyptian funerary
culture. In contrast, the Lower Nubian C-Group knows
no figured representations of the deceased, but a central
aspect of its funerary practice is the construction of
stone-lined tumuli, which serve as both cult places and
indicators of status. It may not be coincidence that stone
circles with tumulus-like superstructures are so far
only known from Pan-Graves in Lower Nubia and not
from Egypt, with the possible and atypical exception of
Hierakonpolis (Friedman et al. 2001: 34-36). It should be
noted that at Hierakonpolis a C-Group cemetery is also
present, with superstructures of sandstone slabs and mud
bricks, in itself a testimony for the incorporation of new
influences in traditional funerary practices (Friedman
2002; Friedman et al. 2004). Assuming that the
decorations on the two painted skulls from Mostagedda
represent a traditional concept while recruiting new
techniques for its expression, it can be argued that the
ornamental decorations, which are preserved on animal
skulls from many Pan-Grave cemeteries all over Egypt
and Lower Nubia, were similarly related to the revival
of the deceased. It may have been the act of painting,
however, as much as the chosen motifs, that evoked the
desired significance. Moreover, the skulls themselves are

is required before a new reading can be suggested. I thank Hans
Barnard for drawing my attention to this issue and Jacco Dieleman
and Karola Zibelius-Chen for discussing it with me.
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Figure 6.9. Decorated animal skulls found at Pan-Grave Cemetery
3100/3200, Mostagedda, Middle Egypt. Adapted from Brunton and
Morant 1937.

Figure 6.10. Painted decorations on two animal skulls found at
Cemetery 3100/3200, Mostagedda, Middle Egypt. Adapted from
Brunton and Morant 1937; drawing by Ralf Miltenberger.

consciously prepared objects. As the painting is directly
on the bone, they must have been freed from hide and
flesh, and cleaned, before they were decorated. These
actions may well have been parts of rituals in themselves.

Discussion: Towards an Archaeology of
Interaction

From these final observations I would like to return to
the beginning of my argument, which concerned the
special nature of the archaeological sources of the Pan-
Grave People. As I have shown, it is only the particular
combination of circumstances at the end of the Middle
Kingdom that forced individual Pan-Grave groups to
seek new economic strategies, thereby becoming visible
in the archaeological record. Pan-grave sites in the Nile
Valley are no testimonies of a nomadic society of the
Eastern Desert, although they have often been discussed
as such. They do not represent the Pan-Grave People in
their regular existence, but in an environment unfamiliar
to them, in the process of abandoning their traditional
way of life, thereby experiencing and practicing
entirely new forms of interaction with their settled
neighbors. This recognition is analytically relevant
and a prerequisite for the adequate understanding of
the available archaeological material. It may have a
limited bearing on our understanding of the nomadic
past of the Pan-Grave People, but it offers excellent
data for the examination of the way in which some
Pan-Grave groups left their nomadic life for good. The
Pan-Grave sites in the Nile Valley are testimonies of a
cultural transition in a hybrid situation, and this is where
their great potential lies. A first step towards a cultural-
historic relevant analysis of the existing archaeological
data, beyond opportunistic explanations, is to position
them within their specific historical framework and
to relate them to the conditions and the processes
of interaction that produced them. From this insight
follows the question whether the same does not also
apply to other types of archaeological and historical
material representing mobile groups, or indeed other
socially marginal communities. The sources in which
these become tangible may not so much illustrate
their regular existence, but rather historically specific
situations, which are marked by transitions brought
about by economically, culturally or otherwise critical
developments. If this were indeed the case, it would
have a huge influence on how we should approach such
materials and what we can possibly learn from them.
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CHAPTER 7

Gods in the Red Land:

Development of Cults and Religious
Activities in the Eastern Desert

ANDRES D. ESPINEL

HE EASTERN DESERT HAS BEEN AND STILL
Tis the arena for a wide range of activities,
and policing, by locals as well as people from the
Nile Valley (Malek 1975; Yoyotte 1975; Roquet 1985;
Darnell 2007; Sidebotham et al. 2008; Riemer et al.
2009). These have left a heterogeneous collection of

including hunting, gathering, grazing, mining

archaeological and epigraphical evidence, unevenly
scattered in time and space. Along with the reflections
of economic and political use, there are also attestations
of activities related to the religious beliefs and practices
of the human groups that entered the area. This data
set has attracted limited attention of scholars and
researchers, who often studied them to know their most
worldly contents, such as the prosopographical and
administrative information they can provide (Seyfried
1981; Eichler 1993; Hikade 2001, 2006). The aim
of this chapter is to underline the potential of this
kind of data for retrieving their original meanings and
intentions and to indicate the complexity of their study
by providing some examples of religious activities in
the desert during the Pharaonic period (between 2600
and 300 BCE).

The study of religious phenomena displayed in the
Eastern Desert will be analyzed here by emphasizing

! This study was possible by research grant P.ILE. 2008101104 from
the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (MICINN) and
the Spanish National Research Council (CSIC).
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three aspects, which are both complex and closely
connected. The first comprises the continuities and
changes in the religious practices in the region.
Because cultural phenomena are based in many ways
on a complex mixture of traditions and innovations,
detection and definition of cultural permanence and
transformation are problematic, even more so in the
Eastern Desert which history is still poorly understood.
Frequently, scholars interpret the continuities and
changes in religious practices on the basis of knowledge
inferred from very partial or even bad data and, in
many cases, on inappropriate cultural aspects, such
as superficial anthropological parallels of material
culture (Wendrich 2008: 538-539). Apart from poorly
dated rock art, evidence of pious actions during the
Pharaonic period is apparently limited to Egyptian
visitors, not the elusive indigenous population. In this
sense, ancient religious practices in the Eastern Desert
would be a good source for tracking developments in
Pharaonic Egypt as they seem to follow some generic
cultural trends (Baines 1987, 1991; Assmann 1996).
There are, however, obstacles to the study of this data
set in the light of change or resistance to change. Long-
standing traditions are riddled with many exceptions,
generated by a complex mixture of intimate feelings,
personal taste and more prosaic influences (Espinel 2005:
69-70). As a result, the reduced catalogue of textual
and archaeological data in the Eastern Desert offers
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extremely heterogeneous information on underlying
religious beliefs.

The second aspect entails the idiosyncratic features of
the religious activities in the Eastern Desert compared
to the Nile Valley. Again the definition of “idiosyncrasy”
is problematic. In some instances alleged “desert
peculiarities” could be the result of archaeological
bias—similar features had disappeared from the riverine
archaeological record, or have not yet been detected
there. In other cases, however, these singularities
seem tightly linked to the climatic and topographic
conditions in the Eastern Desert. The reasons behind
most idiosyncrasies remain unclear. Most logical would
be the cultural traits of the inhabitants of the desert.
This is problematic, however, as the cultural traits of the
native desert inhabitants during the Bronze Age, such as
the Pan-Graves, are scarcely known. Because the identity
and history of the desert inhabitants are blurred and at
times conflicting, precise attribution of pious practices
to Egyptians or native desert inhabitants is intentionally
avoided here.

The third and last aspect concerns methodological
problems linked to the specific traits of the recording
and study of the phenomena. It is necessary to note
here two properties of the data and the way these are
analyzed here. First, religious activities in the desert
are generally attested by means of rock art and rock
inscriptions. There are many difficulties related to
dating and interpretation these sources, particularly
rock art (Judd 2009: 73-100). Theories and conclusions
derived from them have to be modeled as imprecise
reconstructions and generic trends during long periods
of time. In other words, they have to be studied by
longue or moyen durée approaches at the expense of
more defined and precise insights. Second, because my
personal experience in the Eastern Desert is extremely
limited, this chapter is mostly based on my research
of the existing literature. It is therefore limited to
publications with information that is generally very
partial because of the methodology or preliminary
character of the research. Many scholars, especially
in the past, analyzed texts and images separately and
differently according to type (Prehistoric, Pharaonic,
Greek, etc.), thus divorcing epigraphic, artistic,
archaeological and spatial information from each other
and neglecting possible semantic and spatial connections
among them.

The Nature of Religious Practices in the
Eastern Desert

When I refer to religious practices, I mean any kind of
human activity, either material or spiritual, related to
pious ideas and feelings. These include possible magical
and totemistic ideas as well (Huyge 2002: 192-194).
The importance of private Egyptian religiosity has
been appreciated by Egyptologists in different ways
according to its development over time (Assmann 1996),
its generic and permanent features (Baines 1987, 1991),
or to its relative relevance or possible absence (Kemp
1995). Similar to the Nile Valley, such activities in the
Eastern Desert were usually focused on specific places.
Because of their ephemeral nature (gestural, oral or
mental) many of these actions are lost forever. Only
very few of them have been embodied as materials that
have been preserved in the archaeological record. This
group of evidence comprises steles, non-epigraphic
votive offerings (figurines, flint nodules, shells, etc.),
figurative scenes, and written formulas inscribed on
rock panels. The precise intentions and “authorships”
of many of these artifacts cannot be easily established.
For textual and figural graffiti, it is generally accepted
that these are mostly religious expressions (Cervicek
1986: 71; Morrow and Morrow 2002: 21).% It is also
usually assumed that the authors of the pre-formal
(prehistoric, not Pharaonic) rock art were from the local
population and, subsequently, that Egyptians from the
Nile Valley were the creators of hieroglyphic texts and
formal (Pharaonic) scenes.?

Such notions obviously conceal much more intricate
realities. In many cases, rock art and carved texts could
have had much more mundane origins or functions, such
as memorials or territorial and economic signals (Espinel
2000, 2002: 7-12). Furthermore, the origin of these
artifacts is often far from clear. In some instances, formal
and pre-formal images cannot be ascribed with any
certainty to Nile Valley Egyptians or desert dwellers, nor
to historic or prehistoric communities. Because precise
dating techniques and comprehensive typologies are still
unavailable, or are grounded in ambiguous chronological
and ideological systems, researchers should be cautious
and self-critical with their interpretation of rock art and
graffiti (Cruz-Uribe 2008: 187-230). Along the same

2 See also D. Huyge, “Rock Art,” (2009), at http://escholarship.
org/uc/item/4qx7k7pz (accessed May 31, 2011).

3 The terms ‘formal’ and ‘pre-formal” have been taken, with slight
conceptual variations, from Kemp 2006: 112-113.
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lines, comparisons between rock art and their typological
and thematic parallels in the decoration on Egyptian
Predynastic pottery or Pharaonic art are precarious
interpretative tools as they are based more in some
alleged formal similarity than in a strong contextual
and semantic resemblance (Wengrow 2006: 111-114;
Lankaster, this volume). It is risky to assign rock art
styles or motifs to distinct periods and human groups
as typologies and behavioral patterns do not permit
the reconstruction with any certainty of ancient human
actions. Rock art drawings stylistically estranged from
Pharaonic art conventions could have been made by
Egyptians that were unfamiliar or unskillful, or they
could have been copied by different groups of people
in different periods. Likewise, some locals hired by
the Egyptian state could have been immortalized in
hieroglyphic texts, made by their colleagues from the
Nile Valley, while others could have tried to emulate
Pharaonic-style scenes and motifs themselves.
Archaeological and rock-inscribed records attesting
religious activities in the Eastern Desert are numerous
and can, despite the above caveats, be informative. In
some instances, they are similar to finds in the Nile
Valley, such as the carving of ex-votos, votive offerings,
and proskynemata—permanent markers of veneration
(Geraci 1971; Bernand 1994; Dijkstra 2008: 186-189).
In many cases, these graffiti, also attested in the Western
Desert (Darnell 2010; Forster 2010), repeat elements
and expressions documented in Nile Valley temples and
monuments. This is the case of different religious images
and formulas (Eichler 1994), such as gods, altars, divine
ships, human figures in worshipping attitudes and foot-
or sandal-prints (Quaegebeur 1993; Jacquet-Gordon
2003; Ciampini 2005). In other cases, desert cults offer
more idiosyncratic elements, apparently related to the
surrounding landscape and its extreme conditions.
Among them there are three features of special interest.
First, sanctuaries and religious activities could be
attached in some instances to natural features in the
landscape or to earlier anthropogenetic traces, such as
existing rock art or inscriptions. The characteristics of
certain desert sceneries could have inspired or encouraged
their choosing as cultic places. In other words, natural
landscapes could have shaped religious beliefs and
practices. The Theban Mountain complex on the west
bank of the Nile offers some possible examples. These,
however, are not clearly supported either by iconographic
or, above all, by textual data. On the one hand, features in

its surroundings, such as the al-Qurn peak, a prominence
in the Deir al-Bahari cliffs, and a cascade in the Valley
of the Queens, could evoke a pyramid, a cow emerging
from a reed bed, and a vagina, respectively (Desroches-
Noblecourt 1990; Donohue 1992). On the other hand,
geological features, such as iron-crusted limestone
boulders and strangely shaped flint pebbles, probably
made the Ancient Egyptians assign these parts of the area
a heavenly and chthonic significance (Graves-Brown
2006). Similarly, the relationship between the landscape
and graffiti, particularly rock art, was shaped by artistic
modi operandi in which symbolic contents could be
tightly interwoven with geographical features by means
of formal artistic peculiarities such as orientation or
lateralization (Huyge 2002: 204).

All these possible connections have rarely been
observed or recorded by scholars, resulting in the notable
absence of studies of the emplacement and spatial
context of rock carvings. Actually, notwithstanding
the development and influence of studies on the
cultural significance of the natural places in other
historic contexts, such as Prehistoric Europe (Tilley
1994; Bradley 2000; Tilley 2004; Fairén-Jiménez
2007), Egyptologists have many reservations about
interpretations that include the natural landscape. One
of the reasons is the emphasis on textual information at
the expense of other evidence. Therefore, researchers
have not been too concerned until very recently when
several studies were published describing certain
symbolic meanings deduced from the characteristics
of natural spaces (Richards 1999; Kendall 2004; Love
2006; Seidlmayer 2006; Wegner and el-Yazid 2006;
Williams 2007) and of flora and fauna (Beaux 2004;
Evans 2004; Janak 2007; Evans 2008). Despite their
cursory character, these works are proving useful for
understanding many aspects of ancient Egyptian culture.
With regards to the Eastern Desert, these considerations
on the landscape have barely been addressed. Formal
and linguistic aspects of figural and textual graffiti
have attracted most of the attention of researchers. As
a result, more holistic studies, which take into account
their relationship with the surrounding landscape, have
been neglected. Consequently, it is very difficult to
ascertain whether these played a role in the creation
and the meaning of rock figures and texts, whatever
their intent (religious or mundane). A good example of
this is the crocodile figure carved in relation to some
Middle Kingdom (1975-1640 BCE) graffiti in Wadi
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Figure 7.1. Middle Kingdom graffiti at Abu Kua’ including the depiction of a crocodile silhouette (lower left) and the mountain ridge at
al-Muwayh. Adapted from Biilow-Jacobsen 2003: 59, figure 18; drawings by Ana Garcia Martin (not to scale).

Kua, near the modern Qift-Quseir asphalt road (Weigall
1909: plate 4-26; Figure 7.1). Its meaning was unclear
for many years, but recently an east-west oriented hill
that resembles the silhouette of the depicted reptile
was discovered in the neighborhood, at al-Muwayh. At
present, this is also the more reasonable argument for
explaining the Graeco-Roman name Krékodilo for this
place (Biilow-Jacobsen 2003: 54, 59, figure 18).
Second, the sacred and secluded character of desert
cults was relative and plural. Examples mentioned below
show that some spaces, according to the moment and
visitors’ needs and beliefs, were used indistinctively as
holy spaces and human shelters. Furthermore, in some
instances they could successively or even simultancously
have housed different genii loci (protective spirits of
the place). Third, in many instances their sacredness
and related pious activities were discontinuous. Located
in remote and inhospitable areas, these sites were only
sporadically visited over the centuries and did not have
any kind of permanent rituals or priesthood attached to
them. Actually, they cannot be understood as temples, but
rather as sacred places or, in other words, as numinous
spaces perceived as inhabited by the gods by visitors.
Nevertheless, their religious meaning and function
remained over time, possibly with changes, because
of their topographic features, previous drawings and
graffiti, or possibly other markers such as poles, cairns
or similar simple structures. These allowed visitors to
recognize such sites as long-standing divine dwellings.
Occasionally, passers-by left new graffiti on the rocks,
enriching and perpetuating their venerability and leaving

some information about the history of the sanctuary
(Adams 2007: 215-218).

Despite the obvious religious importance of many
rock art stations, scholars rarely have attempted to
reconstruct or even record in their entirety possible
“stratigraphic”
inscriptions in these places by recording and analyzing
their palimpsests and patinas (Judd 2008; Luft 2010:
59-193). Because most of them have been visited by the

sequences of the rock art and

researchers for only a brief period, their study generally
has been reduced to analyzing drawings and textual
inscriptions separately, according to their interest in
themes or periods. This approach has obliterated contexts
and possible relationships among the elements of the
rock panels that could reflect on the continuities and
changes in their cultural use and meaning. I will discuss
the possibilities and difficulties of studying sacred places
in the Eastern Desert using the desert cults of Min and
Horus as case studies. Needless to say, these are only part
of a much bigger pantheon also inhabited by divinities
such as Sopdu, Ptah, Amon, Hathor and many others
(Bloxam 2006).

The God Min (Pan)

Min is by far the most persistent male divinity in the
Egyptian Eastern Desert (Figure 7.2), in contrast to
the Western Desert where his presence is quite rare
(Fakhry 1951: 413-414, 426; Darnell 2002: 22). The
first attestations of Min in the Eastern Desert date back
to the 6th Dynasty (around 2200 BCE). Often combined
with Amon or Pan into a syncretic image, Min occurs
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Figure 7.2. Feathered and ithyphallic divinities controlling cattle or
wild animals at Winkler’s site 18 in Wadi Gash (top-left), and at Wadi
Umm Salam (top-right). Top-left adapted from Winkler 1938: plate
4-18, M154a3; top-right adapted from Wilkinson 2003: 110, figure 41.
Ships carrying a‘Min standard’ and an ithyphallic feathered divinity
in Wadi Gash (center); adapted from Winkler 1938: plate 34, number
20; plate 38, number 6. A Pharaonic representation of Pepy | (6th
Dynasty, 2325-2175 BCE) before Min in Wadi Hammamat (bottom-
left), and an Early Roman representation of Min-Pan in Wadi al-Qash
(bottom-right). Bottom-left adapted from Couyat and Montet 1913:
plate 15-63; bottom-right adapted from Winkler 1938: plate 5-21,
M187. The drawings are to different scales.

in the Eastern Desert during all the Pharaonic periods
and up to the second century CE (Cuvigny 1997). His
presence in the desert, however, could be even older.
Rock art scenes from the Nagada II period, around
3500-3200 BCE, preserve ithyphallic gods and figures
with feathered head dresses, as well as standards that
recall the iconography and symbols of Min known
from the Nile Valley (Figure 7.2). Actually, similarities
among the iconographies of the Pharaonic Min and
these “prehistoric” proto-Mins, some of which could
be Pharaonic (Figure 7.2), have inspired different
hypotheses about the foreign origins of this Egyptian
god (Gundlach 1982: 137; Wilkinson 2003: 191-193).

These pages do not pretend to be an arena to vindicate
or qualify those ideas. As I have stated before, scholars
should be suspicious of creating clear connections
between prehistoric and historic representations, such
as the tentative one between “proto-Min” and Min. Rock
art shows the former god in close relations with ships
(Winkler 1938: plates 12-1, 15-1 22-1/2, 34-22, 35-29,
38-58, 61; Morrow and Morrow 2002: 50, SAL7G; 106,
MUA10C; 143, IQA10B; 160, BAR4C) and in scenes of
control over animals (the “Lord of the Beasts” motive,
Winkler 1938: plate 22-1, Morrow and Morrow 2002:
43, SAL3A; 63, SAL14G; 77, SAL27I; 84 SAL35A;
see also Figure 7.2). According to these depictions,
the god or set of divinities played rather different roles
than his Nile Valley epigone that was usually depicted
in a static pose and particularly related to sexuality
and fertility. Despite these differences, which seem
to identify them as discrete deities, it seems clear that
both gods were interconnected in some way. Common
religious substrata and possible influences among them
(“proto-Min” figures were probably still carved during
the Pharaonic period) could explain the shaping of Min
in the Nile Valley, from the beginning of the Dynastic
era (McFarlane 1995; Kemp 2006: 137, 138, figure 47),
as a relatively recent desert divinity disguised with older
local attributes from a different god.

During the Dynastic period, Min maintained the same
iconographic traits and epithets in the Eastern Desert
and in the Nile Valley. However, there were significant
regional differences in the kind of sanctuaries where the
god was worshipped. From the beginning of Egyptian
history, Min was secluded and adored in extant temples
in urban centers, mainly in Coptos and Akhmin (Goyon
1952; McFarlane 1995: 258-259; Gabolde et al. 2000).
In the latter city there was also a chapel, the al-Salamuni
speos,* devoted to him in the mountain cliffs (Kuhlmann
2007), which was probably inspired by the same beliefs
that made up some similar desert cultic places devoted to
Min known as paneia (Figure 7.3). In the Eastern Desert,
the god was worshipped intermittently in more reduced
and varied spaces by diverse occupational groups such
as Egyptian miners and soldiers, as well as possibly by
small local nomadic communities.

It is difficult to find cult places in the desert devoted
to Min that date before the New Kingdom (1539-1075
BCE) with any certainty, if they existed at all. Pre-formal

4 A speos is a rock-cut chamber behind an Ancient Egyptian temple
which could comprise the larger part of a small chapel.
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Figure 7.3. Map showing the location of the
main paneia in the Eastern Desert and other
sites mentioned in this chapter.
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elements linked to this god are attested in different
places in the Eastern Desert, for instance at Winkler’s
site 18 (Winkler 1938: 24-26). During the Old Kingdom
(25752150 BCE), Min is mentioned in only one cult
scene of Pepy I on a rock panel in Wadi Hammamat
(Figure 7.1; Couyat and Montet 1913: 59, plate 16-63),
which is not clearly related to any religious structure
or natural feature. The first possible chapels devoted
specifically to Min date back to the Middle Kingdom.
They were recently discovered at Mersa Gawasis, near
modern Safaga, on the Red Sea coast, where steles
dedicated to Min had been found previously (Sayed
1977: plates 8b, 15-a/c; Pirelli 2007: figures 92-93,
plate 17). The structures are on top of a coral terrace
on the Red Sea shore adjacent to other possible cultic
platforms. All of them are humble in their execution and
“pre-formal” in their conception. These alleged ‘Min
chapels,’ identified as WG 12 and WG 29, are small
rounded platforms oriented to the east. They are thought
to be associated with Min because of the presence of
many fragments of Lambis lambis shells, which were
occasionally linked to the god (Bard and Fattovich 2007:
43-44, 244, figure 10; Manzo 2010: 158-162). Leaving
aside this possible exception, subsequent cults of Min

adopted more consistent and widespread forms across
the Eastern Desert (Figure 7.3). At least from the New
Kingdom on, he was adored in rock shelters. These
small sanctuaries were called paneia, after the god Pan,
in the Graeco-Roman period. Such chapels, generally
shadowy and cool refuges, bring to mind various roles
of Min, such as his patronage of mining activities and his
chthonic properties of regeneration and fertility.

The term paneion (plural paneia) requires a brief
discussion. The word has been extensively used in order
to define cultic places devoted to Min and brings to mind
a well-defined, permanent sanctuary. Desert paneia,
however, are generally quite the opposite. In many cases
they are tiny natural shelters that momentarily worked
as Min chapels and could be used simultaneously or
successively as religious places for other divinities (Gilli
2005). This is the case for the structures discussed here,
with few images and texts specifically mentioning Min
or Pan. The carving of an ex-voto or an image of Min
perpetuated the site as his cultic place, being a reminder
for later visitors. However, these elements did not
assign it to this deity exclusively because, as has been
stated above, a paneion could house other divinities.
The paneia of Wadi Minayh and al-Buwayb are good
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Figure 7.4. Top: The paneion in Wadi Minayh
(adapted from de Romanis 1996: plate 2;
drawings by Ana Garcia Martin) and a New
Kingdom graffiti carved on it (adapted from
Colin 1998: 119, figure 9). Below: The paneion
at al-Buwayb (adapted from Bernand 1972a:
plate 67-2; drawings by Ana Garcia Martin )
and some of the Min images carved around
it (adapted from Colin 1998: 125, figures 25,
26). The drawings are to different scales.

examples of these features (Figure 7.4). Both places
are small, narrow limestone shelters that originally held
different panels of pre-formal or local rock art serving
as a lure for later pious activities. In Wadi Minayh,
possible prehistoric rock art images of “elephants,
asses, ibexes, ostriches, [and a] sailing-boat” have been
recorded (Winkler 1938: 6, site 18A). According to
the epigraphic evidence, the place was visited again in
the New Kingdom, when an image of Min and several
hieroglyphic graffiti were carved (Colin 1998: 92-107).
Both the rock art and the Pharaonic inscriptions probably
served as a catalyst for later Greek and Latin inscriptions
and drawings, made in the first half of the first century
CE, as well as subsequent Byzantine and Islamic texts
and wusum (Bernand 1977: 160-167; de Romanis 1996:
203-217, plates 1-20; Cuvigny and Biilow-Jacobsen
1999: 133-163).

5 A wasm (s, plural wusum) is a Bedouin animal brand that is
also used to claim the rights to natural resources, such as water
from a well, firewood from a tree or grazing in a valley. It can
be scratched in stone, but also laid out with sticks or pebbles
(Sidebotham et al. 2002: 206; Wendrich 2008: 514-515).

The paneion of al-Buwayb knew a similar
development. Here, pre-formal rock art is more abundant
indicating a bigger religious significance of the place to
the ancient locals (Winkler 1938: 7, site 24B; Bernand
1972a: plate 76). The dating of these images, however,
remains unclear. Descriptions and photographs suggest
that some figures could be prehistoric, while others are
clearly more recent than the Greek inscriptions. The rock
into which the main rock art panel was carved, to the
right of the entrance into the grotto, is now lost, possibly
because of an earthquake (Cuvigny and Biilow-Jacobsen
2000: 243). During the New Kingdom, the shelter was
identified as a sacred site dedicated to Horus and,
especially, to Min (Colin 1998: 107-114). Subsequently,
Demotic, Greek and Arab inscriptions, and also late
rock art motives, were carved in and around it (Bernand
1972a: plates 87-88; Cuvigny and Biillow-Jacobsen
2000). Both paneia, with their complex palimpsests of
rock art panels and inscriptions, are, like many other
desert sites, good examples of sacred places cemented in
human memory over centuries. Because of the difficult
conditions of field research in the desert, however,
they have not been studied sufficiently to understand
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fully their layering and development. For example,
the Greek and Latin inscriptions have been published
separately from the hieroglyphic and demotic texts,
and the rock art has not even been cursorily analyzed.
Therefore, it is difficult to gain insight into details
such as the arrangement of the panels, the spatial and
temporal interrelations among them and the way they
were connected to the landscape. Neither site has been
studied archaeologically in any detail, even though
pottery related to the sites could provide more details on
their use and history, which is currently unknown (Colin
1998: 92-107; Sidebotham 2002: 420).5 Both chapels and
their surroundings, with their orientation and physical
features, would be the best places in the area to provide
protection against the scorching midday sun (Cuvigny
and Biilow-Jacobsen 1999: 134) This may indicate that
paneia were different from Egyptian temples in the
Nile Valley, where they were permanent spaces with
a function limited to religious activities and restricted
accessibility. The combined use of the shelters in the
desert as sacred places and refuges can be explained by
the harsh conditions of the area, where their numinous
nature was enforced by their usefulness. Resting in or
around them, the visitors could have recognized and
thanked the power of the genii loci and perpetuated the
sacredness of the place with votive carvings.

Falcon Gods in the Eastern Desert

Some paneia, for instance, al-Buwayb and Winkler’s
site 18, also contain falcon graffiti (Figure 7.5). Unlike
the images of Min, these have never attracted much
attention, even though they are equally widespread
throughout the Eastern Desert. As the symbolism and
meaning of falcons in Ancient Egypt are extremely rich
and complex, it is not possible to suggest a unidirectional
or unique reading for these graffiti. Without doubt some
of them, above all the oldest ones, allude to royal power.
That is the case, for example, of many Proto- and Early
Dynastic serekhs,” both in the Eastern and Western
Desert (Winkler 1938: plate 11-1/4; Darnell 2002:
19-22, number 2; Ikram and Rossi 2004), or some
Middle Kingdom falcon statues inscribed with royal
names found on the Sinai Peninsula and in the Western

T owe this last citation to Dr G. Lassanyi.

7 A serekh is a rectangular enclosure representing a palace fagade,
usually surmounted by a Horus falcon. The serekh is an early
convention to indicate a royal name.

Desert (Engelbach 1933: 72, numbers 8-9, plate 3).% In
other instances, however, these depictions are linked to
heavenly deities. Their dating is difficult because there
are no comprehensive iconographic studies and there
are examples from the Early Dynastic to the Graeco-
Roman period. Most of them, however, appear to cluster
in New Kingdom contexts. Some of the falcon figures
suggest cults by locals or Nile Valley Egyptians to divine
perceptions of natural or faunal features in the landscape
and may point at Egyptianization processes of Nubian
and desert deities (Kormisheva 1990).

Most falcon images are simply representations of a
falcon or a falcon-headed human depicted in a formal
style. Sometimes this is complemented with other
features, such as a royal crown, sun disc, flabellum or
altar. In rare instances they are identified. Leaving aside
the self-evident “Horus, Lord of the deserts (foreign
countries),” epithets usually refer to gods associated
with cities in the Nile Valley, such as Horus as Lord of
Edfu, Kuban, Aniba or Buhen. Like Min, these gods
were worshipped in the desert in a rather different setting
than in their permanent urban sanctuaries. It is tempting
to try and relate the places where these divinities were
carved with the boundaries of the political influence of
their respective localities. Results derived from such
spatial analyses, however, should be considered with
some caution. The limited presence of these images, both
in the Nile Valley and in the Eastern Desert, does not
allow the reconstruction of any precise border of political
or administrative entities. Actually, their distribution
may indicate very different and sometimes conflicting
intentions and roles. Comparison among the Eastern
Desert distribution of graffiti related to Horus as Lord
of Miam (Aniba) and Buhen on the one hand, and to
Horus as Lord of Kuban, Ombos or Edfu on the other,
are potential examples of this heterogeneity.’

Aniba and Buhen were important political entities in
Lower Nubia during the New Kingdom. References to
their city falcon gods are only found in the Nile Valley.
They appear in several formal temples in Lower Nubia
(Leitz 2002: 621, 643-644). Horus as Lord of Aniba
is also attested in the cultic natural place of Gebel
Agg (Simpson 1963: 36-44; Trigger 1996: 804), and
in Sehel (Gasse and Rondot 2007: 184, 507, number
304). The geographical restriction of this divinity to

8 Now in the Nubian Museum, Aswan (JAE 54497 and JdE 54498).
T am very grateful to Dr C. Naser for pointing out to me the
absence of Horus of Aniba in the Eastern Desert.
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the Nile Valley of Lower Nubia contrasts with the wide
distribution of evidence left by officials from Miam
(Aniba) in the Eastern Desert. In several instances
some of these individuals left rock inscriptions close
to graffiti of unnamed falcons. Such is the case of the
much-traveled prince of Miam Heqa-nefer at the end
of the 18th Dynasty (Damiano-Appia 1999: 513-517,
number 1), as well as other persons from that region, in
Wadi Barramiya (Zaba 1974: 227-228, A5-A6; Rothe et
al. 2008: 117, BRO7; 118, BR0S8). The apparent absence
of the falcon deities of Miam and Buhen in the Eastern
Desert could be explained by their relation to specific
mytho-geographical roles somehow connected to the Nile
Valley. It is necessary to keep in mind, however, that this
omission could be also explained by archaeological bias.
Furthermore, people from these cities could have also
inscribed falcon graffiti representing their local deities
without, for unknown reasons, qualifying epigraphs.
Horus of Edfu (Behdet), Kom Ombo and Kuban, on
the other hand, are well attested in the Eastern Desert.
Both Kom Ombo and particularly Edfu were prosperous
cities in Upper Egypt during the New Kingdom, and
Horus of Behdet (Edfu) played an important role in
official religion and ideology (Leitz 2002: 621-622).
In a more provincial and private context, he was a
popular deity as can be seen, for example, in some New
Kingdom private graffiti left in Edfu province, both in
the Nile Valley and in the Eastern Desert (Zaba 1974:
226-235, A3-21; Regulski 2008, number 2). Despite
his minor importance (Leitz 2002: 659-660), Horus of
Kom Ombo is also documented in similar areas during
the same period (Figure 7.5, Rothe et al. 2008: 336,
MDO06). In both cases, the falcon images were inscribed
in valleys that are directly connected with stretches of
the Nile Valley controlled by one or the other city. An
exception is Horus “the elder, Lord of Ombos” that is
recorded in a valley close to the Red Sea (Rothe et al.

2008: 392, ALO1). Horus, Lord of Behdet also appears
in some desert sites close to, but not directly connected
to, Kom Ombo (Rothe et al. 2008: 337, MDO07). Images
of the local Horus of the Lower Nubian city of Kuban
(Baki), at the mouth of Wadi Allaqi, show a similar
distribution. Horus of Baki is attested in temples all
along the Lower Nubian Nile Valley (Leitz 2002: 619-
620), as well as in many carvings probably made during
the New Kingdom by several officials and scribes in a
valley close to the city.

Falcon images, with or without precise geographical
origins, are sometimes related to images of Min, or other
divinities, and to different types of proskynema and
votive offerings. Because most of the rock art has been
recorded without clear descriptions of their interrelation
or their spatial context, it is impossible to get a clear
idea of their meaning. In some instances these images
seem to be closely related to the natural places where
they were carved. For example, at different sites in both
Wadi Allaqi and Wadi Barramiya, where concentrations
of falcon images appear in relation to New Kingdom
inscriptions. In Wadi Allaqi these graffiti were carved
during a short period of time in two different places
close to the entrance of the valley: in Hugab Karar and
Hugqab al-Askar (Figure 7.6). Both sites are currently
submerged under Lake Nasser. The first place, also
known as Umm Agaib, is a low hill. Falcon images
and inscriptions, probably of the New Kingdom period
(19th—20th Dynasties), appear around a small rock
shelter, particularly on a south-facing wall that was
earlier decorated with pre-formal rock art panels. These
were most likely carved long before the falcon graffiti
and include well-known solar symbols, such as giraffes
and boats (Cerny 1947: 53-54; Piotrovskii 1964: 239-
242; 1983: 43, 45-46). A Pharaonic inscription apparently
identifies the falcon deity as Horus of Baki (Kuban), the
Nile Valley city at the mouth of Wadi Allaqi (Piotrovskii

Figure 7.5. Left: A falcon from al-Buwayb
with an altar, a fan and possibly the name of
Thutmose IIl (1479-1425 BCE). Adapted from
Rothe et al. 2008: 28, BB03. Right: Graffiti at
Wadi Midrik “made by Khnum-[?] and the
lady of the house Bi/Nebi (?) to Horus the
Elder, lord of Kom Ombo," early 18th Dynasty.
Adapted from Rothe et al. 2008: 336, MDO06.
The drawings are to different scales.
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Figure 7.6. Top: The shelter of Hugab Karar
(adapted from Piotrovskii 1964: 240, figure
9; drawings by Ana Garcia Martin ) and the
graffito “Made by the scribe Nebnetjeru,
son of Hori, to his Lord” (from Piotrovskii
1983: 45, number 7). Bottom: The inselberg
(monadnock) of Huqgab al-Askar (adapted
from Cerny 1947: plate 9, number 1;
drawings by Ana Garcia Martin ) and two
stela-like graffiti dedicated to Horus as “Lord
of Baki (Kuban)” (adapted from Piotrovskii
1983:59, numbers 151, 153). Note that both
falcons are alighted on perches or ledges.
The drawings are to different scales.

1983: 45, number 13). Other graffiti provide some
names, and even an image, of worshippers interrelated
to falcon images (Figure 7.6, Piotrovskii 1983: 45,
numbers 7, 10-11 and 15). Huqab al-Askar, also known
as Umm al-Ashira, was a rather more remarkable
inselberg (monadnock) in a significant site. This boulder,
apparently with no important earlier pre-formal rock art
examples (here again comprehensive rock art studies
are absent), marks the geological border between the
sandstone and granitic Nubian platforms. In front of it
was evidence of attempts to dig a well in ancient times
(Cerny 1947: 53). Actually, remains of a stele erected
there by Ramesses Il mention the pit (Piotrovskii 1983:
66, number 197; Giddy 1998: 37). Its lunette shows the
Pharaoh offering to Min-Amon, who is also depicted in
graffiti nearby (Piotrovskii 1983: 54-59, numbers 109,
118, 150). Falcon divinities, however, seem to have been
the main subject of local devotion. Figures of falcons
and stele-like graffiti were carved at the basis and at the
highest point of the rock, where a falcon’s nest could
potentially exist. Few of these carvings identify the
genius loci again as Horus, Lord of Baki. Others seem
to refer to this city as the origin of the authors of the
inscriptions (Cerny 1947: 54-55; Piotrovskii 1964: 242-
260; 1983: 50-65, numbers 64-198).

Similar features are present in the area of Wadi
Barramiya. Various falcon graffiti are documented in
several places along that watershed (Rothe et al. 2008:

124, BR14; 139-141, BR26-BR28; 143-144, BR30-31;
152, BR39; 154, BR 41). A remarkable place is Zaba’s
site number 2, a large sandstone rock shelter in the south
side of the valley (Zaba 1974: 226-235, A3-21; Rothe et
al. 2008: 156-177, BR43-61). It was inscribed during the
New Kingdom with different graffiti of people involved
in desert activities (among them Heqa-nefer, prince of
Miam). According to some inscriptions the place was
an occasional cult place to an unnamed hippo goddess
(Rothe et al. 2008: 173, BR57), as well as to Horus
without epithets (Rothe et al. 2008: 165, BR50; 170,
BR54), as Lord of the Desert (Rothe et al. 2008: 162-
163, BR48), and as Lord of Edfu (Rothe er al. 2008:
176, BR60). The most conspicuous sacred place in Wadi
Barramiya, however, is the sandstone hill of Kanais,
which has many similarities with Huqab al-Askar. It is a
prominent outcrop decorated with Prehistoric petroglyphs,
New Kingdom graffiti and Greek inscriptions (Bernand
1972b); like the Nubian hill it was related to well-digging
activities. In this case the sacredness of the place was
reinforced with the building of a speos dedicated to
Amon-Min by pharaoh Sety I (1290-1279 BCE). Here,
once more, graffiti depicted, among other divinities, the
Horus falcon as Lord of Behdet and as Lord of the Desert
(meaning foreign countries; Porter and Moss 1952: 325,
numbers 27 and 31).1°

10T am very grateful to Dr S. Tkram for providing me with recent
pictures of several graffiti and inscriptions from Kanais.
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Many instances of falcon graffiti have been recorded
at other Eastern Desert sites (Figure 7.7). Like the Min
figures, the reasons behind their carving are unknown.
Their creation could be the consequence of very different
phenomena, such as sighting a falcon or the presence of
falcon perches or nests (Meeks 1991), the identification
of a place with this bird because of a rock reminiscent
of its shape, or the connection of falcon divinities to
the cult of “high places,” as was common in Nubia
(Williams 2002; Millet 1984: 113-114; Welsby and
Welsby-Sjostrom 2006; Williams 2007). Probably the
main reasons were inscrutable personal motives. These
carvings could act as permanent examples of devotion
or pious markers of the activity of some of the people in
the desert. This is most likely the case for the falcons that
are directly attached to hieroglyphic inscriptions by ir.n
(“made” or “fashioned by”). It is significant that some
examples of this phenomenon were created by priests
who operated in the Nubian Eastern Desert (Figure 7.8).
The most active one was a person called Herunefer who
left his name in several places (Leclant 1963: 21-22, plate
4, figure 11; Leclant 1964: 9, figure 1; Damiano-Appia
1999: 518-521, numbers 2-4; Castiglioni and Castiglioni
2007: 19-20, figure 3)." In certain locations and times,
this individual is associated with a drawing of a falcon
with no identifying inscriptions. The origin of Herunefer
is never stated, but according the distribution of his

' Without further arguments, Damiano-Appia (1999: 518-519)
dates these inscriptions to the beginning of the 20th Dynasty.

graffiti, an origin from Aniba or, less likely, Buhen can
be assumed.'? A second example is the priest Nebnetjeru,
son of Heri, who wrote his name in many places in
Lower Nubia and the Eastern Desert, but left just one
falcon graffiti, at Huqab el-Askar (Figure 7.6). His origin
is probably Baki (Kuban) as his name was left mostly
around that city and along Wadi Allaqi (Weigall 1907:
113; Roeder 1911: 183, §454, plate 118d; Piotrovskii
1983: 42, number 2; 45, number 7; 46, number 15; 47,
number 22; 49, numbers 47, 52; 53, number 101; 60,
number 155; Damiano-Appia 1999: 529-532, number
11; Andréssy 2002: 11-12). Again, the distribution of the
names of Herunefer and Nebnetjeru in Lower Nubia and
the Eastern Desert could mirror the political influence of
their respective localities of origin at an indeterminate
moment during the New Kingdom. Admittedly, this is
a big assumption to make. As their monuments are not
clearly connected to official inscriptions, both priests,
who were likely not contemporaries, could have created
them for personal reasons and not territorial interests.

12 Other epigraphic attestations from Nubia and the Eastern Desert
mention priests called Herunefer (Z4ba 1974: 138-139, number
106; 140, number 111; 233, number A18; Hintze and Reineke
1989: 34-35, number 57, plate 27), but these seem to be different
individuals. Evidence suggests that the origin of other priests and
scribes called Herunefer were Buhen (stele 1188 in the British
Museum, London) and Aniba (Jacquet-Gordon 1981: 228-229, no.
1), which indicates that this anthroponym was common in Lower
Nubia during the New Kingdom.
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Figure 7.8. Falcon graffiti “made by
the priest Herunefer” in Bir Murrat.
Adapted from Damiano-Appia
1999: 540, figure 1, inscriptions
BM-A/I, BM-B/I (scale unknown).

The Difficulties of Understanding Past
Religious Beliefs

The varied data left by the abovementioned scribes show
how difficult it is to find coherent interpretative models
of ancient religious behavior and practices, even in the
same chronological and spatial framework. Despite the
small catalogue of their material expressions, Egyptian
religious feelings in the desert cannot be reduced to
simple categories. They are shaped by a wide variety of
factors, endogenous and exogenous to the worshipper
and to the scholars who analyze from a distance the
material remains of these practices. Any research into
this plurality of circumstances and practices should
entail a very careful record of the related evidence.
From the examples and a discussion of the problems
presented previously, it is evident that the study of
religious phenomena in the Eastern Desert needs a far

more comprehensive and holistic approach, with artistic
and epigraphic data interwoven with archaeological and
spatial analysis in order to place the data in the most
complete historical and cultural framework. This desire is
at present incompatible with the many problems of field
research in the desert, but should be kept in mind when
reading the categorical and conclusive interpretations
made in the past on the religious activities of ancient
Egyptians in the area. Assertions like the presence or
absence of idiosyncrasies, changes or continuities in the
Eastern Desert during Pharaonic times should be taken
at face value. The current evidence and state of research
only permit extremely provisional conclusions on
Egyptian religiosity in the Eastern Desert. Nevertheless,
they are sufficient to glimpse the complexity and variety
of pious activities in the Red Land.
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CHAPTER 8

Sinai in Egyptian, Levantine and
Hebrew (Biblical) Perspectives

JAMES K. HOFFMEIER

HIS CHAPTER EXAMINES THE SINAI PENINSULA
T from the perspectives of the ancient Egyptians,

Levantines and Israelites. The Sinai Peninsula
stands as the land bridge between northeast Africa and
southwest Asia (Figure 8.1). Because of its strategic
position it played an important role in commercial
and military relations between the Egyptian (African)
and Asian (Semitic) worlds over the millennia. Some
of these interactions will be explored here, using
archaceological and textual sources from earliest
times to the end of the Late Bronze Age (around
1200 BC).! During the past 30-40 years considerable
archaeological work has taken place in Sinai, some
of which will be discussed along with the Egyptian
and Hebrew textual material. For the Egyptians, Sinai
served two primary functions, economic and military,
while for the peoples of the deserts of Sinai it was a
place to hunt, graze their herds, and to subsist through
seasonal movement. Among the textual traditions to be
considered are the Hebrew biblical sources that report
on the movement of Israelite pastoralists between these
two worlds. Many critical scholars have minimized
the worth of the Pentateuchal narratives as a source
for background material about Sinai. The late Anson
Rainey, one of the leading historical geographers
of the Levant in the past 50 years, demurred with
this negative assessment, claiming that “in spite

' On the issue of dating, see the editorial remarks at the end
of Chapter 1: Introduction to Part 1: From Adam to Alexander
(500,000-2500 years ago).
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of the literary character of the biblical tradition, it
does embody considerable geographic information”
(Rainey and Notley 2006: 118). I agree with this
observation and think that the Hebrew Bible can
contribute background information about Sinai that
supplements our knowledge from archaeological and
anthropological sources.

Three distinct geographical areas make up Sinai.
The northern sector comprises mostly flat sandy deserts
and aeolian sand dunes. South of the dune sheet is the
central area marked by the Tih Plateau, which measures
around 20,000 km?. The plateau slopes from about 150
m (450 ft) above sea level, at the foot of Gebel Halal in
the north, to an elevation of approximately 1600 m (4800
ft) at its southern edge (Greenwood 1997: 31-32). The

Figure 8.1. Satellite image of Sinai, northern Egypt and the
southwestern Levant.
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chalky Tih Plateau is separated from the Sinai granitic
massif in the far south by a series of valleys running east-
west (Greenwood 1997: 33). It is in this southernmost
sector that Gebel Musa (2285 m, 6965 ft), Gebel Katrina
(2637 m, 8038 ft) and Gebel Serbal (2070 m, 6309 ft) are
located, the candidates of geographers and historians for
Mount Sinai of the biblical exodus tradition (Hoffmeier
1999, 2005). The western sector of the coastal zone
has undergone vast environmental changes in the past
three millennia. The Pelusiac branch of the Nile in the
second millennium BC, and earlier, flowed east though
the Nile Delta to just north of present-day Qantara,
and then emptied into a lagoon that debouched into
the Mediterranean Sea. The coastline, created by the
tectonically formed Pelusiac line, likely existed from at
least 6000 BP (Moshier and el-Kalani 2008). Between
4000 BP and the first millennium AD, the coastline
migrated north as the Pelusiac branch expanded the delta
(Stanley and Coutellier 1987; Stanley and Goodfriend
1999; Stanley 2002). The south and central zones of
Sinai have remained rather stable, although evidence
now suggests that in the Upper Paleolithic (40,000—
25,000 BP) the Levant was more humid than during the
historical era (Gilead 1991; Gladfelter 1997), and that
this moister environment continued into the Neolithic
Period (Bar-Yosef 1982).

Southern Sinai is comprised of large igneous (granitic)
mountains, which correspond to the granite range in
Egypt that runs parallel to the Red Sea (Greenburg
1981). Owing to tectonic activity in the Red Sea and the
Gulf of Aqaba, which are part of the Great or African
Rift, and the submersion of the Gulf of Suez, the Sinai
Peninsula was formed (Greenwood 1997: 16-25). A line
of depressions caused by seismic activity created a series
of lakes that demarcate Sinai from Egypt. Today the Suez
Canal runs along this line, passing through the Bitter
Lakes, Lake Timsah and the now desiccated Ballah Lake
system. The Ballah Lakes were largely drained in the
19th century AD, when the Suez Canal was excavated.
Systematic land reclamation for agriculture and human
occupation over the past century has resulted in the near
obliteration of these lakes. In Pharaonic times, perhaps
during the 12th Dynasty or earlier (Sneh et al. 1975;
Shea 1977), what appears to have been a defensive canal
system was excavated between the lakes (Figure 8.2).
This, along with marshy stretches of land, acted as a
barrier to limit unfettered access to Egypt by invaders
or infiltrating pastoralists. Questions remain about the
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Figure 8.2. Map of the northeastern Nile Delta and northwestern
Sinai showing some of the ancient lakes and traces of the ‘East
Frontier Canal! Adapted from Sneh et al. 1975.

dating of this feature, and despite recent efforts by me to
investigate this canal, no new data were found to clarify
the dating (Hoffmeier 1999: 164-175; Hoffmeier and
Abdel-Maksoud 2003).

Despite the natural obstacles, and perhaps a man-
made canal, two main travel routes connected Egypt
with Canaan (Figure 8.3). An international highway,
known to Egyptologists as the ‘Ways of Horus’ and to
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geographers as the ‘Via Maris,’ ran east—west along the
Mediterranean coast, beginning in the eastern Delta and
terminating at Gaza.? In the Bible this road was known as
“the way (or road = derek) of the land of the Philistines”
(Exodus 13:17).2 This route served as a commercial
and military corridor as early as the 4th millennium BC
as is clearly demonstrated by archaeological surveys
across northern Sinai in the 1970s and earlier 1980s
(Oren 1987, 1993). A series of forts and military depots
defended this route as the panoramic reliefs of Pharaoh
Seti I at Karnak Temple show (Figure 8.4, Gardiner
1920; Epigraphic Survey 1986: 1-6). In recent years,

excavations along the international road across northern
Sinai have revealed some of these forts (Hoffmeier and
Abdel-Maksoud 2003; Oren 2006).* The excavations
at Tell Hebua I and II have resulted in the discovery of
the east frontier capital as well as the extremely large
forts that guarded Egypt’s border with Sinai (Abdel-
Maksoud 1998a, 1998b). Texts identify the site as Tjaru
(Abdel-Maksoud and Valbelle 2005). The fort at Hebua
I, located southeast of a water channel that separates
it from the fort at Hebua I, was discovered in 2007 and
to date no academic reports on the site have appeared.’

2 For a recent review of geological, archaeological and inscriptional
data on this subject, see Hoffmeier and Moshier in press.

3 All the Bible references quoted in this chapter are from the
Revised Standard Version.

4 For a review of all the recent archaeological work along the Ways
of Horus, see Hoffmeier and Moshier in press.

5 Dr Mohamed Abdel-Maksoud, however, graciously allowed me
to visit his excavations in May 2008.
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Figure 8.4. Line drawing
of a relief of Pharaoh Seti
| in the Temple of Karnak,
near Luxor. Adapted from
Gardiner 1920.
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A second route connecting Egypt and Canaan (modern
Israel) was an extension of Wadi Tumilat that runs east
from near the base of the Nile Delta into Sinai. A series of
forts ran south from Avaris (Pi-Ramesse) into this valley
(Kitchen 1998), with the Htm-Fort of Pharaoh Merneptah-
hetephirmaat in Wadi Tumilat (Tjeku, pAnastasi VI
54-56, Gardiner 1937: 76.12-15; Caminos 1954: 293-
295), probably at Tell al-Retabeh, serving as the main
entry point (Morris 2005: 382-384). The road extending
from Wadi Tumilat, east of Lake Timsah, followed a track
roughly parallel to its northern counterpart, the Ways
of Horus (Figure 8.3). Situated 20-30 km (15-20 mi)
south of the coastal route, this road passed the limestone
escarpment that includes Gebel Helal (892 m, 2719
ft), Gebel Maghara (944 m, 2877 ft) and Gebel Yeleq
(1092 m, 3328 ft). Upon reaching the eastern extent
of Sinai, this road turns north to Beer-Sheva, Hebron,
Jerusalem and other important Canaanite and Israelite
sites. Little is known from Egyptian sources about the
Sinai portion of this route, but it is known as the ‘Way
of Shur’ in the Bible (Genesis 16:7, 25:18; 1 Samuel
15:7, 27:8). There is no evidence that this route was
defended like the Ways of Horus. Shur in Hebrew means
‘wall” (Koehler and Baumgartner 2001: 1453), leading
some to think that this name may allude to the forts on
Egypt’s east frontier that would have guarded the entry
to Wadi Tumilat (Hyatt 1971: 172; Sarna 1989: 120).
This interpretation, however, is problematic and has been
questioned (Na’aman 1980: 100-101). Another possibility
is that Shur refers to the wall-like Cenomanian limestone
escarpments of Gebel Halal and Gebel Maghara.
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Egyptian Terms for Sinai

The ancient Egyptians considered Sinai to be a foreign
land, but they sought to exercise control over the
Mediterranean coastal region and the mining districts
of central Sinai. As important as Sinai was to Egypt’s
military and economic interests, it remains uncertain
whether the Egyptians even had a specific name for the
entire peninsula. Sir Alan Gardiner, after studying the
corpus of texts from Serabit al-Khadim and Wadi Maghara,
the two principal Egyptian mining centers, declared that
“it is an astonishing fact that despite the multitude of
inscriptions found in Sinai, and the importance of the
peninsula in Egyptian eyes, we are not in a position to
say with certainty what name the Egyptians gave to the
place” (Gardiner and Peet 1955, 1). The rather generic
term ‘mining district’ is used for the Serabit-Maghara area
(Erman and Grapow 1926-1931: Volume 1, 438). The
primary meaning of bi3 is metal (Erman and Grapow 1926-
1931: Volume 1, 436),° but when written with the foreign
land determinative, the meaning becomes mining or metal
district (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 1). Amenembhet, a 12th
Dynasty (1938-1755 BC) expedition leader, reports on a
stela from Serabit al-Khadim that “I came to the mining
district for my lord” (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 140). The
ill-fated boat of The Ship Wrecked Sailor, a literary text of

¢ Harris 1961: 50-62 offers a lengthy discussion of this word and
suggests that it means iron or meteoric material. He is dubious
of the association of bi3 with mines and mining but offers no
convincing explanation for why bi3 occurs in connection with
areas where the Egyptians went to mine.
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the Middle Kingdom (1975-1640 BC), was on a mining
mission to ‘the mining district of the sovereign,” which
must have been Sinai. In the absence of any other obvious
name among the scores of Egyptian inscriptions at Serabit
al-Khadim and Wadi Maghara, Gardiner concluded that the
term bi3 “may be perfectly well a specific place name used
by the Egyptians for Sinai” (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 2).

At Ain al-Sukhna, situated on the western littoral of
the Red Sea, about 40 km (25 mi) south of modern Suez,
a new and important group of texts has recently been
discovered (Abdel-Raziq et al. 2002). The inscriptions
were recorded by mining expeditions on their way
(apparently) to Serabit al-Khadim. One is from the first
year of the reign of Pharaoh Montuhotep IV (1970-1963
BC), the last monarch of the 11th Dynasty. This text
reports that the expedition came “in order to bring
turquoise . . . of the highlands,”” but no specific name
is used. A second text, likely from the reign of Pharaoh
Senusert I about 40 years later, mentions bi3 written
with the foreign land determinative (Abdel-Raziq ef al.
2002: 57). Since it was first suggested that bi3 was the
most likely Egyptian name for Sinai, no new data have
appeared to challenge this view. Rather the new Ain
al-Sukhna texts corroborate this hypothesis.

Hebrew Terms for Sinai

Sinai is universally used in modern times for the
extension of the Eastern Desert that connects Africa and
Asia. Like the term used in English, the Arabic sina’
(¢lws) is etymologically related to the Hebrew term used
in the Hebrew Bible. The origin of the name is disputed
and, further complicating matters, the Bible also uses
the name Horeb. Biblical scholars have traditionally
regarded the dual usage as indicative of the different
sources of the narratives, Sinai being the term used
by the earlier Yahwist (J) and the later Priestly writers
(P), while Elohist (E) and Deuteronomist (D) authors
preferred Horeb (Hyatt 1971: 71; North 2001). The
word Sinai is found 35 times in the Bible. The term is
used in three different ways. By far the most frequent
usage of Sinai is in combination with Aar (mountain),
which occurs 16 times, invariably in connection with
the location where Moses received the law®; 13 times

7 Translation by the author, based on the text in Abd el-Raziq et
al. 2002: 40.

8 Exodus 19:18, 20, 23; 24:16; 31:18; 34:2, 4, 27, 32; Leviticus
7:38; 25:1; 26:46; 27:34; Numbers 31; 28:6; Nehemiah 9:13.

Midbar Sinai (wilderness or desert of Sinai) is found’;
and Sinai stands alone on 6 occasions, all in poetic
materials except Exodus 16:1. The poetic usages mention
the theophany at Sinai or apply it as an epithet for God
“the one of Sinai.”'® The Exodus 16:1 occurrence of
Sinai is connected with the location of the wilderness
of Sin, “Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, which
is between Elim and Sinai.” Several scholars have
suggested that one term perhaps derives from the other
(Seely 1992; Propp 1999: 590), Sin being a shortened
form of Sinai. This explanation is unlikely, however,
because Exodus 16:1 clearly places the Wilderness of Sin
between Elim and Sinai. Additionally, according to the
text, the Israelites did not reach the wilderness of Sinai
until after leaving Rephidim, six weeks after departing
Egypt (Exodus 19:1-2; Numbers 33:16). This indicates
that the two deserts were not one and the same, despite
the similarity of the names. Rather, it suggests that Sinai
was a more specific area within the Sinai Peninsula.

A second explanation for the origin of the word Sinai
is that it stems from the type of bush mentioned in
Exodus where Moses experiences a theophany (Beegle
1972: 63). This bush is identified as s‘neh (Exodus 3:2).
Levenson agrees with Beegle that the similarity of the
sound between sneh and Sinai “cannot be coincidental”
(Levenson 1985: 20). The s*neh-bush is a “multicoloured
bramble” (Cassia obovata; Koehler and Baumgartner
2001: 760). Others are skeptical of the connection: “It
is dubious if there is any connection between the name
of the bush and that of Sinai” (Cassuto 1951: 31), also
because Horeb and not Sinai is the name of the mountain
in Exodus 3:2. Given the Hebrew writers’ fondness for
wordplay, one might have expected Sinai to be used
alongside the sneh-bush if they appreciated a connection
between these words. A third theory for the origin of
the word Sinai is the possible connection between the
Hebrew word Sinai and the Egyptian name for the city
of Pelusium (Tell Farama) in North Sinai. Pelusium is the
Greek name, meaning “city of mud,” which may have
derived from the Egyptian term sin, meaning mud of clay
(Cheshire 1985; Meltzer 1992). This city is mentioned
twice in the Old Testament where it is written as sin in
Ezekiel 30:15-16, which was written in the early 6th
century BC. Pelusium is also possibly the city mentioned
in Assyrian texts as Sinu from the time of Ashurbanipal’s

® Exodus 19:1, 2; Leviticus 7:38; Numbers 1:1, 19; 3:4, 14; 9:1,
5;10:12; 26:64; 33:15, 16.
10 Deuteronomy 33:2, 16; Judges 5:5; Psalms 68:8, 17.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

1o The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

conquest of Egypt in 667-666 BC. Given the distance
between Pelusium, in the northeastern-most point of the
Nile Delta, and the Bible’s location of Sinai as a region,
most likely in southern Sinai, which according to the
biblical itinerary took the Israelites considerable time
to reach, two and a half months (Exodus 12:18, 29 and
19:1), it seems unlikely that Pelusium (sin) gave its name
to Sinai, or vice versa. None of the presented theories
to explain the origin of the term Sinai have attained
a consensus. Sinai is not found in any Egyptian text,
making it likely that the name Sinai was not an Egyptian
term, but may have been the name of the peninsula used
by desert dwellers and has survived into modern times
thanks to its transmission in the Bible.

The term Horeb occurs 17 times in the Bible (Exodus
3:1; 17:6; 33:6; Deuteronomy 1:2, 6, 19; 4:10, 15;
5:2; 9:8; 18:16; 29:1; 1 Kings 8:9, 19:8; 2 Chronicles
5:10; Psalms 106:19; Malachi 4:4). Unlike Sinai, the
meaning of Horeb is known (a dry wasteland), which
is a cognate with Akkadian Aurbu and huribtu that
means desert (Koehler and Baumgartner 2001: 350). The
expression “wilderness of Horeb” does not occur in the
Old Testament, perhaps because it would be redundant;
once, however, “Mount Horeb” is used (Exodus 33:6).
Because all the occurrences of horéb except this one
refer to a region, one wonders if sar horéb in Exodus
33:6 might be understood as the genitive of association,
which could be translated as “mountain of Horeb,” a
mountain located in Horeb rather than a mountain named
Horeb. Exodus 3:1 states that Moses “came to Horeb, the
mountain of God,” and Deuteronomy 1:6 declares that
“the Lord our God spoke to us at Horeb, saying, You
have stayed long enough at this mountain.” All other
references use Horeb as a regional name and it seems
misleading to state that there are two different names
used in the Bible for the sacred mountain, as it appears
to be located within a region called Horeb. “Horeb was
originally the designation of a region in which Sinai
lay, and gradually it came to be understood as simply
synonymous with Sinai” (Mayes 1979: 115). Similarly,
based on Exodus 17:1-7, it was proposed that Horeb
might have been a larger geographical region, because
Rephidim is situated in Horeb, where the Israelites are
said to have arrived before they reach Sinai in Exodus
19:2 (Sarna 1991: 14). The term Horeb is descriptive
of the geography of Sinai, and thus might be the name
given to it by the Israelites themselves. If the toponym
Sinai was indeed the name used by local tribes, this may

be the explanation for interchangeability of the terms in
the Bible.

According to the Hebrew writers, Sinai actually
consisted of seven smaller deserts, Shur, Etham, Sin,
Sinai, Paran, Zin and Kadesh, all introduced by midbar
(Seely 1992: 47). Paran was the toponym used by the
early second century AD geographer Ptolemy for the area
today known as Fayran in Arabic and it may be that Paran
was originally the ancient Semitic name for the whole
of the Sinai Peninsula and that the name (Wadi) Fayran
in southern Sinai preserves that ancient name (Aharoni
1961). Aharoni believed that Paran was also used for a
specific area around Kadesh-Barnea (Ain Qudeirat) as
well as for all of Sinai. This understanding finds support
in the biblical records of the flight of Edomite prince
Hadad from Solomon: “They set out from Midian and
came to Paran; they took people with them from Paran
and came to Egypt, to Pharaoh king of Egypt” (1 Kings
11:18). According to this reference, Paran was located
between Edom (Midian) and Egypt, which would apply
to the area of Kadesh. Others likewise have wondered
if Paran was not the name for the Sinai during the Late
Bronze and Iron Age I, while Sinai applied to an area
within the southern portion of the peninsula (De Vaux
1978: 431).

The usage in the Pentateuch thus suggests that the
name Sinai originally applied to a limited area and not to
the entire peninsula. Exactly how and when Sinai became
the name for the entire region is unknown. In the writings
of Herodotus (II: 8, 12, 15, 19) and other classical
writers, Arabia is the name given to Sinai (Liddell et
al. 1995: 233). In his account of Cambyses’s conquest
of Egypt, in 525 BC, Herodotus (III: 4-9) mentions
Arabia and Arabians as situated between Palestine and
Egypt. The reason for this must be that during the first
millennium BC, migrations brought Arab tribes, such as
the Qedrites, from southern Arabia to the areas east of
Israel.!! The first mention of Arabs in Near Eastern texts
is on the Kurkh monolith of King Shalmaneser II1."* Tt

' Kedar (Qedrites) are mentioned with some frequency by the
biblical prophets (for instance, Isaiah 21:16-17, 42:11, 60:7;
Jeremiah 2:10, 49:28; Ezekiel 27:21), indicating their presence
in the region.

12 The Kurkh monolith is an inscribed stone, standing about 2.2
m high, with a description of the first six years of the reign of the
Assyrian King Shalmaneser III (859-824 BC), including the Battle
of Qargar. It was found in 1861 by J.E. Taylor near the village of
Kurkh (Ugtepe), in the Turkish province Diyarbakir. The Kurkh
monolith is now in the British Museum, London.
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reports that one thousand dromedaries of Gindibu’ of
Arabia were contributed to the Battle of Qargar in 853
BC (Hallo and Younger 1997-2002: Volume 2, 263-264).
During the Persian Period (6th—5th centuries BC), Arabs
are mentioned in inscriptions indicating that they had
moved into the areas of southern Palestine, Trans-Jordan
and Sinai (MacDonald 1995). During the Hellenistic
period, the Septuagint translators of Genesis 46:34
added a note that the land of Goshen was “of Arabia,”
showing that they understood that the northeastern delta
where Goshen was situated was beside Arabia, which can
only be Sinai."* Possibly during the Byzantine period,
when Christian pilgrims began visiting sites in the Holy
Lands, the biblical name Sinai replaced Arabia and was
extended to the entire peninsula.

Early Human Presence in Sinai

Humans have inhabited Sinai from as early as the
Upper Paleolithic (Phillips 1988; Gladfelter 1997),
and during the Middle and Lower Paleolithic (Phillips
and Gladfelter 1989). The presence of humans has
also been documented in the Neolithic (Bar-Yosef
1982) and the Chalcolithic Periods (Beit-Arich 2003:
78-100). This presence is not, however, continuous. In
the Early Bronze Age (3500-2000 BC), an increase in
the number of sites has been documented (Beit-Arieh
and Gophna 1976, 1981; Meshel 2000: 99-103). The
upsurge of Early Bronze Age sites in Sinai is mirrored
in southern Canaan (Finkelstein 1995: 16, figure 2.1),
and corresponds to the rise of Dynastic Egypt. Sinai,
then, has been inhabited more or less continuously
since the late Pleistocene, with notable gaps, despite
the challenges it presents to human habitation with its
limited reserves of water and vegetation, hot summers
and cool winters, and rugged terrain. In the biblical
tradition, Sinai is described as “the great and terrifying
wilderness, with its fiery serpents and scorpions and
thirsty ground where there was no water” (Deuteronomy
8:15), while the Egyptian expedition commander Har-
wer-re around 1837 BC described being in Sinai “in
this evil season of summer” (Gardiner and Peet 1955:
97). The archaeological evidence suggests that two
types of individuals inhabited the peninsula (Finkelstein

13 The Septuagint is the translation, made between the third and
first centuries BC, of the Hebrew Bible into (Koine) Greek, the
lingua franca in the region at that time. The name refers to the 70
interpreters that are said to have worked on the translation and is
sometimes abbreviated LZXX.

1995: 15-19). First were outsiders who entered Sinai for
“economic, political, military or religious” purposes,
while the second category comprised the “desert people”
(Finkelstein 1995: 19). The Egyptians and Israelites
represent the first group.

Egyptian Economic Interests
Evidence for commercial contact with the southern
Levant has been documented as early as the Chalcolithic
Period in the mid-4th millennium BC (Gonen 1992).
It has been observed, however, that “there is a sudden
and drastic change in the number and character of these
relations at the beginning of the Early Bronze Age. A
larger number of Egyptian artifacts, especially ceramic
vessels, have been found in Palestinian sites of this
period and at southern sites, such as Tell Erani, Tell
Maahaz and Tell Halif, the majority of the ceramic
assemblages discovered are Egyptian in form” (Ben-Tor
1992; Gophna 1998). These data reflect expanded
Egyptian commercial interaction with southern Canaan
in the Early Bronze Age I, which, in turn, coincides with
the political unification of Egypt, around 3200-3100 BC.
The serekh with the Horus name of Narmer has been
discovered etched on sherds at Arad (Amiran 1974), Tell
Erani (Yeiven 1993) and Tell Halif (Levy ef al. 1995).1
These epigraphic finds demonstrate that the commercial
ties were undertaken by royal sponsorship and for this
to occur travel across northern Sinai was necessary.
Petrographic analysis of the sherd with the serekh found
at Tell Halif showed that it was made of Nile clay and
that the vessel must have been transported from Egypt
and was not locally made (Levy et al. 1995). Rather than
suggesting Egyptian colonization of the region (Brandl
1992), however, these facts likely reflect the economic
activity in the area, which may have included Egyptians
residing in southern Canaan.

While it is possible that commercial and economic
exchange occurred on the Mediterranean Sea,'® the land
route was definitely used as shown by archaeological

4 A serekh is a drawn rectangular enclosure, representing the
facade of a palace, surmounted by the falcon-god Horus, indicating
that the enclosed Hieroglyphic text is a royal name. The serekh
predates the better known cartouche by several centuries. Narmer
is the first Pharaoh of a united Upper and Lower Egypt, around
3100 BC. The Horus name is one of several official names of a
Pharaoh.

15 Cedar from Lebanon surely came to Egypt by sea as the Palermo
Stone records ships with cedar arriving during the reign of Pharoah
Sneferu (Gardiner 1961: 62).
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surveys in North Sinai. Investigations have identified
over 250 sites from the Early Bronze Age I-1I, indicating
that this corridor was active in the late 4th millennium
BC (Oren 1987, 1993, 2006). In Egypt, Early Bronze
Age 1 vessels from the Levant have been found as far
south as Abydos, in the burials of First Dynasty rulers
(Spencer 1995: 76), indicating that the movement of
materials was in both directions. A royal label from
First Dynasty Pharaoh Den, found at Abydos, depicts
the monarch smiting the head of a desert dweller,
showing sand and dunes as the environment of the
activity (Spencer 1995: 87), along with an inscription
that reads sp tpy skr i3b(t),'® “first occasion of smiting
the east(erners).” This representation could celebrate
royal military action against eastern tribes who posed
problems for Egypt’s economic interests in Sinai. It
further indicates that Egypt was willing to take military
action to protect its economic interests around the end
of the 4th millennium BC.

The earliest record of Egyptian mining operations in
southern Sinai comes from the Third Dynasty relief of
Pharaoh Sekhemkhet who is portrayed in Wadi Maghara
smiting a foreign enemy (Gardiner and Peet 1955:
plate 1). While turquoise may have been the principal
material mined in Sinai, it is now apparent that copper
was also pursued. Early investigators of the two major
Egyptian mining sites, Serabit al-Khadim and Wadi
Maghara, thought that only minimal amounts of copper
were mined (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 5), although there
is evidence that at sites near Serabit al-Khadim copper
was mined (Lucas and Harris 1989: 202-205). Against
the view that only limited copper mining and smelting
occurred to service the miners, recent discoveries have
revealed “the largest assemblage of metal-casting molds
ever discovered in the Near East” were found during
the excavations at Serabit al-Khadim in 1977 and
1978 (Beit-Arieh 1987), including a mold for ingots. A
second cache was uncovered in Mine G that appeared
to date to the New Kingdom, a date supported by the
ceramic remains (Beit-Arieh 1987). The large amounts
of copper- working instruments exceeds what would be
required to support the work of the miners and a mold
for ingots would only be needed to make copper for
transport elsewhere. Consequently some now think that
copper was exploited by the Egyptians in southern Sinai
(Mumford and Parcak 2003). It is worth recalling that

16 Written with only the R-15 sign makes it impossible to know
if ‘the east’ or ‘easterners’ is meant. Translation by the author.

the Egyptians referred to the mining area of central and
southern Sinai as bi3, a word that means metal (Erman
and Grapow 1926-1931: Volume 1, 436), which would
be fitting if copper was being mined there.

At Ras Budran (Site 345) on the Markha Plain,
just south of Abu Zenima, the remains of a late Old
Kingdom fort were discovered approximately 200 m
from the Red Sea shore (Mumford 2006). This circular
stone stronghold, measuring 44 m in diameter, was
located on a bay with easy access to the valleys that
lead to the Egyptian mining areas in Wadi Kharig,
Serabit al-Khadim and Wadi Maghara. A structure of
this size and permanence suggests that it was designed
to protect Egyptian mining operations from hostile
locals who might interfere with Egypt’s economic
interests (Mumford 2006). It also was a place where
some processing of raw materials took place. Another
site that bears the marks of regular Egyptian mining
operations, to judge from the presence of permanent
stone structures, is Serabit al-Khadim (Hanna et al., this
volume). The temple of Hathor, Lady of Turquoise, was
apparently founded in the 12th Dynasty, with chapels and
pylons being added with regularity throughout the New
Kingdom to the late Ramesside era (Bonnet ez al. 1994;
Valbelle et al. 1994; Bonnet 1998; Mumford 1999).

The Desert People

Many Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites have been documented
in Sinai. Bar-Yosef has studied a number of them and
believes that they were seasonally occupied (Bar-Yosef
1982, 1984). He labeled the Pre-Pottery Neolithic
people of southern Sinai ‘Neolithic nomads’ and
‘hunter-gatherers” who occupied winter camps at lower
elevations, near the sea, and in the summer months
moved to higher elevations, typically 1200-2000 m
above sea level (Bar-Yosef 1982: 9; Bar-Yosef 1984:
145). Their circular stone structures were set 20—40
cm into the ground and had silos associated with them.
The discovery of rubbing stones and querns indicate
that grains were being consumed. The stratigraphical
evidence within the habitats points to repeated
occupations (Bar-Yosef 1982: 10). The clustered
arrangements of the circular stone domiciles of the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic A (8300-7300 BC) were supplanted
by similar structures in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B
(7300-5800 BC), but planned around a central courtyard
(Rosen 2009). The circular houses of Sinai follow the
same basic plan as those in southern Canaan, whereas in
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Figure 8.5. Plan of a ‘desert kite! Adapted
from Meshel 2000: 122.

0

northern Canaan rectilinear houses were standard for this
period (Bar-Yosef and Khazanov 1991).

Other impressive architectural features left in Sinai
by its Pre-Pottery Neolithic inhabitants are the so-called
‘desert kites.” These are found in Syria, Jordan and Sinai,
and there is widespread agreement that these enormous
stone structures were used for hunting gazelle and likely
also other desert game (Meshel 2000: 121-142). Dating
the desert kites has posed challenges. Meshel believes
they could go back to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic times,
although the construction of the majority seems to be
later and they continued to be used into the modern era
(Meshel 2000: 139-141). In excess of 20 kites have been
discovered in southern Sinai, in the area between Gebel
Serbal in the west and Ain Hudra in the east (Figure 8.5).
Some have arms that exceed 300 m in length, indicating
that these structures were not built by a small group
of individuals, but rather “reflect cooperative hunting,
probably requiring a larger community than earlier
hunting strategies” (Rosen 2009: 61).

The culture connection between the Negev (southern
Canaan) and Sinai is further evidenced by the presence
of the same types of cultic sites. Three types of religious
installations have been identified: standing stone shrines,
open sanctuaries, and cairns (Avner 1984, 1990).
Standing stones dating to the 11th—10th centuries BC
according to Avner have been found in Trans-Jordan,
southern Israel and Sinai (Avner 2001). The stones

typically are not worked and are of different shapes and
sizes, and most likely symbolize various deities. At Har-
Karkom, just inside Israel’s present-day border, scores of
cultic installations have been found around the mountain,
with some of the stones displaying human features
(Anati 2001: 30-33). The excavator believes that they
span from the Chalcolithic Period to the Early Bronze
Age (Anati 2001: 9)."” These standing stones are likely
the precursors to the later Canaanite standing stones,
known from the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, and
were probably adapted by the Israelites (Avner 2001).
It has been suggested that the tall narrow Egyptian
stelae at Serabit al-Khadim, which are different from
the standard shape of such Egyptian monoliths, may
have been influenced by the local tradition for making
standing stones (Hoffmeier 2005: 247-248).

One of the most intriguing architectural features
associated with the Chalcolithic and later Early Bronze
I cultures of Sinai are the nawamis (o==)s, ‘concealing a
secret,” but also ‘mosquitoes,” Murray 1935). Some think
that that these circular burial structures were constructed
by the Neolithic peoples of Sinai (Rosen 2009: 61).
Others, such as Captain Henry Spencer Palmer, were
told by local Bedouin that these monuments were built
by the Israelites during the wilderness period to protect

7 See my critique in Hoffmeier 2005 (125-126) on Anati’s
association of this site with Mount Sinai of the Israelites.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

N4 The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

them from plagues of mosquitoes (Palmer 1892:106).
Professor Edward Henry Palmer (no relation), who
visited Sinai in 1868 and 1870 with the Palestine
Exploration Fund, was also intrigued by the nawamis,
some of which he described “as large as 10 ft high
and 8 ft in diameter” (Palmer 1872: 255-256), 3.0 x
2.5 m, respectively. He thought of them as “primeval
dwellings” that had been subsequently used for burials,
but, like other early investigators, he had no way of
dating the structures. Recent excavations of some
nawamis and adjacent settlements suggest that they date
to the Chalcolithic Period and the Early Bronze Age I,
based on the lithic assemblages, ceramic materials and
radiocarbon data (Bar-Yosef et al. 1977; Bar-Yosef et
al. 1986; Beit-Arieh 2003: 439). Most likely they were
family burial structures that contained primary and
secondary interments (Bar-Yosef et al. 1986).

The Neolithic peoples of Sinai, it appears, had a
subsistence-based economy that included hunting game,
capturing migratory birds and collecting grains. During
the winter months they moved from higher elevations
closer to the sea, were they could fish and collect shell
fish (Bar-Yosef 1982). They were not attracted to Sinai
for its natural resources as was the case for people
in following millenniums. Turquoise and secondarily
also copper were the natural resources that attracted
ancient Egyptian mining expeditions to southern Sinai.
Turquoise is already found in the Neolithic cultures of
Fayum and Badara, in Egypt, and subsequently also in
other Predynastic and Early Dynastic contexts (Lucas
and Harris 1989: 404). Remarkably, turquoise is rarely
discovered in Canaanite sites (Beit-Arieh 2003: 97).
Because Sinai is the closest source of turquoise to Egypt,
the turquoise found at Neolithic sites undoubtedly came
from there. As there is no evidence for Egyptian activity
at Wadi Maghara and Serabit al-Khadim until around
2700-2650 BC, it appears that the earliest miners of
turquoise, and undoubtedly also copper, were the native
people of Sinai and southern Canaan. The examples of
turquoise from Neolithic contexts in Egypt does not
prove mining occurred as these pieces could have been
surface finds by Sinaitic Neolithic peoples who engaged
in some sort of trade contact with their contemporaries
in the Nile Valley, perhaps via the Wadi Tumilat.'®

Despite the extensive surveys and investigations of
Sinai in the 1970s and early 1980s, no Pottery Neolithic

site has been identified. Consequently, when and under
what circumstances domesticated sheep and goats were
introduced into Sinai remains uncertain.'” By the end of
the 7th millennium BC, however, ovicaprid bones were
deposited in abundance at sites across the ancient Near
East (Hesse 1995; Zeder and Hesse 2000; Pedrosa et
al. 2005). There is no reason to doubt that pastoralists
in Sinai during the late 7th-6th millenniums BC would
also have had sheep and goats. At a Chalcolithic site
with Ghassulian cultural features near Serabit al-Khadim
ovicaprid bones were documented (Beit-Arieh 2003:
78-100), signaling that by this period herding constituted
a significant part of the economy. Radiocarbon dates
from this site fall between 4216 and 3985 BC. Two of
the buildings (Structures A and B at Wadi Oasif) are
elliptically shaped in a building style similar to the
nawamis in the area (Beit-Arich 2003: 80-82), while the
flints associated with the settlement are Canaanean types
(Beit-Arieh 2003: 87). The importance of this site lies
in its location in the heart of the mining district and the
possible relationship of its inhabitants with the beginning
of turquoise and copper mining. The black hematite stone
hammers discovered there were likely used in turquoise
mining operations (Beit-Arieh 2003: 87, 92), and chips
of turquoise were found near one of the structures.
The ceramic remains send mixed signals. There are
Chalcolithic types, such as pierced lug-handled juglets,
a flat base of a jar and bowls that are attested at Ghassul,
Beer-Sheva and Arad. Egyptian wares were also found,
known from the First Dynasty at Abydos and southern
Canaanite sites in Early Bronze Age I and II contexts
(Beit-Arieh 2003: 84-85). It is not clear whether the
presence of Egyptian pottery at this early date indicates
that the Egyptians actually worked at the site, or that
these vessels belonged to the people of southern Canaan
who were trading with Egyptians at sites like Arad, Tell
Erani, Tell Maahaz and Tell Halif. If the latter scenario
is correct, then we have a mechanism to explain how the
products of southern Sinai could reach Egypt prior to the
beginning of Egyptian-sponsored mining expeditions to
the area, namely via southern Canaan.

The millennium between 3200 and 2200 BC (the
Early Bronze Ib-III) saw a dramatic increase in the
number of sites of local or Canaanean culture in Sinai.
Early Bronze Age I sites (3500-3200 BC) are not attested
at all in southern Sinai, which contrasts with a significant

18 This suggestion was made by Dr James Phillips of the Field
Museum of Natural History, Chicago, in an e-mail communication.

1T am grateful to Dr James Phillips for this information in an oral
communication.
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rise in the expansion of sites in southern Canaan and
along the Ways of Horus in northern Sinai. For the
Early Bronze Age II (3000-2700 BC), however, the
Ophir Expedition found that “in the EB II settlement in
Southern Sinai peaked and changed in character” (Beit-
Arieh 2003: 440). This Early Bronze Age II culture,
it has been suggested, had close affinities with Arad
(Amiran 1977). Larger sites are found in the central
mountain area and in Wadi Fayran. Stone habitation
areas were planned following several designs. One type
comprises broad rooms built around a courtyard, while
another has a larger circular central building surrounded
by small rooms that are thought to be animal pens
(Beit-Arieh 2003: 440-441). For the Early Bronze Age
11 (2700-2200 BC) and the era that corresponds to the
Egyptian Old Kingdom (Third-Fifth Dynasties) evidence
for Egyptians was found in central and southern Sinai
(Beit-Arieh 2003), in Wadi Maghara.

The Middle and Late Bronze Ages (around 2000—
1200 BC), corresponding to the Egyptian Middle and
New Kingdoms, saw an unprecedented military and
economic activity by the Egyptians in southwest Asia.
This is also marked in the archaeological record of the
mining areas of southern Sinai. The 12th and 18th—19th
Dynasties coincide with the greatest building activities
are Serabit al-Khadim (Hanna et al., this volume). Royal
stelae, chapels and pylons were added throughout the
area (Gardiner and Peet 1955; Beit-Arieh 1987; Bonnet
et al. 1994; Valbelle et al. 1994; Valbelle and Bonnet
1996; Bonnet 1998; Mumford 1999). The period from
1500-1200 BC, however, is matched by surprisingly
little evidence for the presence of the Semitic speaking
peoples of Canaan and the ‘desert people.” Work in
southern Sinai revealed that the “MB II [Middle Bronze
Age II] and Late Bronze Age are represented by remains
of Egyptian Middle and New Kingdom for turquoise
in the area of Serabit al-Khadim and Maghara but
there does not appear to have been any settlement
eastward into the mountains” (Beit-Arieh 2003: 440).
Beit-Arieh’s efforts only resulted in the recovery of
“random LB [Late Bronze Age] sherds” in the survey
area. Some explain this hiatus as evidence that the
“subsistence mode [of the population] was closer to
the pastoral end of the sedentary nomadic continuum”
(Finkelstein 1995: 101).

The copying of the so-called Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions
in the mines at Serabit al-Khadim by Sir Flinders Petrie
in 1905 and the study of them by subsequent scholars

revealed that the language was Semitic and that the
signs constituted a Proto-Canaanite alphabetic script
(Naveh 1997: 23-42; Briquel-Chatonnet 1998). Contrary
to earlier opinions that texts represented the origins of
the Semitic alphabetic script, these texts are predated
by other Proto-Canaanite inscriptions discovered at
Shechem, Gezer and Lachish in Canaan (Naveh 1997,
26), and even earlier Proto-Canaan alphabetic texts
found in Wadi al-Hol in the Western (Libyan) Desert
of Egypt (Darnell et al. 2005). These texts show that
the signs developed from the Egyptian Hieroglyphic
script and date to around 2000 BC. What the Serabit
al-Khadim inscriptions illustrate is that there were
Canaanites working in the mines during the 15th century
BC. It remains unclear whether these were working with
the Egyptians or independently. Interpreters (‘w) are
mentioned as members of expeditions on twelve different
texts from the 12th Dynasty at Serabit al-Khadim, and
an “overseer of interpreters” is also mentioned (Gardiner
and Peet 1955: 17). The inclusion of such interpreters
on mining missions suggests that the Egyptians were
dealing with locals, or that workers from southern
Canaan labored for the Egyptian expeditions.

A number of the hieroglyphic texts at Serabit do
specifically mention the presence of foreigners. Stela
110, dating to the reign of Pharaoh Amenembhet III refers
to 20 Asiatics of Oami (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 113).
The location of this place is uncertain, although it has
been suggested that it could be a toponymn within Sinai
or the southern Negev (Ahituv 1984: 113). Stela 120
refers to 20 men of Retenu, while Stela 114 mentions ten
foreigners (43styw). Another inscription of Amenembhet
III mentions a “domestic” (hry pr) who is an Asiatic
©3m), and it includes a reference to the “brother of the
ruler of Retjenu, Khebed” (Gardiner and Peet 1955: 115).
Khebed, who is depicted four times in the Temple of
Hathor, on Stelae 103, 112, 115 and 405, was obviously
a person of some standing. First of all he was identified
in Egyptian hieroglyphs as “the brother the ruler of
Retenu [Canaan].” Who this ruler was and from where
he ruled is not known from the Sinai texts. Khebed is
shown riding on a donkey with attendants leading and
following the equine, further indications of his elite
status (Gardiner and Peet 1955: plates 37, 39). The
general consensus, based on the Egyptian texts at Serabit
al-Khadim, is that people of south Canaan and Sinai
worked for the Egyptian mining expeditions (Gardiner
and Peet 1955: 19). Others, however, think that at least
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some of the Asiatics named on 12th Dynasty texts were
part of the growing Semitic-speaking population of the
Avaris area, in the eastern Nile Delta (Bietak 1996: 19),
and that Khebded came from Egypt.?* Whether Khebded
came from Egypt or southern Canaan, he was probably
responsible for recruiting and overseeing Asiatic workers
for the mining operations.

For the New Kingdom, the picture is not clear.
There are around 170 Egyptian inscriptions at Serabit
al-Khadim that date to the New Kingdom (Gardiner
and Peet 1955: 149-201), but they are not nearly as
informative on the mining operations as those from
the 12th Dynasty. References to Asiatics or men of
Retenu associated with the expeditions are absent.
That these were present, however, can be inferred
from the 15th-century BC Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions.
It is doubtful that these texts were etched by common
miners, but rather by some supervising official(s). The
idea that local or nomadic peoples were involved in
mining operations with the Egyptians in South Sinai is
attested elsewhere in the region. At Timna in southern
Arabah, for example, Egyptians mined copper during
the 19th—20th Dynasties. The presence of distinctive
Midianite, painted pottery and a tent shrine at Timna
shows that nomadic Midianites and Edomites worked
along with the Egyptians (Rothenberg and Glass 1983;
Rothenberg 1988, 1993). This pattern continued in
nearby Edom, in southern Jordan, at Khirbet al-Na’as
during the Iron Age I (Levy 2009).

Population Fluctuations in Sinai

As data from surveys and excavations in the Negev and
Sinai in recent decades have mounted, it was noticed
that there are periods were the presence of humans is
considerable and then there are periods were evidence
for humans is scant or even non-existing. Finkelstein
has advanced a hypothesis to explain the fluctuations of
populations in Canaan and those in the Negev and Sinai
(Finkelstein and Perevolotsky 1990; Finkelstein 1995).
He proposes that a cyclical pattern prevailed in Canaan
in which periods of sedentarization are followed by
periods of nomadization. These periods are precipitated

2 While only implied in his book on Avaris, Dr Manfred Bietak
made this view clear to me in an e-mail correspondence. His view
is strengthened by the recent discovery of a yet unpublished seal
with the title “ruler of Retenu” on it, which is the second such
seal. Consequently, Bietak believes that the ruler of Retenu was
part of the growing Semitic population in the eastern Nile Delta.

not by climatic change, but rather by various economic
factors that include foreign intervention (Finkelstein
1995: 37-49). Fringe areas, like the southern Negev
and Sinai, expand while the more urbanized centers
contract, and vice versa (Finkelstein 1995: 155-157).
This explains depopulation and the absence of evidence
of human habitation in certain regions at different times.
This cyclical pattern is the process that brought the
Israelites to Canaan around 1200 BC (Finkelstein and
Perevolotsky 1990). In this view, the Israelites originated
from a Canaanite group who took up a pastoral-nomadic
lifestyle after the collapse of the Middle Bronze Age city-
states and, after a period of nomadism through adjacent
areas like Transjordan, the Negev and Sinai, began a
process of sedentarization in small farming villages that
mark the beginning of the Iron Age (Finkelstein and
Perevolotsky 1990).

This theory has been forcefully challenged (Rosen
1992, 2009). Rosen dismisses Finkelstein’s position that
nomadic pastoralists leave little or no archaeological
footprint and argues that careful investigations can
reveal ancient encampments (Cribb 1991; Rosen 2003;
Veth et al. 2005; Hauser 2006; Bernbeck 2008; Eerkens
2008; Smith 2008; Wendrich and Barnard 2008). He
maintains, against the notion of cyclical population and
de-population of regions, that “demographic fluctuations
seem to reflect shifts in the edge of systematic
agricultural settlement, coincident in some cases with
shifting pastoral territories” (Rosen 2009: 58). Levy
and his colleagues have recently proposed adopting a
“position between Rosen and Finkelstein” (Levy et al.
2004: 69). Regardless of which theory of population
fluctuation prevails, it seems to me that, at least northern
Sinai, along the Ways of Horus, and the mining areas
of southern Sinai are directly affected by the political
and economic stability and the military prowess of
Egypt, from the end of the 4th millennium BC in the
north and from around 2700 BC in the south. It seems
that the earliest miners of copper and turquoise in Sinai
were the local desert people, along with residents of
southern Canaanite. When there is evidence for an
Egyptian presence at Wadi Maghara, beginning during
the Third Dynasty, the scores of Early Bronze Age 11
sites in southern Sinai were abandoned, and for the
Early Bronze Age Il period only Egyptian materials are
found (Beit-Arieh 2003: 440). It appears that once the
Egyptians were politically stable and could send their
own expeditions to Sinai, they no longer relied on local
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miners for turquoise and copper. Subsequently, the local
population took on a different role, now working under
Egyptian supervision. This new economic and political
reality may explain why they become less visible in the
archaeological record.

The Egyptian View of Sinai

From an ancient Egyptian perspective Sinai was a foreign
desert, or s3st, a place to exploit for its mineral and other
reserves. The northern road to Canaan was the route
to the Semitic world and military efforts were aimed
at protecting Egypt’s economic interests and access to
Canaan (Hoffmeier 2006). In the New Kingdom this
route was systematically militarized to guard Egypt
against hostile invasion and to provide military support
for imperial interests in the Levant (Oren 1987, 2006;
Hoffmeier in press; Hoffmeier and Moshier in press).
There is, however, another perspective that the Egyptians
had on Sinai. It was also the wasteland of the Shasu, the
Egyptian generic term for nomads or Bedouin. The term
$3sw first occurs in Egyptian texts of the 18th Dynasty
(Erman and Grapow 1926-1931: Volume 4, 412; Giveon
1971; Weippert 1971; Ward 1992). Prior to this period,
terms like Aryw $¢(w), literally meaning ‘those who are
on the sand,” were used for desert dwellers (Erman and
Grapow 1926-1931: Volume 3, 135), as was /3styw,
meaning ‘desert dwellers,” which is found from the
Old Kingdom through the New Kingdom (Erman and
Grapow 1926—1931: Volume 3, 236). These terms, like
Shasu, are not ethnically specific; Shasu is comparable
to the Arabic word Bedouin. The word derives from the
verb $3s, which means ‘to go’ or ‘to pass through (Erman
and Grapow 1926—-1931: Volume 4, 412), pointing to the
mobile lifestyle associated with desert dwellers. Because
nomads were viewed as marauders and thieves, it has
been suggested that the Canaanite word Sasa/, meaning
‘to plunder,’ is linked to the word Shasu (Lambdin
1953: 155). The Egyptian antagonism towards the
Shasu and the lands where they roamed is proverbial,
as can be seen in pAnastasi 1, which dates to the reign
of Pharaoh Ramesses II (1279-1213 BC), where the
scribe portrays the dangers for Egyptians traveling
through Shasu country, “[l]ions are more abundant than
leopards and bears, while it is hemmed in on all sides
by Shasu-Beduin. . .. The narrow pass is dangerous,
having Shasu-Beduin concealed beneath the bushes....
[They] have fierce faces. They are unfriendly” (Wente
1990: 106-108). The area being described appears to be

farther north, in Canaan, but Shasu were found there as
they were in Sinai and the Negev.

The Shasu were often the object of Egyptian military
action in northern Sinai and the Negev (Giveon 1971),
but the name was also used for dwellers of the Eastern
Desert in Egypt. Perhaps the most detailed portrayal of
Shasu is the famous battle reliefs of Pharaoh Seti I at
Karnak (Figure 8.4, Epigraphic Survey 1986: plates 2-6).
The initial campaign of Pharaoh Seti I was apparently
instigated by internecine conflict between tribes along
the strategic route from Egypt to Canaan. The text that
introduces the panoramic scenes declares that “Shasu
enemies are plotting rebellion! Their tribal leaders are
gathered in one place, standing on the foothills of Khor,
and they are engaged in turmoil and uproar. Each of them
is killing his fellow. They do not consider the laws of the
palace” (Murnane 1985: 55). The zone of this upheaval is
further delineated by the statement that “the [devastation]
which the energetic Pharaoh. . . made against the Shasu
enemies, from the fortress Tcharu [Sile] to Canaan”
(Murnane 1985: 55). This area spans from Egypt’s east
frontier at Tjaru (Hebua) to Gaza. The Shasu were of
course no real threat to Egypt’s power, but they were
irritants and the turmoil they spawned could disrupt
communication and travel between Egypt and Canaan
(Murnane 1985: 57). No doubt the type of impediments
to travel reflected in pAnastasi 1 were what prompted
Seti’s actions.

The Great Harris Papyrus comments on the campaign
by Pharaoh Ramesses 11l against the Shasu, probably
in Sinai. The ruler announces “I destroyed their tents,”
indicating that troubles with the desert people of Sinai
continued for imperial Egypt into the 12th century BC
(Erichsen 1933: 76.10). What is intriguing about this text
is that the word used for tent is not the common Egyptian
term im(3)w (Hoffmeier 1977), but the Semitic word
‘ohel. This is the same word that is used in the Hebrew
Bible to refer to the habitat of Abraham (Genesis 12:8;
13:3, 12), Jethro the Midianite (Exodus 18:7), the Kenites
(Judges 4:18-22), and to the Israelite desert sanctuary.
There is little doubt that the Shasu, the desert people
of Sinai, lived in tents, just as the early Israelites did in
Genesis and in the wilderness period (Hoffmeier 2005:
196-198). It has been suggested that some of the lower
circular structures in south Sinai were not buildings per
se, but an area demarcated for tents (Figure 8.6, Beit-
Arieh 2003: 400, but see Saidel 2001, 2008).
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Figure 8.6. Plan of a stone encampment in Sinai (top), reconstruction
of a tent camp (bottom). Adapted from Beit-Arieh 2003: 400.

In the scenes of Pharaoh Seti I in Karnak, Shasu
men are shown wearing pointy beards and floppy caps,
while the caps of others have short tassels on the back,
and the warriors wore some sort of wrapped garment
around their torsos (Figure 8.4). These different caps
could signify different clans or tribes of Shasu. They
are shown to fight with spears and small duckbill axes.
In 2002, during our excavations at Tell el-Borg in North
Sinai, we discovered part of a relief from a larger battle
scene depicting Shasu showing at least two lines of
fleeing enemies (Figure 8.7). The legs of the upper group
are visible, running over hilly terrain, and the heads of
two men are shown on the lower register. They wear
caps and one has a duckbill axe, but they look different
from those on the reliefs in Karnak. The fleeing figures
and the hilly terrain show that these are Shasu in their
desert environment. Based on art historical analysis of
all the pieces of the scene, the Pharaoh who pursues
these Shasu is probably Ramesses II (Hoffmeier and
Pinch-Brock 2005). Finding this scene associated with
the gate of a 19th-Dynasty fort indicates that one of the
purposes of this fort was to display royal power against

the troublesome Shasu who might interfere with Egypt’s
military interest in the area.

While the term Shasu is typically used as a sociological
designation (Ward 1992, 1165-1167), there are cases
where a second name follows, indicating a geographical
region or tribal identity. pAnastasi VI: 55-56, dating
from the reign of Pharaoh Merneptah (1213-1203 BC),
contains a report of an Egyptian military stronghold
allowing a Shasu band of Edom ($3sw n idwm) to water
their herds in the pools of Pithom (pr itm) in Wadi
Tumilat (Gardiner 1937: 76). The Edom mentioned
here is no doubt is associated with the descendants of
Esau (Edom), the brother of Jacob (Genesis 25:29-34;
36). When Moses is about to lead the Israelites out of
Sinai, he sent messengers to the king of Edom requesting
permission to pass through his territory, explaining, “here
we are in Kadesh, a city on the edge of your territory”
(Numbers 20:16). This shows that Edomite territory
included the area immediately northeast of Sinai. The
geographical list from the Egyptian temple at Amara in
Nubia records the name 13 §3sw se--r-er, which has been
associated with Seir of the Bible (Weippert 1974; Astour
1979). Genesis 32:3 suggests that this territory is one and
the same as Edom or is some part of it or adjacent to it:
“Jacob sent messengers before him to his brother Esau
in the land of Seir, the country of Edom.” Other passages
in Genesis demonstrate the correlation of the two, “Esau
settled in the hill country of Seir; Esau is Edom. These
are the descendants of Esau, ancestor of the Edomites,
in the hill country of Seir” (Genesis 36:8-9). The biblical
texts suggest that the Shasu of Edom primarily lived in
southern Trans-Jordan, but, as p4Anastasi V1 shows, they
could bring their flocks to Egypt across Sinai on the Way
of Shur and into Wadi Tumilat towards the end of the
second millennium BC.

Another intriguing Shasu group is one that is written
with the element yaw3 (Fairman 1939). Because this
linguistically corresponds to the name of the Israelite
god YHWH, it has generated much discussion. It was
recognized that the list of names in the temple of Pharaoh
Ramesses 11 (1279—-1213 BC) at Amara represents a
copy from the earlier temple of Pharaoh Amenhotep III
(1390-1353 BC) at nearby Soleb (Giveon 1964). When
the two lists are placed side by side, the sequence at
Amara, which include the yAw3 names, matches the order
in the Soleb list. The toponym ‘Shasu land of Yahwa’
led many scholars to believe that this name points to a
geographical territory where a cult for Yahwa flourished
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in the 14th century BC (Giveon 1971: 28). Recently
this toponym was identified as the region where the
worshipers of Yahu, the god of the Israelites, wandered,
which is likely to be in northeastern Sinai, around
Kadesh-Barnea (Ahituv 1984: 122). Redford accepted
the connection between the yaw3 of the lists in Amara
and Soleb and the god of the Israelites, believing that this
toponym points to the regions where Yahweh originated
and that the Shasu somehow figured into the amalgam
that constituted the Israelites (Redford 1992: 272-273,
Rainey 2008). This interpretation is strengthened by
the proximity of Seir in the same list. Thus some think
that “the Shasu land of Yahwa” was in the same region
as or adjacent to the Shasu land of Seir (Edom). This
connection, if correct, would support the position that
Yahweh may have originated in northeastern Sinai or
Arava, or that pastoralists in the second millennium
BC were worshipers of this deity. It should be noted,
however, that there are other scholars who reject any
association between the early Israelites and the Shasu
(Yurco 1997; Hoffmeier 2005: 243-245). More recent
studies of the lists at Amara and Soleb have pointed
out a number of problems. It was noted, for instance,
that Se--r-er is spelled with two r’s, whereas Hebrew
Seir usually has only one, and that the name as it stands
can be associated with a location in Lebanon or Syria
(Astour 1979). Unless we allow that Seir is inaccurately

Figure 8.7. Relief discovered by the author
at Tell al-Borg, in northern Sinai. Drawing by
Lyla Pinch Brock.
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recorded, then the equation of this toponym with Seir of
the Bible presents a challenge. If Astour is correct, the
toponym containing the supposed divine name places it
hundreds of miles north of Sinai, and thus either is not
YHWH or is too far removed to have had any influence
on the Israelites. This also means that Shasu, in addition
to living a nomadic existence in Sinai, the Negev and
the Trans-Jordan, also traversed lands far to the north.

The Genesis Patriarchs in Sinai

According to the book of Genesis, Abraham and his
family migrated to Canaan from Harran in northern
Mesopotamia, in present day Turkey (Genesis 11:27-
12:6). He, followed by his sons Isaac and Ishmael, along
with the sons of his later wife Keturah (Genesis 25:1-6),
and his grandson Jacob are described as pastoral nomads
(Bernbeck 2008; Cribb 2008; Kuznar and Sedlmeyer
2008), who herded sheep, goats and cattle, and moved
among southern Canaan, the Negev, and the hill country
(Genesis 12:6-9; 13:2-4). Beer-Sheva, a key site in the
Negev, served as a center for much of the activities of
this family (Genesis 21:14, 31-33; 22:19; 26:33; 28:10;
46:1, 5). In the story about how Joseph was sold by his
brothers and ended up as a slave in Egypt, the young
man traveled from Beer-Sheva, or possibly Hebron, in
the south to search for his brothers who had moved the
flocks to graze in northern Canaan. Joseph expected to
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find them in Shechem (Genesis 37:12-13), but learned
on arrival that they had moved farther north to Dothan
(Genesis 37:17). These narratives reflect the practice
of seasonal movements to higher elevations during the
summer months, and then a return to the lowlands in the
colder seasons. Furthermore, what the Genesis narratives
describe, seasonal movements between the Negev and
urban areas in Canaan, reflect the practice of enclosed
nomadism (Rowton 1974; Rosen 2003; Wendrich and
Barnard 2008).

Sinai also played a role in the narrative of Hagar,
Abraham’s Egyptian concubine. When she fled from her
mistress Sarah, Abraham’s wife, she departed for Egypt
via the Way of Shur and stopped at a well “between
Kadesh [Barnea] and Bered” (Genesis 16:14). The
former place figures prominently in the wilderness
episodes in Numbers. It is from Kadesh in the Wilderness
of Paran that Moses is said to have dispatched spies to
reconnoiter the land of Canaan (Numbers 13:3, 26).
Kadesh-Barnea was on the very southern border of
Canaan (Numbers 34:4) and is probably to be equated
with Ain Qudeirat. The location of Bered is unclear,
but it is obviously farther east, situating Beer-lahai-roi,
the name of the well in the Hagar episode, on the Way
of Shur, possibly near Wadi al-Arish in Sinai (Rainey
and Notley 2006: 113). Three times in the Patriarchal
narratives, drought in Canaan motivates the ancestors of
the Israelites to go or to consider going to Egypt, to the
lush and well-watered Nile Delta. Abraham did so for a
brief time (Genesis 12:10-16), [saac almost did (Genesis
26:1-3), and then Jacob and his entire clan moved into
Egypt (Genesis 46). Mention of Beer-Sheva on the route
to Egypt in Jacob’s journey (Genesis 46:1) demonstrates
that the route envisioned is the Way of Shur across Sinai,
heading for Wadi Tumilat, much like the Edomite Shasu
did in the time of Pharaoh Merneptah. Upon arrival
in Egypt, the sons of Jacob implore Pharaoh to allow
them to stay: “They said to Pharaoh, We have come
to sojourn in the land; for these is not pasture for your
servant’s flocks, for the famine is severe in the land of
Canaan; and now, we pray you, let your servants dwell
in the land of Goshen” (Genesis 47:4). The practice of
asking for permission to enter Egypt from Sinai and
to pasture and water flocks is reminiscent of what is
described in the 12th Dynasty Prophecy of Neferti where
it announces that the foretold ruler Ameny would arise in
Egypt to build the Walls of the Ruler “to prevent Asiatics
(°3mw) from going down into Egypt. They (will have to)

beg for water in the customary manner in order to let
their flocks drink™ (the translation is my own). In other
words, the walls or forts would keep the Asiatic pastoral
nomads from coming in from Sinai in an unrestrained
manner. They would need to get permission to access
the water sources in Wadi Tumilat and the eastern Nile
Delta as had been the practice prior to the political and
economic breakdown of the First Intermediate Period
(2125-1975 BC).

The Egyptian texts and the Hebrew tradition show
that pastoral nomads, who seasonally spent time in the
southern Canaan, southern Jordan and Sinai, at different
periods came to Egypt during times of drought. To enter,
the pastoralists had to get official permission. In the case
of the Israelites, they entered to live as aliens (lgwr)
with the permission of the Crown. They were reportedly
even given the responsibility to care for the cattle of the
Pharaoh (Genesis 47:6). But in the course of time the
ruler as well as the fortune of the Israelites changed and
they were pressed into forced labor, sometime during
the New Kingdom, being treated like prisoners of war
(Hoffmeier 1999: 112-116). The dramatic story of this
oppression is beyond the scope of this chapter, but it
was their exodus from Egypt that placed the Israelites
in Sinai.

Forty Years in the Wilderness of Sinai

Before Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt, the Bible
records that he fled Egypt after killing an Egyptian
taskmaster (Exodus 2: 11-22). He would have traveled
across Sinai to get to Midian, where he lived in exile
for some years. Midian is located in northwest Arabia
(Rainey and Notley 2006: 120). There, as the story
continues, he met and married the daughter of Jethro, the
priest of Midian. The Midianites, Genesis 25:1-2 claims,
were also descendants of Abraham, via his marriage to
Keturah. The Midianites, accordingly, were kinfolk of
the Israelites, and some theorize that Jethro and his clan
had preserved the religion of Abraham and introduced
it to Moses.?! Moses cared for the flocks of Jethro, and
it is while grazing in “Horeb, the mountain of God”
(Exodus 3:1) that he encountered the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob (Exodus 3:5). Because Mount Sinai was
probably somewhere in southern Sinai, the presence of
Moses in this mountainous region suggests that he had
moved his flocks from Midian to the higher elevations of

2 For an overview of some of the theories on Jethro and the
Midianites, see Slayton 1992.
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south Sinai, probably in the summer. The Midianites of
the Bible are closely connected to another group called
the Kenites. After nearly a year at Mount Sinai, on what
may be described as a religious pilgrimage, Moses and
the Israelites set out for Canaan. Moses implores his
Midianite brother-in-law, Hobab to join the Israelites
as a guide, saying “come with us, and we will do you
good . . . for you know how we are to encamp in the
wilderness and you will serve as eyes for us” (Numbers
10:29-30). Once in the land of Canaan, the Kenites
remained tent dwellers. Their territory is identified as
being in the Negev (1 Samuel 27:10), and the area of
Arad is specifically mentioned in Judges 1:16. One of
their descendants is identified as “Heber the Kenite
... the descendants of Hobab, Moses’ brother-in-law”
(Judges 4:11). The term Kenite derives from the word
gayin, which means metalworker or smith (Koehler
and Baumgartner 2001: 1097). Consequently there is
widespread agreement that the Kenites of the Bible were
itinerant metalworkers (Halpern 1992), and thus the
application of the name Kenites to the Midianite in-laws
of Moses may originally have conveyed their profession
or trade rather than their ethnicity.

These traditions carry some interesting implications.
While the Bible presents the Midianites and Kenites
as kin of Moses, their presence with the Israelites in
southern Sinai up to the time of their departure may have
been because this clan of metalworkers was helping the
Israelites with the mining, smelting and working of the
copper for the portable tent-shrine of the Israelites. Many
of the cultic objects needed for the desert sanctuary were
made of copper or bronze (nhoset), such as the claps
for tents (Exodus 26:11), base stands (Exodus 26:37),
the altar, its grating and utensils (Exodus 27:1-4), pillar
bases (Exodus 27:10-11), and the purification laver
and its stand (Exodus 30:18). Second, because the Old
Testament associates the Kenites with the Midianites,
an otherwise anonymous ‘desert people’ who moved
in and out of Sinai is now known. Mention was made
already to the identity of the Midianite copper miners
and workers at Timna who labored with the Egyptians
during the transition period between the Late Bronze
Age III and the Iron Age I. It may be that the Midianites
and Kenites who associated with the Israelites had tribal
associations with the miners at Timna and other sites
in Sinai.

Just before reaching Mount Sinai, the Israelites are
said to have stopped at Rephidim. Its location was

thought by early explorers to be Wadi Fayran, or within
it. More recent investigators have also made this equation
(Aharoni 1967: 199; Beegle 1972: 186-187; Perevolotsky
and Finkelstein 1985). It should not be surprising to find
the Israelites at this location, as it is one of the two best-
watered areas of Sinai, the other being Ain Qudeirat,
which likely is Kadesh-Barnea. While at Rephidim, a
nomadic people known as the Amalekites attacked the
Israelites. The Amalekites are frequently encountered in
later history as a continual nemesis for the Israelites. For
example, the prophet Samuel commissioned King Saul
to wipe out the Amalekites because they had attacked the
Israelites in Sinai centuries earlier (1 Samuel 15:2-3) and
Saul pursued the Amalekites from the southern Negev
across northern Sinai “as far as Shur, which is east of
Egypt (1 Samuel 15:7). Genesis 14: 6-7 claims that
the territory of Amalek is also located in Sinai and the
southern Negev. It contains the tradition of the coalition
of Mesopotamian kings who attacked Trans-Jordan and
the Negev in Abraham’s day, referring to the invaders
coming to Mount Seir (Edom) and “as far as El-Paran
on the border of the wilderness; then they turned back
and came to En-Mishpat (that is Kadesh), and subdued
all the country of the Amalekites.” As the territory of
Amalek includes Kadesh (Barnea) or Ain Qudeirat, it
appears that they seasonally moved between the prime
water sources of Sinai, Kadesh-Barnea in the north and
Wadi Fayran (Rephedim) in the south.

Ain Qudeirat is identified as the likely site of Kadesh,
based on its location on the border between Sinai and
Canaan, and because it has the most reliable source of
water in northern Sinai (Aharoni 1967: 70-72; Gilead
1993; Rainey and Notley 2006: 121). Another candidate
is Ain Qadis, located about 10 km south of Ain Qudeirat.
Because the Arabic name Qadis preserves the older
Semitic word Kadesh, some have thought that this is
ancient Kadesh-Barnea. It is a smaller site with a less
profuse source of water, however, which has resulted in
this site being largely abandoned as a consideration for
biblical Kadesh.?? Now located within the Egyptian part
of Sinai, Ain Qudeirat has yielded evidence of human
presence beginning in the Paleolithic Period (Gilead
1993). Because it was such an important water source
in the area, it is astonishing that there is little evidence
for any human occupation in the Bronze Age, although
Early Bronze Age II is represented (Beit-Arieh and

22 For a review of these two sites and the identity of Kadesh-
Barnea, see Hoffmeier 2005: 122-124.
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Gophna 1976). Not until the 10th century BC, Iron Age
II, do we have the beginning of substantial structures,
namely a series of three Judean forts, the last of which
was destroyed violently early in the 6th century BC,
possibly at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem by
the Babylonians (Cohen 1983, 1993; Cohen and Bernick-
Greenberg 2008).

After the exodus and once in Sinai, Exodus 15 reports
that the Israelites encountered a problem with water.
Bad-tasting water and the absence of water are frequently
mentioned as a dilemma for the Israclites in Sinai,
as it was for the ancient desert dwellers and seasonal
pastoralists of Sinai. Exodus 15:23 records that at a site
named Marah (Hebrew for bitter), the Israelites would
not drink the water because of its taste. Arabic Bedouin
frequently name wells and springs in accordance with
the taste of the water and Murr (Arabic for bitter) is
one such name (Bailey 1984). There is a Bir al-Murra
located less that 10 km south of Suez on the west coast of
Sinai, a route that may have been taken by the Israelites
on their way to southern Sinai. Perhaps the best-known
story about water in the wilderness narratives is set
at Rephidim in the Wilderness of Sin (Exodus 17:1-
15). At this location, no water was found although it
was expected there. While at Rephidim the Israelites
were attacked by the Amalekites (Exodus 17:8-13) and
apparently the issue behind this clash was the new water
source that Moses discovered when he famously struck a
rock (Exodus 17:5-6). It has been noted that in igneous
formations, like the area around Wadi Fayran, dykes can
create “the hydrological setting for the accumulation of
shallow ground water” and local Bedouin claim to know
how to tap into these water deposits (LaMoreaux and
Hussein 1996: 93-95). Defeating the Amalekites here
proved beneficial for the Israelites as Kadesh-Barnea is
reported to be one of their centers (Genesis 14:6-7). This
meant that the Israelites would not face a challenge from
the Amalekites at the spring at Kadesh-Barnea itself, and
none is reported (Mattingly 1992).

Mount Sinai

Since the early centuries of the Christian era clerics,
biblical scholars and in recent centuries also geographers
and archaeologists, not to mention fascinated laypeople,
have been engrossed in the search for Mount Sinai, the
location of the revelation to Moses (Exodus 20-24). More
than a dozen locations have been proposed, ranging from
Gebel Halal in northern Sinai to Gebel Serbal and Gebel

Musa in southern Sinai, not to mention other contenders
in Trans-Jordan and Arabia.”® During the recent period
of Israel’s control of Sinai (1967-1982), Israeli scholars
took advantage of the opportunity and did extensive
archaeological work, some of which has been mentioned
above. The investigations of South Sinai led a number
of archaeologists to agree with the traditions behind
locating the activities described in Exodus 17-34 and
Numbers 1-10 in southern Sinai. The reasons for this
thinking are largely due to ecological factors making
life more tolerable in the higher elevations—it is cooler,
water sources are more reliable, and vegetation is more
plentiful than in the central and northern parts of Sinai
(Meshel 1982; Perevolotsky and Finkelstein 1985; Beit-
Arieh 1988; Meshel 2000: 143-161; Rainey and Notley
2006: 118-121).

The description in Deuteronomy 1:2 that it “is an
eleven days’ journey from Horeb by way of Mt. Seir to
Kadesh-Barnea” is valuable for locating Mount Sinai for
two reasons. First because there is widespread agreement
that Ain Qudeirat is Kadesh-Barnea, and second the
figure eleven is so irregular and holds no particular
symbolic significance that it is understood as a precise
figure by biblical scholars (Davis 1978; Davies 1979;
Hoffmeier 2005: 122-124; Rainey and Notley 2006:
120). The information in Deuteronomy 1:2 certainly
supports the tradition that Mount Sinai is located in
South Sinai because of the distance that this entails,
between 265 and 350 km (Hoffmeier 2005: 123) and
288 and 400 km (Davies 1979), while it makes north
and central Sinai locations, such as Gebel Halal or Har
Karkom, and those in Arabia, such as Hala al-Badr,
unlikely (Hoffmeier 2005: 130-144; Rainey and Notley
2006: 120).*

During their year-long stay near Mount Sinai, the
Israelites are said to have constructed a tent sanctuary,
known as the Tabernacle (miskan, or Tent of Meeting,
‘ohel moéd). It is now common to consider the Hebrew
tent-shrine as a priestly (5th century BC) retrojection
back to the ‘Mosaic age’ as the later priests could
not envision a time when the Israelites did not have
a sanctuary (Wellhausen 1885: 36-37). The idea of a
portable sanctuary is appropriate for a desert people,
especially those who move seasonally, and because of
the Near Eastern analogues, scholars have questioned

2 For a review of these theories, see Hoffmeier 2005: 111-148.
2 For the distance involved in a day’s journey as it applies to the
travel of the Israelites in Sinai, see Hoffmeier 2005: 149-153.
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the wisdom of 19th-century AD scholarship (Friedman
1980, 1992; Kitchen 1993; Homan 2002). Excavations
at Timna revealed that the Egyptian Hathor shrine was
altered after the Egyptians ceased mining operations,
around 1150 BC, and the work was now run by
Midianites, to judge from the presence of “Midianite
pottery” (Rothenberg and Glass 1983; Rothenberg 1988,
1993). “A large amount of heavy red and yellow cloth”
was discovered in the shrine, leading to the conclusion
that it was from a Midianite “tented sanctuary”
(Rothenberg 1993). As Midianites, Israelites and other
desert people lived in tents, it is only logical that their
deities would likewise live in tent-like structures. The
Israelite Tabernacle and its sacred accoutrements point
to a desert culture, and a Sinaitic one in particular. First
of all, the wooden frame for the Tabernacle, Exodus 25
and 26 claims, was made of §ittim, acacia. The word
used in Hebrew, sittim, is cognate with the Egyptian
name for the same tree, snd.t (Lambdin 1953; Koehler
and Baumgartner 2001: 473). Trees are rare today in
Sinai and the three most common species are tamarisk,
acacia and palm. Acacias were severely exploited by
Bedouin in the 19th century AD, “trees have been cut
down unsparingly by the Bedawin, and turned into
charcoal for exportation to Egypt” (Palmer 1872: 47),
and they were likely more common in ancient times.
Recently, several disassembled boats were discovered
(Bard and Fattovich 2003, 2007), stored in caves near
the ancient port of Wadi Gawasis (Sayed 1977, 1980),
on the Red Sea coast in Egypt. One of these boats,
dating to the 12th Dynasty, was made of acacia and
some the planks exceed the length that present-day
acacias are capable of producing.?

Three layers, the Pentateuch reports, covered the
frame of the Tabernacle. The innermost was made of
linen (Exodus 26: 31, 36; 27:9, 16, 18), as were garments
worn by the priests (Exodus 39:27-29). One might
not expect a people in Sinai to have access to linen,
but the Israelites had purportedly just left Egypt and
the Hebrew word sés derives from the Egyptian word
$s (Erman and Grapow 1926-1931: Volume 4, 539;
Lambdin 1953; Koehler and Baumgartner 2001: 662).
The middle layer was made of goat’s hair (Exodus 26:7,
14; 40:19). The third and outer layer is made of #hasim
skin. This obscure word occurs almost exclusively in

% As reported by Dr Katheryn Bard at the Annual Meeting of the
American Research Center in Egypt, Toledo, April 2007 (Bard and
Fattovich 2003; Bard and Fattovich 2007).

connection with the Tabernacle. One interesting proposal
is that this word is cognate with the Arabic word tuhas,
which means dolphin or porpoise (Cross 1998: 89). For
Cross, the use of dolphin skins in the construction of the
Tabernacle has a ring of authenticity to it: “I must say
that I find it hard to believe that priests bent on producing
a fraudulent description of Moses’ tabernacle would have
chose dolphin skin for outer curtains” (Cross 1998: 89).
As is commonly known, dolphins and porpoises occur
in the Red Sea around the Sinai Peninsula. The other
occurrence of tahas in the Old Testament is Ezekiel
16:10. This passage is an allegory in which Israel is
likened to an abandoned baby girl. God rescues her,
cleans her up and dresses her (Ezekiel 16:8-12), which
included putting on shoes of fahas. Interpreting this
enigmatic reference was helped by the ethnographic
observation by Edward Robinson, in 1838, of Bedouin
sandals made of the “thick skin of a fish which is caught
in the Red Sea. . . . The skin is clumsy and coarse, and
might answer very well for the external covering of the
tabernacle, which was constructed at Sinai” (Robinson
1841: 171). In this light, the thought that the outer
covering of Tabernacle was made of dolphin or porpoise
hides fits a setting in Sinai, especially as such would
have provided excellent protection of the contents of the
shrine from the elements.

Finally, some of the gemstones used in the priestly
regalia are of interest here. Turquoise is one of them
(Exodus 28:18; 39:11). The Hebrew term used is nopek,
which derives from the Egyptian word for turquoise,
mfk3t (Muchiki 1999: 251; Koehler and Baumgartner
2001: 709). It remains uncertain whether mfk3t was
originally an Egyptian word, or whether it was the name
for the gemstone used in Sinai, which the Egyptians
then borrowed. Serabit Khadim in south central Sinai
is the principal source for turquoise for Egypt and the
Levant. Two other gems mentioned in association with
the priestly breastplate are worth mentioning. The first is
‘ahalamd, which occurs in Exodus 28:19 and 39:12 and
is recognized to be the Hebrew writing of the Egyptian
hnm(t) (Lambdin 1953; Muchiki 1999: 238-239). This
was possibly red jasper (Harris 1961: 124). Jasper comes
in different colors, but red was a favorite in ancient
Egypt and was used “chiefly for beads and amulets,
though sometimes as inlay for jewelry” (Lucas and
Harris 1989: 397). Jasper is found in the Eastern Desert
of Egypt (Aston et al. 2000). I have not been able to
find any evidence that jasper was mined in Sinai, but
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as the Eastern Desert has the same geomorphology as
the western Sinai there could be jasper in Sinai even
though the sources have not yet been discovered by
modern investigators. The third and final gemstone to
consider is lesem, mentioned in Exodus 28:19; 39:12.
The etymology from Egyptian nsm(?) is generally
recognized (Lambdin 1953; Muchiki 1999: 248). This
is probably green feldspar, one of the most widely used
semi-precious stones in Egypt (Harris 1961: 115-116),
which also occurs in the Eastern Desert (Lucas and
Harris 1989: 394). The sanctuary of the Israelites thus
fits the setting of Sinai.

Discussion

The traditions preserved in the Pentateuch portray a
challenging life for the Israelites in Sinai, including
encounters with hostile pastoral nomads, like the
Amalekites, as well as friendly ones, like the Kenites
and Midianites. All these peoples were identified by
the Egyptians as Shasu. Life for the peoples of Sinai,
including the Israelites, throughout history was
demanding because of limited water and food supplies,
heat in the summer and cold in the winter, rugged

mountains and desolate deserts. And yet, according
to the biblical tradition, it is within this matrix that
the Israelite tribes rallied around their god, Yahweh,
recorded their laws and constructed their tent-shrine.
Centuries later, the biblical writers recall the desert
experiences of their ancestors in different ways. The
6th-century BC prophet Jeremiah reflects on the Sinai
experience by reminding his audience that God had led
the Israelites through the wilderness, “a land of deserts
and pits, a land of drought and deep darkness, a land that
none passes through and were no man dwells” (Jeremiah
2:6). Indeed, Sinai proved to be a harsh place to live for
the Israelites, like it did for other peoples who more or
less periodically subsisted there. The 8th-century BC
prophet Hosea remembered it this way: “I am the LORD
your God from the land of Egypt; you know no God but
me, and besides me there is no savior. It was I who knew
you in the wilderness, in the land of drought” (13:4-5).
According to the biblical tradition, then, this inhospitable
northern extension of the Eastern Desert was the crucible
in which early Israel’s religious and social institutions
were forged.
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CHAPTER ¢

Vegetation and Management
Regime Continuity

in the Cultural Landscape of the Eastern Desert

GIDSKE L. ANDERSEN

ITUATED ON THE EASTERN FRINGE OF THE

Sahara (Figure 9.1), the Eastern Desert of Egypt

and Sudan is one of the most extreme deserts in
the world. Droughts that can last for several years are
characteristic and the variability in rainfall is huge,
not only in time but also in space. Nevertheless, the
Eastern Desert has supplied its local inhabitants and
their animals with sufficient resources to support their
pastoral lifestyle for millennia. After the desiccation
of the Sahara around 5500 cal. BP, the main livelihood
strategy across the North African drylands is one or
another variety of nomadic pastoralism.! More than
80% of the arid and hyper-arid lands are presently
rangelands, better suited to pastoralism than to crop
production (Millenium Ecosystem Assessment 2005).
Since the 1970s there has been an increasing focus
among scientists on the degradation of drylands,
so-called desertification (Thomas and Middleton
1994), and questionable environmental narratives have
attributed resource degradation to pastoral nomads,

!'In this context, ka (kilo-annum) stands for “1000 years ago,” Ma
for “1,000,000 years ago” and BP for “before present” (which is
arbitrarily defined as 1950). In cases where it is unclear whether
the date is calibrated (cal. BP) or uncalibrated (BP), I have
assumed that the conventions for reporting radiocarbon dates have
been followed (Stuiver and Polach 1977). In cases of uncertainty,
dates are marked with a question mark.
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whose mobility is said to have allowed them to plunder
resources and move on (Davis 2006). Most nomadic
pastoralists, however, have strong attachments to
places and, because of their extreme reliance on
precarious natural resources, have developed often
sophisticated indigenous systems to protect them
(Hobbs 1989, 2006). Drylands can therefore be
characterized as coupled human-environment systems,
or cultural landscapes (Krzywinski and Pierce 2001;
Reynolds et al. 2007). It is in this context that the
history of Eastern Desert can best be understood.

In addition to water, trees are the foundation for the
coupled human-environment system of the Eastern
Desert. From the desert core to the moister borderlands,
multipurpose tree species are a key resource in
traditional livelihoods. Trees are long-lived and drought-
enduring and therefore represent virtually the only
reliable resource for people and their animals, and their
importance increases with increasing aridity. Trees
provide basic needs such as shade, shelter, fuel and
material for construction and handicraft. Every tree is
managed to optimize the supply of fodder for animals.
Dominant tree species can be considered keystone
species in arid ecosystems because they improve soil
fertility and increase biodiversity (Hobbs 1989; Belsky
1994; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Munzbergova and
Ward 2002). The skills required to survive in the Eastern
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Figure 9.1. Map of the research area between A°0CE
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the Red Sea and the Nile Valley in Egypt and
Sudan.
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Desert and to manage the desert environment sustainably
are a vital part of the indigenous culture of the desert
dwellers. Traditional management strategies not only
shape and support cultural landscapes, but also maintain
high diversity at landscape, habitat and species levels
(Krzywinski et al. 2009). These strategies leave few or
no traces in the archaeological and historical records,
so understanding this central aspect of nomadic culture
requires basic knowledge about the ecosystem and the
key species that it depends upon. Such knowledge will
facilitate a fuller understanding of the lifestyle of the
desert dwellers, both now and in the past, and thereby
add essential information about the history of the people
of the Eastern Desert.

This chapter elaborates on the vegetation in the Eastern
Desert, with special emphasis on arboreal resources and
the changes therein since the last desiccation of the
Sahara. Traditional management practices are considered
in light of the current ecological understanding of arid
lands. In the context of the history of desert peoples,
it will throw light on the actual conditions for human
presence in what has sometimes been considered desert

wasteland. It shows that old and traditional management
practices are in line with current ecological principles
and also raises the question as to whether such practices
are needed for the conservation of tree populations in the
contemporary hyper-arid climate and environmental and
socioeconomic trends of change.

Long-Term Vegetation Change and Continuity

Today the Sahara is the largest hot desert in the world
and a hot and arid climate has characterized the region
since the end of the Pliocene epoch (around 2.5 Ma), from
about the same time as the onset of major glaciation at
higher latitudes (Swezey 2009). It has been suggested that
eolian dune deposits in the northern Chad Basin indicate
that recurrent desert conditions in the Sahara started
at least 7 Ma (Schuster et al. 2006a, but see Kropelin
2006; Schuster et al. 2006b; Swezey 2006). The region
has not been uniformly dry, however, but has oscillated
between dry (arid to hyper-arid) and humid (semi-arid
or pluvial) periods. During the last 125,000 years there
have been at least eight to ten dry and wet periods in the
southern Sahara. These cycles of dry and humid periods
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are related to the strength or weakness of the Saharan
anticyclonic pressure zone and therefore to the advances
and withdrawals of the Polar Front and the Intertropical
Convergence Zone. Broadly speaking, hyper-arid periods
correspond to glacial periods at higher latitudes and
semi-arid periods to the interglacial periods (Le Houerou
1997). This correspondence, however, is not valid at
present with an interglacial period in northern latitudes
and a hyper-arid climate in North Africa.

Between 19,000 and 16,000 BP the Sahara-Sahel
climate belt extended about 300 km farther south than at
present (Talbot 1983), while this boundary was 500—-600
km north of its present location around 7000 BP, during
the Holocene African Humid Period (also referred to as
the Holocene Pluvial Period or the Holocene wet phase;
Neumann 1989). The African Humid Period is sometimes
characterized as the ‘Green Sahara,” with the region
nearly completely vegetated and with several large and
small lakes and wetlands, which at 6000 BP covered an
area about ten times larger than presently (Hoelzmann et
al. 1998). In the Eastern Sahara (west of the River Nile),
this last humid period seems to have started 12,000-9000
BP and ended around 6000 BP (Nicoll 2004). At that
time the aridification trend towards the current hyper-
arid conditions started. The transition from the Green
Sahara to the hyper-arid Sahara that we know today is
considered one of the most important environmental
changes of the last 10,000 years (Liu ef al. 2007). It was
during this significant environmental change that nomadic
pastoralism became established; by 6300 BP (5300 BCE)
“multi-resource pastoralism appears to have become the
vital human subsistence strategy in the Egyptian Sahara”
(Kuper and Kropelin 2006: 805) and around 5500 BP
(4300 BCE) the first evidence of vertical, seasonal-based
transhumance is found in the Acacus Mountains in Libya
(di Lernia 2002).

What is remarkable about the Holocene desiccation
is its apparently abrupt character, which has been
modeled (Claussen and Gayler 1997; Brovkin et al.
1998; Claussen et al. 1999; Renssen et al. 2003; Liu et
al. 2007) and is also indicated by Saharan dust deposits
in an offshore sediment core collected off the coast of
Mauritania (Ocean Drilling Program 685, de Menocal
et al. 2000). The abrupt increase in deposited dust is
interpreted as a collapse in vegetation cover, hence
the transition from a green Sahara to its present state
within decades to centuries (de Menocal et al. 2000).
Driving this change seems to be slow changes in orbital

forcing, a decrease in summer insolation and a reduction
in the intensity of the African monsoon and reduced
precipitation (Wanner et al. 2008).? Because these
changes are gradual compared to the sudden collapse
in vegetation cover, inferred from the abrupt increase
in dust deposited, there has recently been speculation
about the importance of dust originating from desiccated
lakes (Kropelin et al. 2008a; Claussen 2009). Different
mechanisms have been suggested to explain how the
apparent sudden vegetation collapse was possible with
a gradual decline in insolation (Brovkin ef al. 1998;
Claussen et al. 1999; Liu et al. 2007).

Recent research (Kropelin et al. 2008b), however,
suggests a more gradual transition in vegetation type and
cover from 5600 to 2700 cal. BP onward, based, among
others, on pollen records from Lake Yoa in Northern
Chad. This challenges modeling scenarios and places
a new focus on regional variability in North Africa
(Brovkin and Claussen 2008; Kropelin et al. 2008b). So
far, the spatial resolution of simulations has been very
coarse, proxy data are few and previous simulations are
valid primarily for the Western Sahara (Brovkin and
Claussen 2008). Analysis of radiogenic isotope records
(Sr-Nd ratios) from a sea sediment core off the coast of
Somalia (Netherlands Indian Ocean Programme 905)
indicate that the Holocene aridification of northeastern
Africa was a two-step process, in which the second step
started around 6000 (cal?) BP, but was more gradual
and ended with the modern-day climate at 3800 (cal?)
BP (Jung et al. 2004). This suggests that there is an
east—west gradient influencing the speed of climate and
vegetation changes across the Sahara, perhaps induced
by the concentration of landmasses in the east (the
continent-constellation effect, Jung et al. 2004).

Notwithstanding the above uncertainties about
abruptness and regional variability, cyclical changes
in climatic conditions are believed to have caused
variations in vegetation cover and type. During the past
125,000 years each wet and dry cycle has consistently
been characterized by the same floral elements. This
is well-documented for the wetter periods, but the
documentation of the flora during the drier periods

2 Orbital forcing refers to the effect on the climate of fluctuations
in the tilt of the Earth’s axis and the shape of its orbit, resulting
in variations of the total amount of sunlight reaching the Earth by
up to 25% at mid-latitudes. Insolation (short for ‘incident solar
radiation’) is a measure of the solar radiation energy received
by a given surface area of the Earth during a given time period.
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is limited because of the erosion of sediments and
the adverse conditions for the preservation of organic
material. Due to the regional variability in landscape
types and aridity, the vegetation characteristic of the
more humid periods has been able to survive on humid
margins or in moister high-altitude refugia, for later
re-expansion during moister periods. The north—south
orientation of climatic zones in the Sahara region has
also led to an intermixing of Mediterranean, Saharo-
Arabian, Sudanian and Sahelian flora elements. There is
a near-complete absence of data on the vegetation history
of the Eastern Desert, but a broad idea can be obtained
by the general pattern of changes in the Sahara (Le
Houerou 1997). During the wet periods since the Upper
Pleistocene, the northern Sahara has been dominated by
Mediterranean trees and shrubs similar to the ones in the
present semi-arid and sub-humid zones of North Africa.
Dominant during the arid periods were Artemisia species
and during hyper-arid periods the region was mostly a
Chenopodiaceae-Amaranthaceae-Poaceae steppe. In the
central highlands, the flora in the wet periods was similar
to that in the northern part with more temperate-climate
species at higher altitudes. During arid and hyper-arid
periods, vegetation similar to that presently known in
comparable zones was present. In the southern part, the
vegetation was a mix of Mediterranean, Sahelian and
Sudanian elements during humid periods, while Sahelian
and Saharo-Arabian elements dominated the arid and
hyper-arid periods, respectively.

Looking more in detail at the Holocene Period,
several investigations from the eastern Sahara (west
of the River Nile) shed light on environmental changes
and human occupation (Kuper and Kropelin 2006).
Charcoal finds give an idea about the vegetation and its
changes in the same period (Neumann 1989). During
the climatic optimum around 7000 BP there was a
northward shift of tropical vegetation zones of 500—600
km (Neumann 1989), while around 5700 BP the shift was
300400 km. North of 25°N, the vegetation consisted
of the same elements as today (Acacia spp., Tamarix
spp. and Chenopodiaceae), but their distribution was
wider. To the south, tropical elements such as Balanites
aegyptiaca, Boscia senegalensis, Calotropis procera,
Cassia senna, Grewia tenax, Leptadenia pyrotechnica,
Maerua crassifolia and Ziziphus spp. were increasingly
found as elements of an Acacia desert scrub, thorn
savanna or deciduous savanna along the north—south
aridity gradient. In Egypt dry conditions have prevailed

since 6000 BP, except in the Gilf Kebir area where
human settlement continued up to 4300 BP. Gilf Kebir
is interesting compared to the Eastern Desert because its
topography, reaching more than 1000 m above sea level,
creates an internal moisture gradient similar to that found
in the Eastern Desert. Seasonal availability of surface
water and extensive stands of ephemeral grasses have
encouraged episodic visits of nomads in the Gilf Kebir
area up to the 20th century CE (Neumann 1989).

The environmental changes in the Eastern Desert
are probably comparable to the overall changes in the
Eastern Sahara, except that the mountainous character
of the Eastern Desert and the proximity of the Red
Sea mitigates the general north—south aridity gradient.
It is therefore likely that conditions have been more
humid here than at sites at the same latitude in the
eastern Sahara. This is parallel to the situation today
with isohyets and vegetation zones shifted northwards
over the Eastern Desert of Sudan and Egypt (Ayyad
and Ghabbour 1985). Such a northward shift is also
indicated by the few Holocene finds existing from the
Eastern Desert. In the Egyptian Eastern Desert, the best-
documented finds of Holocene environmental conditions
are from Sodmein Cave and the Tree Shelter, two sites
near Quseir (Moeyersons et al. 1999; Moeyersons et al.
2002; Marinova et al. 2008; Vermeersch, this volume).
Finds at the Tree Shelter indicate three different climatic
periods, the first in the early Holocene until around
8000 BP with wetter conditions characterized by rare,
heavy rains. Subsequently there was a more moderate
but maybe wetter precipitation regime until around 5000
BP, with humid pulses. Two such pulses are found at
the Tree Shelter, around 8100 BP and 6630-6770 BP, of
which the later is also found in Sodmein Cave (7500—
6300 BP). Charcoal finds indicate a vegetation with
tropical elements with Acacia sp. and Salvadora persica,
accompanied by rarer finds of Cadaba farinosa, Capparis
decidua, Maerua crassifolia, Tamarix sp. and Ziziphus
spina-christi (Marinova et al. 2008). Other rare but
remarkable finds include Acacia albida and A. nilotica,
Boscia salicifolia and Olea sp. (Moeyersons et al. 1999;
Moeyersons et al. 2002).

Farther north, in an area east of the River Nile around
27°N (roughly the territory of the Kushman tribe),
tropical elements are still found today and relicts of
woodlands from the African Humid Period have been
reported (Hobbs 1989), including isolated specimens as
well as groves of Acacia albida, Haloxylon persicum,
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Maerua crassifolia, Olea africana and Pistacia khinjuk.
The minimum precipitation under which Acacia albida
presently survives is between 50 and 100 mm per annum
(Neumann 1989), and the tree is a reliable indicator
of groundwater. This could indicate that precipitation
similar to that at Gilf Kebir (23.5°N, 26.0°E) was found
around 3° farther north in the Eastern Desert during the
African Humid Period. In a cave in the same area, on
the southern Galala Plateau (Figure 9.1), the remains
of animals such as leopards, genets and shrews were
observed (Hobbs 1989), the latter two being small
mammals living in riverine habitats and well-watered
and wooded semi-desert areas. On the basis of this,
Hobbs concluded that the prehistoric Galala Plateau,
and probably much of the Eastern Desert, was formerly
a woodland savanna resembling those now found in
north-central Kenya. Another find that can shed further
light on the past environment of the Egyptian Eastern
Desert are horizontally layered sediments in Wadi Menih
al-Heir (25°N 36' 21" / 33°E 37' 28", Figure 9.1). A
ridge exposes what are presumably lake sediments;
these are, however, not yet dated.? If they are proven to
be from the African Humid Period, lakes existed much
farther north than is indicated by other records outside
of oases (Hoelzmann ef al. 1998). Lake sediments from
the Sudanese part of the Eastern Desert, in the Red Sea
Hills, are less sensational in terms of their latitudinal
situation, nevertheless, only few are reported. Two
charcoal samples from lake sediments in Khor Omek
(19°N 02' 52" / 36°E 10" 45", Figure 9.1) are dated to
around 7300 BCE (TUa-692A, 8250 BP + 75) and 6300
BCE (T-10768; 7490 BP + 205).4

Few studies document the Holocene environment in
the southern Eastern Desert, but fossil evidence suggests
there was sufficient water to sustain a permanent flow
on the Erkowit Plateau, in Sudan, until 1700-1900 BP
(Mawson and Williams 1984). Vegetation was probably
denser and this wetter climate was probably a wider
regional phenomenon. Still, at present the local climate
and vegetation of the mist oasis in Erkowit is remarkable
compared to the surrounding areas, although severe
degradation has occurred during the last 50 years (Kassas
1956; Vetaas 1993; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). Similar
conditions, vegetation and trends of change are also

3 Information courtesy of Dr Knut Krzywinski, University of
Bergen, Norway.

4 Published here with permission of Dr Knut Krzywinski
(University of Bergen, Norway).

present in the northernmost mist oasis in the Eastern
Desert, in the Gebel Elba area (Figure 9.1). The now
dry river valleys (wadis) along the northern and western
slopes of Gebel Elba are “densely covered with acacia
thickets, the only place in the Eastern Desert where
the vegetation looks like a forest” (Zahran and Willis
2009). This gives an impression of what the Eastern
Desert could have looked like at the most optimal sites
during the African Humid Period. Also at sites at higher
altitudes in the upper part of the drainage systems in
other parts of the Eastern Desert there are still traces
of desert ‘forests,” with tree densities several times
greater than lower in the drainage system (Figure 9.2).
According to Kushman tribesmen: “High in the drainage,
the sayaal and tundhub are still present, showing the land
as it should be” (Hobbs 1989: 98).°

With increasing aridity, such as after the African Humid
Period, the sequence of permanent vegetation changes
expected to have occurred is first the disappearance of
short-lived species with higher moisture requirements,
and thereafter probably the longer-lived savanna and
Mediterranean species that require more regular moisture
input. The distribution of ephemeral species becomes
restricted in time and space by very rare occurrences
of rainfall when desert valleys might turn into “a green
lawn” (Kassas 1953). On a spatial scale such changes
create a landscape with a scattered pattern of permanent,
drought-enduring perennial species, primarily associated
with wadis or other locations with optimal conditions for
soil moisture.® This is how we know the Eastern Desert
today, with scattered trees as the main floral element,
occurring at varying density along the regional north—
south and the internal altitudinal and aridity gradients. In
the arid core, trees are confined to wadis and ephemeral
river beds (khors), while in the desert borderlands they
also grow in smaller runnels and on hillsides. This is also
the case in more arid parts when other factors, such as
altitude, modify the local aridity gradient. In the Egyptian

5 ‘Sayaal’ is Acacia tortilis and ‘tundhub’ is Capparis decidua.

6 In this context, wadi (from Arabic ') refers to a geomorfological
feature consisting of a dry, ephemeral riverbed, or a dry river valley,
which contains surface water only after occassional rain events. Wadi
deposits comprise poorly sorted sands and gravels that accumulate
rapidly and sometimes invert resulting in a ridge rather than a valley.
Although surface water is generally absent, in the Eastern Desert
subsurface water seepage is constant and ecologically significant for
perennial plants and human life and cultures. See also the editorial
remarks at the end of Chapter 1: Introduction to Part 1: From Adam
to Alexander (500,000-2500 years ago).
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Figure 9.2. Traces of Holocene desert ‘forests’
in the Eastern Desert. A: The mist oasis of
Gebel Elba (22°N 12°17” / 36°E 23°01”). B:
The upper reaches of a drainage system (24°N
16'54"/ 35°E 00'32"). Compare these to lower
in the drainage system where tree densities
are several times lower, as in C: 24°N 25°24” /
34°E37°56” and D: 24°N 41°32” / 34°E 40°40”.
Trees appear as black dots in the imagery.
Satellite imagery courtesy of Google Earth.

Eastern Desert this is, for instance, seen in the upper
reaches of Wadi Hulus and in Wadi Hanjaliyyah, on the
northern slopes of Gebel Nuqrus in the Mons Smaragdus
area, and in the mist oases of Erkowit and Gebel Elba.

Survival Strategies of Trees

Against the background of the environmental history
of the Eastern Desert, summarized above, it is easy to
understand the increasing importance of trees for the new
culture of nomadic pastoralism that emerged parallel with
the desiccation during the Holocene. As rainfall decreased
and seasonal grazing provided by ephemeral species
diminished, trees continued to offer such multiple and
essential resources as fodder, fuel, shade and building
material all year round. Some of the more important tree
species in the Eastern Desert at present include Acacia
tortilis, Balanites aegyptiaca, Capparis decidua, Maerua
crassifolia, Moringa peregrina, Salvadora persica and
Ziziphus spina-christi. As shown above, paleo-ecological
investigations indicate that these tree species have been
present in the area for thousands of years, during dry as
well as moist periods. Acacia tortilis (Forssk.) Hayne,’

7 Several subspecies of Acacia tortilis are described, of which
three are found in the Eastern Desert, 4. fortilis ssp. tortilis,

the dominant and most important tree species in the

Eastern Desert today, even growing at sites with virtually
no rainfall, was probably also a main element in the
documented acacia tree savanna in the Eastern Desert
during the wet period 115,000 BP (equivalent to the
Eemian Interglacial Period) when rainfall was perhaps as
much as 600 mm per annum (Moeyersons et al. 2002).
This testifies to an extremely wide ecological tolerance,
also seen in its present distribution all over arid Africa
and the Middle East. This broad tolerance range show
that the genus developed under water-stressed conditions
(Jacobs 2004), and explains its possible presence during
both pluvial and hyper-arid periods in northern Africa.
While the strategy of ephemeral species is to escape
droughts by surviving as seeds during long dry periods,
the strategy of long-lived trees and shrubs is to persist
under unfavorable conditions. The set of adaptations
and traits that makes this long-term persistence of trees
possible, identified as the persistence niche (Bond and
Midgley 2001), explains how trees could become among

A. tortilis ssp. raddiana and A. tortilis ssp. spirocarpa. The
morphological and ecological differences among these subspecies
are not clear and their status as separate subspecies is still debated.
In this chapter reference is always at species level.
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the most dependable resources in the nomadic lifestyle.
Because of the key importance of Acacia tortilis for the
ecosystems of Eastern Desert and the pastoral nomadic
lifestyle, I will use adaptations and traits found in it to
exemplify the persistence niche.

Dealing with unfavorable conditions in arid lands is
mainly about persisting during long-term lack of surface
moisture and different strategies to utilize alternative
sources of water have been developed by Acacia tortilis.
In the southern Eastern Desert, water from humid air
will condense on its long thorns and contribute to a
significant wetting of the soil underneath the canopy, to
such an extent that the ground underneath the canopy
becomes green with ephemeral vegetation (personal
observation in the Red Sea Hills, Sudan). Its roots grow
deep to reach levels of permanent moisture and secure
water extraction from otherwise inaccessible sources.
Wide horizontal roots, on the other hand, are activated
after rainfall, and perhaps also dewfall, in order to
secure an effective uptake of shallow soil moisture over
as large an area as possible during the short period that
the soil is moist. There are indications that the roots of
A. tortilis have the ability to transport soil moisture, not
only the normal transport from deeper moist levels to
upper dry ones, but also from moist upper levels to dry
deeper ones (Ludwig et al. 2003). This process of inverse
hydraulic lift or hydraulic redistribution could be of great
importance after rainfall events and nocturnal dewfall
(Burgess et al. 1998; Schulze et al. 1998, but see Scholz
et al. 2008). The maximum depth of roots is not known
as few studies have excavated and measured roots, but
depths of more than 50 m have been reported (Kassas
and El-Abyad 1962; Canadell et al. 1996). Observations
from the Eastern Desert, such as for a large A. tortilis
growing next to the periodically dry, 55-m deep well at
al-Kanais (Figure 9.1, Murray 1925), also indicate that
considerable rooting depths are possible for these trees.

Due to the importance of deep roots, root growth is
a primary priority in the seedling and sapling stages.
Because soils dry fast and roots need time to reach the
permanent soil moisture at deeper levels, successful
recruitment probably involves rare occasions of several
consecutive rainfall events. Acacia tortilis has therefore
developed the ability to switch demographic strategies
between regeneration from seeds in resource-rich sites,
where water stress is low, and sprouting in climatically
harsh sites, where water stress is high. During field
work in the Egyptian Eastern Desert in 2003, sprouting

was recorded among 95% of the arboreal species that
appeared in the period between 1965 and 2003 according
to high-resolution Corona satellite imagery (Andersen
and Krzywinski 2007b). Sprouting from both roots and
stem was recorded, both for Acacia tortilis and Balanites
aegyptiaca. Due to repeated droughts and browsing
pressure that retards growth, reaching maturity might
take several decades (Andersen and Krzywinski 2007b).
However, when an individual is established and has
reached maturity, the main challenges to survival have
been defeated. Being a tree is in itself a form of life built
for longevity (Petit and Hampe 2006). Drought-enduring
trees, such as 4. tortilis, also have wood impregnated
with different substances and crystals that improve
their resistance to attacks by pests and diseases. The
high content of calcium-oxalate in the wood is probably
the reason why nomads value acacia charcoal highest
(Briggs et al. 1999), for these crystals promote a glowing
combustion (Prior and Cutler 1992). The longevity of
trees in tropical climates is difficult to assess due to
the lack of annual growth rings in the wood. A study
combining radiocarbon analysis and recent growth rates,
however, indicates that 4. fortilis trees in the Egyptian
Eastern Desert can be up to 650 years old (Andersen and
Krzywinski 2007a), clearly underlining the central role
of longevity for these tree populations.

The persistence niche is related to such ecological
concepts as ‘remnant population dynamics’ and ‘the
storage effect’ (Warner and Chesson 1985; Eriksson
1996). The core of both concepts is the ability of
individuals to grow old and thereby store reproductive
potential over time. In the case of arboreal species in arid
lands this refers to their ability to endure long droughts
and to set seed and reproduce when rare, but optimal
conditions occur. This means that even a seemingly
declining population can be vigorous and increase or
maintain its size in a long-term perspective; in other
words “the average population growth rate is more
strongly affected by the benefits of favorable periods
than by the costs of unfavorable periods” (Warner and
Chesson 1985: 769). Favorable periods are, however,
rare and quantitative descriptions of optimal conditions
for recruitment do not exist, although there seem to be
observations indicating that several consecutive rainfall
events are required (Kenneni and van der Maarel 1990;
Rohner and Ward 1999). Clearly, such conditions rarely
occur in hyper-arid environments. Simulations show that
populations can be maintained by one large recruitment
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event every 50 years (Rohner and Ward 1999; Wiegand
et al. 2004). Interestingly, this seems to have been the
periodicity of rainfall-caused flood events at Sodmein
cave in the Egyptian Eastern Desert at about 7000 BP
(Moeyersons et al. 2002). Even when recruitment events
occur, however, both drought and excessive browsing
threaten the long-term survival of seedlings and saplings.
In such cases where green biomass is removed, the
ability of saplings to resprout (sapling banks) secures
the persistence of populations.

The tree populations in the Eastern Desert are
contracted compared to the more widespread distribution
during the African Humid Period. They survive only
in the most favorable locations and may be under
further threat (Andersen and Krzywinski 2007b) and
can therefore be considered relict populations. An
interesting aspect of relict populations is their tendency
to form ‘stable rear edges’ (Hampe and Petit 2005). This
means that populations are genetically disconnected
from the main distribution range of the species and have
been so for so long that genetic drift and adaptation
to local conditions occurred, implying that they are
highly specialized genetic populations with very high
variability among themselves. It has been suggested that
“the existence of stable rear edges could be particularly
common in those plant or animal species whose
populations are able to endure long periods without
recruitment” (Hampe and Petit 2005: 464). In the case of
the Eastern Desert, this suggests that the current acacia
populations have remained during both drier and wetter
conditions and probably therefore represent unique
genetic diversity. Both studies from the Eastern Desert
and the Negev indicate that this is the case for Acacia
tortilis (Shrestha et al. 2002; Abdel-Rahman 2007).

Traditional Management Strategies of
Nomadic Pastoralists

The nomadic enterprise is built on the concept of mobility.
It has been questioned whether this pastoral mobility
is motivated by a desire to conserve resources, or by a
concern for livestock survival (Adriansen 2008). The
positive ecological effect, preventing overgrazing and
overexploitation of resources, is nevertheless present and
probably the result of a long-term adaptation of the nomadic
pastoral culture to the limited resource base. Ecologically
sound management systems, involving both ephemeral
and arboreal vegetation are not only known in the Eastern
Desert, but also among several nomadic groups in North

Africa and the Middle East. On the Arabian Peninsula and
into Syria, the hima system is described, where vegetation
in certain areas is seasonally protected (Hobbs 2006).
The motivation is to allow species to regenerate free from
grazing pressure. Among nomadic groups in Morocco,
movement motivated by leaving the vegetation to flower
and seed is known, because with frequent movement
“camels are happy and plants are happy” (Davis 2005: 515).
In the Sinai an ethnoconservation management system
al-hilf has been described, in which the Jabaliya Bedouin
prevent herds from entering pastures in the mountains
(above 1800 m above sea level) during February and March
when the plant species flower and seed. This is a deliberate
action to secure species regeneration and resource access
(Hobbs 2006).

In contrast to ephemeral species providing seasonal
graze, trees constitute a permanent resource. The
fundamental role of trees in the pastoral nomadic lifestyle
in the Eastern Desert is shown by the fact that every single
tree is in use or managed and reflected in statements by the
Beja such as “when the last tree is gone, it is the end of the
world” (Andersen 2007).8 A set of management strategies
and crucial and potentially complex rules of ownership
have been developed by the nomads in order to protect,
secure and optimize their utilization of trees (Hobbs 1989;
Briggs et al. 1999; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). Without
the sustainable management of the scattered resource base
that trees constitute, over-utilization and deforestation
can easily occur because of limited recruitment and the
ecological importance of the storage effect. The interaction
among humans, domesticated animals and trees not only
secures a resource for the nomads, but also has several
positive effects on the microhabitat, the ecosystem and
even the tree. The tree as a physical structure influences
the microclimatic conditions under its canopy and animals
are attracted not only by the food that a tree supplies, but
also by its shade. Their presence results in an accumulation
of animal droppings, and hence of nutrients, under the
canopy. This has positive effects on understory productivity
(Belsky 1994). The higher nutrient content and better
water retention capacity of soils where livestock have been
gathered, in corrals, also enhances the survival and growth
of first-year seedlings (Reid and Ellis 1995).

8 G.L Andersen, Long-Term Dynamics of Wadi Trees in a Hyper-
Arid Cultural Landscape (Bergen, University of Bergen, 2007)
is also available through https://bora.uib.no/handle/1956/2217
(accessed 15 January 2012).
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The sustainability of management regimes is best seen
in a long-term perspective. The management of trees is
already depicted in the Egyptian New Kingdom (1539-
1075 BCE, Figure 9.3). Three main types of utilization
are depicted, all of which are still practiced in the Eastern
Desert today, direct browsing, shaking of the branches,
and pollarding (tree pruning). Fodder is obtained from
trees by browsing or by shepherds shaking leaves and
pods onto the ground. According to Ababda nomads in
Egypt, one tree can provide fodder for two goats per
year in the form of leaves, young shoots, pods and seeds.
Shaking branches with the shepherd’s crook probably
also prevents certain types of pest attacks. I observed
in March 2003 that fenced trees in the St Catherine
Protectorate on the Sinai Peninsula were in a much poorer
state owing to pests than were surrounding unprotected
trees that were managed in a traditional way. According
to local informants, shaking branches for fodder reduces
the risk of infections and pollarding reduced the risk
of death. Pollarding as a strategy is done primarily to
remove dry branches and optimize the use of the tree as

a fodder resource. A secondary but important result is
that branches left on the ground constitute a stable fuel
resource. Pollarding reduces the transpiration rate of the
trees and, according to Beja in Sudan, is used actively to
prevent withering trees from drying out (Krzywinski and
Pierce 2001) and is generally considered to improve the
vitality and vigor of the trees (Springuel and Mekki 1994).
It probably also prevents and reduces infections caused
by wax scales. These have been observed in the Egyptian
Eastern Desert and can cause withering of branches or, in
the worst case, kill the tree (Stimmel 1998).

The digestion of seeds by ungulates can reduce bruchid
infestations, or their effects, as well as improve the
germination and dispersal of seeds (Miller 1994; Rohner
and Ward 1999; Barnes 2001; Midgley and Bond 2001;
Or and Ward 2003). The role of domestic animals needs
to be appreciated in the light of the extermination of
the larger mammalian savanna type of fauna, including,
among others, elephants, giraffes, ostriches and
rhinoceroses. These species were present in the Eastern
Desert up to the Egyptian Old Kingdom (2575-2150

Figure 9.3. Management of trees as depicted in the Egyptian New Kingdom (upper panel). The same practices (lower panel from left to right:
direct browsing, shaking of branches with the shepherd’s crook and pollarding) can still be seen today.
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BCE, Butzer 1959), and some species managed to survive
until 80—100 years ago (Le Houerou 1997). Royal desert
hunting is depicted throughout the Old, Middle and New
Kingdoms in Egypt (Strandberg 2009), and up to recent
times hunting has been recognized as one of the main
reasons why many species are on the verge of extinction
in the Sahel and East Africa (Le Houerou 1997). As for
the Negev Desert, where both larger mammals as well
as pastoral nomads are virtually absent at present, the
re-introduction of camels (Camelus dromedarius)’ has
been suggested as a measure to facilitate tree regeneration
(Ginguld et al. 1997; Wiegand et al. 2004). In a non-
traditionally managed system, however, browsing needs
to be controlled after recruitment events to prevent
browsing-induced killing of seedlings and saplings. Such
destruction of recruits is one of the main obstacles to the
renewal of populations (Kenneni and van der Maarel
1990; Wilson and Witkowski 1998; Rohner and Ward
1999; Midgley and Bond 2001; Wiegand et al. 2004).
Under a traditional herding regime, however, typically
involving rapid movements from place to place and varied
routes on a daily basis, over-utilization and reduction of
the resource base are prevented. Traditionally, children
playing while herding the flock secure both rapid
movement and varied daily routes.

Dry branches from pollarding and wood from dead
trees have been used to produce charcoal. Among the
Beja in Sudan the traditional ferkabas technique is
still used in some places for the small-scale production
of charcoal for domestic use (Krzywinski and Pierce
2001).!° This technique cannot use large, fresh or wet
pieces of wood, as is often done in the commercial kiln
production of charcoal. Among the nomadic tribes in the
Eastern Desert customary law prohibits the destruction
and cutting of green trees. The active protection of trees
to prevent environmental destruction has also been
recorded in the Eastern Desert (Hobbs 1989; Krzywinski,
this volume; Weschenfelder, this volume). The ‘lineage
reserves’ constitute a system among the Ma‘aza Bedouin

? See also the editorial remarks at the end of Chapter 1:
Introduction to Part 1: From Adam to Alexander (500,000-2500
Years Ago).

10“The producers collect trunks and branches of trees and burn
them on an open fire. As the fire progresses, the burning coals
are raked out, allowed to cool, and put in sacks. Sand may be
thrown on the burning wood; this causes incomplete combustion
by lowering the amount of oxygen that feeds the fire and thus
increases the amount and quality of the charcoal” (Krzywinski
and Pierce 2001).

in which individual trees or groves, particularly of
acacia trees, are protected. This responsibility rests with
one person and transfers to his son. This system began
only in the 1950s, during a drought, in response to the
increased cutting of trees at that time. Today most trees
in the Ma‘aza territory are safeguarded by this system.
A similar system, called dakhl, is known among the
Muzaynah tribe in Sinai. One man is responsible for
the protection of a group of trees in a certain area; any
destruction of trees or the cutting of green limbs is fined
according to tribal laws (Hobbs 2006).

For at least the last 3000 years trees appear to have
been managed following basically the same procedures.
Practices such as protecting green and mature trees,
for example, in lineage reserves and the cutting of
dry and possibly infected branches testify to an
environmental concern that increases the longevity of
trees and contributes positively to the storage effect.
The recruitment bottleneck is reduced by the presence
of domesticated animals, which reduces the effect
of infestations of seeds, and by traditional herding
with rapid movement, which increases the chance for
seedlings and saplings to survive and grow into mature
trees. As part of an ecological framework consisting of
the storage effect, remnant population dynamics and the
persistence niche, these practices are sustainable.

The Effects of Discontinuity of Management

Despite the fact that nomads appear to have a toolbox of
ecologically sound and sustainable management strategies,
current trends in the arboreal vegetation in the Eastern
Desert seem to be negative. A study based on observations
from 19 sites in the southern part of the Egyptian Eastern
Desert shows that between 1965 and 2003, recruitment
was generally low and mature mortality high (Figure 9.4,
Andersen and Krzywinski 2007b). A negative trend caused
by high mortality and low recruitment rates is also reported
in other arid lands. The main cause of this decline in
arboreal vegetation seems to be excessive commercial
charcoal production (Andersen and Krzywinski 2007b).
Studies from the Sudanese Eastern Desert also blame
charcoal production for an observed negative trend (Cole
1989; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). This is not, however,
said for the Negev Desert, where drought is put forward
as the main reason for the decline (Ben David-Novak and
Schick 1997; Shrestha et al. 2003), despite greater and
more frequent rainfall there than in the Egyptian Eastern
Desert (Evenari 1985). Nomads have long been blamed
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Figure 9.4. Relative total recruitment (Rt) and mortality (Mt) of
trees at a selection of sites in the southern Eastern Desert of Egypt
between 1965 and 2003. Recruitment is low, on average 12%,
ranging between 1 and 27% (reaching 38% at a site on high altitude)
and mortality is high, on average 31%, ranging between 6 and 55%.
After Andersen and Krzywinski 2007b.

for the environmental degradation and desertification of
arid lands. This view, however, is based on an outdated
understanding of the ecology and dynamics of arid lands
(Ellis and Swift 1988; Westoby et al. 1989; Warren 1995).
Recently there has been an increasing recognition of
indigenous environmental and ecological knowledge, as
well as the ecological soundness of traditional management
regimes and the importance of integrating local knowledge
into the scientific knowledge base (Reynolds ez al. 2007).

The present negative trend in tree density should
therefore not be interpreted as evidence for traditional
management systems leading to environmental degradation;
the focus should rather be on the driving forces behind
changes in the management regimes, in particular on the
utilization of trees for charcoal production. The traditional,
small-scale ferkabas production for domestic use has been
almost completely replaced by large-scale commercial
production. The driving force behind commercial charcoal
production is the need for cash income, not least to pay
taxes. There is an immense demand for energy in general
and for charcoal in particular (Hillring 2006). This raises
the question of who the producers of charcoal are and
whether their motivation is for surplus income or for
securing basic needs (Floyer 1893; Hobbs 1989; Abdel-
Moneim and Briggs 1991; Springuel 1994; Springuel and

Mekki 1994; Solway 1995; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001).
It is a well-established fact that one of the chief causes of
desertification is the tendency to view the environment as a
medium for rapid economic gain (Geist and Lambin 2004).

In the northern Eastern Desert, people from the
Ma‘aza tribe “look back on acacia cutting in the 1950s
as an act of drought induced despair” (Hobbs 1989:
100)—in other words, of poverty. But poverty is not
necessarily connected to drought; in particular not among
nomads whose lifestyle is an adaptation to dry periods.
Poverty today is mainly a political issue, at the global
as well as at national and local levels, in particular
as regards the development and marginalization of
minority and indigenous populations. When day-to-day
survival becomes a major challenge for local nomads,
traditional management strategies may be disregarded,
although generally there is a strong moral commitment
to conserving their resources (Briggs 1989; Hobbs 1989;
Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Grainger 2003). On the
other hand, locals who have settled, or in other ways
have lost their connection and any previous commitment
to the land, have another attitude towards the resources.
Loss of identity and connection to the native land is not
a recent phenomenon:

Well-established old patriarchs with children to follow
them preserve the trees most carefully, never cutting the
branches, but serving themselves only with such leaves as
are shaken off by the shepherd’s long crook. But a family
who have usurped another’s valley, or who are perhaps
merely shepherds of sheep of some rich Nile-dweller, will
cut down every branch and finally burn the trunks into
charcoal (Floyer 1893: 419).

A recent problem, however, is the rapidity of change,
and in particular in relation to the slow dynamics that
govern the ecosystem. Only during the last ten years an
immense development of tourism has occurred along
the southern reaches of the Eastern Desert. As a result,
soft sedentarization, which entails the adaptation of the
nomads to the increasing tourist market, over time leads
to sedentarization (Hobbs 2007). This adds to the existent
politically motivated sedentarization. As is true for many
European cultural landscapes (landscapes shaped and
maintained by humans), the Eastern Desert landscape is
now facing two trends—intensification and abandonment.
Either people are sedentarized and stop using their land in
the traditional ways, or a non-traditional intensified land
use, such as commercial charcoal production is started.
This change in livelihood will weaken the nomadic
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culture, the sense of identity among younger generations
and their ability to maintain their culture, history, heritage
and traditional knowledge, but it will also affect the
cultural landscape and the ecology of the Eastern Desert.

The effect of excessive charcoal production is
obviously destructive, both in a short-term and a long-term
perspective, but what are the effects of abandonment?
Abandonment of the desert implies a loss of factors that
maintain the cultural landscape and will ultimately lead
to the loss of the cultural landscape itself. The value of
cultural landscapes has been increasingly appreciated,
as for instance reflected in the European landscape
convention and an increasing number of UNESCO
heritage sites. There are indications of directly positive
effects for the ecosystem as a whole and even perhaps a
mutual dependence between the existence of a traditional,
pastoral nomadic lifestyle and the survival of trees. This
can be formulated as two different hypotheses, one that
traditional land-use strategies, including the presence
of domesticated animals, alleviates the recruitment
bottleneck, and another that traditional strategies increase
mature tree survival, thus enlarging the storage effect.
These hypotheses should be tested on sites distributed
along a gradient of aridity and of socioeconomic change,
and be interpreted in a long-term climatic perspective.
This could give an answer to the intriguing question of
whether it is possible that the withdrawal of nomads from
what was once a savannah forest, far from relieving it
from the stresses of human pressure, will deprive it of the
maintenance that sustains it in its contracted state. This
hypothesis of mutual dependence also directs attention to
the accumulated traditional ecological knowledge that is
present among local people and is now in danger of being
lost within a generation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The arboreal vegetation present in the Eastern Desert
today has been characteristic of this region throughout
both arid and pluvial periods for at least the last 125,000
years. Its importance as a component of the ecosystem
increased in tandem with the desiccation around 5500 cal.
BP (de Menocal et al. 2000), at the same time as nomadic
pastoralism became established in the area. Resources
from trees became, as they still are today, essential for
the traditional pastoral nomadic lifestyle. Trees are key
elements of the ecosystem, securing high biodiversity, but
there are also indications that tree populations can constitute
stable rear edges and therefore they represent great genetic

diversity at the population level. This adds another
argument for the importance of conserving the remaining
and declining tree populations of the Eastern Desert. This
locally specific genetic variability has the potential to
become an important asset for future reforestation under a
possibly more arid future climate regime."!

The desiccation during the Late Holocene that seems
to have been abrupt in the Western Sahara may have
been more gradual in the east. There might also have
been important variability within the eastern region, as
is the case today with the eastern Sahara, west of the
River Nile, being nearly devoid of vegetation, while the
Eastern Desert is in places remarkably green despite being
among the hottest desert of the world. There is evidence
that during the Holocene tropical vegetation reached
farther north in the Eastern Desert than in the eastern
Sahara. This could be similar to the present pattern where
isohyets turn northwards, over the southeastern Eastern
Desert today, but also probably did so over the northern
Eastern Desert during the Holocene. This suggests that as
pastoralists left the eastern Sahara after the desiccation at
the end of the Holocene, the Eastern Desert might have
been a viable alternative to the Nile Valley, as it still is
today, although its nomadic population is now shrinking
with increasing speed. It is clear that more data on the
Holocene is needed from the Eastern Desert in order to
explore regional variations and their further implications.

Today every single tree I have observed in the Eastern
Desert bears marks of having been or still being utilized
and managed as part of a traditional management regime
that is attested to have been in existence for over 3000
years. There is ample evidence that this regime has been
sustainable and in line with the ecological conditions that
underlie such concepts as the storage effect, the persistence
niche and the remnant population dynamics, and this
governs the survival of tree populations. There are even
indications that the traditional management regime not
only conserves the tree resource base but also facilitates the
survival of trees. In other words, there could be a mutual
dependence between the survival of tree populations and
the existence of nomadic cultures and their traditional
management strategies. If so, there must have been long-
term continuity in the management regime, probably at
least since the desiccation at the end of the Holocene and
the simultaneous contraction of tree populations.

' See http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ard/syr/ard_syr.
pdf (accessed November 3, 2009).
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Traces of the former savanna vegetation of the
region can be seen in the form of trees scattered along
ephemeral streams (khors). Contraction and isolation of
tree populations have happened during previous hyper-
arid periods, laying the foundation for later re-expansion
into a savanna landscape under pluvial conditions. In
addition to the positive and negative effects of human
interference, however, the current hyper-arid period is
also characterized by the lack of large herbivores with
their mitigating and positive effects on, among others,
infested seeds, sprouting of seeds, breaking off of dry
and possibly infected branches, and adding of nutrients
underneath trees. In other words, large herbivores have
several effects on the ecosystem similar to those of a
traditional management regime employing domesticated
animals. Is it possible then, that this management not
only sustains present arboreal vegetation, but does so to
greater effect than would otherwise be possible?

Doubtless there are severe and significant negative
influences from human presence in the desert environment,
but these cannot be attributed to a traditional nomadic
management regime. A particularly important factor in
the Eastern Desert today is the speed of change and its
detrimental effect on an ecosystem governed by slow

dynamics. This is evident in relation to the importance of
the longevity of trees and the storage effect. Therefore,
the ecology of arid lands needs to be studied in a long-
term perspective, and this fact makes it apparent why the
accumulation of ecological and environmental knowledge
among nomadic peoples over generations is of great
scientific interest (Reynolds et al. 2007). One should
keep in mind that desert dwellers have developed their
cultures and lifestyles in keeping with the resilience of
the environment (Coughenour et al. 1985; Ellis and Swift
1988; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Davis 2005), an insight
that lies at the heart of the dryland degradation debate
(Geist and Lambin 2004). Conserving ecosystems or
landscapes under human influence, so-called cultural
landscapes, by prohibiting human intervention is
increasingly acknowledged to be a mistake (Krzywinski
and Pierce 2001). If the cultural landscape of the desert,
managed by native inhabitants for millennia, is to remain
for future generations, the desert dwellers need to be
empowered and their lifestyle encouraged rather than
marginalized. This depends on policymakers recognizing
not only that traditional strategies are sustainable in the
long term, but also that the pastoral nomadic lifestyle and
cultural heritage are intrinsically valuable.
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CHAPTER 10

The Eastern Desert Tombs
and Cultural Continuity

KNUT KRZYWINSKI

ESEARCH INTO THE MATERIAL REMAINS OF THE
inhabitants of the Eastern Desert is still in its

R

they exhibit continuity in culture must rely on a broad

infancy, and any effort to determine whether

spectrum of sources. At the poles of this spectrum
lie textual and archaeological sources, the former
largely originating from cultures based outside the
Eastern Desert, the latter still largely dependent on
surface surveys and observations. Bridging the gap
between these sources requires an interpretative
effort that involves inferences based on association,
distribution, typology and chronology. This chapter
is based on more than 20 years of such surveys and
test excavations in the heartland of the Eastern Desert
in Egypt and Sudan. In it I argue that the core of the
cultural monuments lies within the desert itself, not
on its fringes along the Nile Valley; that a pastoral
nomadic culture has prevailed in this region since the
desiccation of the Sahara; and that cultural continuity
can be traced within this material culture. The
possibility of linking this culture in various periods to
groups mentioned in written sources can, therefore, not
be summarily disregarded.

The Eastern Desert and Its Peoples

The Eastern Desert as a geographical name for the arid
land between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coast
should, strictly speaking, only be used for Egyptian
territories, but has increasingly been used to refer to the
whole area from the delta of the River Nile to the Eritrean
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border, including the Red Sea State in Sudan. Atbai,
presently a name for a part of the area in Sudan was used
by earlier authors for this region. It is now infrequently
used but appears from time to time, particularly with
reference to the southern fringes of the Eastern Desert
(the southern Atbai). The Eastern Desert is not a virgin
environment, but rather a cultural landscape where every
resource is used and maintained by humans in ways that
can date back thousands of years (Andersen, this volume).
People have adapted to the desert environment when
developing their culture modified the desert resources
accordingly. Outsiders have seldom appreciated deserts.
They considered them hostile, dangerous wastelands that
they have exploited for minerals and increasingly turned
into dumping grounds. They have seen this land from the
outside, from a riverain or moist part of the world. For
the desert people and their animals, for the desert plants
and wildlife, the desert environment, as such, is optimal.

From south to north the Eastern Desert comprises
three different desert landform types. In the middle of
the Eastern Desert is a mountainous desert with peaks
rising up to 2000 m above sea level intersected by
narrow valleys (wadis) with occasional rivers (khors).
Deposits are mostly poorly sorted gravels and sands that
have accumulated rapidly. Surface water is generally
absent, but subsurface water seepage is constant and
ecologically significant for perennial plants and thereby
for human life and cultures in the desert environment.
Along the Red Sea coast is a coastal plain with patches
of mangrove forest along the seashore. To the west
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wider valleys occasionally drain into the River Nile
(Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). Although, as elsewhere
in North Africa, livelihoods are presently changing, the
indigenous people who inhabit the Eastern Desert are
basically still pastoral nomads. The land belongs to the
Beja people, but there are also other groups that have
recently migrated into the region. Tribes that currently
identify themselves with the Beja are, to the south, Tu
Bedawiye speaking Hadendowa, Amara and Bisharin
and the Tigre speaking Beni Amer, while north of the
Egyptian border the Ababda speak Arabic (Newbold
1935; Paul 1954; Morton 1988, 1989; De Jong 2002).
North of the Qift-Quseir road are Ma‘aza who
migrated from the Arabian Peninsula in the 18th century
CE and conquered the northern parts of the Eastern
Desert from the Ababda (Hobbs 1989). Presently, the
Eastern Desert also houses other groups, such as the
Rashaida, who claim rights to traditional Beja land,
particularly on the coastal plains along the Red Sea coast

but also in the inland delta of the Gash near Kassala in
Sudan. Both indigenous groups and newcomers have a
history in the Eastern Desert, but the Beja tribes identify
themselves collectively with the history of the land
(Figure 10.1). In a long-term historical perspective,
therefore, it is only the Beja tribes that are of concern
here because, in contrast to the others, they claim that
their ancient roots lie in this land.

The Ancient Sources on the Eastern Desert

In the case of the Eastern Desert, archacological materials
excavated and available for study are scarce come mainly
from the fringes of the desert. Written sources are few
and mainly from outside the society in question; a
large part is secondary, based on poorly known or lost
primary sources, often written in ethnological traditions
very different from that of today. The writers of these
ancient sources may themselves have had inadequate
information about the societies and their environments

Figure 10.1. The Eastern Desert (Atbai), i -
the arid land between the Nile Valley and
the Red Sea coast in Egypt and Sudan,
lies within the greater territory of the Beja
tribes (a). Pan-Graves, associated with the
Medjay (the people in the Eastern Desert
during the Middle Kingdom and the
Second Intermediate Period, 1975-1520 ).
BCE) are mainly found along the Nile Valley
in the northern fringes of Eastern Desert
(b). Blemmyes have been archaeologically
associated with a type of small, hand-made
pottery (Eastern Desert Ware), from the 4th
to 6th centuries CE, in southern Egypt and
northern Sudan (c). Adapted from Barnard
2008, 2009b. It has been assumed that
Eastern Desert Ware was produced and used
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that they describe. Furthermore, interpretations based
on these written sources are filtered through the minds
of researchers who are equally distant from the desert
environment and the people for whom the desert is
their homeland; and, as in the past, the validity of the
ethnographic present is not always a firm platform
(Burstein 2008; Pierce, this volume). For the history of
the Eastern Desert and its peoples most of the information
is not to be found in archives, but hidden in a cultural
guise which, as outsiders, we often have problems
interpreting. It is found in patterns of livelihood, mobility
and land tenure. It is hidden in indigenous resource
management, knowledge about resources and affinity
to the land. It is found in landscape structure and social
organization which must be translated into a general
historical discourse. Traces of ancient desert dwellers are,
however, found throughout the vast desert and the desert
preserves and exposes such remains well. The apparent
lack of archaeological data about the Eastern Desert
dwellers is mainly due to a lack of research. In studies of
the past one should be extremely careful not to interpret
lack of evidence as evidence of absence (Smith 2008).
The apparent a lack of archaeological evidence about its
people is rooted in the fact that the area has been poorly
surveyed and that the archaeological remains of its people
have not been properly searched for.

The most prominent remains of the Eastern Desert
people are their graves, which are generously scattered
all over the desert. This rich but poorly studied and
published material may lift the borderland of the well-
known Nile Valley cultures out of its dark archaeological
shadow. In the years 1993-1996 Anwar abdel-Magid,
Richard Pierce and I conducted reconnaissance surveys
in areas between 18°N 00' and 19°N 20', from 35°E
10" to 38°E 00' (Magid et al. 1995; Magid et al.
1997). This preliminary survey revealed an area rich
in archaeological remains, particularly in stone grave
monuments. The survey has later been followed up
with new observations throughout the Eastern Desert
from Tokar to Wadi Qena (17°N-28°N). The widely
distributed monuments are locally referred to as
akerataheils (Magid et al. 1997). The grave monuments
display a generally consistent geographical distribution
within the larger Beja territory and cover a long period of
time. The akerataheil types exhibit a number of common
features that make it reasonable to consider them as
one body of material culture with a varying typology.
Stratigraphically and in relation to landforms, substrates

and geological deposits on which they are found one
can trace their relative chronology. The Eastern Desert
grave monuments can be grouped into four typological
groups: ring akerataheils, disk-shaped akerataheils,
fishtail akerataheils and Muslim graves, listed according
to their relative chronology.

Ring Graves

What appears to be the oldest grave form is a rather small
structure in which the deceased is buried in a pit encircled
by a ring of stones. The small size and amorphous
outline make such graves difficult to trace in the general
landscape, unless specifically searched for or when they
appear in association with larger, more easily identified
structures. Ring graves are, however, common. Their size
varies from 1-2 m to over 10 m in diameter (Figure 10.2).
Many of the larger circles have a small protuberance that
forms a ‘handle’ on the otherwise circular structure. This
handle can point in different directions and varies from
one area to the next. This appendix to the circle is marked
by orthostates, most often three. The handle gives the ring
the outline of a frying pan and is frequently explained
by local Beja as a ‘chapel,” a place for offerings. Some
circles, including the larger ones that encircle an empty
surface, have a central subsurface grave pit, while others
have a small subsurface grave chamber built of stones.
Other ring graves have a grave chamber on the surface
covered with a heap of hand-sized stones. The stone
circles may be single or double. The space between two
concentric rings may be filled with pebbles or small
stones to form a low wall or be empty. Both the single
rings as well as the outer and inner rings of stones of the
double graves are low (0.1-1.0 m).

Flash floods (sayls) that have cut through some of
the ring graves sometimes provide the observer an
opportunity to inspect, without excavation, the pit or the
burial chambers with skeletal remains in situ. In other
cases the size of the chamber can indicate the specific
position of a burial. The frequency of ring graves is
high in the Sudanese Eastern Desert, from Tokar and
Kassala and northwards towards Gebel Elba, on the
Sudanese-Egyptian border. Although in the northern
Egyptian part of the Beja territory, ring graves are not as
frequently seen, the Eastern Desert does seem to be the
core area of ring grave distribution and those in the Nile
Valley constitute the fringes of such a distribution. Ring
grave stone structures have previously been reported
from Berenike Panchrysos in Sudan and along Wadi
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Figure 10.2. Examples of the various ring grave types. Upper left: A single large ring with a ‘chapel, orthostates and a subsurface burial
chamber or pit. Lower left: A double ring filled with gravel, preserving a ‘chapel’ and orthostates. Upper right: A series of ring graves in a
graveyard still in use. Middle right: A double-ring grave, not filled, with a‘chapel, orthostates and a central grave chamber covered with stones
(next to this grave there is a single-ring grave with subsurface burial). Lower right: Nearly disk-shaped transitional ring grave. The rings are
double but are shaped like a wall, and the area between these walls and the central structure is partly filled with smaller stones and gravel.

Allaqi in Egypt (Castiglioni and Castiglioni 1994;
Castiglioni et al. 1995). They are also reported from
Erkowit, Khor Arbaat and Kassala in Sudan (Arkell
1955). A typologically intermediate form that links
the double rings with a central grave superstructure to
the disk-shaped akerataheils is also found. These have
high double rings filled with pebbles, or a ring wall
built in dry stone masonry where the space between the
ring and the central superstructure is partly filled with
smaller stones and gravel. Common features among the
ring graves are not only the ring form itself, but also
the central position of the burial chamber, be it a pit or
chamber below or above the surface. It is a common
feature that the dead are buried in a contracted position,
lying on one side in a fetal position and oriented with the
head either to the east or the north.

Disk-Shaped Akerataheils

The most prominent archacological monument type in
the Eastern Desert, all the way from the ancient Coptos-
Myos Hormos (Qift-Quseir) road in the north, to Suakin
and Tokar in the south, is the disk-shaped akerataheil
(Figure 10.3). It represents a common grave type and
burial tradition specific to the Eastern Desert. They are
frequently found all over the Beja territory and from
Graeco-Roman times onward. The tombs are round, disk-
shaped monuments with a variable diameter and about 1
m high. The sides are in general vertical, but depending
on local stone material they may have a slight batter
to prevent the edges from collapsing. A characteristic
feature is also the ring of flagstones leaning against the
outside. The form strikingly resembles the small houses
used today by semi-sedentary groups exploiting rain-fed
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Figure 10.3. Upper left: Medium-sized, disk-shaped akerataheil situated on a rough hamada along the tracks and mountain passages east
of Wadi Amur Sudan.! Upper right: Large akerataheil on the bank of an occasional river (khor) in Khor Nubt, Sudan. Lower left: Group of
akerataheils of varying size on the ridges between Khor Nubt and Kishya Dirba (Khor Dayob), Sudan. Lower right: grave chamber in an
akerataheil at Mendilo, Sudan. Adapted from Magid et al. 1997.

durra (Sorgum sp.) cultivation or at trading centers in
southern Beja areas (Krzywinski and Pierce 2001: 42,
114, 117, 119; Pierce 2001: 167). The dead are, as a
rule, similar to the ring grave burials, laid in a contracted
position, lying on one side (Figure 10.4). It has been
noted in the case of plundered tombs that chambers
for extended bodies also occur. Examples of such
extended burials in disk-shaped akerataheils occur in
Wadi Nugrus, in the Mons Smaragdus area, and are also
reported from the Fourth Cataract rescue excavations
(Wolf 2004; Welsby 2005; Wolf and Nowotnick 2005;
Welsby 2006, 2007; Wolf and Nowotnick 2007).

The burial chamber is either built into the center of
the stone superstructure or dug into the ground beneath.
Whether the disk-shaped akerataheils are a development

' A hamada ( ssles ) is @ common desert landform comprising a flat
or gently sloping surface covered by stones and gravel; hamadas
are formed by the deflation of fine-grained sediments which leaves
behind a deposit of coarse stones.

of the ring graves is an unanswered question, but the
characteristic ring of large flagstones around and leaning
against the outer wall strengthens the visual association
with ring graves. The akerataheils are widely distributed
within the ancient Beja territory, along the tracks among
the mountains, on pediments, plateaus and hamadas.
Concentrations are sometimes found near other ancient
monuments such as the sites of enigmatic buildings.
Most Sudanese disk-shaped akerataheils are intact,
well preserved and highly respected by the local Beja
population. Most of the Egyptian akerataheils have been
robbed. When the central grave chamber has been broken
open and plundered, the shape of the tomb can appear to
be a ring,? as was also observed by several teams working
in the area around the Meroe Dam (Welsby 2007).

2 Kennedy, S. (2001), “Ring cairn graves at Berenike, burials of
the Blemmyes?” On-line at http://www.archbase.org/berenike/
UCstudentLA6.html (accessed November 2008).
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Figure 10.4. Schematic drawing of a skeleton found in Samadi,
Sudan, in a typical contracted position. Adapted from Magid et al.
1995.

Fishtail Akerataheils

The so-called ‘fishtail akerataheils’ are rare, distinctive
and complicated structures found mainly in Sudan from
Khor Langeb to the khors inland of Oseif but mostly in
the Sinkat-Haya area. This special monument is a type
of Eastern Desert tomb and was published with a fairly
detailed description by Seligman in 1915 (Magid et al.

1997). There are, as far as I know, no counterparts in
the Eastern Desert or elsewhere. A fishtail akerataheil
consists in plan of seven geometric elements: a square,
two circles, two drop-shaped appendages to each of
the circles and two connectors, one between the square
and the first circle and the other between the circles
(Figure 10.5). The square (sometimes somewhat oblong)
stone structure has rounded corners and is situated at
the southern end of the fishtail complex. Its dimensions
differ from complex to complex. The largest one found
in the 1993 survey was approximately 8.0 x 7.0 x 1.5
m, while the smallest was about 5.0 x 3.0 x 1.0 m. The
size is in proportion to the size of the entire complex.
The circular (in a few cases slightly oval or rectangular)
disk-shaped structures that in most details resemble a
disk-shaped akerataheil, each have two drop-shaped
elements (which in plan resemble fish tails, hence
the label ‘fishtail’). Regardless of the differences in
dimensions between fishtail akerataheils, the lengths and
widths of these two round structures are less than those

Figure 10.5. Examples of fishtail akerataheils. Orthostates (upper left) and part of fishtail akerataheil (upper right) with sinus connector, ring
and fishtail extension (near Erkowit, Sudan). Center left: Enlarged part of southern fishtail akerataheil. Behind this is a large double-wall ring
grave. Center right: Three-dimensional model of a typical fishtail akerataheil. Below: Panorama of the graveyard southeast of Haya (Sudan)
with two fairly large fishtail akerataheils, two towers, ring graves and disk-shaped akerataheils surrounded by a modern Muslim graveyard.
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Figure 10.6. A schematic typology for Eastern
Desert grave monuments. Upper register
from left to right: A small ring grave, a large
single-ring grave without a ‘chapel, large
ring graves with a ‘chapel, with and without
a central structure, double-ring graves
with and without a central structure, and
a transition-type ring grave. Lower register
from left to right: A disk-shaped akerataheil,
a fishtail akerataheil and an isolated square
structure. This schematic typology indicates
a line of continuity through the development
of the shape of its elements.

of the square one. The height, however, is the same.
The heights of the fishtail extensions are, on the other
hand, less. The total length of a circle and its fishtail
extension is approximately that of the length of the
corresponding square.

The complexes are built of horizontally dry-laid
stone slabs. The striking exception to this are three stone
orthostates placed side by side and set into the middle
of the sides of each of the round structures that face
the main square structure. The curved walls connecting
the main structures are different. The one between the
square and the first round structure is sinus-shaped in
plan. The other, between the first and the second round
element, is a circle segment. All fishtail akerataheils
are built to an exact, fixed standard that is scaled up or
down a number of size classes. The fishtail akerataheils
appear rather suddenly in the archaeological record as a
fully developed tomb monument. The square constituent
of the fishtail complex is also found as an independent
monument (Figure 10.6).

Muslim Graves

A ring of stones bordering burials is also characteristic
of most of the smaller and younger graves dating to the
Islamic Period. The stone rings are placed close to the
base of the oblong heap of stones covering the burial.
Usually there is no space between the stone ring and
the stone heap. This is similar to the ring of flagstones
of the disk-shaped akerataheils, but different from the
ring graves. The older graves are larger than the later.
In a few places such graves have concentric rings and
several ‘chapels’ and orthostates. The stone ring element
thus seems to be an integral part of Eastern Desert grave
monument types from its beginning right up to the

modern ones that still are not affected by desert varnish.
The small grave type is large enough to accommodate
an extended body, oriented according to Muslim burial
practices, and one can assume that the deceased is indeed
oriented according to this tradition.

Desert Grave Chronology

Although there are not yet many radiocarbon dates for
graves in the Eastern Desert, a few relative commonalities
and broad chronological lines can be sketched for the
grave monuments there. The fact that the ring graves,
in particular the small ones, are often situated on earlier
paleo-lake deposits, or on the rims of erosion terraces of
such paleo-lake deposits, indicates that they belong to a
period following the Middle Holocene Pluvial Period.
So far they appear to be the oldest of graves presented
here. Larger ring graves are found to cut through small
ring graves and are therefore necessarily younger. It
is difficult without excavation and absolute dating to
establish a detailed chronology of the various ring grave
types. That the ring graves become successively more
complex in their structure and plan until transitional
types to the disk-shaped akerataheils appear remains an
assumption. The disk-shaped akerataheils vary in size but
not in form and were built between the end of the ring
grave period, before the fishtail akerataheils, the towers
and the small Muslim graves. The few radiocarbon dates
that exist from disk-shaped akerataheils indicate that this
burial practice dates mainly to the first millennium CE.
Schweinfurth dated such grave monuments at Elkab to
the same period (Schweinfurth 1899) and at Deraheib.
Sadr et al. (1994) dated two such graves to the 6th—7th
century CE. The ring cairn graves at Berenike (Barnard
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1998),* on the Red Sea coast, and in Wadi Qitna (Strouhal
1984), in the Nubian Nile Valley, date to roughly the same
period. During the rescue excavations around the Fourth
Cataract in Sudan, a large number of similar tombs were
found and excavated. They date to the Post-Meroitic and
Medieval Periods.

The fishtail akerataheils are confined to a limited area
and a short period during the transition between the time
of the disk-shaped akerataheils and the period of the
Muslim graves. The transition to Islam in the region was
gradual and took place over a long time, beginning in the
10th century CE but not completed until the 18th—19th
century CE.* At Nubt there are some Muslim graves
framed with a basal ring and a ring of marble slabs. These
stones from a local source bear Koranic inscriptions,
indicating that these graves are Early Islamic in date
(Oman et al. 1998). In some cases the marble tablets have
been turned upside down. It has been suggested that these
graves belong to an early stage of the first phase of the
Islamization of Sudan, around 900—-1000 CE (Insoll 2003:
101-102). A relative chronology for these Early Islamic
graves and the Nubt fishtail akerataheils can be worked
out because fragments of marble slabs from the Islamic
graves have been reused in a nearby fishtail akerataheil.
Assuming that the dating of the Muslim graves to the
9th—10th centuries CE is correct, this provides a terminus
post quem for the fishtail akerataheils. The terminus
ante quem will then be the period of general medieval
Islamization. I suggest a date for fishtail akerataheils
between 800 and 1200 CE. The sequence of the Eastern
Desert grave monument types shows a continuum that
applies to the entire Beja territory; ring graves are
succeeded by disk-shaped akerataheils and these in turn
by Muslim graves. The fishtail akerataheils appear during
the transition between the disk-shaped akerataheils and
the Muslim graves. To place this relative chronology in
more detail into an absolute time frame, it is necessary to
rely on data from other sources.

Cultural Continuity in the Grave Monuments
Answers to questions regarding continuity in the
Eastern Desert should be sought not only in aspects

3 Kennedy, S. (2001), “Ring cairn graves at Berenike, burials of
the Blemmyes?” On-line at http://www.archbase.org/berenike/
UCstudentLA6.html (accessed November 2008).

4 Zahoriik, J. (2006): The Islamization of the Beja until the 19
century. On-line at http://www.uni-koeln.de/phil-fak/afrikanistik/
kant/data/ZJ1 kantl.pdf (accessed September 2009).

of culture, but also in varying natural conditions. The
basic resources for life in the desert are water and
vegetation. As far back as we can trace the evidence,
the North African deserts have been cultural landscapes
where available resources have been used, maintained
and modified by humans (Andersen, this volume).
The climatic shift at the end of the Holocene Pluvial
Period (around 5300 BCE) opened the Nile Valley
for occupation, and mobile herder-hunter-gatherers
inhabiting the formerly dry savanna were able to move
into the Nile Valley (Kuper and Kropelin 2006). The
desiccation of North Africa did not, however, make the
deserts uninhabitable. In fact, the desert east of the Nile
became no less habitable than it is today. The climate,
though fluctuating, has been becoming gradually more
arid and, along with this desiccation, areas with annual
and perennial grass and herb cover have gradually
been reduced. Similarly, the desert forests of drought-
tolerant tree species contracted to the valleys where
regeneration, though infrequent, could occur. The
effects of climatic change were neither uniform nor
simultaneous all over the Eastern Desert. The Eastern
Desert constitutes a transition area between two adjacent
but different climates, an ecotone,’ the critical ecological
parameter being aridity, which decreases southwards.
The vegetation belts would therefore move successively
southwards in response to a gradually drier climate
(Feegri et al. 2000: 132). Thus vegetation shifts would
not occur simultaneously in the northern and southern
Beja territories. In drylands worldwide, mobile herders
can rely on ephemeral vegetation only where and when
such resources appear after infrequent, scattered rains.
More than anything else their pastoral economy is based
on perennial arboreal vegetation that sustains their flocks
in places and periods when there is no rain.

Wadi vegetation occurs all over the North African
drylands.® In mountainous deserts, however, the
frequency of wadis and their associated vegetation is

S From ‘ecology’ and ‘tonos’ (tension), a region where different
ecologies are in tension, in this case meaning the transition zone
between two adjacent but different plant and animal communities.
6 In this context, wadi (from Arabic ¢s) refers to a
geomorphological feature consisting of a dry, ephemeral riverbed, or
a dry river valley, which contains surface water only after occassional
rain events. Wadi deposits comprise poorly sorted sands and gravels
that accumulate rapidly and sometimes invert resulting in a ridge
rather than a valley. Although surface water is generally absent, in the
Eastern Desert subsurface water seepage is constant and ecologically
significant for perennial plants and human life and cultures. See also
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higher than elsewhere, and the mountainous desert
between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea can therefore
support a considerably greater number of pastoral
inhabitants than similarly arid deserts west of the Nile.
Again, there is a substantial difference from north to
south. The mountain subsurface moisture is replenished
by occasional rainfall and mist in the Red Sea Hills
(Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). The period that followed
the abrupt end of Holocene Pluvial Period is assumed
to be one of generally slow desiccation. As a result
rain-fed herbal vegetation and grasses decreased over a
long period, while perennial vegetation contracted to the
most favorable locations, the wadis, which are the places
where, in general, they are also found today. It is worth
noting that the names which the local people use for
different wadis, “Wadi so-and-so,” frequently reflect their
characteristic vegetation (Andersen, this volume). These
two effects of desiccation would first appear in the north
and later, if at all, in the south. Cattle will, as a rule, feed
on lower stratum herbal resources, while goats and camels
(Camelus dromedarius)’ can feed on tree foliage. For
cattle herders, who relied mainly on herbal vegetation, the
disappearance of the herbal fodder resources may have
forced a shift from cattle to animals that could sustain
feeding on perennial vegetation. Domesticated animals
depicted in rock art in the Eastern Desert indicate such a
shift. Cattle appear in the older petroglyphic sequence of
such rock art, while in the later sequences camels and to
some degree goats are found. Camels have been attested
in Qasr Ibrim (Lower Nubia) in the early first millennium
BCE and are a dominant feature in Eastern Desert rock
art from all later periods (Ripinsky 1985; Rowley-Conwy
1988). A change from cattle to small stock husbandry
would have followed a successive southward movement
of the climatic belts and with a concomitant adaptation
of vegetation to the climatic sequence. Thanks to the
climatic gradient, the Beja of the southern parts of the
region towards Butana can still keep cattle grazing on
perennial grasses and annuals after occasional rains.
The use of the main resources in the rest of the region
was as it is today: direct browsing, shaking of branches
and pollarding to feed small stock and camels. A direct
link to the past and a cultural continuity may thus be

the editorial remarks at the end of Chapter 1: Introduction to Part 1:
From Adam to Alexander (500,000-2500 Years Ago).

7 See also the editorial remarks at the end of Chapter 1: Intro-
duction to Part 1: From Adam to Alexander (500,000-2500 Years
Ago).

expressed through this set of resource management
practices that can be traced at least back to the New
Kingdom (Andersen, this volume).

Groups of people mentioned in sources from the Nile
Valley, but associated with the Eastern Desert are the
Medjay (during the Middle Kingdom, 1975-1640 BCE),
the Blemmyes (in Graeco-Roman times, 32 BCE-641 CE)
and the Beja (from medieval times until today). In light
of the frequent finds of cattle remains in Medjay graves
(Bietak 1966; Néser, this volume), the pastoral economy
of the early periods has been assumed to have been based
on cattle herding. The Blemmyes, on the other hand, based
their economy, at least in the northern territories, on small
stock and camel that could be fed by leaf foddering and
browsing of trees. Before 2000 BCE we have few sources
about the Eastern Desert people, but written Egyptian
sources from around 2000 BCE refer to desert people who
have been linked to the Eastern Desert. Whether there
really is a linkage between the people mentioned in these
sources, their archaeological remains and an association
with the modern Beja inhabitants is a key question for the
history of Eastern Desert. The grave monuments and their
typology reflect interrelations across widely separated
times and places (Williams 1998). The combination of
features is unique and points to the existence of a common
burial tradition. First of all, the stone ring feature is present
in one way or another in all grave types. The fishtail
complex may, strictly speaking, be an exception, although
it includes two round disk-shaped elements. In the ring
grave types, the stone ring is the main feature marking the
grave; in the disk-shaped akerataheils the ring of flagstones
leaning up against the outer wall of the monument is a
non-functional architectural element as it is for the smaller
graves and later Muslim graves where a stone ring only
serves to delineate the grave.

The contracted body of the deceased is a funeral
practice in the Eastern Desert that was discontinued
when Christian and Muslim burials started. Contracted
burials independently link the ring graves to the disk-
shaped akerataheils. The extended (Christian?) burials
in disk-shaped akerataheils close to the church in Wadi
Nugrus, in the Mons Smaragdus area, occur next to small
grave chambers for contracted burials. Similarly, near
the Fourth Cataract in Sudan there are ring cairn graves
with contracted bodies as well as extended ones. This is
taken as an indication that the disk-shaped akerataheil
tradition continued even though the religion changed
and that the typical grave is linked more to culture than
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Figure 10.7. Lines of continuity in the Eastern
Desert. Different broadly parallel lines of

historical development can be drawn for
the Eastern Desert. An increasingly arid
climate induces a vegetation shift that in
turn influences the economy and land-use
pattern of the Eastern Desert dwellers. The
inventory of grave monuments shifts in
the period from ring graves to disk-shaped
akerataheils to Muslim graves (fishtail
akerataheils at the latter transition are
omitted here).
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to religion. The orthostates that are found at the head of
the offering chapel in ring graves are also found in two
places in each of the fishtail monuments and at the heads
of prominent older Muslim graves. The flagstones around
the disk-shaped akerataheil may provide a parallel to this
tradition of standing stones.

The material development in Eastern Desert grave
monuments points to a cultural continuity, but it is also
noteworthy that all of the older grave types are often
located among or associated with Beja tribal graveyards
that are still in use (Figure 10.5). The small Beja
graveyards are often used commonly by a specific lineage
or family group. The presence of grave types that relate
to other periods shows a tribal cultural connection among
these graves. Local Beja refer to these older graves as
the graves of their forefathers from a distant past, and
as a rule they continue to use such places for their own
burials. The graveyards and the locations of akerataheils
often leave the impression of being situated in prominent
places overlooking the most used and richest wadis and
plains or at their entrance. Graves from all periods are
thus found at prominent places where it would be ‘nice
to be,” close to where people lived and still live. The
graves play a role for the present Beja population as part
of their cultural landscape and are an important element
of continuity with the distant past. Both ring and disk-
shaped akerataheils are distributed similarly and have
functions similar to the modern tribal sheikhs’ tombs.
It is an even stronger indication of affinity and cultural
continuity that disk-shaped akerataheils dated to 300
BCE-800 CE have rather recently been used as places
for intrusive burials. These burials were inserted as new

Table 10.1. Radiocarbon dates of human remains from intrusive
burials in disk-shaped akerataheils.

Site Sample Material Date
Wadi Amur TUa-1592 Juvenile vertebra  1660-1950 CE
Samadi T-12569 Human skin 1685-1950 CE

grave chambers placed next to the original chamber
in the mass of smaller stone filling, on the top of the
akerataheil. This use of ancient graves as places for later
burials proves a strong cultural relation to the past. Two
such secondary burials have produced radiocarbon dates
on the ‘wiggle plateau’ (1660-1950 CE; Table 10.1).%
In the quest for an answer to whether there is a cultural
continuity in this area and whether it can be traced
back in time from the present Beja to ancient times, the
continuum of grave monuments may be seen in light
of other time sequences in the Eastern Desert. During
the time span following the Holocene desiccation, four
parallel lines of continuity can be traced (Figure 10.7).
These parallel developments take place during a time
span of approximately 5 millennia. It is along these
different, but associated lines of continuity within a
historical landscape dimension that the history of the
peoples of the Eastern Desert must be sought.

Ring Graves and the Medjay Pan-Graves
The numerous ring graves in the Eastern Desert resemble
the so-called Pan-Graves that are mainly known from

8 The wiggle plateau is the period between 1500 and 1950 CE
when the radiocarbon calibration curves flatten and single samples
cannot be accurately dated (Stuiver et al. 1998).
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the Nile Valley in Egypt and Lower Nubia. Eastern
Desert ring graves have also been identified as typical
pan-graves in Kassala, Erkowit and Khor Arbaat (Arkell
1955: 78). Ring graves are very common archaeological
structures in the Eastern Desert, in particular in the wadis
of the Sudanese Red Sea Hills (Magid et al. 1997). The
graves in the Egyptian Nile Valley are few compared to
those of the desert (Figure 10.1b), but fairly well studied
and dated at 1630—1520 BCE. The Pan-Grave culture in
the Nile Valley is associated with the Medjay, the people
from the Eastern Desert mentioned in textual sources
dated mainly to the Middle Kingdom and the Second
Intermediate Period (Bietak 1966; Sadr 1990; Hafsaas
2006; Zibelius-Chen 2007, but see Naiser, this volume).
In the Eastern Desert, ring graves are often found in the
sandy or gravel-filled wadis, on gentle slopes and on the
plains. They vary in architecture. Also along the Nile the
Pan-Grave architecture varies, but in general the grave
monuments are small. Of importance for an association
of ring and pan-grave monuments is the fact that the dead
in both cases are buried in a contracted position, lying on
their sides and oriented either with their heads to the east,
looking south or with their heads to the north, looking
west (Bietak 1966; Sadr 1987, 1990; Hafsaas 2006).
Assuming that the ring-grave and pan-grave association
is correct and that the two are similar monument types,
their frequency in the Sudanese Eastern Desert from
Tokar and Kassala northwards to Gebel Elba makes the
desert the core area of the pan-graves and thus of the
Medjay culture. The sites in the Nile Valley will then
constitute the fringes of its distribution. In the northern
Egyptian region of the Beja territory, pan-graves are
not so frequently seen, and certainly have not been
specifically searched for. Ring graves are, however,
reported from Berenike Panchrysos and along Wadi
Allaqi (Castiglioni and Castiglioni 1994; Castiglioni et
al. 1995). The ring graves in the desert link the culture
even more strongly to the core of the Eastern Desert.

Blemmyes and Disk-Shaped Akerataheils

In Graeco-Roman times, written sources refer to
Blemmyes as the people of the desert (Pierce, this
volume). They have been archaeologically associated
with the so-called Eastern Desert Ware, a type of
small hand-made pottery, mostly cups and bowls,
with a remarkable well-polished surface and incised
decorations, dating from the 4th—6th centuries CE. This
type of pottery is found in southern Egypt and northern

Sudan between the Nile and the Red Sea (Figure 10.1c¢).
It has been assumed that it was produced and used
by the indigenous, nomadic Blemmyes of the desert.
From detailed studies of Eastern Desert Ware, that
included chemical analyses of the ceramic matrix and
organic residues in the vessels (Barnard and Strouhal
2004; Barnard et al. 2005; Barnard and Magid 2006;
Barnard 2008; Barnard, this volume), it was concluded
that Eastern Desert Ware was made and used by the
indigenous, nomadic inhabitants of the Eastern Desert
in Graeco-Roman times.

The most prominent type of archaeological monuments
from Graeco-Roman times in the Eastern Desert, all
the way from the ancient Coptos-Myos Hormos road
(roughly the modern Qift-Quseir asphalt road) in the
north to Suakin and Tokar in the south, however, are not
the scattered finds of Eastern Desert Ware, but the disk-
shaped akerataheils that the Sudanese Beja associate with
their forefathers. These tombs have been given different
names by different authors, such as tumulus graves, ring
cairns, circular platform graves circular table-tombs,
truncated cone graves, and so on. The type represents a
common burial tradition specific to the Eastern Desert
from the end of the pan-grave or ring grave era until they
where replaced by Muslim graves in medieval times. The
few that have been dated were constructed in the first
millennium CE. In a note at the end of this chapter, Pierce
draws attention to written sources that show the presence
of Blemmyes in the heartland of the Eastern Desert, near
the northern extent of the disk-shaped akerataheils. At
the end of the 19th century CE, Schweinfurth identified
various plundered funerary monuments at Elkab which
he referred to as Begagrdber (Beja graves):

The space between the chamber and the wall of the stone
ring was filled in with rubble and pebbles and heaped up
above to a shallow cupola . . . so that the whole gained the
appearance of a round hut with a conical roof (Schweinfurth
1899: 538-541).

He identifies them as ring tombs and dates them to
the third—fourth centuries CE. Among the graves he
found chambers for extended as well as contracted
bodies. He relates the latter to the ancient burial tradition
of the Trog(l)odytes in use at Elkab as described by
Agatharchides of Cnidus. Agatharchides provides a
rather detailed description of such a Troglodyte burial,
which has obvious links to akerataheil construction.

With withies made from the Christ’s thorn plant they bind
the neck to the legs. Then, after they place the body on a
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mound, they pelt it with stones large enough to be held in
a hand while jeering and laughing until they have hidden
the corpse. They then place on top [of the cairn] the horn of
a goat and depart free of sadness and completely cheerful.
In conducting this sort of funeral, he says, they act sensibly
since to not cause themselves grief (Burstein 1989).

In most respects this can be seen as an outsider
eyewitness description. The first phrase describes how
the deceased was buried in a contracted body position
similar to pan-grave burials. The tree name referred to
here as Christ’s thorn plant is probably based on later
interpretations. Such identifications should always be
treated with caution. The second part describes how
the burial chamber is built up into the stone structure
of the akerataheil. The central burial chamber was built
first or simultaneously with the outer ring in dry-stone
masonry. The space between the two was finally filled
with hand-sized stones. The amount of hand-sized stones
required is large and the work required a joint effort to
complete. The last phrases should be seen in light of the
spatial and social organization of the desert groups. If we
assume that Blemmy households, similar to those of the
Beja and other modern North African desert pastoralists,
lived scattered in the valleys within their tribal area, we
may assume that the occasions for which they met were
important. Such occasions—circumcisions, weddings,
funerals or gatherings to commemorate local sheikhs—
are often celebrated today with a karama, in which an
animal is slaughtered and consumed by all who attend.
After a karama the head of the slaughtered animal
most often remains at the spot. Despite the solemnity
of the occasion, the social meetings in themselves are
always joyful.

Disk-Shaped Akerataheils, Blemmyes and
Enigmatic Sites

According to several sources the Blemmyes were
at times more centrally organized than one would
normally expect of nomadic desert dwellers. A number
of permanent settlements in the Eastern Desert are
suggested to have been associated with local people. A
number of sites are associated with a higher density of
disk-shaped akerataheils near or among the buildings.
Examples of such sites in the northern part of the Red
Sea Hills are Sikait, Nugrus, Kab Marfua (Wadi Gamal
North) and Geili (Wadi Gamal South). Sikait and
Nugrus are emerald (beryl) mining sites, and according
to Olympiodorus the Blemmyes were in control of

these mines. Kab Marfua and Geili are sites located
in the vicinity of major Graeco-Roman way-stations
(hydreumata). Shauna Kennedy studied the so-called
‘ring cairn graves,’ found in and around Berenike and
compared them to “more or less accepted” Blemmy
tombs in Deraheib in northern Sudan (Sadr ez al. 1994),
and in Wadi Qitna in southern Egypt (Strouhal 1984),
regarding their topography, placement, architecture
and mortuary practice.” Judging from the published
photographs and drawings (Aldsworth and Barnard
1996; Barnard 1998), the ring-cairn graves around
Berenike are likely to be the remains of disk-shaped
akerataheils that, due to rough plundering of the central
grave chamber, appear as a ring rather than the original
disk shape. Kennedy found that the tombs differ in size
and location, as well as in the use of local stone materials
and, like disk-shaped akerataheils elsewhere, that the
burial chamber is found either subsurface or inside the
stone structure. She concludes that the ring cairn graves
around Berenike may represent local burials because of
their loose topographical and architectural similarities to
the Blemmy tombs at Deraheib and Wadi Qitna, as well
as their chronological and geographic context.

Less is known about the southern, Sudanese part of
the Eastern Desert. Tabot, located in Khor Aquamt in
Sudan (Magid 1998, 2004), is one of several smaller
settlement sites along the major route from Berber, in
the Nile Valley, via Khor Aquamt to Suakin, on the Red
Sea coast (Figure 10.8). West of Tabot the route branched
northwards towards Egypt. Tabot and other more or less
similar enigmatic sites, such as Mendilo and Samadi,
may well have been way-stations or otherwise associated
with that route. A larger settlement, Nubt, is located in a
tributary valley to Khor Omek, which enters upper Khor
Aquamt. The city of Nubt has not been archaeologically
studied, but several scholars have described the large
settlement. These earlier scholars with an interest in
the early Islamic graves associated Nubt with gold
mining (Oman et al. 1998). Even though there are
gold mining activities around Nubt and place names
such as Nubahaweb and Nubt may reflect the ancient
Egyptian word for gold,'’ one may doubt that the city

? Kennedy, S. (2001), “Ring cairn graves at Berenike, burials of
the Blemmyes?” On-line at http://www.archbase.org/berenike/
UCstudentLA6.html (accessed November 2008).

10 The etymology of Nubt is not clear; the ancient Egytian word
nb or nbw, however, can be translated as ‘gold,” which may also
explain the name Nubia.
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was primarily a mining site. Nubt was a major city, but
archaeologically little is known about it. It is, however,
the only city that is specifically mentioned by its present
local name as a Blemmy city in contemporary ancient
sources. It is therefore not as enigmatic as other sites. It
consists of at least two parts, each with a surrounding
wall and necropolis. It seems likely that it grew and was
extended with a new town wall. Publications on Nubt
have thus far not focused on the city itself, but rather
on a few early Islamic graves from what appears to be
its latest period. Its pre-Islamic history and importance
have not yet attracted the interest of scholars. The early
Islamic presence in Nubt, however, must have been a
rather short-lived and minor event. Suggested dates fall
between the 9th and 10th centuries CE. Soon thereafter,
in the 11th century CE, the Islamic tombstones were
reused in a nearby fishtail akerataheil. The radiocarbon
date for a piece of charcoal found on top of a midden
(sample T-12313) was 820-955 CE (1175 + 40 BP),
indicating a date for a late phase in the life of the city
of Nubt.

Remarkable in Nubt in this context, apart from the
city itself, are not so much the Islamic graves but those
of its earlier inhabitants, the Blemmyes. These are disk-
shaped akerataheils, and they are larger here and more
prominent than anywhere else in the Eastern Desert.
They occur in such numbers that they fill the side valleys
and are seen on most mountain ridges around the city.
Their size, up to 20 m in diameter, indicates that Nubt
was an important seat of high-ranking Blemmy nobility
for a long period of time. This is consistent with letters
found in Qasr Ibrim," where Nubt is referred to as the
capital of the Blemmyes and the place of their king. In
general, enigmatic Blemmy sites are found near sites
of economic activity related to the outside world, such
as the mining of beryl or long-distance trade. Nubt is
situated on the Berber-Suakin route, at the key point
where it enters the mountains after having crossed the
vast desert slopes towards the Nile Valley. The route is
still in use by smugglers and owes its fame to having
been the Suakin-Berber slave route (Churchill 1899).
The slave route (Kishya Dirba in Tu Bedawie) follows a
route that since ancient times crossed the desert as part of
a trade network among the Far East, the Nile Valley and

"' The Coptic texts from Qasr Ibrim are the subject of research by
Joost Hagen and his forthcoming PhD thesis, “Multilingualism and
Cultural Change in Medieval Nubia: The Evidence of the Coptic
Texts from Qasr Ibrim,” Leiden University, The Netherlands.

the south. The Kishya Dirba enters Khor Aquamt from
the west, passes Tabot and enters Khor Dayob, a side
valley of Khor Aquamt also called Kishya Dirba, south
of Khor Aquamt and emerges into Nubt in the lower part
of its reach (Figure 10.8). Control over this trade route
gave the Blemmyes, particularly in times when Nile
Valley cultures such as the Kingdom of Meroe and the
Nubian Christian Kingdoms flourished, economic and
political muscle as reflected in the name of their capital
Nubt and in the grandeur of their grave monuments. In
this connection the significance of Nubt is that it directly
links the disk-shaped akerataheils to the Blemmy people
in time and space. The small but significant Islamic
graveyard at Nubt, dated to the 10th century CE, places
Nubt at the center of early Islam in Sudan, but also links
the ancient Blemmy culture to the present Muslim Beja.

Discussion

Herzog gives an elaborate review of the various sources
that link the Beja with the Blemmyes and the Medjay
and advocates a cultural continuity “von Altertum bis
zur Gegenwart” (Herzog 1985). The inventory of grave
monuments of the Eastern Desert reflects such continuity
and a common culture in the Red Sea Hills proper. The
enigmatic building sites and the fishtail akerataheils
are elements of the past that await further research.
Similar graves found along the Nile indicate that people
of the desert at times had connections with kinsmen
settled in the Nile Valley (Néser, this volume). The
Nile Valley pan-grave cemeteries are usually small and
found at some distance from the river, while others are
located on the fringes of cemeteries of the C-Group
(Bietak 1966; Sadr 1987, 1990; Hafsaas 2006; Barnard
2009b). Similarly, a number of Blemmy akerataheils
is known from the banks of the Nile (Schweinfurth
1899). Reconstructing the history of the desert and its
people solely on the basis of these satellite communities
has given rise to the confusion inherent in the recent
discussion of the history of the Eastern Desert (Christides
1980; Dafa’alla 1987; Barnard 2005; Dahl and Hjort-af-
Ornas 2006; Barnard 2007; Burstein 2008; Barnard
2009a; Dijkstra, this volume; Pierce, this volume). The
apparent lack of data on pan-graves from the Eastern
Desert misdirected the discussion to the point that
scholars have even doubted that the pan-graves in the
Nile Valley belonged to desert people at all, and in its
extreme brought about such assertions as that the ancient
desert dweller culture, the Blemmy culture, is actually a
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Graeco-Roman construct (Barnard 2005, 2007; Burstein
2008; Barnard 2009a).
The true nature, significance and history of the region

are still a closed book for the transient outsider. Even
today in the countries that encompass the area within
their national borders, few know the names of their
tribes, their language or their places. Similarly historical
sources for Eastern Desert people originate from outsider
texts and the ethnonyms that the sources give for desert
dwellers may be as imprecise as those used for them by
outside authorities today (Pierce, this volume). To the
outsider the land between the green and fertile banks
of the Nile in Egypt and Sudan and the shores of the
Red Sea is still an uninhabitable desolate wasteland,
but for the peoples to whom this is their homeland, it is
the good land, the homeland of their forefathers. Local

Figure 10.8. The Blemmy city of Nubt and
the Berber-Suakin route that enters from
the west. The route passes Tabot and enters
Khor Kishya Dirba. The sites of Mendilo and
Samadi are located in side valleys. The area
preserves numerous tumuli, including pan-
graves (1), disk-shaped akerataheils (2), brick
graves (3), and a small site with early Islamic
graves (4). The city of Nubt is located south
of Khor Nubt and has at least two phases,
Nubt I (5) and Nubt Il (6). Adapted from
Oman, et al. 1998; satellite imagery courtesy
of Google Earth.

Beja histories relate to lineages, representing collective
identities, and are not generally combined into any
major unified historical narrative (Dahl and Hjort-af-
Ornas 2006). In relation to the outside world, however,
the Beja are unified and in regard to the past they share
a common identity. The Beja consider themselves to
be one indigenous people with their roots in the land
since “time immemorial.” Beja cultural continuity can
be traced at various levels and in varied aspects of their
society, but this continuity should not be understood so
narrowly that it rejects the social, cultural and historical
development of the people. No society is static, or
without cultural contact with its neighbors. The coffee
pot (jabanah), the plastic water container, the mobile
phone and the Toyota pick-up trucks are elements that
do not contradict this continuity. The description of the
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nomadic African by Athenacus of Naucratis not only
reveals continuity of desert life, it also shows that little
has changed among the outside observers.

I know too, writes Athenaeus, that Hellanikos, in [his book]
The Names of Peoples, says that certain of the nomadic
Libyans own nothing but a cup and a knife and a water
bottle and that they have little shelters for shade made
of asphodel stalks which they carry around with them
wherever they go (Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, X1, 6).

As you meet a Beja today, along the mountain tracks
or in a wadi, on his lengthy travels through the desert
(Pluskota, this volume), you may be struck by how little
he carries. His knife and sword, his coffee pot (jabanah),
the piece of cloth crossed over his shoulders for shade
by day and warmth by night and the water skin or plastic
container with some liters of water hanging on his
camel are enough to sustain life in the desert. The most
important baggage he carries is his knowledge of the
land, its routes and resources, its wells and its people.
This is his heritage.

A Note on Early Evidence for a Blemmy in
the Eastern Desert

(by Richard Holton Pierce)

A preliminary report on the 2006/2007 season of the
IFAO fieldwork at Abu Quraya (ancient lovis-Dios) in
the Eastern Desert of Egypt describes the discovery
of a poorly preserved letter from one Baratit to some
soldiers (inventory number 481, Botte and Brun 2007).
The authors note that the same Baratit appears in two late

ostraca from Didymoi (Khashm al-Minayh). In one of
these (Ostraca Didymoi 858), he is titled hypotyrannos
of the Barbarians, in the other he writes to the curator
of that praesidium. The ostracon from Abu Quraya was
found in a dump in front of the fort, the foundation
of which is dated to 114/115 CE. The fort was still
functioning in the third century CE, but appears to
have ceased to be a military outpost by the end of that
century or early in the 4th century CE. Baratit’s name
and title of hypotyrannos are particularly interesting.
Previously known examples of this title have been
explicitly associated with the Blemmyes, and in contexts
that place them on the eastern fringes of or in the Nile
Valley at or south of Aswan (Hagg 1990: 147-177).
In the Didymoi ostracon, Baratit is a hypotyrannos of
Barbarians, a broad ethnic designation that was explicitly
and interchangeably, though not exclusively, used of
the Blemmyes (Eide ef al. 1998: 1087-1092, 1138-
1141, 1153-1158). The name Baratit, in orthography
and structure, does not conflict with the little that is
known about Blemmy personal names (Satzinger 1992:
313-325). The initial segment ‘Bara’ is parallel to the
‘Bara’ in Barakhia, and comparable to the ‘Gama’ in
Gamatiphant and the ‘Khara’ in Kharaftik, Kharahiet,
Kharakhen and Kharapatkhur. The combination of date,
location, name and title warrant the suggestion that
the ostraca of Baratit are the hitherto earliest evidence
of the presence of Blemmyes in the core of Egypt’s
Eastern Desert.
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CHAPTER 11

The Desert Dwellers of
Marmarica, Western Desert:
Second Millennium BCE to First Millennium CE

ANNA-KATHARINA RIEGER, THOMAS VETTER AND HEIKE MOLLER'

HE INITIATIVE ADDRESSING THE “HISTORY OF

the Peoples of the Eastern Desert” shifted the

focus from ancient forts, quarries, mines, roads
and harbors, with users mostly coming from the
outside, to the indigenous inhabitants of the area.
The questions that arise are who these dwellers of
the desert were and how they lived in the arid region
between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea before and
during the exploitation by ancient political powers.
To tackle this issue it is necessary to understand the
region as a whole, including the special conditions
of the desert environment as a habitat, as well as the
relation between different social, cultural and ethnic
entities, especially nomadic and sedentary groups.
Diachronic aspects are equally relevant, starting with
landscape archaeology and the archaecology of mobile
peoples to the cultural landscape and the interaction
between humans and their environment in the broadest
sense of the word. As these aspects are the same

! This chapter is based on research conducted 2004-2008 in the
framework of the Collaborative Research Centre 586 Difference and
Integration (Universities of Halle-Wittenberg and Leipzig) Project
A 7, promoted by the German Research Foundation. It continued
until 2011 because of a research grant from the same institution. We
would like to thank the German Research Foundation for funding,
the Gerda Henkel Stiftung for the scholarship of H. Méller, and the
Supreme Council of Antiquities of Egypt for work permissions and
on-site assistance. G. Brands (Halle), M. Fuchs (Gief3en) and S.
Marchand (Cairo) have continuously supported the work. Thanks
are also due to all team members, especially S. Valtin, B. Emme, O.
Klammer and A. Nicolay.
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for historical and archaeological research in any
desert region, the region of ancient Marmarica, in
the Western Desert, will be discussed in this chapter
as a case study for the research into the dwellers
of Eastern Desert. Ancient Marmarica was located
between Lake Mareotis, just south of Alexandria,
and Cyrenaica (Gebel Akhdar), on the modern border
between Egypt and Libya (Figure 11.1). Some of
the geo-ecological and archaeological features in
the northern part of the Western Desert, being the
environment and habitat of the desert dwellers, will
be juxtaposed to Eastern Desert sites to point out
methodological and factual similarities as well as
differences among the research areas, cultural remains
and feasible scholarly approaches.

Egyptian Desert Environments

Any desert constitutes an extreme environment that
requires adaptation of every living being and thus
emphasizes existing ecological niches. Topography,
morphology and geology can create favorable places
where harsh conditions are compensated, for instance by
moderating temperature or wind, and scarce resources
like water or food are present. Such areas with an
advantageous microclimate are crucial for all human
activities in desert regions. Being part of the Sahara, this
characterization is applicable to both the Eastern and the
Western Desert of Egypt. But there are geological and
morphological differences between different regions
that determine human options in how to make use of the
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Figure 11.1. Map of northern Egypt, showing
the location of the research area in Eastern
Marmarica. Adapted from Snape 2003.
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desert environment. This results in different human traces
and artifacts, as well as different archaeological records.

From north to south, the Egyptian Western Desert
consists of the limestone Marmarica Plateau, the Qattara
Depression, the Great Sand Sea, and finally a sandstone
plateau known as Gilf Kebir ( ,.2Scals) on the border
with Sudan and Libya. The northern part of the Eastern
Desert also consists of a limestone plateau (the Ma‘aza
Plateau), in the east cut by the Precambrian and Paleozoic
Red Sea Mountains. In the south, the Mesozoic layers
of the Nubian Sandstone are the prevailing geological
formation. Large valleys (wadis) serve as the drainage
system to the Red Sea in the east or the Nile Valley in
the west. Besides the similarities, the major difference
between the desert areas east and west of the Nile Valley
is the presence of the Red Sea Mountains. These contain
deposits of mineral and geological resources that have
been exploited since prehistoric times. This natural wealth
has caused heavy anthropogenic alterations to the Eastern
Desert because of the number of users and more or less
permanent inhabitants of the region. Except for a few
oases, the economic potential of the region west of the Nile
Valley is insignificant and offers limited natural resources
to those willing to expend the effort to exploit them.
Consequently, there has been less presence of what can be

summarized as “political and economic powers” coming
into the desert for economic reasons. The exploration of
the Western Desert from the Nile Valley started as early
as the Old Kingdom (2575-2150 BCE), for political and
military reasons (Kuhlmann 2002). Yet the Pharaohs and
their successors, the Ptolemies and the Romans, did not
leave the same kind of traces as in the Eastern Desert,
with its numerous quarries, mines, forts, hydreumata,’
and the settlements and roads associated with these. The
natural dissimilarities of the regions east and west of the
Nile Valley lead to a different human impact on the desert
environment. Beside the external influences and ‘intruders’
from more fertile zones, native people live in the Eastern
as well as in the Western Desert; they are permanent
inhabitants who are not mainly interested in exploitation
of geological resources or in long-distance trade, but
who use the arid regions as their habitat and the source
of their livelihood. These desert dwellers have to adapt
to the desert environment, with its restricted resources
of water, vegetation and cultivable soil, resulting in a
(pastoral) nomadic way of life. Their relics are meager
and sometimes difficult to recognize, but these permanent

2 A hydreuma (plural hydreumata) is an enclosed, often fortified
and usually permanently manned ‘watering station’ of Graeco-
Roman date, providing a man-made oasis along a caravan route.
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inhabitants shaped the landscape since the beginning of the
desiccation of the Sahara.

The Issue of the ‘Eastern Libyans’

To address issues of transitions and interactions between
sedentary and nomadic ways of life in the Egyptian
Western Desert, a research project started in 2005 on
the northern fringe of the Western Desert, the strip
between Mediterranean coast and the Qattara Depression
(Brands et al. 2006; Klammer 2009; Rieger 2009; Vetter
2009; Vetter et al. 2009a; Vetter et al. in press). This
is an area where, apart from the urban centers on the
coast, Marsa Matruh and Zawiyet Umm al-Rakham
(White 2002a, 2002b; Snape and Wilson 2007), and Siwa
Oasis (Kuhlmann 1988; Bruhn 2011), no archaeological
research has taken place. The questions about the native
inhabitants of the desert west of the Egyptian Nile Valley
and their material culture and life strategies were raised
several times (Carter 1963; Leahy 1985; Barker 1989;
O’Connor 1990; White 1994; Barker et al. 1996; White
2002a, 2002b; Snape 2003), but archaeologically only
addressed by the excavations close to Marsa Matruh
concentrating on the ‘Eastern Libyans’ (Bates 1914,
1915, 1927). Donald White later approached the issue
with his analysis of Bates’s Island (White 2002a, 2002b),
while Frederic Colin focused on les peuples libyens de
la Cyrenaique a [’Egypte in the textual sources (Colin
2000). An important part of the present project is to unite
the historical records with the material remains in the
region, with a focus on the Graeco-Roman Period due
to the preservation of the material that appears in many
respects similar to Western Marmarica in Libya (Hulin
2009; Hulin et al. 2010; Hulin in press).

The common but rather vague term for the non-
Egyptian inhabitants of the desert west of the Nile
Valley, in ancient as well as scholarly texts, is ‘Libyans.’
This identification subsumes different tribes, regions
and historical periods (Snape 2003). These Libyans
are neither a self-defined ethnic group nor are they
described as such in the sources. The classical texts, from
Herodotus’s Aipvkog Adyoc onward, distinguish names
of tribes and other groups, but give no clear culturally
distinctive categories and descriptions. Because the
topographical range of the area of the Libyan tribes in
the historical records is immense and varies ecologically,
cultural diversity is highly probable. As a result, the
material culture of the groups will also be different. At
the same time, however, the diachronic continuity of

cultural objects, texts and activities seems to have been
very strong for at least 3500 years, between Pharaonic
and medieval times (Smith 2003). On the one hand, this
helps the classification of an artifact as indigenous or
‘Libyan,’ but on the other hand it introduces the problem
of archaeological dating.

Historical sources for the dwellers in the Western
Desert are scarce and clouded by the usual problems
of understanding their content and assessing their
reliability (Rosen 2006; Burstein 2008; Barnard 2009).
There is no comprehensive source by the dwellers of
the Western Desert themselves, even less than for the
Blemmyes in the Eastern Desert (Barnard 2008a: 132-
143); inscriptions in the Libyan script bear a simple
formulaic character. So our point of view is necessarily
that of outsiders. Ancient authors come from the Nile
Valley, composing panegyric inscriptions for the
Pharaoh, or are urban intellectuals who obviously did not
originate from a desert environment, such as Herodotus
in classical times or the Early Christian ‘Desert Fathers.’
Our outsider’s view is marred by the long chronological
distance between the date of origin of the sources and
the issues they describe. Beside the ancient texts there
are some sources in visual arts, but their interpretation
is problematic because of their narrow chronological
and spatial distribution. The main sources dating to
the Egyptian Old Kingdom, the Libyan Palette and the
Tomb of Harkhuf,®> mention people called ‘Tjehenu’
and ‘Tehemu’ living west of the Nile Valley (Snape
2003: 97-99). During the New Kingdom, on the Israel
Stele,* the Tjehenu and Tehemu are replaced by, or
specified as ‘Libu’ and ‘Meshwesh.’ These are described

3 The Libyan Palette (also known by various other names) is the
lower part (21 x 19 cm) of a schist palette (estimated to have been
21 x 70 cm) decorated with drawings of various animals, trees and
very early Hieroglyphs listing different cities. It is believed to be
from Abydos and dated to the Naqada III or Protodynastic Period
(3200-3000 BCE). The Libyan Palette is kept in the Egyptian
Museum, Cairo (JE27434, CG14238). The Tomb of Harkhuf is
part of the rock-cut Qubbet al-Hawa necropolis on the west bank
of the Nile near Aswan. According to its inscriptions, the owner of
the tomb was governor of Upper Egypt under Pharaohs Merenre
and Pepy II of the 6th Dynasty (2325-2175 BCE). Harkhuf led at
least four major expeditions in his life, believed to have been into
Nubia but possibly also farther north.

4 The Israel Stele, more accurately known as the Victory Stele of
Merneptah, is a granite stele found by Flinders Petrie in 1896 near
Thebes. It describes the campaign of Pharaoh Merneptah (1213—
1204 BCE) of the 19th Dynasty against the Libyans, although it
has gained more fame for apparently preserving the first mention
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as organized in clans with some central urban sites in the
area west of the Nile Valley as far as Cyrenaica. From
the 18th Dynasty (1539-1295 BCE) onward they are
often described as a threat for the Nile Valley Egyptians
(Snape 2003). After the 21st Dynasty (1075-945 BCE),
Libyan tribes entered the Delta and became an influential
group, members of which could, at times during the
24th-30th Dynasties (730-343 BCE), claim the throne
(Kitchen 1990; Leahy 1990; O’Connor 1990; Barker et
al. 1996; Broekman et al. 2009).

Translating the Egyptian term ‘Libu’ into Greek,
Herodotus dedicates a long passage of his ictopia to
the Libyans, the Aifoxog Adyoc, which is the source for
many later writers, such as Diodoros, Strabo, Ptolemy,
Pliny the Elder, Procopios and Synesios (Smith 2003).
Herodotus lists thirteen tribes between Lake Mareotis and
the Gulf of Gabes among which were the Adyrmachidai,
Giligamai, Makai and Nasamones. More tribes are
named between there and the Columns of Heracles
(Strait of Gibraltar). The material and social culture of
the more eastern tribes is described as nomadic (Apvec
vopddec, Herodotus 4, 186). Only the western tribes
are said to be agricultural based societies (dpotnpeg...
Mpueg, Herodotus 4, 191). Thus, according to Herodotus,
Libyans combined nomadic and sedentary ways of life,
geographically divided between east (modern Egypt,
Libya and Tunisia) and west (modern Tunisia, Algeria
and Morocco), and were well adapted to the arid or
semi-arid environment. The pastoral nomadic livelihood
is referred to elsewhere several times, such as Diodoros
3, 49 and Pseudo-Scylax 109 (Colin 2000: 37-44). But
a close reading of Herodotus does not only offer an
east—west differentiation, but also a north—south division.
The Nasamones, a group of the Aifveg vopddes, use the
land in the north for grazing and the oases farther south
as an agricultural area. This kind of land use may be
called ‘scattered agriculture.” Other groups, especially in
fertile areas like Wadi Khaam in Tripolitania (Herodotus
4, 198), can count on the relatively high agricultural
potential of the soil and use that for their livelihood
(Strabo 17, 3, 23; Pliny, Naturalis Historia 5, 5). Strabo
(17, 3, 1) and Diodorus (3, 49) mention the north—south
differences among the Libyan tribes even more clearly
when they refer to “northern Libyans™ and to the “nomads
in the south” (Colin 2000: 58-77). This differentiation
may correspond to different strategies to cope with the

ecological conditions. The only source originating from
Marmarica itself, pMarmarica, which refers to a period
later than the authors quoted above (190-191 and 215
CE, respectively), gives a notion of the agriculture that
an at least part of the Libyan population practiced in the
region (Norsa and Vitelli 1931). This taxation document
lists products yielded from a dryland-farming system in
an area a little to the west of the research area, but with
a very similar geo-ecological setting.

Herodotus’s list is the source for all his successors,
such as Ptolemy, Strabo, Diodoros and Pliny, obviously
with shifts, changes and contradictions of names, areas
and behavior of the individual tribes. In later sources
and papyri, especially those dating to the third—fifth
centuries CE, some of these tribes are mentioned again,
like the Nasamones (Tabula Peutingeriana, Pars 1X), the
Mazikes or the Mastitai (Synesios, epistula 130; Johannes
Antiochenus 313; Roberto 2005) and the Goniotai
(pOxyrinchus 46, 3292, 1.12/13; pOxyrinchus 33, 2681,
1.6, 9; Berliner Griechische Urkunden 3, 935). The latter
are held responsible for raiding towns in the Nile Valley
or on its western fringes. Like other nomadic or pastoral
nomadic societies they appear in the sources, written from
a sedentary cultural perspective, mostly in the context of
conflicts and only rarely in situations of normal contact
for economic or other reasons (Naser, this volume). From
an administrative point of view, the Libyans were never
a part of one of the neighboring empires, as were the
Phoenicians and the Greeks along the coast, the Egyptians
and the Persians expanding from the east, or later the
Romans trying to get hold of the hinterland of their North
African territories. Presumably the Libyans of Eastern
Marmarica came under a certain state control when the
Ramesside fort at Umm al-Rakham was established.
Later they joined the foreign coastal dwellers and became
part of an Egyptian vopog,” in Ptolemaic times, and later
a Roman province (Brands et al. 2006). The level of
administrative impact was low and is described a little in
some papyri, such as pOxyrinchus 9, 1221, Ptolemy 4, 5,
2, and Pliny, Naturalis Historia 4, 5, 2 (Mathwich 1974;
Youtie 1977). Libyan contacts with the newcomers could
result in a mixed population, as is known for Cyrene and
Carthage, which is reflected in the names Libyaegyptii
and Libyophenicii in Pliny, Naturalis Historia (5, 43) and
Diodorus (20, 55, 3), respectively (Colin 2000: 25-27).
Apart from short-term treaties, which played a crucial

of Israel (either the people or the region). The stele is kept in the
Egyptian Museum, Cairo (JE31408).

5 Pharaonic Egypt was divided into sepat, or vopotr (nomoi =
districts), ruled by a feudal ruler now referred to as nomarch.
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role in the conflicts between Cyrene and Ptolemaic
Egypt in the third century BCE (Polyainos 2, 28, 2), the
Libyans remained mostly independent from the powerful
nation-states north and east of their region. Even under
the domination of Arab tribes equally familiar with arid
environments, from the 7th century CE onward, they
remained autonomous to a certain degree (Thiry 1995;
Colin 2000: 87-115).

The analysis of Herodotus and a critical assessment of
later sources resulted in the following information about
the society, culture, economy and political relations
of the ancient Libyans; the Libyans apparently lived
spread out over North Africa, from the Nile Valley to the
Atlantic coast, in a tribal organization with a diversified
clan structure. They seemed to have used the semi-arid
zone near the coast as well as the more arid areas to the
south by combining nomadic and sedentary ways of life.
Their economic base was mixed; on the one hand they
depended on livestock and pastoralism, and on the other
they were experienced in dryland farming, enabling
them to practice scattered agriculture. Exploitation of
mineral resources or trade relations is not referred to in
the historical sources. The Libyans were never a stable
part of one of the neighboring empires, but lived in a
kind of symbiosis (Sadr 1991: 1-11), which means in
well-regulated contact with the fully sedentary societies
around them. In comparison to the written sources on
the Eastern Desert dwellers (Barnard 2007; Burstein
2008; Barnard 2009), who are often identified as the
Blemmyes (Torok 1988; Updegraff 1988; Lassanyi
2005; Dijkstra, this volume; Pierce, this volume), the
descriptions of people of the Western Desert seem to
be more detailed in that they list different tribes. This
does not result in more detailed knowledge, however,
because the cultural characterizations are rather cursory.
Thus the ancient Libyans are akin to the Blemmyes
in that they are both given an ethnic name that does
not necessarily correspond with an ethnic entity with
clear features, structures and dimension, but rather
with a variety of subgroups, tribal connections, cultural
elements or economic and political interests, depending
on the context in which these names occur.

Pictorial representations of the Libyans are even
more scattered in time and space and also often made by
outsiders. The first insight into the Libyan economy is
given by the Predynastic Libyan Palette (Quibell 1900;
Snape 2003: 97). There is a certain concurrence between
the depictions of Libyans (with ostrich eggs, feathers

and cattle products) and the archaeological record in
Egypt from the end of the 18th Dynasty onward (Snape
2003), but most of the images appearing to represent
Libyans turn out to be the iconographical fopos for
‘foreigner,” ‘outsider’ or ‘defeated’ (Cooney 2011).
Representations made by the Libyans themselves, like
scattered petroglyphs, the cult grotto of Slonta,® several
of the reliefs in the tombs at Ghirza (south of Tripoli),
and some Graeco-Roman influenced portrait sculpture,
are too fragmentary and chronologically unclear to allow
further conclusions to be drawn. One avenue towards a
better understanding of the ancient Libyans may be the
analysis of the natural environment as a base for their
livelihood, independent of a chronological assessment.
This will enable the search for material remains of the
Libyans in a particular area.

The Natural Landscape

The availability of water and vegetation determines
life in an arid region and requires special knowledge
on how to handle these scarce resources, including
how to locate, manage and utilize them in a sustainable
manner. With the strategies that the desert dwellers
developed and applied, they also structured and
shaped the landscape and their environment. Within a
historical or archaeological study, therefore, an approach
is feasible that starts with the reconstruction of the
environmental and ecological situation in former times.
Eastern Marmarica is climatically characterized by
its lee position behind Gebel Akhdar (Figure 11.1).
It receives less rainfall than the surrounding regions,
but is still less arid than most of the Eastern Desert.
Figure 11.2 shows the ecological gradient, with
decreasing rainfalls towards the south, and the geo-
ecological zones from Mediterranean to semi-arid
and arid conditions. The ecological zones in Eastern
Marmarica can be characterized, from north to south,
as follows (Vetter 1998; Vetter et al. 2009a; Vetter et
al. in press). The Northern Fringe, Coastal Zone and
Northern Tableland, are an approximately 15-km-wide
semi-desert with relatively high rainfall (120-150 mm/
annum), concentrating as run-off in the valleys and in

¢ The cult grotto of Slonta (also known as the Pig Grotto) is a
cave decorated with carvings of animals, human figures and
disembodied heads in the Eocene limestone plateau near al-Bayda
in northeast Libya. Architectural features include cylindrical
columns and a semicircular entrance. The grotto, restored in 1993,
is commonly interpreted as a native Libyan or Berber shrine.
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Meridional distribution of cisterns in the northern Marmarica
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Figure 11.2. The ecological gradient of Eastern Marmarica, Egypt (coastal distances are approximate and may vary between longitudes).

Charted by Th. Vetter.

many cisterns (cistern density >20/100 km?). The natural
vegetation includes small scattered shrubs; crops such
as barley, figs and olives are cultivated in the valleys
and in embanked fields on the tableland (2=, karm,
plural kurum). Sheep and goats can also be raised here.
The Pre-Marmarican Plain is a semi-desert 15-35 km
from the Mediterranean coast with an annual rainfall of
80—-115 mm. The area consists of vast, flat plains without
a linear drainage pattern (no valley system, only random
shallow depressions). The vegetation is scattered and
still suitable for sheep and goats, but crop cultivation is
exceptional. The southern boundary of the plain is the
Pliocene Marmarican Cliff, which rises to about 200-220
m above sea level. The cistern density in the region is
approximately 5/100 km?.

The Northern Marmarica (or Libyan) Plateau is the
transition zone between the semi-desert north of the
Marmarican CIliff and the arid desert farther south. It

comprises the marginal desert area 35-70 km from the
Mediterranean coast, which receives 45-80 mm/annum
rain. The vegetation pattern changes from scattered to
contracted, making sheep and goat grazing insecure and
presumably better suited for dromedary husbandry. Water
supply is concentrated at single cistern sites (cistern
density about 2/100 km?). The Marmarica Plateau is the
arid desert area 70-90 km from the Mediterranean coast
with an annual rainfall of around 40 mm. The contracted
vegetation in the north thins out into a complete absence
of plant life. The cistern density drops to below 0.4/100
km?. The Central Marmarica Plateau is the arid desert
area starting about 90 km from the Mediterranean coast.
With an annual rainfall below 35 mm, the region lacks
permanent vegetation and the cistern density is far below
0.4/100 km?.

This transition from semi-arid to hyper-arid zones was
and still is a perfect environment for survival strategies
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that oscillate between pastoral nomadic and sedentary
ways of life. From an economic point of view, the natural
landscape provides areas suitable for agriculture in the
north, and rangelands for livestock husbandry in the
semi-arid and marginal desert zones in the south, while
roaming the desert is made possible by the scattered
watering points. On a socioeconomic level, most of
the region is suitable for both sedentary and nomadic
strategies, combined into seasonal or annual oscillations.
Principally mobile groups may have used the rangelands
in the south, and sedentary groups, connected to larger
ethnic entities, may have lived permanently at favorable
spots in the north, or in the oasis, while practicing
scattered agriculture. Whether such ethnic groups are to
be called pastoralist, agro-pastoralists or multi-resource
nomads (Salzman 1972) depends on the emphasis on
elements of the internal and external organization of
their way of life as well as on the point of view of
the researcher. A fluent merging of both lifestyles,
however, must be assumed. The natural resources and the
ecological conditions that the inhabitants of Marmarica
could count on correspond with the characterizations
in the historical records. If one takes into account that
the climatic and ecological conditions of the Western
Desert did not change significantly for the last 5000
years (Kuper and Kropelin 2006), the environmental and
economic situation was the same for the dwellers of the
Western Desert in Pharaonic and Graeco-Roman times
as they are today.’

Archaeological Sources on the Dwellers of
Marmarica

To corroborate and extend the information gleaned
from historical sources about the dwellers of Marmarica
and their ecological and economic environment, the
remains of their dwellings, artifacts, routes and rituals
need to be considered. The archaeological remains in
the Marsa Matruh area are no longer accessible (Bates
1914, 1915, 1927), because of urban, agricultural and
touristic development of the Mediterranean coast. In the
untouched hinterland, however, there are many sites that
may be attributed to the Libyans, the native inhabitants
of Marmarica. Our work on the Marmarica Plateau,
the region between Marsa Matruh and the Qattara

" For analyses of modern life strategies in the Marmarica and
Cyrenaica, which are partly applicable to the situation in antiquity,
see Johnson and al-Akhdar 1973; Behnke 1980; Cole and Altorki
1998; Hiisken and Roenpage 1998.

Depression (Figures 11.1, 11.3) aims to reconstruct the
cultural landscape in this arid region and to address at
least some of the remaining issues (Bates 1914, 1915,
1927). Although this research area covers only a very
small part of the entirety of Marmarica, stretching from
Lake Mareotis to Cyrenaica (Gebel Akhdar), it provides
valuable data considering how scarce the archaeological
and historical information on the region is.

Because an arid environment and a partly nomadic
people are focused on, the questions of the character and
visibility of material remains have to be addressed (Cribb
1991; Finkelstein 1992; Rosen 1992; Khazanov 1994,
Veth et al. 2005; Hauser 2006; Barnard and Wendrich
2008). Non-permanent occupation of sites leaves few
traces, while low population density results in small
numbers of cultural artifacts. The investigated areas
covered have to be large and attention very focused. As
is true for the Blemmyan tribes and their culture east of
the Nile Valley, the attribution of an artifact to an ethnic
group is an almost impossible task. The occurrence
of objects associated with a settled culture, like the
Egyptians, Greeks or Romans, does not necessarily mean
the presence of a representative of these groups, but may
indicate a person defining himself as Libyan simply
using an object from a different cultural or ethnic group.
Such considerations, however, are beyond the scope
of this chapter. Another problem associated with the
material culture of desert dwellers is the chronological
analysis of objects such as hand-made pottery or lithic
artifacts. These have been in use over long periods
of time and criteria for precise dating are not easily
defined. Methods to reconstruct the landscape, land use
and settlement pattern in antiquity include, besides the
usual archaeological survey, excavation and pottery
analysis, hydrological surveys (water availability, water
distribution) and soil analysis (soil quality, water storage
capacity, sedimentation, and dating of anthropogenic
and natural sediments). These were mainly implemented
with the aid of remote sensing techniques and
scientific analysis. The assessment of the historical
and cartographic sources, ranging from ancient textual
sources to archives concerning the Second World War,
ethno-archaeological and ethno-historical research did
shed light on issues like lines of communication, pottery
production and favorable places for arid agriculture and
animal husbandry.
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Figure 11.3. Ancient sites in Eastern Marmarica. 1: Wadi Umm al-Ashtan. 2: Abar Abu Imama. 3: Haggag al-Qasaba. 4: Abar al-Kanayis. 5: Bir
Abu Mukhayat. Adapted from the 1:1,000,000 map of North Africa, Sheet NH 35: Alexandria, of the Technische Fachhochschule, Berlin, 1985.

The Cultural Landscape

The visibility of mobile people in the archaeological
record is generally low and has regionally differing
aspects. The mobility of people always includes, however,
extensive land use. Their activities cover large areas
and leave only few large sites. As the ancient Libyan
tribes were partly nomadic, different traces are to be
expected in locations where they moved and where they
rested. Following this behavioral pattern one can look
for specific kinds of archaeological remains in places of
interaction with sedentary people (settlements, harbors),
permanent settlements, temporary campsites, rangelands,
agricultural areas (including water and soil management
systems), water supply points (cisterns), tracks with route

markers (ale , alam, plural alaam), ‘drop-sites’ (Hulin
1999: 15)% and burial grounds. Parallel to the ecological
zones, the archaeological record changes from finds that
can be assigned to sedentary groups to finds that belong to
mostly mobile groups (Klammer 2009; Rieger 2009). The
spatial relation and context as well as the layout of the
sites themselves is a crucial part of any kind of landscape
archaeology, but when dealing with nomadic people and
covering large areas with a variety of ecological and
economic conditions, these issues become even more
important (Néser 2005). Remains of the above categories

8 Drop-sites are small isolated areas with crushed vessels or a fire
place with the remains of pottery, sometimes with associated lithic
artifacts (Rieger and Moller in press).
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are recognizable with varying success, but allow the
reconstruction of the interaction between humans and
nature in the northern part of the Western Desert.

Ancient Water and Soil Management in
Agricultural Areas and Settlements

In the Coastal Zone and the Northern Tableland the most
widespread and visible impact of men are rainwater
harvesting structures, constructed to supply water to
humans, animals and plants. To collect water and soil,

former inhabitants of the region installed many simple,
but effective structures in the valleys and on the Northern

Tableland to manage the run-off of rain, which falls
mostly in the winter. Water was collected in cisterns as
well as stored in the soil for irrigation while swept-in
sediments increased soil depth, and with that its water
storage capacity, and at the same time acts as solum
for cultivation. By controlling the run-off and run-in,
the inhabitants of the area optimized the utilization of
water and minimized the risk of flash floods (=, sayl,
plural suyul). Large agricultural areas, terraces in the
valleys and—as a distinctive feature in Marmarica—
embanked fields on the tableland were created by simple
stone constructions (Figures 11.4-11.6; for details of the

Figure 11.4. Water and soil harvesting
installation (cross-sectional terracing)
in Wadi Umm al-Ashtan on the Northern
Tableland. Marmarica, Egypt. Photograph
by A.-K. Rieger.

Figure 11.5. Water and soil harvesting
installation (embanked field or karm) in Wadi
Umm al-Ashtan on the Northern Tableland.
Marmarica, Egypt. Photograph by Th. Vetter.
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Figure 11.6. Remains of water and soil harvesting structures in Wadi Umm al-Ashtan, Marmarica, Egypt. Image prepared by A.-K. Rieger and

A. Nicolay on the basis of Quickbird satellite imagery.

system in the Marmarica, see Vetter et al. 2009b, and for
comparable systems in the Negev, in Jordan or Tripolitania,
see Evenari et al. 1971; Evenari 1985; Barker 1989; Barker
et al. 2007). The ancient origin of the installations for water
and soil management is supported by potsherds of Graeco-
Roman date scattered in the banks, and corroborated by the
dates obtained by optically stimulated luminescence (OSL)
of selected soil layers (Table 11.1).

Nearby settlements with stable structures yielded
chronologically comparable pottery, mainly common

ware and amphorae of Graeco-Roman to Byzantine
dates (Figures 11.7 and 11.8). Such settlements are
usually situated in the upper parts of the valleys in a
favorable position between the valleys of the Northern
Tableland and utilized for agriculture, and to rangelands
farther south. Most settlements are about 5-10 km from
the Mediterranean coast (Figure 11.3). The preserved
stone foundations of the mud brick walls belong to
rectangular houses with large courtyards measuring
500-1000 m?. Around this courtyard several rooms
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Table 11.1. Overview of the dates established by optically stimulated luminescence (OSL) of soil samples from Wadi Umm al-Ashtan and
Wadi Magid, west of Marsa Matruh, Marmarica, Egypt.’

. OSL age . . .
Site and sample +10 (ka) Absolute date Historical period
Wadi Umm al-Ashtan, terrace SPU-1 2.06 +£0.17 53 BCE Ptolemaic Dynasty with error: Graeco-Roman Period
' e (222 BCE-118 CE) ’
. 623 BCE . . . . .
Wadi Umm al- Ashtan, embanked field BP7-3  2.63 + 0.29 (913-333 BCE) Late Period (26th-30th Dynasty) with error: Third Intermediate Period
. 2033 BCE ) ’ ) . . )
Wadi Umm al-Ashtan, embanked field BP7-6  4.04 + 0.43 (2463-1603 BCE) First Intermediate Period (7th-11th Dynasty) with error: Old and Middle Kingdom
" . 1153 BCE . . . . .
Wadi Megid, lateral terrace PGM1L4 3.16 £0.26 (1413-893 BCE) New Kingdom (18th-20th Dynasty) with error: Third Intermediate Period
Wadi Megid, lateral terrace PGM1L12 320020  |193BCE

(1483-903 BCE)

New Kingdom (18th-20th Dynasty) with error: Third Intermediate Period
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Figure 11.7. Plan of the ancient settlement in Wadi Umm al-Ashtan, Marmarica, Egypt. Drawing by A.-K. Rieger and S. Valtin.

°In this context, ka (kilo-annum) stands for “1000 years ago”
(formerly kya) and Ma (mega-annum) for 1,000,000 years ago”

(formerly mya).
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Figure 11.8. Locally produced amphorae from coastal production
sites, Marmarica, Egypt. Drawings by H. Méller.

are located. A differentiation in dimension, layout and
function of these structures, as performed on some
villages in the Eastern Desert (Sidebotham et al. 2001;
Sidebotham et al. 2002), did not appear feasible. Larger
settlements consist of 20-30 complexes covering an
area of 500 x 500 m on average. Some villages situated
farther south were smaller, due to agricultural limitations,
and consisted of approximately 10 houses covering an
area of 200 x 200 m. Hamlets of less than five structures
were also seen in areas with a very limited amount of
suitable soil. Finds cover a small spectrum of materials,
mostly ceramics and faunal debris; rarely coins or
valuable objects (glass, metal) were rarely recovered.
These observations are concurrent with rural life in
villages in a region with restricted economic potential.
Developments during the Graeco-Roman Period gave
rise to expanded use of the soil for cultivation, leading
to the pinnacle of sedentary life in the region. There is
no evidence of the settlement pattern dating to earlier
periods, despite remarks concerning the settlements of
the Meshwesh on the Israel Stele and the Great War
Inscription of Pharaoh Merenptah in the Temple of
Karnak. Many traces of Bronze Age agricultural land-use

patterns (third—second millennium BCE), however, are
preserved in the landscape.

That people used the land around the settlements long
before the Graeco-Roman Period is evident from soil layers
that are definitely the result of human activity. Such soil
layers from an embanked field as well as in a valley-terrace
behind a dam were dated by OSL (Table 11.1; Vetter et al.
2009a). People are known to have been constructing and
using soil and water harvesting facilities on the Northern
Tableland as early as the Middle Kingdom (1975-1640
BCE). There are also layers deposited during the New
Kingdom (1539-1075 BCE), concurrent with the known
presence of Egyptians in Umm al-Rakham. Agriculture
may have become more economically viable at times
because of growing demand on the coast. Activity in the
first millennium BCE is indicated by a layer dating to
the Late Period and testifies the continuity of agriculture
during the time of Libyan dominance in the Delta. This
supports the use of the semi-arid lands in Marmarica from
the second millennium BCE onward. Cultivation of the
area requires a certain degree of knowledge about and
experience with the hydrological conditions. Egyptians
from the Nile Valley, or indeed any other newcomers to
the area, would not have been able to install a system for
dryland farming as efficient as the one prevailing in ancient
Marmarica. Agricultural activities also require a certain
degree of sedentation. This introduces the question of the
lack of settlements or camps dating to the Bronze Age.
One possible explanation is that less stable constructions,
built during the second and first millennium BCE, are
now covered by later settlements. Concentrations of
microlithic artifacts, made of white to brownish flint, are
found scattered on the Northern Tableland, often close
to embanked fields and later settlements (Figure 11.9).
Whether such sites, which are difficult to interpret and date,
represent relics of Bronze Age people remains an open
question until more detailed studies have been concluded.

Temporary Settlements, Water Supply Points
and Rangelands

Remains of non-sedentary groups and of pastoral
nomadic activity are traceable on the Pre-Marmarican
Plain (Figure 11.10). These are situated near cisterns,
necessary for the water supply, or near small embanked
fields. An example of such a temporary site was found
near the cistern at Abar Abu Imama, some 20 km south
of the coast. The most striking surface feature is a bund
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forming an oval south of the cistern.'” This apparently
marked a rest area, either for people (in tents or huts)
or for animals. The bund is constructed of limestone
boulders from the area. Proof of human activity is also
apparent from the accumulation of pottery sherds around
the spoil heap near the cistern. The area as a whole is
suitable as rangeland for sheep and goats. The site may
thus have been temporarily visited by herders and their
livestock. The chronological range of the pottery is
between Graeco-Roman and Byzantine times (second
century BCE to sixth century CE). Another area where
people were temporarily present is in the region of
Haggag al-Qasaba on the Northern Tableland, about
the same distance from the coast as Abar Abu Imama,
but around 2 km from the nearest cistern with ancient
traces. There are no special features visible, like the
bund at Abar Abu Imama, but close to an embanked
field the remains of recent camps (tent-weighing stones)
and some undatable tomb-like structures were found
associated with Ptolemaic and Roman pottery sherds.

10 Bund is used here to identify the embankment around a cistern
in order to seperate these from the embankment around a karm,
which has a different construction.

Figure 11.9. Site near an embanked field
(karm) and settlement in Wadi Umm
al-Ashtan with the remains of microlithic
flint knapping. Photograph by A.-K.Rieger.

Thus the use of the area, and most likely also the small
agricultural area, in Graecco-Roman times seems proven,
even if the age of the embanked field itself remains to be
established independently. The sites at Abar Abu Imama
and Haggag al-Qasaba can be identified as temporarily
used settlements of herders and opportunistic farmers.
The stations on the Marmarica Plateau are different
kinds of sites, always found in association with cisterns
that are still in use and fed by the winter rains. The
structures vary from a simple campsite around the rock-cut
cistern to well-built and stable facilities for migrant people.
The longue durée of these places is best reflected by the
site of Abar al-Kanayis. There, two cisterns are located in
a depression south of a passage, crossed by the modern
asphalt road to Siwa Oasis (Masrab al-Ista'bl), marked by
two hills. These cisterns and the structures around them
provided water and forage for anyone on the way to or
from Siwa Oasis, and for pastoralists roaming in the area
with their livestock (Figure 11.3). Survey and excavation
of the site revealed a broad array of human activities,
with remains dating to the Second World War; Bedouin
tombs, shelters and campsites of yet undetermined date;
and traces of Byzantine and Graeco-Roman occupation,
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Figure 11.10. The campsite near the cistern at Abar Abu Imama, Marmarica, Egypt. Drawing by A.-K. Rieger and S. Valtin.

apparent from two large buildings that are not the
oldest traces of people utilizing the site. Several lithic
artifacts from the surface of the sabkha are testimony to
human presence at Abar al-Kanayis since Pre-Pharaonic
times, showing the longevity of the favorable spot on
the Marmarica Plateau (Figure 11.11).!"! During the
excavation of one of the Graeco-Roman structures a
courtyard surrounded by rooms appeared. This building
was identified as a caravanserai (partly comparable to a
hydreuma), providing water and protection to traders and
other people traveling through the area. The cistern site
of Bir Abu Mukhayat, without preserved structures, looks
quite different from Abar al-Kanayis (Figure 11.12), but
the finds reflect its importance. Situated around 80 km

WA sabkha (from &=, 4w is a supratidal salt flat formed
subaerially along an arid coastline. Sabkhas are characterized by
evaporite carbonate deposits with siliciclastics and are usually
less than a meter thick.

south of the Mediterranean coast as a stop-over on the
Masrab Khalda, the site is characterized by numerous
drop-sites in a large depression measuring more than 2
km?. Again, the main period of utilization of this site,
according to the recovered pottery, is the Graeco-Roman
Period, but the still pending dating of other remains, like
charcoal and flint tools, may still prove the use of the Bir
Abu Mukhayat region in earlier times.

Routes, Tracks, Alaam and Burials

The extensive use of the land in Eastern Marmarica and
the mobility of the people familiar to its topography
and ecology are also evident from the system of ancient
routes, partly still in use today. This ancient network
could be reconstructed by the survey of cistern sites
and stations, which are the essential stop-overs during
any kind of intra- and inter-regional mobility. Less
sophisticated structures than cisterns and stations, but
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Figure 11.11. Stone arrowhead, found on the
surface at Abar al-Kanayis, Marmarica, Egypt.
Photograph by H. Mdller.
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Figure 11.12. The cistern site at Abar al-Kanayis, Marmarica, Egypt. Drawing by A.-K. Rieger, S. Valtin and B. Emme.
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of almost the same importance, are alaam, markers of
routes. These help people to orientate themselves and
find their way to the next water supply point. Alaam are
documented on early 20th century CE maps, but remain
to be investigated to define their exact position, character
and age. As the hit rate among the cisterns to be ancient
was 100%, and the more recent Bedouin system of land
use shows considerable continuity over time (Norsa
and Vitelli 1931), there is a high probability for many
of the alaam date back to antiquity as well. Apart from
their primary function, tombs also serve as alaam and
the row of graves along the roads seems to be markers
for their course. At the same time, the graves are easily
visible and reached, allowing passers-by to perform
rituals, as has been documented among the Ma‘aza in
the Eastern Desert (Hobbs 1989: 65). In contrast to the
heaps of stones of later Bedouin graves, ancient tombs
consist of more or less neatly arranged rings of stones,
or are marked by some scattered stones on the surface.
The ethnic attribution of the owners remains an open
question. Only a small number of ancient tombs are
known so far (Bates 1915; Carter 1963), and defining
their typology and chronology is not yet possible.

Drop-Sites and Northern Libyan

Desert Ware

The prevailing material, and archaeologically diagnostic
record at most of the sites, is pottery. The forms are
mainly Graeco-Roman, often produced in local kilns
(Figure 11.8), while a relatively low amount of imported
vessels is found (Rieger and Mdéller 2011). The questions
remain of who were the people producing and using
these vessels between Ras al-Hekma and Ras Abu Laho;
who lived in the settlements on the Northern Tableland;
and who transported the pottery produced at coastal sites
across the Marmarica Plateau to the cistern sites or even
to Siwa Oasis. As mentioned, no cthnic attribution and
even less a self-defined identity can be inferred from
the archaeological remains in a region of close contact
between newcomers on the coast, and indigenous people
in the hinterland. Pottery, one of the most common
materials of antiquity and relatively easy to produce
and transport, offers only tentative indications in these
matters. The compatibility of pottery use and production
with a nomadic lifestyle is attested in different regions
(Barnard 2008b; Eerkens 2008). Sedentary traders, from
the oases or coastal towns, or pastoral nomads of local
origin may have transported the pottery. For settlements

that on first sight seem to be closer to the Graeco-Roman
cultural sphere, the same mix of agents is probable.
pMarmarica lists at least 10% Libyan names, another
20% are Egyptian, and 50% are Greek (Masson 1976;
Colin 2000: 121, 127-159). Because the acculturation of
the Libyans with neighboring peoples, such as Egyptians,
Phoenicians and Greeks, was advanced (Naturalis
Historia 5,43; Chamoux 1953: 129, 223; Laronde 1990:
173-180), Egyptian and Greek names may well hide
indigenous Libyan individuals.

Evidence for a mixed population and the close links
among different cultural materials can be inferred from the
finds at Abar al-Kanayis. Here, for the first time handmade
pottery with properties that appear to be diagnostic for
the presence of native nomadically living people (Hulin
2002; Rieger and Mdller in press) was found in stratified
contexts, associated with Graeco-Roman pottery dated
mainly to the 5th—6th century CE (Figure 11.13). The paste
for this pottery is available on the Northern Tableland and
farther south on the Marmarica Plateau and was sometimes
mixed (tempered) with snail shells (Hulin 1999, 2002;
Rieger and Mdller in press-b). Drop-sites, small isolated
sites with crushed vessels or a fire place with remains of
pottery, sometimes with associated lithic artifacts, with
this type of handmade pottery, the Northern Libyan Desert
Ware, are found scattered all over the region (Figure 11.3).
As some surface sherds were found associated with New
Kingdom pottery, it may even be that Libyans were living
in the Eastern Marmarica since Bronze Age times. The
latest vessels of Northern Libyan Desert Ware date to
the 20th century CE (Hulin 1999, 2001; White 2002a,
2002b); with the stratified finds the production and use of
Northern Libyan Desert Ware, formerly only known from
surface finds, can now be assigned with certainty to the
Graeco-Roman Period. This pottery still has to be studied
archacometrically and in relation to the composition of the
sites and the associated finds for its functional, spatial and
chronological range based on large samples, but it appears
to be an autochthonous element in the material remains of
the ancient Marmarica (Hulin 2009; Rieger and Moller in
press-b; Hulin in press).

Comparison between Research in the
Western and the Eastern Deserts

Recent research in the north of the Western Desert
of Egypt, the archaeologically almost unknown area
between the Mediterranean coast and Siwa Oasis, sheds
new light on the desert dwellers in ancient Marmarica
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Figure 11.13. Examples of Northern Libyan Desert Ware. lllustration prepared by B. Bchm and H. Méller.

who were identified as ‘Eastern Libyans’ (Bates 1914).
The variability in ways of life adapted to the ecological
conditions of the semi-arid and arid region is reflected
in the archaeological record. The agricultural use of
the land started in the second millennium BCE in
the northern parts of the semi-arid region, where the
inhabitants built dams and terraces to create agricultural
fields. The pinnacle of settled life was during the
Graeco-Roman Period when many of the settlements
on the Northern Tableland were flourishing. The end of
intensive utilization of the area can be dated to the 7th
century CE. Due to the deteriorating ecological situation
towards the south, there appears to have been a transition
on the Northern Tableland from a settled way of life
to a nomadic one. This is reflected by an increase in
campsites in the rangelands, sometimes associated with
embanked fields, on the Pre-Marmarican Plain and single
stop-over sites near cisterns in the desert proper. It may
be concluded that some of their users were sedentary
groups with knowledge of dryland farming, and others
were pastoral nomads roaming the area with herds of
small ruminants, and since Roman times dromedaries as
well. What livelihood prevailed cannot be distinguished,
whether in the material record or in texts.

As was true for the Blemmyes, the ancient Libyans
were more an exogenous construction than a self-defined
ethnic entity. Ancient sources say little about daily life;

mutual contact between the outsiders, like Egyptians from
the Nile Valley, Greeks, Romans and even Arabs; or the
social and economic flexibility of the native groups. The
archaeological record is now starting to provide insights
in the culture and life-strategies of the desert dwellers,
both east and west of the Nile Valley. By understanding
the landscape and looking for areas with a favorable
microclimate (Krzywinski, this volume; Lassanyi, this
volume), the ancient land-use patterns and types of
settlements can be reconstructed within their spatial
relations. In some areas in the Eastern Desert there may
have prevailed a similar organization of space and land
use as in Marmarica, possibly with different topographical
relations and densities due to ecological circumstances.
Looking at the so-called ‘enigmatic settlements’
(Sidebotham et al. 2002; Sidebotham et al. 2008), or to
sites closer to the Nile Valley (Lassanyi, this volume), the
advantages these places offered are not striking, but some
economic activity must have provided an incentive for
people to construct these stable structures in the desert.
Basic needs for water, food and fodder are the main
reason for any activity in both the Eastern and the Western
Desert. The knowledge to use and exploit the natural
environment and its resources in a sustainable manner is
the life-securing advantage of all desert dwellers, whether
they roam east or west of the Nile Valley.
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CHAPTER 12

Introduction to Part 2:
The Last 2500 Years

HANS BARNARD

HE INTRODUCTION BELOW AND IN CHAPTER 1
T of this volume serves to provide a background

for the chapters by the participants of this
project who discuss the controversies concerning
specific aspects of the history of the peoples of the
Eastern Desert in greater detail. The introduction is
presented in two chapters to follow the structure of
the volume as a whole. As with many chapters in this
volume, the separation in two periods—before and
after Alexander the Great—is not always rigorously
applied to facilitate the flow of the argument. In 332
BCE Alexander the Great conquered Egypt, leaving
the country to the Ptolemies after his untimely death in
323 BCE. Their continuous conflict with the Seleucids
(Alexander’s successors in Anatolia, the Levant and
southwest Asia) forced the rulers of Egypt to intensify
the gold mining operations in the Eastern Desert
and to look for alternative sources of supplies, most
importantly of elephants to be used in warfare. Around
275 BCE, Ptolemy II Philadelphus initiated a program
to bring African elephants by boat from modern Sudan
and Eritrea to southern Egypt, walk them across the
Eastern Desert and train them in Edfu or elsewhere
(Murray 1967; Murray and Warmington 1967; Scullard
1974; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1995). This program
was not very successful and soon abandoned, but its
related infrastructure of harbors, desert routes and
way-stations was used for mining and trade with sub-
Saharan Africa, Arabia Felix and India long afterwards
(Meredith 1958; Murray 1967; Bernand 1977; Bell et
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al. 1984; Zitterkopf and Sidebotham 1989; Sidebotham
and Wendrich 1996b, 1998, 1999, 2000; Sidebotham
et al. 2008; Gates-Foster, this volume; Lassanyi, this
volume).

In Roman times (30-330 CE), the Nile Valley south of
the First Cataract saw a dramatic increase in population
and wealth. The exact reasons for this are unclear, but
a major factor seems to have been the integration of
Egypt into the Roman Empire with all the associated
socio-economic changes including the replacement
of the man-powered water lifts (<233, shaduf’) with
animal-driven water wheels ( 4d8lw , sagia). This both
necessitated and allowed for more arable land to be
better irrigated, dramatically increasing the agricultural
potential of the Lower Nubian Nile Valley. This potential
was limited by a shortage of labor that was partly
alleviated by employing pastoral nomads from the Wadi
Allaqi region (Adams 1977; Sadr 1987, 1988), and
probably elsewhere. Another development that had
profound effects was the introduction and spread of the
dromedary (Figure 1.8). This empowered the pastoral
nomads and caravaneers accustomed to surviving in the
Eastern Desert. Their influx, triggered by the new wealth
and the need for additional labor in the region combined
with political and military pressure from the Axumite
Kingdom to the south, seems to have been a major factor
in the collapse of the Meroitic Kingdom and the rise of
the Ballana Culture (also referred to as the X-Group).
Around 295 CE the border of the Roman Empire was
moved from Hiera Sycaminos (near Sayala) to Aswan,
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with a request to the Nobatai (Noba?) to move from
around the city of Oasis (Kharga in the Western Desert?)
into the Nile Valley in order to prevent attacks from
marauding Blemmyes (Adams 1977; Updegraff 1988;
Eide et al. 1998; Lassanyi 2005; Burstein 2008; Dijkstra
2008, Dijkstra, this volume; Pierce, this volume).
Precious little historical and archaeological information
is available about this “Post-Meroitic Dark Age” (Adams
1977) that lasted until Christianity came to Nubia around
550 CE (Table 1.2).

In Roman and Byzantine times (30-641 CE), the long-
distance trade and mining in the Eastern Desert continued
on a large scale (Figures 12.1 and 12.2, Lassanyi, this
volume; Tratsaert, this volume), and large new stone
quarries were opened at Mons Claudianus and Mons
Porphyrites to provide Rome with ornamental building
stone (Peacock 1992; Peacock and Maxfield 1997, 2001a,
2001b, 2007). Next to the traders and miners, another
group started to compete with the pastoral nomads for
the resources of the desert. Early Christian hermits came
into the desert to live in solitude, but also in laura or
lavra (hoOpa) communities and monasteries (Chitty
1966; Sidebotham et al. 2002; Jones, this volume; Klein,
this volume; Starkey, this volume). It is evident from the
archaeological finds at the harbors, mines, quarries and
way-stations that locally obtained water, food and fuel
were supplemented with imports from outside the desert.
This was less an option for the pastoral nomads and
the hermits, which may partly explain their sometimes
violent clashes over water and other resources (Eide et
al. 1998). Christianity was made the official religion
of the Roman Empire, including Egypt, in 391 CE by
Emperor Flavius Theodosius (379-395 CE) who ordered
all temples of other faiths closed. An exception was
made for the temple of Isis at Philae (two adjoining
islands in the Nile at the First Cataract), just south of
Aswan. This temple was used and maintained by visitors
from Nubia and probably also the Eastern Desert (Adams
1977; Eide et al. 1998; Dijkstra 2008). In 453 CE a
treaty was negotiated for the yearly procession from
this temple to be allowed for another hundred years. The
temple was finally closed and converted into a church
dedicated to Saint Stephan around 540 CE by Emperor
Justinian (527-565 CE). At that time most of Nubia had
accepted Christianity, after both Melkite (Dyophysite)
and Monophysite (Coptic) proselytization campaigns.
As early as 524 CE Emperor Justin (518-527 CE) tried
to organize a campaign from the middle Nile region

to rescue the Christians prosecuted in Himyar, on the
Arabian Peninsula (Eide et al. 1998; Barnard 2005).
Christian Nubia consisted of a series of fiefdoms within
three larger states, from north to south: Nobatia (with its
capital at Faras), Makuria (with its capital at Dongola)
and Alodia (with its capital at Soba on the Blue Nile).
Around 700 CE Makuria and Nobatia appear to have
merged into a single country (Table 1.2).

In 640 CE the area was invaded from the north by
Arab forces, bringing Islam into the region (Table 12.1),
but two military expeditions to Dongola failed to secure
the area south of Aswan. The resulting stalemate was
resolved by an unprecedented treaty, referred to as the
bagt (from maxtov ?), which came into effect around
652 CE (Adams 1977; Friedman 2002; Edwards 2004).
Under its terms, the (Christian) Nubian kingdoms and
(Islamic) Egypt promised not to attack each other and
to allow free trade and travel. Immigration between
the two states was forbidden, but visitors would be free
to practice their own religion. Yearly payments were
agreed upon, 360 slaves going north and an equal value
in wheat, barley, wine and other goods going south.
Although it can be debated whether this outcome favored
the defenders or the invaders, it certainly gave Nubia a
unique position that would last until the arrival of the
Banu Kanz around 1300 CE.

Table 12.1. The correlation between selected years in the Islamic
lunar calendar (AH) and the Western solar calendar (CE); note the
decreasing difference of about 30 years per millennium.

Anno Hegirae Gregorian Gregorian Anno Hegirae
(Islamic) (Western) (Western) (Islamic)
1AH 622-623 701 CE 81-82
101 AH 719-720 801 CE 184-185
201 AH 816-817 901 CE 288-289
301 AH 913-914 1001 CE 391-392
401 AH 1010-1011 1101 CE 494-495
501 AH 1107-1108 1201 CE 597-598
601 AH 1204-1205 1301 CE 700-701
701 AH 1301-1302 1401 CE 803-804
801 AH 1398-1399 1501 CE 906-907
901 AH 1495-1496 1601 CE 1009-1010
1001 AH 1592-1593 1701 CE 1112-1113
1101 AH 1689-1690 1801 CE 1215-1216
1201 AH 1786-1787 1901 CE 1318-1319
1301 AH 1883-1884 2001 CE 1421-1422
1401 AH 1980-1981 2101 CE 1524-1525
1501 AH 2077-2078 2201 CE 1627-1628
1601 AH 2174-2175 2301 CE 1730-1731
1701 AH 2271-2272 2401 CE 1834-1835
1801 AH 2368-2369 2501 CE 1937-1938
1901 AH 2465-2466 2601 CE 2040-2041
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Figure 12.1. Graeco-Roman hydreuma (way-
station) associated with the quarries in Wadi
Umm Wikala (near Mons Claudianus) in
August 1997, now almost entirely destroyed.
Adapted from Sidebotham et al. 2001;
Tregenza 2004.
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Figure 12.2. Graeco-Roman gold mining settlement at al-Ghuzzah (near Mons Claudianus).1. Administrative center. 2. Gold washing
installation. 3: Wall-enclosing part of the settlement. 4. Disturbed cemetery preserving about a dozen graves. 5. Earthwork bank. 6. Well
(remains of a much larger well are towards the southeast). 7. Row of cairns. 8. Two additional graves.
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In the archaeology record of the Eastern Desert
around that time a small but characteristic corpus of
ceramic vessels appear, identified as Eastern Desert
Ware (EDW). These are handmade cups and bowls
that are usually smoothed or burnished and frequently
decorated with impressed or incised decorations. Their
remains are found in 4th—6th century CE contexts in the
Nile Valley between the First and the Fifth Cataract, as
well as in the Eastern Desert between there and the Red
Sea coast (Figure 12.3). Eastern Desert Ware invariably
forms only a small percentage of the ceramic finds, the
majority being the remains of Cream Ware and Red
Ware, associated with the Late Meroitic Nubia (Strouhal

1984; Barnard and Strouhal 2004; Barnard 2006), or
with Egyptian Red Slip A and B, associated with Late
Roman Egypt (Tomber 1998, 1999; Barnard 2007;
Barnard and Rose 2007; Luft 2010). Eastern Desert Ware
has now been studied in some detail (Barnard 2008a),
including chemical analysis of the ceramic matrix and
the organic residues in the vessels (Barnard and Strouhal
2004; Barnard et al. 2005; Barnard and Magid 2006),
as well as ethnographic and experimental archacology
(Barnard 2005-2006, 2008a, 2008b). This showed that
Eastern Desert Ware was most likely made and used
by one of the indigenous groups of pastoral nomads in
the Eastern Desert at the time, which is concurrent with

Figure 12.3. Examples of Eastern Desert Ware

from various sites in the Nile Valley and the
Eastern Desert. Adapted from Barnard 2008a.
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earlier assumptions based on more cursory studies of
the material (Ricke 1967; Rose 1995; Sidebotham and
Wendrich 1996a, 2001; Luft et al. 2002).

This group is often identified as the Blemmyes
(BAéppweg or BAépveg) of the historical sources in which
they appear between approximately 600 BCE, on the
enthronement stele of King Anlamani, and 600 CE, in
the so-called Blemmyan documents (Krall 1900; Vycichl
1958; Christides 1980; Dafa‘alla 1987; Updegraff 1988;
Zaborski 1989; Eide et al. 1996, 1998; Barnard 2005;
Lassanyi 2005; Burstein 2008; Dijkstra 2008; Barnard
2009; Dijkstra, this volume; Pierce, this volume). They
are depicted as “nomads and neither many nor warlike”
(Strabo 17.1.53-54) and are “reported to have no heads,
their mouths and eyes attached to their chests” (Pliny
the Elder, Natural History 5, 46). More comprehensive
sources, such as Procopius (De Bellis), Priscus (fragment
21) and Olympiodorus (quoted in Photius, Bibliotheca 80,
62a9-26), describe the Blemmyes as living in a kingdom
(or chiefdom) in Lower Nubia, but somehow controlling
the Mons Smaragdus region (Figure 1.11), or as brigands
raiding Egypt and Lower Nubia (presumably from the
surrounding desert). Many more names of people that
appear to live a nomadic life in the Eastern Desert are
mentioned in the written sources of the time, including
Adulites, Akridophagoi (Locust-eaters), Annoubades,
Balahau, Bougaites, Catadupians, Elephantophagoi
(Elephant-eaters), Ichthyophagoi (Fish-eaters),
Kreophagoi (Meat-eaters), Kynamolgoi (Dog-milkers),
Nobatai, Noubades, Noubai, Rhizophagoi (Root-eaters),
Spermaphagoi (Seed-eaters), Strouthophagoi (Ostrich-
eaters), Troglodytes (Cave-dwellers), and Trogodytes
(Murray and Warmington 1967; Eide et al. 1996, 1998;
Burstein 2008; Pierce, this volume).

Two of the more credible historical sources on the
Blemmyes are the Inscription of Silko and the Letter of
Phonen, both dated to around 450 CE. The Inscription
of Silko is incised in the west wall of the forecourt of
the temple of Mandulis at Kalabsha (ancient Talmis near
Aswan). It celebrates the victories of Silko, “Little King
(Baotriickog) of all Aithiopians,” over the Blemmyes and
the Noubades, allowing him to occupy their cities (Eide
et al. 1998; Dijkstra, this volume). The Letter of Phonen,
found in 1976 in Qasr Ibrim (Figure 1.11), is written on
papyrus in poor Greek, which makes it rather difficult
to interpret (Eide er al. 1998; Dijkstra, this volume).
It was written by Phonen, who identifies himself as
king (Baoiievg) of the Blemmyes, and is addressed to

Abourni, king of the Noubades, and his sons. Phonen
acknowledges the conquering of Talmis (Kalabsha) by
Silko and Abourni, respectively, and claims this city
back, together with its temple and surrounding lands, in
exchange for a ransom of silver, sheep and dromedaries
(part of which had apparently already been paid). This
letter is a rare instance of self-definition as Blemmyes,
possibly because Phonen, writing in a language that
was obviously not his own, chose this convenient term
to classify himself when addressing outsiders. It is
remarkable that Phonen claims to be king, with all the
implications associated with such a title, and demands his
belongings back, notably a city in the Nile Valley. This
is hardly concurrent with the notion of the Blemmyes
as pastoral nomads and marauders roaming the Eastern
Desert and it certainly provides no basis for the proposed
link between the Blemmyes and Eastern Desert Ware.
Furthermore, like in the case of the Medjay discussed in
Chapter 1, the Blemmyes feature in the historical sources
well before and after Eastern Desert Ware appears in
the archaeological record (Barnard 2005, 2007, 2009).
On the other hand, Eastern Desert Ware was found far
outside the area in which the written sources seem to
place the Blemmyes, near or in the Nile Valley between
the First and Second Cataracts (Barnard and Rose 2007,
Burstein 2008; Dijkstra 2008).

Around 800-1000 CE members of the Ra‘iba tribe,
originally from Mesopotamia, migrated from the
Arabian Peninsula to the Red Sea Mountains where they
intermarried with the local Hadariba tribe (Adams 1977,
Dahl and Hjort-af-Ornas 2006). In 1006 CE the eccentric
Fatimid caliph al-Mansour al-Hakim rewarded the leader
of this confederation the hereditary title “Treasure of the
State” (s €, kanz al-dawlah) after which the tribe
adopted the name Banu Kanz (Sons of the Treasure,
5> 53). Over time the Banu Kanz grew in number and
influence, challenging the traffic through the Eastern
Desert. After several military campaigns during the
12th century CE to pacify the Eastern Desert, many
Banu Kanz settled in Lower Nubia where they mixed
with the local population, but kept their Muslim faith.
Their descendants are now the Kenzi Nubians in Egypt
and Sudan. In the 14th century CE the first Islamic king
ascended the throne in Dongola and the subsequent
struggle for power between the king and the Kanz
al-Dawlah (perceived to be the legitimate leader of the
Muslim community) led to the disintegration of Makuria
(Adams 1977; Friedman 2002; Edwards 2004). The
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confusing situation that followed was brought to an end
around 1517 CE by the Ottoman Turks, who ultimately
controlled the Nile Valley as far south as the Third
Cataract (Table 1.2). There are remarkable similarities
between the history of the Benu Kanz and the Exodus
story as described in the final chapters of Genesis and
the beginning of Exodus (Cassuto 1951; Perevolotsky
and Finkelstein 1985; LaMoreaux and Hussein 1996;
Hoffmeier 1999), including leaving a settled society for
a nomadic life in the wilderness, followed by settling
down again within another society and eventually seizing
power there (Russell 2009). The interest of European
scholars in the area was initially mostly fueled by
interest in the Christian monasteries of Saint Anthony,
Saint Paul and Saint Catherine (Klein, this volume;
Starkey, this volume), and greatly intensified after the
invasion of Napoleon (July 1798—June 1802) and the
subsequent publication of the Description de I’Egypte
(most significantly Belzoni 1820; Burckhardt 1822;
Burton 1822; English 1822; Rifaud 1830; Burckhardt
1831; Wilkinson 1832; Bourchier 1834; Wilkinson 1835;
Wellsted 1836; Robinson 1841; Tattam and Miss Platt
1841-1842; British Museum 1845-1846; Combes 1846;
Lepsius 1852; Barth 1859; Lejean 1865; Schweinfurth
1865; Linant de Bellefonds 1868; Palmer 1871, 1872;
Chester 1873; Von Heuglin 1877; Klunzinger 1878a,
1878b, 1878c; Colston 1879; Purdy 1886; Colston 1887;
Golénischeff 1890; Schiaparelli 1890; Cora 1891; Floyer
1891; Chester 1892; Floyer 1892; Palmer 1892; Pretyman
1892; Schneider 1892; Floyer 1893a, 1893b; Bent 1896;
Schweinfurth 1897; Butler 1898; Schweinfurth 1899;
Krall 1900; MacAlister 1900).

The Desert Today

As briefly described in Chapter 1, the modern landscape
of the Eastern Desert came into being around 7000 years
ago (5000 BCE) with the end of the Holocene pluvial
periods (Figure 1.3), which were characterized by a
relatively wet climate in North Africa. Since that time
the Eastern Desert has become increasingly arid, leading
to ecological degradation that was at times accelerated
by human actions such as the grazing of sheep and
goats or the production of charcoal beyond the carrying
capacity of the area (Andersen, this volume). Giraffes
and ostriches disappeared from southern Egypt around
the beginning of the Pharaonic period (ca. 2500 BCE)
and the beginning of the 20th century CE, respectively
(Figure 12.4; Reed 1970; Williams and Faure 1980;

Arnold 1995; Butzer 1997; Manlius 2001; Nicoll 2004).
Relative newcomers in the area include domesticated
ovicaprids (sheep and goats), donkeys and dromedaries
(Figure 1.8), which were introduced by humans around
5000 BCE, 4000 BCE and 100 CE, respectively (Bulliet
1975; Williams and Faure 1980; Wilson 1984; Kohler-
Rollefson 1993; Butzer 1997; Zeder and Hesse 2000;
Hassan 2002; Beja-Pereira et al. 2004; Nicoll 2004;
Pedrosa et al. 2005; Beja-Pereira et al. 2006; Rossel
et al. 2008). Elephants were last reported in northern
Sudan in the first centuries CE (Figure 12.5, Scullard
1974; Eide et al. 1996, 1998), while Medieval Arab
and early modern European travelers mention tree and

plant species that are now rare or absent in the Eastern
Desert (Burckhardt 1822; Linant de Bellefonds 1868;
Colston 1879; Floyer 1893a; Schweinfurth 1922, 1984;

Figure 12.4. One of many prehistoric petroglyphs of giraffes at
al-Hosh, near the Nile Valley between Kom Ombo and Edfu.

Figure 12.5. One of several prehistoric petroglyphs of elephants at
Abu Tanqara, near the Nile Valley between Kom Ombo and Edfu.
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Gebel

Hill slope

Khor

Figure 12.6. Schematic section through the
Eastern Desert showing a gravel- and sand-
| filled valley containing a relatively shallow
aquifer. Gebel (Ji>): mountain; khor (Ls&):
streambed; wadi (55): valley. Adapted from
Aldsworth and Barnard 1996; Krzywinski
and Pierce 2001; Barnard 2008a.

Bedrock
Aquifer

Gravel

Sand

Vermeeren 1999, 2000; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001;
Cappers 2006; Magid 2008). In the Nile Valley, the
combination of climate change and human intervention
has led to a dramatic increase in the abundance of date
palms (Phoenix dactylifera, J3), at the expense of
doam palms (Hyphaene thebaica, as>), and a decrease
in the number of crocodiles and hippopotami, in many
places up to the point of extinction.

In the Eastern Desert, a precarious and ever changing
equilibrium developed between humans, pastoral nomads
and other occupations, and the environment determined
by occasional rains and sparse vegetation (Andersen,
this volume). The relatively shallow aquifers allow the
growth of the trees and the shrubs, which in turn allow
the grazing animals and their keepers to survive, while
the bedrock rising out of the desert has attracted miners
and quarrymen from prehistoric times to the present
(Figure 12.6). Around 1350 CE, the famous Egyptian
historian Taqy al-Din Mohamed al-Magqrizi described
the Eastern Desert as inhabited by nomadic people
living in tents made of leather. According to al-Maqrizi,
these nomads roamed the area in search of good pasture
for their animals, which included large numbers of
well-bred long-horned cattle, as well as dromedaries,
goats and sheep. The accounts of al-Magqrizi also
contain detailed descriptions of the plants in the region,
describing a flora concurrent with a savannah rather than
a desert environment (Barnard 2008a; Magid 2008).
Early European travelers, visiting the region in the
19th century CE, mention large numbers of trees and
comment on the recent deforestation that they attributed
to the production of charcoal, but which may have been
partly due to the changing climate (Burckhardt 1822;
Linant de Bellefonds 1868; Colston 1879; Floyer 1893a;

Schweinfurth 1922, 1984; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001;
Cappers 2006; Magid 2008).

Beja Clans and Tribes

At present most of the Eastern Desert is inhabited by
a loose conglomerate of different tribes and clans of
pastoral nomads, herding sheep and goats, collectively
referred to as Beja (Table 12.2, Murray 1935; Newbold
1935; Paul 1954; Hobbs 1989; Krzywinski and Pierce
2001; De Jong 2002; Magid 2008; Wendrich 2008;
Barnard 2009; Abdel-Qadr et al., this volume; Roe,
this volume; Weschenfelder, this volume). Many Beja
have recently settled along the new roads in the area,
on the outskirts of the cities on the Red Sea coast
or on the fringes of the Nile Valley. Others, in the
south, have long been semi-nomadic cattle herders
or settled agriculturalists. Many Beja speak Arabic,
as their first or second language, next to the Cushitic
(Afro-Asiatic) Beja (To-Badawi) or Tigre (Xasa), a
Semitic language. Other inhabitants of the Eastern
Desert include Ma‘aza and Rashaida Bedouin that
entered the area from the Arabian Peninsula during the
19th century CE (Figure 1.10).! The material culture
of the Beja is characterized by objects of perishable
materials, such as wood, leather and palm leafs; and
by objects necessary for the outfitting of dromedaries (
Jax gamal, Figure 12.7) and the preparation of coffee

!'In Quranic Arabic, 'arab (2 _=), probably from gharb (£, to
depart, to leave, sunset, west), seems to refer to sendentary Arabs
and a'rab (<_=)) to Arabs with a pastoral nomadic way of life.
Bedouin, from the Arabic badu ( 32, singular s32), originally
also referred to nomadic Arab tribes. This word came to Europe
with the Crusaders, while its meaning in Arabic shifted to mean
all those living a pastoral nomadic life in a desert region.
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Table 12.2. Overview of the Beja clans and tribes. Adapted from Murray 1935; Paul 1954; Wendrich 2008; Barnard 2009.

Clan
(aila, wasm)

Tribe
(qabila, bayt)

Ababda? Bilalab

‘Amirab

Batranab

Firhanab

Jahadab

Jidalab

Kiriab

Rajabab

Saadallab

Selimab

Tamanab

Zeidab

Haranaab

Hareinab

Hareinab

Nafaiab

‘Ibudiyeen

Jileiliyeen

Meleikab

Meleikab

Fuqgara

Muhammedab

‘Abdeinab

‘Amranab

‘Atiyaiab

‘Adwallaiab

Edidanab

Faraiab

Fishaiab

Hameidab

Jaralab

Jubranab

Malakab

Rahalab

Siedanab

Shafab

Sheinab

Shuweimab

Shanatir

“Broken tribes”

Angaraiab

Hamei

Heteimiyah

Hukm

Kimeilab

Qireiab

Amarar Amarar

Esheibab

Fadlab

Otman

Ailaib Arfoiab

Keilab

Manfolab

Minniab

Gwilai Abdel-Rahimab

Abdel-Rahmanab

Musiab

Omar Hassanaiab

Sindereit

Kurbab

Nurab

Arteiga

Ashraf

Beni Amer Egeilab

Hadareb

Ad al-Khasa

Ad Kokoi
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Clan Tribe
(aila, wasm) (qabila, bayt)
Beit Awat
Beit Goreish
Beit Musa
Hadoigoboiab
Labat
Libis
Sinkatkinab
Sogaiet
Nabtab
Tigré Abhasheila
Ad Fadil
Aflanda
Almada
Asfada
Hamasein
Meikal
Rigbat
Targeila
Wilinnoho
Bishareen Umm Ali Alaib
Amrab
Hamadorab
Shinterab
Umm Nagi Adloiab
Batran
Eiraiab
Garab
Hammadab
Madakir
Mansurab
Mashbolab
Nafi'ab
Wailaliab
Fellata Melle?
Hadendowa Beiranab
Buglinai
Bushariab
Emirab
Gemilab
Ger'ib
Gurhabab
Hakolab
Hamdab
Kalolai
Meishab
Rabamak
Samarandowab
Samarar
Shaboidinab
Shara'ab
Tirik
Wailaliab
Halenga
Hamran
Hassanab
Kammalab
Kimmeilab
Melhitkinab
Morghumab
Shaiab

Sigolab
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Figure 12.7. Drawing by Ababda Bedouin
Sa’ad Mansour, showing mounted nomads
in full regalia. Adapted from Sidebotham et
al. 2008; Wendrich 2008, courtesy of EDAPP
and the Royal Netherlands Embassy in Cairo,
Abdel-Qadr et al., this volume.

1 0 o o 8 B L

Figure 12.8. A Beja jabanah (coffee maker)
and its basketry container. Adapted from
Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Barnard 2008a;
Sidebotham et al. 2008; Wendrich 2008.
Photographs courtesy of the Bayt al-Ababda
Museum, Wadi Gamal, Abdel-Qadr et al., this
volume.

(%4>, jabanah, Figure 12.8). Only some of these
objects are manufactured in the desert, such as leather
bags and steatite cooking pots (Harrell and Brown
2008); others are imported from as far as China, as is the
case with porcelain coffee cups and plastic ‘afro-style’
combs (Keimer 1951, 1952a, 1952b, 1953a, 1953b,
1954a, 1954b; Hobbs 1989; Krzywinski and Pierce
2001; Cappers 2006; Barnard 2008a; Magid 2008;
Sidebotham et al. 2008; Wendrich 2008; Abdel-Qadr et
al., this volume).

Despite the fact that the Beja are usually described
as pastoral nomads, much of their activities should
perhaps better be described as herding-gathering or

multi-resource nomadism (Salzman 1972; Rosen 2003;
Wendrich 2008; Wendrich and Barnard 2008; Roe, this
volume; Weschenfelder, this volume). Furthermore,

most Beja will go back and forth between a settled
and a mobile lifestyle depending on their changing
circumstances. Of those who adhere to a nomadic way
of life, the women and children ‘follow the rain,” looking
for areas that will provide sufficient grazing for their
flocks. Some of the men go into the desert to hunt, to
burn charcoal or to collect medicinal plants (Barnard et
al. 1996; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Sidebotham et
al. 2002; Cappers 2006; Abdel-Qadr et al., this volume),
commodities that are highly valued at markets in the Nile
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Valley. Other men travel to the Nile Valley to sell these
products or to assist with the harvest, which used to be
especially important in Lower Nubia where many men
had left to work in Cairo as cooks, servants and guards.
This arrangement came to an abrupt end in the 1960s
with the closing of the High Dam at Aswan, drowning
Lower Nubia under the water of Lake Nasser. Men also
seek employment in road construction and building or
as drivers and guides (primarily for tourists, geologists
and archaeologists). Alternatively, they can use their
knowledge of the border area between Egypt and Sudan
to engage in smuggling.

In wet years, Beja may try to grow sorghum (Sorghum
bicolor, 3 y3) or barley (Hordeum vulgare, ;s2s); the
environment never allows for the cultivation of wheat
(Cappers 2006; Araus et al. 2007). Wheat, and in
dry years also sorghum, has to be purchased on the
market. On the Red Sea coast, fishing for reef fish and
molluscs supplements the Beja diet that mainly consists
of cereals, milk and cheese, sugar and coffee (Hobbs
1989; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Cappers 2006;
Barnard 2008a; Wendrich 2008). Meat and vegetables
are not regularly added to the meal, although onions,
tomatoes, fish or game will be consumed when available.
Slaughtering sheep, goats or dromedaries from the
flock is limited to special occasions, such as religious
holidays and weddings. A similar diet, high in starches
and sugars, low in proteins and vitamins, is common
among nomadic groups throughout the Middle East and
North Africa (Hobbs 1989; Baba et al. 1994; Cole and
Altorki 1998; Stene et al. 1999; Fraser et al. 2001; Roe
2008; Saidel 2008).

The staple dish of the Beja is aseedah (320ac), a
thick porridge made of flour, water and salt, cooked over
an open fire in a stone or metal pot (4w, burmah).
Sorghum or wheat flour can be used and butter or milk
is sometimes added. Aseedah is eaten from a communal
bowl (Z22, qudah) traditionally made of wood, but now
often metal or ceramic. Another dish is ridaaf (<)3),
bread of sorghum flour baked on heated stones. First,
a fire is built on a layer of stones placed in a shallow
depression. After a while, the fire is brushed aside and
the dough poured on the stones. The fire is brushed back
over the dough, which will bake into bread in 20-30
min. Dough made of wheat flour can be baked directly
in the sand into bread named gaburi ($o58). A third
type of bread is rugaaq ( 38.), for which the dough is
rolled out into very thin layers that are baked on a sheet

of metal—often the lid of an oil drum—balanced over
a fire. Ruqaaq is made when only dung is available for
fuel as its preparation requires no contact between the
food and the fuel (Hobbs 1989; Krzywinski and Pierce
2001; Cappers 2006; Barnard 2008a; Wendrich 2008).
The bread is usually eaten warm, with cheese and as a
staple with the meal.

Of major importance in the daily life of the Beja is
the preparation, serving and consumption of jabanah,
freshly roasted coffee prepared with sugar and spices
(Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Cappers 2006; Sidebotham
et al. 2008; Wendrich 2008; Abdel-Qadr et al., this
volume). This is prepared, with sugar and often also
ginger or other spices, on a charcoal fire in a special
globular ceramic vessel also referred to as jabanah
(Figure 12.8). Coffee (Coffea arabica; in Arabic the
drink is referred to as 5542, gahwah, while the beans
are called ‘p, bunn) is served as part of a ritual of
recreation and hospitality throughout the Middle East
(Birnbaum 1956; Racy 1996; Baram 1999; Saidel 2008).
Coffee spread through the area in the 15th—16th centuries
CE, from Ethiopia (where it was domesticated before the
9th century CE), after the introduction of sugar in the
10th century CE (Watson 1983). The importance attached
to this ceremony, and the related commodities and
paraphernalia, beyond their everyday use is illustrated
by the care given to the vessels and their containers
(Figure 12.8), by their representation in effigy to be
found along the roads throughout the region (Barnard
2008a), and by the fact that they are often dedicated in
graves (Barnard 1998; Cappers 2006). It is unclear when
coffee was first used in the Eastern Desert (Barnard
2008a).

When traveling, the Beja live in huts made of rugs and
mats on a frame of roots (i i\ cwy, bayt al-bursh) rather
than in the iconic Bedouin ‘black tent’ ( il cuy, bayt
al-sha‘ar) known from Sinai and the Levant (Barnard
2008a; Magid 2008; Sidebotham et al. 2008; Wendrich
2008, Figure 12.9). Such ‘mat houses’ appear to be
mentioned in ancient historical sources, from the Middle
Kingdom to Strabo in the first century CE, although the
covering may previously have been made of animal hair
rather than palm leaf strips. Medieval Arabic sources,
such as al-Istakhari, Ibn Haugal and al-Hamadhani,
mention that the Beja live in dwellings made of animal
hair, an observation confirmed by early European
travelers, or animal skins, as stated by al-Magqrizi (Magid
2008). Where they plan to settle more permanently, the
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Figure 12.9. Typical bayt al-bursh (mat-house)
in northern Sudan. Adapted from Magid
2008.

Beja build houses of scraps of wood and metal or, when
available, the stems of Euphorbia abyssinica, a cactus-
like plant growing in northeast Sudan (Barnard 2008a;
Magid 2008). Such permanent structures are often only
used intermittently when the owners have adopted a
semi-nomadic way of life.

Another item characteristic of the Beja material
culture that suggests a link to the past, next to the
mat house, is the head rest (Barnard 2008a; Wendrich
2008), which is also known from Ancient Egyptian
funerary contexts.? These similarities have led some
to suggest continuity of the Beja culture for several
thousand years and many see the modern Beja as a
valid parallel for the ancient inhabitants of the Eastern
Desert (Keimer 1951, 1952a, 1952b, 1953a, 1953b,
1954a, 1954b; Updegraff 1988; Zaborski 1989; Dahl
and Hjort-af-Ornas 2006; Zibelius-Chen 2007). Mat
houses, however, were probably different in the past and
head rests were and still are used by many other African
peoples (Nettleton 2008). Furthermore, over the cause
of three millennia the inhabitants of the Eastern Desert
have adapted to the changing climate and a continuous
ecological degradation of their environment, to the
introduction of the dromedary, to the ‘coffee ceremony’
that is so important to their modern way of life, to
Islam and the Arabic language and, more recently, also

2 For instance in the tombs of Old Kingdom Queen Hetepheres
I (4th Dynasty, ca. 2610-2590 BCE), Middle Kingdom Mayor
Mesehti (11th—12th Dynasty, ca. 2040-1940 BCE) and New
Kingdom Pharaoh Tutankhamun (18th Dynasty, ca. 1340-1320
BCE).

to cars, radio, television, plastic containers, mobile

telephones and an increasing number of tourists (Cole
and Altorki 1998; Cole 2003). Contacts with Pharaonic,
Nubian and Graeco-Roman miners and quarrymen,
Axumites, Funj, Ma‘aza and Rashaida Arabs, and
especially with the Banu Kanz, will have had profound
effects on those living in the region. The successive
Kushite, Pharaonic, Christian (the Nubian Kingdoms
of Nobatia and Makuria), Islamic (the Funj Sultanate
of Sinnar), Ottoman, British, Egyptian and Sudanese
overlords, although relatively distant, also left their
traces in past and present desert societies and cultures.
Even if the modern dwellers of the Eastern Desert have
preserved remnants of the past, these are appreciated
very differently now than they were during a previous
era, like our Christmas trees and Easter eggs. Some see
in the historical, cultural and ethnic development of all
people over time, whether they are mobile, sedentary
or otherwise, a reason to abandon ethnoarchaeology
altogether (Wobst 1978; Khazanov 1984; Bernbeck 2008;
Barnard 2009). This is an extreme point of view, but it
is obvious that both ancient ethnographies and modern
ethno-archaeological research must be approached with
the appropriate scholarly care (Bietak 1979; Abu-Lughod
1989; Rosen 2006; Wendrich ef al. 2006; Barnard 2007,
Burstein 2008; Barnard 2009; Pierce, this volume).
The archaeology of Egypt has long been
overshadowed by the wealth of textual sources, from
monumental to informal, and the abundance of objects
of museum quality. Archaeology was long perceived as
a technique to find more such texts and objects, while
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archaeological observations were readily explained from
the textual data. Only slowly has the archacology of
Egypt become a specialization in its own right and was
recognized to generate its own specific data sets (Bietak
1979; Wendrich et al. 2006), although it is often still
haunted by legacies of the past. Based on misinterpreted
evolutionary theories and racially prejudiced views,
early Egyptian archaeologists assumed that cultural
changes were the result of migration rather than local
developments (Wendrich 2010). Remarkably, in contrast
with the situation in the Nile Valley, the interpretation
of the historical and archaeological material relevant
to the Eastern Desert tends toward an emphasis on the
continuity of the population and culture in the desert
rather than a series of migrations (Barnard 2009, in
press). One thing that may be inferred from comparing
the present and the past is that the ethnic and cultural
landscape of the Eastern Desert was always a patchwork

of interlinking groups and that the history of the region is
far more complex than that of the three static groups now
usually associated with the area. It is often maintained
that the typical Beja culture is disappearing because
of the increasing influence of the outside world. This
implicitly denies the Beja access to cars and telephones,
but also modern education and healthcare. The fact that
the culture of the Beja can disappear or, in more positive
terms, adapt and develop illustrates how similar changes
must have happened in the past and will continue to
do so in the future. The society of the dwellers of the
Eastern Desert was never frozen in time or more rigid
than that of the inhabitants of the Nile Valley. Like
the Medjay and the Blemmyes, the Beja deserve the
recording and study of their culture and history, but they
also deserve to be the principal agents of their own past
and future. With this conference and volume we hope to
have contributed to these objectives.
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CHAPTER 13

The Eastern Desert during
the Ptolemaic Period:

An Emerging Picture

JENNIFER GATES-FOSTER'

HIS CHAPTER SYNTHESIZES ARCHAEOLOGICAL
T and textual evidence for the presence of various

groups in the Eastern Desert during the Ptolemaic
Period (332 BCE-30 CE). During this time, Egypt was
governed by a dynasty of resident Greek foreigners
from the relative remove of Alexandria, a new capital
on the Mediterranean Sea established by Alexander
the Great during his brief stay in Egypt. While the
Ptolemaic Period has traditionally been seen as a time
of profound transformation of Egyptian institutions and
economy, recent work has emphasized the continuity
between Ptolemaic practices and those of the Pharaonic
Periods (Manning 2010), particularly when compared
to the alterations during the following Roman Period
(30-330 CE). The evidence for both internal and
external groups in the Eastern Desert during this
time is very limited, particularly in comparison with
the multiplicity of documents and archaeological
remains from the Roman Period (Dijkstra, this volume;
Lassanyi, this volume). Nevertheless, it is possible to
draw out a relatively well-developed sense of the role
played by both ‘outsiders’ from the Nile Valley, and

! Thanks are due to Steven Sidebotham, Henry Wright, Sharon
Herbert and Willeke Wendrich for the opportunity to work with
the archaeological evidence on which some of the observations
in this paper are based. For a full catalogue of the Ptolemaic
archaeological material from the Delaware-Leiden-University of
Michigan Eastern Desert surveys, see Gates 2005.

191

to a lesser extent, other (certainly pastoral nomadic)
groups whose perspective on the region’s resources,
environment and topography were likely profoundly
different. Much of our evidence for these groups, when
available, is indirect and only suggests the involvement
of nomadic groups, whose presence is confirmed in
later sources and suggested by certain categories in the
archaeological record. Nevertheless, the possibility—
and as I argue, probability—of their presence and its
value as an explanatory factor for certain trends in
the interpretation of the evidence from the Ptolemaic
Period makes this discussion crucial. Accordingly, this
chapter will briefly discuss the range of evidence for
Ptolemaic activity in the Eastern Desert, considering in
each case how these textual sources and archaeological
remains illuminate both the objectives of outsiders, for
whom the Eastern Desert was both a valuable resource
and an intimidating barrier, and the likely role of
other groups.

The Ptolemaic Eastern Desert: Precedents,
Sources and Evidence

It is becoming increasingly clear that political, economic
and social aspects of the Hellenistic kingdoms around the
Mediterranean Sea and in the Near East are intertwined
with the legacy of the Achaemenid Kingdom. In Egypt the
so-called ‘Late Period,” a term used by Egyptologists to
describe the era between 664-332 BCE (Lloyd 1999; Perdu
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2010),2 encompasses a period when Egypt was alternately
governed by native monarchs, ruling from Sais in the Nile
Delta, and Achaemenid kings ruling from Persia (Table
13.1). The Saite, the last native dynasts, consolidated the
state of Egypt through the cultivation of relationships with
Mediterranean trading partners (especially Greece) and the
establishment of royal authority throughout Egypt. Their
independence was, however, short-lived and Egypt was
conquered by the Persian King Cambyses in 525 BCE. The
first Persian Period lasted until 404 BCE, when Egyptians
again reasserted local independence. This period of self-
government ended in 343 BCE with the second Persian
invasion and occupation, which ended with the conquest
of Alexander the Great in 332 BCE. The Late Period was
shaped by these dramatic political developments, but it
was also an episode during which Egyptian institutions,
ideology and technology developed in response to the
intense pressure from external cultural sources (Lloyd
1999). As Rathbone states:

Attempts to determine the balance between Greek
innovation and native tradition will always be controversial,
but in general it would seem that the economic centralisation
and development which we associate with early Ptolemaic
Egypt owed far more to the Achaemenids and the Saite
pharaohs than is commonly recognised by classical scholars
(Rathbone 1989: 164).

Although this remark was made in consideration of
the Ptolemaic Fayum, it is part of a general trend in
the study of the Ptolemaic era (Samuel 1989; Manning
2003b: 8-9). It follows, then, that the patterns observed in
the administration and practice of Ptolemaic mining and
trade in the Eastern Desert may bear some relation to the
patterns evident in the limited data from earlier periods.
There is, indeed, evidence both for an active interest in
Red Sea trade and the acquisition of mineral wealth from
the Eastern Desert during the Late Period, although these
things are not necessarily related economic phenomena.
In the northern half of the Eastern Desert, north of Wadi
Hammamat (Figure 13.1), there was continuous activity
in the Late Period. Official expeditions were sent to Wadi
Hammamat under the Pharoahs Psammetichus I, Necho II,
Psammetichus I and Amasis of the 26th Dynasty, as well
as by agents of the Persian overseers of Egypt and later
Egyptian rulers (Tuplin 1998; Lloyd 1999; Meyer 1999).

2 These dates, taken from Holbl 2001, differ slightly from those
provided by Baines and Malek 2000: 36-37 (who have 715-332
BCE) that are used throughout this volume. They are maintained
here for consistency.

Table 13.1. Chronology of rulers and periods mentioned in the text.

New Kingdom 1537-1075 BCE

Third Intermediate Period 1075-664 BCE

Late Period 664-332 BCE
26th Dynasty (Saite) 664-525 BCE
27th Dynasty (Persian) 525-404 BCE
28th Dynasty (Pharaoh Amyrtaios) 404-399 BCE
29th Dynasty (Saite) 339-380 BCE
30th Dynasty (Saite) 380-343 BCE
31th Dynasty (Persian) 343-332BCE
Ptolemaic period 332-30 BCE
Alexander the Great 332-323 BCE
Ptolemy as satrap 323-305 BCE
Ptolemy | Soter as king 305-282 BCE
Ptolemy Il Philadelphos 282-246 BCE
Ptolemy IIl Euergetes 246-221 BCE
Ptolemy IV Philopator 221-204 BCE
Ptolemy V Epiphanes 204-180 BCE
Ptolemy VI Philometor 180-170 BCE
f)c:i)r;;:\a)i/g\zlrf Ptolemy VI Philometor, Cleopatra Il and 170-163 BCE
Ptolemy VIII Euergetes || 163 BCE
Joint reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor and Cleopatra |l 163-145 BCE
Ptolemy VIII Euergetes || 145-116 BCE
Joint rule of Cleopatra II, Il and Ptolemy IX Soter Il 116 BCE
Joint rule of Cleopatra Ill and Ptolemy IX Soter Il 116-107 BCE
Joint rule of Cleopatra Ill and Ptolemy X Alexander | 107-101 BCE
Ptolemy X Alexander | 101-88 BCE
Ptolemy IX Soter Il 88-81 BCE
Joint rule of Cleopatra Berenike Il and Ptolemy XI 80 BCE

Alexander Il

Cleopatra Berenike Il Beginning of 80 BCE

Ptolemy XI Alexander Il Summer 80 BCE
Division of the kingdom between Egypt and Cyprus 80 BCE
Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos 80-58 BCE
Joint rule of Berenike IV and Cleopatra VI Tryphaina 58-55 BCE
Berenike IV and Archelaos 55 BCE
Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos 55-52 BCE
Joint rule of Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos and Cleopatra VII 52 BCE
Cleopatra VIl Philopator and Ptolemy XIII 51-47 BCE
Cleopatra VIl Philopator and Ptolemy XIV 47-44 BCE
Cleopatra VIl Philopator and Ptolemy XV Caesarion 44-30 BCE

Roman-Byzantine Period 30 BCE-641 CE
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These expeditions, attested by epigraphic evidence
in Wadi Hammamat and by temple inscriptions, were a
continuation of a Pharaonic tradition of dispatching royal
missions to extract stone and other mineral resources
from the desert (Porter and Moss 1952; Klemm and
Klemm 1994; Hikade 2001; Rothe et al. 2008). There
is, however, little comparable Late Period epigraphic
evidence for the area farther south and discussed in this
chapter, which suggests that Persian and Saite rulers
either did not exploit the southern gold mines, or did
so in ways that left no obvious epigraphic markers. The
expansion of the Nubian Kingdom of Kush (Figure 13.2)

in the 5th—6th centuries BCE, however, was probably
partially driven by a desire for the acquisition of these
resources (Eide et al. 1996: 398-399, 437-439, 468—
471). In addition to the epigraphic attestations of Late
Period Egyptian interest in the Eastern Desert, there is
also a tradition of close connections between the Saite
rulers and Upper Egypt more generally.

Diodorus Siculus, drawing on a lost work by Ephorus
of Cyme dated 340 BCE, provides an account of the
conquest of Egypt by Artaxerxes III in 343 BCE
(Diodorus Siculus 16.51.1). Nectanebo, the Saite
king, flees from the Pharaonic capital at Memphis and
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Figure 13.2. Map showing the location of
Meroe and the Triakontaschoinus. Adapted
from Burstein 1993: 39.
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escaped to Aibwomiov (Eide et al. 1996: 501-503). Grimal
mentions a document from Edfu dating to Year 18
of the rule of Nectanebo, which suggests that he was
successful in establishing an independent kingdom in
Upper Egypt for a time following the conquest of the
Persians and immediately preceding the incursion of
the Greeks (Grimal 1992; Eide et al. 1996: 470-471). Its
date and the fact that this document was found in Edfu
are potentially significant for the Eastern Desert because
one of the routes into the region at this time began in
Edfu (Figure 13.3). The installation of a transient, but
separate Upper Egyptian kingdom raises the possibility
that the Eastern Desert and its resources were impacted
by the political dynamic of the region upon which it was

most dependent. The establishment of a separate Upper
Egyptian kingdom under the protection of the Meroitic
kings in Nubia foreshadowed a testing of the strength of
Egyptian and later, Greek rule in the south.

The Persian and Saite expeditions to Wadi Hammamat
brought them into the Eastern Desert, but it is not until
the transfer of power to the Ptolemies in the late 4th
century BCE that written evidence for the exploitation
of mineral resources in the Eastern Desert and the
establishment of the desert routes first appears. The
story of the Eastern Desert in Ptolemaic times is largely
one of administrative practices and of the institution and
propagation of the trade routes related to the Ptolemaic
interest in specific commodities, such as gold, spices,
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incense, wood, precious stones and especially African
elephants, over the roughly three centuries of the
dynasty’s supervision of Egyptian affairs. It is also
largely a story told by inference, related obliquely to
evidence from the Nile Valley, and comprised chiefly of a
few epigraphic and papyrological documents that directly
attest officials and offices involved in the administration
of the ports, the desert roads and the resources mentioned
above. These references offer some specific facts (names,
places and practices) that help to fill in the blank spaces
in the more general picture provided by ancient authors

who mention Upper Egypt, the Red Sea trade and the
Eastern Desert roads.

The two most important historical works relevant to
these areas in the Ptolemaic period are On the Erythrean
Sea by Agatharchides (Burstein 1989), written during
the reign of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II (145-116 BCE),
and the anonymous Periplus Maris Erythraei, which
should probably be dated to the first century CE (Casson
1989). There are also sources that shed light on the
incorporation of Red Sea goods into the public life of
the monarchy, such as the account of the procession of
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Ptolemy II in 278 or 277 BCE, described by Kallixeinos
(Rice 1983; Foertmeyer 1988; Walbank 1996; Thompson
1997, 2000). Each of these sources has something to
contribute to our understanding of the Red Sea trade and
the Eastern Desert routes.

The Third Century BCE
Alexander the Great, who ruled 332-323 BCE, installed
a garrison at Elephantine to counteract the incursions
of opportunistic Meroitic rulers to the south (Arrian,
Anabasis 3.2.7, Eide et al. 1996: 536-538), but there
is no evidence for an Eastern Desert component to the
fortification of the First Cataract (Burstein 1993), perhaps
due to modern construction on the east bank of the Nile.
Ptolemy I Soter (323-282 BCE) had no Red Sea policy,
except perhaps for the continued import of aromatics and
plants from South Arabia via the land route through the
Sinai Peninsula in the late fourth-early third centuries
BCE (Desanges 1978: 245-246; Sidebotham 1986: 2).
In the south there are vague hints of an expedition by
Philon (an early Greek explorer) to Meroe and to the
Insula Topazus in the Red Sea, the account of which
became a source for Eratosthenes, Strabo and Pliny
the Elder (Fraser 1972: 176; Desanges 1978: 248-251).
These indirect accounts shed little light on the Eastern
Desert itself and only attest to a developing interest in,
and awareness of, the political powers to the south that
posed a threat to the fledgling Greek monarchy. During
the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (282246 BCE)
the first evidence of a coherent policy of settlement and
exploration in the Red Sea region appears in the historical
and material record. In the 270s BCE, Philadelphus
cleaned and repaired the canal constructed in the Late
Period connecting the Red Sea and the River Nile and
founded the city of Arsinoe near the Gulf of Suez (Naville
1902: 3; Burstein 1989). He also established ports farther
south at Philotera (possibly near the Pharaonic ports
at Marsa Gawasis), Myos Hormos (Quseir al-Qadim)
and Berenike Troglodytica near the modern border
between Egypt and Sudan (Figure 13.3, Barth 1859;
Whitcomb and Johnson 1979; Sidebotham and Wendrich
1995, 1996a, 1996b; Sidebotham 1997; Sidebotham and
Wendrich 1998a, 1998b, 1999, 2000, 2001; Sidebotham
2002; Peacock and Blue 2006; Wendrich et al. 2006;
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007).

According to the same ancient sources that detail
the founding of these port cities, Philadelphus
concomitantly established a series of roads to connect

them to Apollonopolis Magna (Edfu) in the south
and Coptos (Qift) in the north (Strabo 17.1.45, Jones
1932; Radt 2005; Pliny Natural History 6.103, 6.168,
6.171, Rackham 1942). A Ptolemaic date for these road
foundations is supported by epigraphic evidence from
the Paneion at al-Kanais on the Berenike-Edfu road,
where many Ptolemaic inscriptions have been recorded
(Bernand 1972a, 1972b, 1977, 1984, 1992; Espinel, this
volume). Archaeological research in the region confirms
this date, although there is some limited evidence for
earlier activity, particularly at gold mining sites such
as Samut (Gates 2005, 2006). In addition to the route
connecting the harbor of Berenike to the Nile Valley,
there is archaeological evidence for a Ptolemaic route
running from the coast at modern Marsa Nakari and
connecting with the Berenike-Edfu road near Abu Rahal
(Figure 13.3, Seeger 2001; Seeger and Sidebotham 2005).
These foundations were a material consolidation of the
Egyptian hold on the Eastern Desert that, according to
Strabo, was largely achieved by diplomatic means, “git’
€k0epameHoAVTOG TOVG KOAVOVTAG Kol KOTECKEVOUGUEVOD
@ilovg avti dSucpevdv” (Strabo 16.4.7).> Sometime in the
270s BCE, Ptolemy II organized a military campaign in
an attempt to stymie Meroitic ambitions in the region
south of Aswan (Agatharchides F20, Burstein 1989: 52)
and to open a route for the acquisition of war elephants,
which were needed to counteract the Indian elephants of
the Seleucids (Scullard 1974: 123-133). Commemorated
on the Pithom Stele (Naville 1902),* this campaign
brought the area from Aswan to Wadi Halfa under
Egyptian control (Haycock 1972; Desanges 1978: 257;
Burstein 1986, 1989: 42-43). The Dodekaschoinos,
the area south of the First Cataract near Aswan, was
annexed, opening a conduit for Egyptian interests in
the south (Burstein 1989: 7-8). The Nubian Nome List,
erected at Philae in the temple of Isis, offers a list of the
nomes (administrative divisions) conquered and therefore
subject to the Egyptian Crown. This catalog of Nubian

3 In English: “Then, by winning over of those who tried to hinder
the work, they [the Nubians] were made into friends instead of
enemies.”

4 The Pithom Stele is a large stone slab, 1.0-1.3 m, with an
inscription commemorating some of the achievements of Ptolemy
I1. It was unearthed in 1883 by H.E. Naville in the eastern
Nile Delta at Tell al-Maskhuta, which he identified as Biblical
Pithom. The text on the stele is problematic and has not yet been
satisfactorily interpreted.

5 Pharaonic Egypt was divided into sepat, or vopotr (nomoi =
districts), ruled by a feudal ruler now referred to as nomarch.
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toponyms, although incompletely preserved, is evidence
of the deep penetration of Ptolemaic interests in the far
south sometime after the Nubian campaigns of Ptolemy
II (Eide et al. 1996: 564-566). Evidence from Qasr Ibrim
for a Ptolemaic presence likewise attests Ptolemaic
interests in this area (Rose 1996, 2008).

It is at about this time that the ‘Blemmyes,’ a nomadic
tribe attested in many Meroitic sources, is first mentioned
by Greek authors, including Theocritus (Idyll 7.111-114)
and by Eratosthnes (via Strabo 17.1.2). The Blemmyes
were one of several nomadic tribes present in Nubia
during the Ptolemaic period, but they are referred to
as early as the Middle Kingdom (1975-1640 BCE, but
see Zaborski 1989; Barnard 2005, 2007; Burstein 2008;
Barnard 2009a, 2009b; Bintliff and Barnard, this volume;
Pierce, this volume). These tribes are said to have served
as sources of labor in the Nile Valley and likely functioned,
as they did in Pharaonic times, as herdsmen and possibly
also as police and guides in the desert, although there
is no direct evidence for this in the Ptolemaic period
(Manning 2003a: 62; Barnard 2009a, 2009b). Two of the
marriage contracts in the Hauswaldt archive included
men with ethnics that are Nubian, specifically Blemmye
and Megabarian (Manning 2003b; Barnard 2005). These
texts (p.Hauswaldt 6 and p.Hauswaldt 15) date to 219
and 217 or 216 BCE, respectively, and give these men
the title “herdsmen of Horus.” It has been postulated
that these desert-dwelling peoples received land from
the temple in payment for services (Eide et al. 1996:
579-580; Manning 2003a). The supervisor of the roads
mentioned in the Bir ‘layyan inscription (discussed
below) and other administrators may have also overseen
the employment of these individuals, who enter the
Greek consciousness demonstrably at the same time that
Ptolemy II is conquering their homeland in Nubia.® There
is also evidence that these nomadic tribes were present
in the Eastern Desert during the Late Period, but this
evidence is entirely from Meroitic sources (Eide et al.
1994: 296-298).

The conquest of Lower Nubia was followed swiftly
by the foundation of additional garrisons that acted as
bases for the hunting of elephants (but see Mueller 2006:

¢ Greek awareness of Nubia and its landscape and peoples is a
phenomenon that begins in the Late Period (664-332 BCE) and
has its own distinct profile as part of the Greek literary and cultural
landscape. An excellent study by Phiroze Vasunia provides an
introduction to Greek views of Egypt and its bordering lands in
the 6th—5th centuries BCE (Vasunia 2001).

151-157). The aptly named ‘Ptolemais-of-the-Hunts’ was
founded near Aqiq in modern Sudan during this time and
the first shipment of elephants arrived in Egypt shortly
afterwards (Naville 1902; Crowfoot 1911; Hibbert
1936; Seeger et al. 2006). According to Agatharchides
(Burstein 1989: 140-142), the elephants were transported
from Ptolemais-of-the-Hunts on specially designed ships
called elephantagoi and disembarked at Berenike, from
where they were then walked across the desert to the
Thebaid for transport up the Nile (Scullard 1974; Casson
1993).” The prominent inclusion of elephant quadrigae in
the procession celebrating the Ptolemaieia at Alexandria,
sometime during the reign of Ptolemy II, indicates
that they were both an integral element of royal self-
presentation and that their acquisition and deployment
were worthy of religious and martial celebration (Rice
1983: 92; Walbank 1996; Hazzard 2000; Thompson
2000). Archaeological surveys conducted in the Eastern
Desert between 1993 and 2003 have demonstrated
considerable investment in desert infrastructure during
the Ptolemaic Period (Sidebotham and Zitterkopf
1995; Sidebotham 1996; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf
1996; Sidebotham 2002; Wright 2003).® These surveys
have identified over 24 sites in the area south of the
Coptos-Myos Hormos road and north of Berenike with
third—second century BCE pottery on the surface (Gates
2005, 2006). These sites vary considerably in size,
form and placement in the terrain. In many cases, the
Ptolemaic evidence consists of a small surface deposit
with no visible architecture, while at some sites, the
pottery is mixed with later Roman material at a site with
a large installation that is likely of Roman date, although
the architecture is very difficult to date precisely and
almost certainly had a long use-life. Excavations at
Berenike have revealed a substantial Ptolemaic phase of
similar date, although no housing of Ptolemaic date has
as yet been identified.

In addition to the elephants, gold was featured
prominently in the Grand Procession of Ptolemy II
(Rice 1983). The inclusion of gold may indicate the

" The Thebaid (@npaic or OnPaida) is the region between Aswan
and Abydos, the 13 southern nomes of Ancient Egypt. In Graeco-
Roman times, the Thebaid became a single administrative district
with its capital at Thebes (modern Luxor). In Roman times, this
area was split into two provinces, Upper Thebaid, with its capital
at Thebes, and Lower Thebaid, with its capital at Ptolemais
(modern al-Mansha, near Sohag).

8 Personal communications by Dr S.C. Herbert, Dr S.E.
Sidebotham and Dr H. Wright.
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florescence of another Eastern Desert industry unrelated
to elephants. Agatharchides describes a series of gold
mines in the Eastern Desert and the great suffering of the
criminals and their families condemned to hard labor in
them (Burstein 1989: 58-68):

ol yap Baoiielg tig Alyvmtov toVg €mi Kokovpyig
KOTOSIKAGOEVTOG Kol TOVG KOTh TOAEUOV aliyHaAmTIcOEVTOC,
£11 8¢ T0V¢ Adikolg drufolaig TepuesovTag Kol S Bupov
gl LAaKGG Tapadedopévoug, ToTE uév adTovE, ToTE 8¢ Kal
peta mhong ovyyeveiag, abpoicavteg mapadidoact Tpog TV
100 ypvood petorreiov, duo pev Tipmpiov Aappavovteg
Topd TOV Katoyvocsbiviov, dua 8¢ dut Tdv Epyalopévav
peyéiog mpocddovg Aappavovieg. oi 8¢ mapadobévieg,
moAlol pgv 1o AT 00g dvteg, mhvteg d& mESaG dedepévot,
TPOCKOPTEPODGL TOIG EPyors cuvey®ds kai ped’ Nuépav kai
S 6ng tiig vukTog, Avamavoy pev ovdepioy Aappavoves,
dpacpod 8¢ mavtog erotipng eipyouevol (Agatharchides
24b and Diodorus Siculus 3.12.2-3).°

Although Agatharchides is probably recounting
methods employed at mines farther south in Wadi
Allaqi (Figure 13.1), his description may also have been
influenced by observations of gold mining in the more
central Eastern Desert as well, where mines are equally
plentiful. Interestingly, Agatharchides, in his description
of the mining also mentions “barbarian soldiers who
speak different languages” (Agatharchides 24b) acting as
guards overseeing the mining. Some contend that these
‘barbarians’ were likely Nubian mercenaries (Burstein
1989); others maintain that they were Eastern Desert
nomads who served as guides, guards and scouts (Manning
2003Db).

The evidence on the administration of the Eastern
Desert in this period consists of two documents, an
inscription and a papyrus. The inscription (Figure 13.4)
was discovered at Bir ‘layyan on desert road from Edfu
to the gold mines in Wadi Barammiya (Bagnall et al.
1996; Manning 2003a, 2003b). It offers evidence for an
official whose duty it was to oversee the desert roads
around 257 BCE:

°In English: “The kings of Egypt gather together and give over to
the mining of gold such as have been convicted of some crime and
prisoners of war, as well as those who have been wrongly accused
and sent to prison on account of their wrath not only these persons,
but often also all their relatives, in this way, taking vengeance
those who have been condemned, but also taking great returns
from their labors. And those thus condemned—for there are a
great many of them all bound with shackles—work constantly by
day and all through the night, taking no rest and being vigilantly
cut off from all means of escape.”

Figure 13.4. The inscription found at Bir ‘layyan. Adapted from
Bagnall et al. 1996: 321.

And motopod £0g T00
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K1, unvog Eneie
£€otmnoev Podwov
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HOLEVS TOTTOPY DY
ToVG TpEic. !

The inscription attests the existence of an official in
residence, or from the Ptolemaic city of Ptolemais in
the Thebaid, who was probably a “toparch of the three.”
The publishers of the inscription take this to refer either
to the three southern nomes of the Thebaid (Bagnall et
al. 1996), or the area immediately surrounding Edfu
(Thompson 2001; Manning 2003b: 66). The placement

1Tn English: “From the river to this point, four hundred sixty-one
stadioi. In the reign of Ptolemy, son of Ptolemy Soter, year 28,
month of Epeiph, Rhodon, son of Lysimachos, from Ptolemais,
toparch of the three [nomes?], set up [this stone].” The proposed
translation of line 11, tovg tpeic, by Manning as “‘the three™’
reflects the difficulty of this line. Bagnall ez al. (1996) propose that
tovg (the Doric form of the accusative plural in the o-declension)
was written in error for tovc. They also postulate that the inclusion
of the nu for upsilon may have been an error of the carver, “with
no diacritical significance.” At any rate, the line is a difficult one
and is taken by the publishers to refer to vopovg = nomes.
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of the stone at a desert station about 100 km from
Edfu suggests that Rhodon was also responsible for the
oversight of the desert road and these administrative
responsibilities were, at this time, linked together.

A contemporary papyrus offers another perspective
on the functionaries at work in this region. A
communications log dated to 255 BCE mentions
the existence of an official charged with 1® npog 11
yopnyia[t t]dv élepaviolv] gic Thv Onpaida yu(Aotov)
o (p.Hibeh I 110)."" The presence of an official,
whose duty it was to lead elephants across the desert,
suggests a degree of specialization in the administrative
oversight of the Eastern Desert. After the death of
Ptolemy II in 246 BCE, the historical chronology for
the Eastern Desert becomes more obscure. The Adulis
Inscription (Orientis Graeci Inscriptiones Selectae
54) erected around 246 BCE by Ptolemy III Euergetes
in commemoration of the Third Syrian War, makes
prominent mention of his use of “Troglodytic and
Ethiopian elephants, which he and his father were the
first to hunt from these lands, bringing them back into
Egypt, to fit out for military service.” Papyri dating to
the reign of his successor, Ptolemy IV Philopator (221-
204 BCE), attest the continuation and even expansion
of the elephant-hunting stations into areas farther south
(Scullard 1974: 135-136; Burstein 1989: 9). These
expeditions were substantial; p. Elephantine 28 mentions
an expedition of 231 men. The hunters referred to in
these texts relied on supplies of Egyptian grain and
other foodstuffs, as is apparent from a particularly
pathetic letter (p.Petrie Il 40a), found in the Fayum,
which details the problems of a group of elephant
hunters whose grain shipment was delayed in 224
BCE (p.Petrie 1l 40a; see also Mueller 2006). This
clearly engendered hard times and offers a revealing
insight into the dependency of the hunting stations on
Egyptian supplies and support. There is also evidence
for the existence of an official, called strategos, who
led the elephant-hunting expeditions. Two dedicatory
inscriptions of similar date and formulation record
the pious acts of these officials and their subordinates
between 215 or 214 and 205 BCE (Orientis Graeci
Inscriptiones Selectae 1.82, 1.86; see also Bernand
1972a).

' Tn English: “to the person in charge of looking after the leading
of the Elephants to the Thebaid. . .”

The Second and First Centuries BCE

Around the time of the reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes
(204-180 BCE), epigraphic and papyrological evidence
for the administration of the Eastern Desert roads and for
the continued functioning of the elephant-hunting stations
farther south disappears. Although it can hardly be argued
that there was ever a constant stream of activity, a marked
shift seems undeniable and there are several possible
reasons for this change. The impetus to cease the elephant
hunts may have come from abroad; the rival Seleucids
were no longer able to obtain elephants, because the
Parthians disrupted their communications with India in
the second half of the third century BCE (Scullard 1974:
135; Sidebotham 1986). Alternatively, the increased
organization of the elephant hunts under Ptolemy IV
could have led to a sustainable herd in captivity that
would make it unnecessary to continue the expensive and
dangerous matter of hunting in the south (Sidebotham
1986: 4). Another explanation could be that the Battle of
Raphia in 217 BCE (Polybius 5.84.3-7) was a victory for
the Ptolemaic army, but one in which their elephant corps
was proved to be not only ineffective, but also dangerous
when it turned and fled into the Ptolemaic lines (Scullard
1974: 137-139; Burstein 1989: 10-11). A revolt in the
Thebaid followed in 206 BCE. This revolt interrupted tax
records in Edfu, suggesting a substantial disruption to the
infrastructure that would have been necessary to maintain
the elephant trade (Vandorpe 2003).

The revolt in Upper Egypt lasted until 186 BCE (Holbl
2001: 153-157). Thebes, as usual, was the center of the
rebellion and two native kings, Her-wennefer (206200
BCE) and Ankh-wennefer (200-186 BCE), ruled from
Thebes to Aswan and the First Cataract. Edfu was under
the control of the rebels from the first year of the rebellion
(Préaux 1939). The Dodekaschoinos was taken by the
Meroitic King Ergamenes II, who tacitly supported the
Egyptian rebels, effectively cutting off access to the hunting
stations (Burstein 1989: 10; Manning 2003b), which may
offer another reason for their abandonment (Eide et al.
1996: 596-612). It is unclear, however, how developments
in the Nile Valley and the Thebaid would have affected the
gold mines in the Eastern Desert, which were presumably
in use by this time, or the desert routes themselves. The
resurgence of Meroitic rule may have had an impact on the
desert roads that lay at the doorstep of the Egyptian border.
The revolt was put down in 186 BCE and the Thebaid was
subsequently heavily garrisoned (Dietze 2000; Manning
2003b: 169). Ptolemy VI Philometor (180—145 BCE)
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reclaimed the area down to the Second Cataract (Orientis
Graeci Inscriptiones Selectae 111), although his conquests
were short-lived (Dietze 2000). Despite the fact that his
reassertion of Ptolemaic power in the south would not
last, Ptolemy VI nevertheless installed a nome list (Eide
et al. 1996: 614-630) at the temple of Isis at Philae that
echoed the one erected by his predecessor almost a century
earlier in the same location. The nome list, which depicts
the conquered Ptolemy VI and Cleopatra II leading the
personifications of the conquered nomes to Isis asserts, but
does not prove, Ptolemaic control of Upper Egypt and its
resources. The conquered lands were donated to the temple
of Isis at Philae, a location that would become an important
venue for local elites who wished to claim oversight of the
Eastern Desert and its resources in the following century.

A second revolt in 165 BCE spread from Alexandria
to the Thebaid and was followed by a third in 130
BCE, which deeply affected agricultural production
throughout Egypt and caused a major state crisis
(Manning 2003b: 170-171; Vandorpe 2003). During
the period after the first revolt and in the wake of these
later uprisings, the administration of the Eastern Desert
remained tied to the Thebaid, which was itself joined
with the Triakontaschoinos, the reach of the Nile Valley
between the First and Second Cataracts, into a single
administrative entity. In fact, continuing with some
regularity until the end of the Ptolemaic Period, there is
a veritable flood of references to officials in the Thebaid,
who either by direct statement or inference can be
associated with the administration of the Eastern Desert
and this new organizational unit (Gates 2005, 2006).
Thus it seems that, on some level, the functioning of the
desert roads continued, although how it differed from
the previous period when Ptolemaic state control was
ascendant is not at all apparent in the historical sources.

The archaeological evidence for this period presents
a complex picture. From the mid-second century BCE,
the number of sites in active use along the desert roads
declines steadily, so that by the middle of the first
century BCE, only a handful are still being visited
(Gates 2005). This suggests a substantial downturn in
the kinds of activity that resulted in the deposition of
pottery at the desert stations during the third—second
centuries BCE. A slight resurgence in the number of
sites being used occurs during the last quarter of the
first century BCE and seems to be associated with the
early phases of the Roman occupation. The period
after the revolt in 206-186 BCE seems to be a major

turning point in the administration of Upper Egypt.
During this time, powerful local officials begin to assert
a degree of regional authority, although their power
is derived nominally through their relationship with
the royal court in Alexandria, through the erection of
inscriptions cataloging their responsibilities and titles.
These attestations differ from the preceding documents
in that they make a general claim to power through
the official position of the strategos, whereas previous
dedications, such as those made by generals in charge
of the elephant hunts, were linked to a high-status but
functionally limited position. Boethos is the first official
whose name appears with some regularity in documents
and inscriptions from the Thebaid; his name turns up
once between 151-154 BCE as the founder of two cities
and then eight times between 136 and 134 BCE (Heinen
2000; Mueller 2006). Interestingly, Boethos is the first
local official to employ ‘epistrategos’ in his titulature
(strategos and epistrategos of the Thebaid) and in all his
inscriptions and documentary citations, except Orientis
Graeci Inscriptiones Selectae 1.111. The development
of this titulature and the change in administrative
functionality has implications for the Eastern Desert
and the Red Sea, even though Boethos never explicitly
claims to be involved with either location.

The connections between the Desert and Thebaid were
attested by earlier inscriptions, such as the Bir ‘layyan
stele, which demonstrated the connection between the
centers in the Nile Valley and the desert roads. That
this link continues, at least nominally, is supported by
a stele now in the Alexandria Museum that records the
extraordinarily descriptive dedication of an official,
Soterichos, who served under Boethos’s successor or
contemporary sometime around 130 BCE.

Yrgp Bacirémg IMrolepaiov kali]
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ndot kol Ttaoag, (ETovg) po, @m0 T
(Orientis Graeci Inscriptiones Selectae 132)."

This important document is our first direct reference
since the mid-third century BCE to the administration
of the Eastern Desert and it appears as a full-fledged
catalogue of responsibilities. Present are references to
mining, to the watching of maritime shipping, and to
the existence of caravans bound for Coptos bearing
incense and other “strange things.” These responsibilities
are tied to the office of strategos. Although none of the
inscriptions or documents from the Boethos corpus
mention the Eastern Desert specifically, it seems unlikely
that the responsibilities listed by Soterichos are cut from
new cloth, especially given the infrastructure required
for the activities that he oversees and the seemingly
developed state of the caravan traffic.

Soterichos’s role in the Eastern Desert may either be
a continuation of responsibilities that were administered
by previous strategoi, epistrategoi or other officials for
whom we have no record or, conversely, the extension of
governmental oversight into a new arena. Both of these
possibilities are plausible since very few inscriptions or
papyri mention the Eastern Desert directly, although it
is reasonable to suspect that an elaborate and continual
administrative system would at least have produced
documentation in the form of receipts or payments,
or that officials would have been quick to proclaim
such a position. Instead, it may be that the inscription
of Soterichos, and those that follow making reference
to the Indian and Erythraean Seas, may simply be
claiming a supervisory role over trade and activities
that operated independently and continuously without
much governmental supervision or intervention. This
scenario would explain how it is possible to have fully
developed references to desert mining, caravans and
trade that appear without precedent. The line of strategoi
and epistrategoi, without the attendant mention of the
Eastern Desert mines and caravans, continues after 130
BCE until the Roman Period.

12 In English: “On behalf of Ptolemy and his consort Queen
Cleopatra, the benevolent gods and for their children; Soterichos,
son of Ikadio, the Gortyian, one of the high-guard of the army, and
envoy for Paos, who is representative of the king and strategos of
the Thebaid, responsible for the collecting of the precious stones,
the watching of the shipping and the protecting of the caravans
bearing incense and other strange things that come from the
mountains bound for Coptos, [dedicates this stele] to Pan of the
good road and to the other gods, the 41st year [of the reign] the
10th [of the month] of Thoth.”

The Probable Role of Nomadic Groups in the
Ptolemaic Eastern Desert

This chapter has out of necessity focused primarily on
the textual and documentary sources that illuminate,
to some degree at least, the chronological variations
of activities taking place in the Eastern Desert during
the Ptolemaic Period. These sources are, however,
emphatically, the records left of activities deemed
important and culturally visible to ‘outsiders’ whose
interest in the desert and its landscape was shaped by
this perspective. There is little in this database, or indeed
in the archaeological information thus far collected, to
complement this picture by offering a view by ‘insiders,’
that is, the view from the desert rather than into the
desert. The mention of other groups, nomadic tribes
of ‘barbarians,’ is limited to a few asides and to the
rare instance where they appear in the official records
of temples in centers within the Nile Valley, such as
Edfu. The only possibility, given the limitations of
the evidence, is to consider an explanation that takes
into account the role played by nomadic groups in the
narrative revealed by these textual sources and the
archaeological materials.

The archaeological evidence does support claims for a
substantial increase in traffic at the same mining sites and
the foundation of a number of additional sites along the
two routes connecting Edfu to the coast at Marsa Nakari
and Berenike during the early third century BCE. This
increase in activity is usually associated with the Nubian
campaigns of Ptolemy II Philadelphus. The increased
number of sites, and the first documented existence of
stations for travelers, suggests that activity in the desert
was diverse. Traffic began to move to destinations other
than the gold mining sites at Baramiya, Sukkari and
Samut, although these mines saw continued activity. The
roads functioned as a way of procuring the materials that
the central administration needed, especially elephants
and gold, but the archaeological remains, which span the
entire third and second centuries BCE (not just Ptolemy
II’s reign) remind us that this explanation collapses the
entire motivation for the roads into a single impulse
and overemphasizes the role of the Ptolemaic monarchs
as a constant source of motivation and supervision for
all activities in the Eastern Desert. The desert roads
were in use at a time when the need for elephants was
waning, after the Battle of Raphia in 216 BCE, and
when the Ptolemies effectively lost control of Upper
Egypt during the revolts of 206-186 BCE and 165 BCE.
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Although the archaeological material does not allow
further refinement of the chronology of use at these sites
during the third and second centuries BCE, it seems
reasonable to expect that such a drastic political change
in this part of Egypt would have had a negative effect
on the activities taking place in the Eastern Desert if the
system were totally dependent on central supervision
and logistical support. Instead, the archaeological data
show evidence for late second century BCE activity at
many desert locations (Gates 2005). Based on the dates
assigned to morphological changes in the amphorae
from Coptos (Lawall 2003), many desert sites appear
to have evidence for a mid- to late-second century BCE
phase. Whether this component represents a renewal,
following a period of abandonment during the first revolt
in Upper Egypt is unclear but, based on the continuity
demonstrated by the archaeological evidence during
Upper Egyptian rebellions in the following centuries,
this seems unlikely and sites were probably in use
continuously. In other words, rebellions in Upper Egypt,
generally, seemed not to have affected the use of the
desert stations, something that is quite surprising given
how much they seem to have disrupted administrative
functions in general (Manning 2003b).

The desert stations and mines continued to be used
in periods when the administration of the Ptolemies was
cut off from the Thebaid and the normal functioning
of the Ptolemaic state ceased entirely. In what capacity
they operated is not clear. What is clear is that the desert
roads were neither solely dependent on the Ptolemaic
elephant trade for their existence nor on state oversight
and support. Rather, they seem to have been sustained
by other activities after the collapse of the elephant
hunts. One possibility is the agency of local Upper
Egyptian officials, who filled the void left by the state
after the mid second century BCE. Boethos, Soterichos
and others like them, claimed to control and supervise
the commerce of the Eastern Desert, although to what
degree they were actively doing so is hard to estimate. In
any case, the mechanisms they employed are not likely
to have included large-scale incorporation of the desert
landscape into the Theban realm; rather, their claims
of control and supervision are best read as rhetorical
flourishes that might instead refer to arrangements made
with other groups, probably nomadic inhabitants, who
likely filled the void left in the Eastern Desert by the
withdrawal of state interests.

The participation of this textually almost invisible
cultural group or groups may be a factor in the shape
that the Eastern Desert trade took during the Ptolemaic
Period. The relatively small size of sites in the Eastern
Desert, as well as the lack of fortifications and well-
defined road tracks suggests that local Bedouin groups
may have been involved in the transport of goods
across the desert roads or, at the very least, that the
establishment of a large, permanent, and defensive
‘Greek’ presence was unnecessary or impractical in
the Ptolemaic Period (Gates 2006). The precedent for
working with local groups, who had a detailed knowledge
of the difficult desert environment, was well established
and there is no reason to assume that this was not also
the case in the Ptolemaic Period (Barnard 2009a, 2009b).
In fact, one might consider the archaeological evidence
for decline of desert traffic during the first century BCE
as the result of a shift in the kinds of materials utilized
by the individuals traveling through the region. At the
same time epigraphic evidence attests to a succession of
local thebarchs and epistrategoi who claim to oversee
the “Indian and Erythrean Seas” (Bingen 1970). It is
possible that the caravans which carried the goods
from these regions across the Eastern Desert, which
these officials claim to supervise, were populated by
individuals whose material culture did not include the
same large quantity of pottery, but a mix of pottery
and the kinds of perishable containers that are known
to be utilized by nomadic groups. This might explain
a decline in the number and size of surface deposits. It
is, of course, mere speculation, but given the nature of
the evidence, it seems wise not to leap to conclusions
about the intensity and character of Ptolemaic activity
in the region outside the straightforward observations
summarized in this chapter and elsewhere (Gates 2005;
Sidebotham et al. 2008).

The archaeological material examined as part of the
desert surveys does not offer material ‘proof” of the
involvement of Bedouin or Nubians in the desert mines
or caravans during the Ptolemaic period, and we are
no closer to understanding what the material profile of
these groups might look like. While this is discouraging,
this has much more, I believe, to do with the biases
inherent in past research projects, which have focused
on the collections of surface materials from sites with
architectural components or those perceived to lie along
pathways near such installations. As is now well-known,
the material culture left by nomadic groups is unlikely
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to be recovered by such an approach (Irons and Dyson-
Hudson 1972; Bar-Yosef and Khazanov 1991; Cribb
1991; Rosen 1992; Khazanov 1994; Veth et al. 2005;
Chatty 2006; Wendrich and Barnard 2008; Barnard
2009b, 2009a; Bintliff and Barnard, this volume).
Future work in the desert should be designed in such
a way as to maximize the recovery of more ephemeral
sites and artifact types than have yet been documented

by archaeologists. For example, targeted intensive
surveying, rather than the extensive surveying currently
practiced in the Eastern Desert, might yield evidence for
nomadic presence during the Ptolemaic Period. Until
such a project is undertaken, our understanding of the
Eastern Desert, despite the catalog of Ptolemaic textual
sources, will remain frustratingly incomplete.
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CHAPTER 14

Nabataeans in the Eastern Desert
during the Roman Period

RAGEH Z

ISTORICAL TEXTS AND INSCRIPTIONS ON MANY
H cliffs along desert valleys leading to the ancient
of the Red Sea provide proof of Nabataean activities
and commerce in the region between the 4th century
BCE and the second century CE. The Nabataeans are
believed to have originally been a group of pastoral

ports both on the eastern and western littoral

nomads in the Arabian Desert, who banded together
and took control of a large area. They are mentioned in
the written sources since the 4th century BCE (Politis
2007: 26) and became increasingly engaged in long-
distance trading. The Nabataeans were skilled in water
management, storing this precious resource in rock-cut
cisterns, or channeling the natural supply from its
source to where it was needed (Glueck 1965). They
established small colonies on the edges of the desert
and in tent communities on the outskirts of many of
the urban centers of Arabia, Mesopotamia, Egypt and
the Levant. At times, the Nabataeans controlled parts
of the Sinai Peninsula, including the turquoise mines
long controlled by the Egyptian (Hitti 1951: 375).
There was Nabataecan commercial activity in Italy, in
Puteoli and Ostia, and the Nabataeans engaged in the
lucrative caravan trade with South Arabia (modern
Yemen) and Sinai—traffic that continued after the
Roman occupation of Egypt and later also of Petra
itself (Sidebotham 1986: 93).

As the Nabataeans colonized regions in northern
Arabia and the Middle East they established themselves
as merchants and seamen. The Nabataeans were in a good
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position geographically to set up an efficient trade system
(Figure 14.1). Being centrally located, the Nabataeans
were able to get commodities from the Mediterranean
region and as far away as India and (Gogte 1999).
Their capital Petra, the City of the Nabataeans, was at
the crossroads of two major ancient routes, the incense
route and the King’s Highway between Egypt and
Mesopotamia. It was thus in a perfect location to control
the lucrative incense route from South Arabia to the
Mediterranean region (Groom 1981: 126; Taylor 2001:
10). From a small fortified settlement, Petra developed
into a wealthy city between the Assyrian, Egyptian,
Greek and Roman Empires. Their control over the trade
caravans formed the lifeblood of the Nabatacan State.
The inhabitants of Petra grew wealthy by imposing taxes
on goods passing through their town, offering protection
from marauding tribes in return. Archaeological evidence
demonstrates that the Nabataeans lived predominantly in
tents, and possibly in rock-cut caves, until the Augustan
period when they started to build houses. Petra should
be seen as a great camp site during the earlier periods. A
royal court was established at Petra, and became known
as the capital of the Nabataeans in the Greek world.
Among the earliest evidence for it is an inscription
from Priene. The city of Priene in Asia Minor sent an
embassy to Petra around 130 BCE. Petra also seems to
be mentioned in Chinese sources in 126 BCE (Politis
2007: 29-30). Once settled, the Nabatacans realized
that trade required peace and security, so they adopted
a policy of avoiding confrontation with their neighbors
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Figure 14.1. Map of the southwestern Levant, showing the
Nabataean heartland (first century BCE-first century CE). Adapted
from McKenzie 2005; drawing by H. Barnard.

wherever possible (Glueck 1970; El Gowhary 1972).
Nabataean ships sailed the Red Sea from a very early
period onward, transporting incense from South Arabia,
East Africa and India. The best frankincense (resin
from Boswellia sacra) still comes from Dhofar, on the
present-day border between Yemen and Oman. In the
past, trade routes along the Arabian shore as well as over
the sea connected Southern Arabia with the northern Red
Sea littoral and the Mediterranean region (Charlesworth
1924: 59). Later, the Nabataeans became traders in many
exotic goods all over the ancient world.

Nabataean Maritime Routes on the Red Sea

The historical sources and archaeological evidence
reveal precious little about the geographic origin and
organization of those engaged in the ancient Red
Sea trade. The evidence on Nabataean, Palmyrene,
South Arabian and Indian traders is similarly sketchy
and mostly concerns sites in Egypt. The Nabataean
apparently had a far greater maritime capability than
is generally known and “the Nabataeans ventured far
overseas and over distant lands in their mercantile
undertakings, and were much influenced in their course
by the phenomenon of dolphins and of the extremely

important even though subsidiary dolphin attribute
of some gods and goddesses” (Glueck 1970: 177).
Merchandise from the Orient and from Southern Arabia
passed through their hands, bringing great revenues
and making them the envy of the Greeks and other
contemporary peoples (Groom 1981: 30). In addition
to their own ports at Aila (modern Aqaba) and Leuce
Come (on Arabian Red Sea coast), the Nabataeans were
welcome in many ports and cities, after diplomatic
efforts or military force. The Nabataecan seafarers were
frequent visitors in Alexandria (Egypt), Miletus (Asia
Minor), Puteoli (near modern Naples) and perhaps also
Rhodes. The oldest reference for Petra is probably an
inscription from Miletus from the middle of the third
century BCE (Politis 2007: 29), Wherever they ventured
they created Nabataean settlements, for instance Selah,
just outside the Edomite capital of Busheira (south of the
Dead Sea); Medina Saleh, 12 km from Dedan (modern
al-Ula, north of Medina); Jenysos, a few kilometers
south of the ancient port city of Gaza; and Bostra,
near Damascus. They also developed settlements along
the overland caravan routes between Aila, Gaza and
Damascus (Negev 1966; Isaac 1979). Unnamed Arab
tribes also founded settlements in India, Sri Lanka and
even China (Doe 1971; Raschke 1978). For centuries,
incense moved from Southern Arabia to the temples
of Europe via the overland Incense Route. During the
last century BCE, the Himyarite people in South Arabia
began to secretly export incense from an island off their
coast onto Nabataean ships that would carry their cargo
across the Red Sea to Egyptian ports.

In 25 BCE the Himyarites overthrew the other
south Arabian kingdoms. From that time, the maritime
incense trade flourished (Von Wissmann 1964). An
ancient shipping manual, the Periplus of the Erythrean
Sea, written by an unknown author in the first century
CE, mentions Cane, Aden and Muza as the principal
ports in Southern Arabia for the export of incense, and
Berenike, Philoteras, Myos Hormos, Leuce Come and
Aila as the principal ports of import into Egypt. From
there, the incense was transported overland to Gaza
or Alexandria (Miller 1969). The Nabatacans moved
trade from Southern Arabia to Leuce Come by boat,
and then farther overland to Alexandria. The merchants
also brought Indian and Asian goods to the ports on
the Egyptian Red Sea coast. The commerce between
Egypt and India could increase to great extents because
of diligent Roman administration between 30 and 395
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CE. In earlier times, only few vessels would have dared
to traverse the Red Sea towards and beyond the Bab
al-Mandab (the strait between the Arabian Peninsula
and the Horn of Africa connecting the Red Sea with
the Indian Ocean). In Roman times, on the other hand,
large fleets were dispatched from Egypt to Southern
Arabia, Ethiopia and as far as India, from where valuable
cargo was brought back to Egypt and sent forth into the
Mediterranean region (Jones 1932: 13). The ancient
geographer Strabo himself witnessed the wealth of
Alexandria only five years after the Roman conquest and
observed the active trade that went through its harbors:

Among the happy advantages of the city, the greatest is
the fact that this is the only place in all Egypt which is by
nature well situated with reference to both things, both to
commerce by sea, on account of the good harbors, and to
commerce by land, because the river easily conveys and
brings together everything into a place so situated, the
greatest emporium in the inhabited world (Jones 1932: 13).

Soon after the annexation of Egypt by the Roman
Empire, in 23 BCE, Emperor Augustus commissioned
prefect Aelius Gallus to invade Southern Arabia by land
(Jones 1930: 23-24). This caused considerable damage to
the South Arabian Kingdom of the Sabaeans and allowed
the Himyarites to take control of most of Southern
Arabia. Some authors mention another campaign by
Augustus around 1 CE, this time by sea, which resulted
in “sacking Eudaemon Arabia (Aden)” and reducing that
settlement to “a mere village after having been a fully
fledged city” (Casson 1989: 26). The total harvest of
frankincense is said to have been 3000 metric tons and
as many vessels would have been necessary to transport
the entire harvest across the Red Sea (Jones 1932: 13).
Other commodities included cardamom, cotton, dates,
diamonds, indigo, ivory, myrrh (from Commiphora sp.),
pepper, sapphires and wine (Casson 1989; Wendrich et
al. 2006). In Roman times, dromedary caravans through
the deserts of the Arabian Peninsula had apparently
become a thing of the past (Jones 1930: 23-24). While
many ancient ports are known on the Arabian coast, only
Cane, Mocha and Leuce Come are mentioned in the
ancient sources as handling Asian goods (Casson 1989:
26). Once the Nabataean state was incorporated into the
Roman Empire, many Nabataean merchants relocated
to Mocha to continue their trade with Asia from there
(Bowersock 1983: 26).

The identification of Quseir al-Qadim as ancient
Myos Hormos is now generally accepted, correcting the

Figure 14.2. Nabataean potsherd with Nabataean inscription,
excavated at Quseir al-Qadim.

previous assumption that this port was located at Abu
Sha‘ar, north of Hurghada (Whitcomb and Johnson 1979;
Sidebotham ef al. 1989; Sidebotham 1994a; Peacock and
Blue 2006). Myos Hormos was a hub for trade during
the Ptolemaic and Roman periods and was engaged in
trade with Asia. It was one of the great emporia of the
ancient world and the remains of hundreds of amphorae
and other ceramic vessels were found here, among which
Nabataean pottery (Figure 14.2). As the Nabataeans were
known to prey on Red Sea shipping, it was desirable to
have a safe port as far to the south as possible. From
Berenike (23°N 54' 37.1" / 35°E 28' 25.1"), there were
overland routes through the Eastern Desert to the Nile
Valley. Along these routes was a string of hydreumata
that provided the caravans with water, shelter and
protection (Bell et al. 1984; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf
1989; Zitterkopf and Sidebotham 1989; Sidebotham
2002)." When the Nabataeans began to export incense

' A hydreuma (plural hydreumata) is an enclosed, often fortified
and usually permanently manned ‘watering station’ of Graeco-
Roman date, providing a man-made oasis along a caravan route.
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via the maritime route on the Red Sea, Berenike revived
into a large emporium (Sidebotham and Wendrich 1996a,
1996b, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001; Wendrich et al. 2006;
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007).

Nabataeans in Egypt

At least 84 Nabataean inscriptions have been founded
in Egypt, mostly in the valleys between the Red Sea
and the Nile Valley, along the ancient routes through the
desert connecting mines, quarries and harbors with the
Nile Valley (Figure 14.3). Although many Nabatacan
inscriptions have been found, usually marking the
passage of a shepherd or invoking a god, not only the
Eastern Desert and in Petra but throughout the Nabatacan
state, so far no archives have been discovered, leaving
the Nabataeans somewhat of an enigma to scholars.
What is known is that they spoke a Semitic language
and that their culture probably originated in the north of
the Arabian Peninsula (Littmann 1914). It might be that
the Nabataeans lived on Arabian Peninsula, or southern
Jordan, and were therefore chosen by the Minaeans or
the Persians to become their middlemen and because
of this rose to influence and power in the area. Egypt
was likely the most important trading partner of the
Nabataeans. (Politis 2007: 26). There was a Nabatacan
settlement in Wadi Tumilat, east of the Nile Delta;
Nabataean ships crossed the Read Sea to transport
goods to and from the harbors on the Egyptian Red Sea
coast; and Egyptian religious elements have identified
in the Nabataean pantheon (Littmann and Meredith
1953, 1954). The graffiti and inscriptions indicate that
the Nabataeans were active in the Eastern Desert in
Roman times, and perhaps also earlier (Taylor 2001).
Few inscriptions in Egypt, however, reveal occupations
or dates and none can be securely dated. Based on
comparing letter forms with a dated inscription in Petra,
the earliest Nabataean inscription in Egypt is believed
to date around 48-30 BCE. On similar paleographic
grounds, most of the Nabataean inscriptions in the
Eastern Desert appear to have been written after 110
CE, the latest bearing the date 266 CE (Littmann and
Meredith 1953).

In the Nabataean inscriptions in Egypt, only
four occupations are mentioned: dromedary driver,
plasterer, priest and repair man of clothes or shoes. The
mentioning of Nabatacan dromedary drivers suggests
their involvement in transporting goods between the
Nile Valley and the settlements in the Eastern Desert,
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Figure 14.3. Map of the northern Eastern Desert, showing the
location of Nabataean inscriptions, mostly found along ancient
trade routes. Adapted from Littmann and Meredith 1953; drawing
by H. Barnard. X = Nabataean inscription. A detailed map of the
Central Eastern Desert is shown in Figure 14.6.

associated with mines and quarries, and to the harbors
on the Red Sea coast. Perhaps the entrepreneurs trading
between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea littoral
employed Nabataean dromedary drivers because
of their extensive desert experience in the Arabian
Peninsula. These graffiti shed no light on the existence
of Nabataean guilds or firms. The appearance of a priest,
a plasterer and a repair man of clothes or shoes suggests
that there were one or more communities in Egypt
serving as a base for the Nabatacan dromedary drivers.
Although there is no archaeological evidence, it seems
that the Nabataeans, like the Palmyrenes, probably
resided in separate quarters of the major emporia in
the Nile Valley, such as Coptos (Qift), Antinoe and
perhaps Denderah, from which most or the long-distance
trade was organized. There is no evidence that wealthy
Nabataean entrepreneurs participated in organizing and
financing the Red Sea trade, but rather that they worked
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for non-Nabataean employers (Sidebotham 1986; Hobbs
2002). It seems that the Nabataeans imported their cult
of al-Kutba, a scribal god who can be equated with the
Egyptian god Thoth,? to Tell Shaqgfia and the northern
Sinai. The western temple at Qasrawet, in the Sinai, dates
to the first century BCE and is typically Egyptian, in both
its ground plan and architectural elements. Yet an altar
base found in this temple is inscribed with a Nabataean
dedication and the plan of the sanctuary has parallels
with the temples of the Winged Lion at Petra.

Nabataean Inscriptions from the Late
Ptolemaic Period

One of the more important early Nabataean inscriptions
is in Tell al-Shaqfia, west of Ismailia at the edge of the
Nile Delta, on the ancient canal through Wadi Tumilat
(Clermont-Ganneau 1919; Littmann and Meredith
1954; Strugnell 1959). The site is about 3 km from the
village Tell al-Kebir and gets its name from the carpet
of Graeco-Roman pottery sherds (i, shagaf means
potsherds). The oldest Nabataean inscriptions here date
from the time of Queen Cleopatra VII (51-30 BCE).
One mentions a Nabatacan called Wahb’allahi who
erected a shrine to the great god Dushara. According to
the dedicatory inscription (now in the Zagazig Museum,
Egypt), this took place in the “year 18 of Queen
Cleopatra [VII], which is year 26 of Malichus [I], King
of the Nabataeans . . .
can be interpreted as April 34 BCE. Dushares was also

in the month of Nissan,” which

known as the Lord of the Shara Mountains, which form
the edge of Wadi Arabah near Petra. Dushares was a
principal god of the Nabataeans and seems to have been
a god of the daytime.> Another inscription dates about
10 years earlier and dedicates a temple to al-Kutba, the
Nabataean god of writing and commerce. It also refers
to Wytw, which is identified as present-day Qasr Awet in
the northern Sinai, where a temple to this Nabataean god
has been excavated (Taylor 2001). Anther inscription on
limestone block (47 x 61 x 70 cm) is from the wall of a
large building, possibly a temple. The inscription is worn
and its perimeter lost (Figure 14.4).

This transcription reads: (1) For Ellat the God of
Hagem, (2) son of Yarhibo. And he wrote a contract of

2 The name of al-Kutba is related to the Arabic root <S8, kataba,
to write (Strugnell 1959; Taylor 2001).

3 Shaj al-Qaum, on the other hand, was the god of the nighttime,
protecting the souls of sleepers and accompanying them on their
nightly journey through the heavenly realms.
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Figure 14.4. Nabataean inscription from Tell Shagfia in Wadi Tumilat
(3 km southeast of Tell al-Kebir at Ismailia). Adapted from Clermont-
Ganneau 1924.

lease, (3) for the life of master Fusaiyu or [Rudaiyu] the
priest, (4) and for the life of himself and of him whose
name shall be, (5) mentioned before him and at. . . . (6)
It was completed on the 21st of [the month of] Pashonsi
of the, (7) year 4 of Ptolemy the king which is [the year],
(8) the year of master [Fusai]yu or [Rudai]yu the pri[est.]
Hail! (Littmann and Meredith 1954). Nine miles east of
Pelusium, on the northeastern edge of the Nile Delta west
of Lake Serbonis (Lake Bardawil), an inscribed basalt
slab (24 x 64 m) was discovered with the inscription
“Huwairu, son of Garmalla(?) for. ..” (Littmann and
Meredith 1954). Another inscription on a fragment of
a column associated with an altar in a sanctuary (now
in the Ismailia Museum, Egypt), was found 50 km (30
mi) east of al-Qantara in the eastern Nile Delta. The text
reads: “Huwairn, son of Garmalla, son of Zuy[ainat]”
(Littmann and Meredith 1954).

Nabataean Inscriptions from the Roman
Period

The Nabataean State continued to flourish throughout
the first century CE as allies of the Romans. Their
power extended far into the Arabian Peninsula along
the Red Sea to Yemen. Petra remained a cosmopolitan
emporium. In 106 CE, the legate of Emperor Trajan
in Syria, Cornelius Palma, moved against Petra and
defeated the Nabataeans, adding Petra to the Roman
province Arabia. The Nabataeans, however, continued
to work cooperatively with the Romans on trade and
the military (Glueck 1965; Bowersock 1983). Many
short rock inscriptions in the Central Eastern Desert
(Figure 14.5; Lankester, this volume), for instance in
al-Hamra, Bir Nakheel, Bir Umm Dalfa, Bir Umnm
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Figure 14.5. Nabataean inscription in Bir Umm Dummerana. Adapted
from Littman and Meredith 1953.

Dummerana (Figure 14.6), Bir Umm Enab, Kawalat
al-Nuhidat, Qusur al-Banat, Wadi Gidami, Wadi
al-Atwany, Wadi Hammamat and Wadi Mineh, are
testimony of the Nabataean presence in the area also in
Roman times. Most of the Nabataean inscriptions in the
Eastern Desert date between the second half of the first
century BCE and 266 CE. These graffiti seem hastily
scratched on the rocks on the sides of the valleys in the
desert. The Nabataean inscriptions in Qusur el-Banat,
Wadi Hammamat and al-Hamra are on the main route
between the Nile Valley and Red Sea coast, and are
found in association with hydreumata (the inscriptions
in al-Hamra are actually on one of the doorposts of
the way-station). Many of the inscriptions include the

word for dromedary driver and it seems likely that the
caravans whose members scratched these Nabataean
inscriptions were the ancient traders who arrived at
Myos Hormos and followed Wadi Hammamat to reach
the Nile Valley at Qift. Maybe the Arabs living in Qift in
the Roman period returned with the Roman expedition
into Southern Arabia in 25-24 BCE, but they may also
have been Nabataeans.

Nabataean inscriptions are likely to occur on the roads
between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea, garrisoned by
the Romans; the converse may be equally true, where
Nabataean inscriptions occur it is likely that a Roman
road, hitherto unknown, existed. This seemed to be the
case at Bir Umm Dalfa where two small Nabataean
fragments were noted (Murray 1925: 149). One reads
“Shimrakhu, son of Fihru (or Fakhru), Shimrakhu,
Garam (or Garm).” These are Nabataean names and
it is noteworthy that Garma, a common name among
Nabataeans, is written with Greek letters (Littmann and
Meredith 1953: 8). It is probable that a Roman road
existed from Mons Claudianus to Myos Hormos past
the two water points at Umm Anab and Umm Dalfa.
Another Nabataean inscription in Bir Umm Dalfa reads,
“Hail! Du(")aibu, son of Hanthalu. Hail! Hanthalu, son
of Shubruma(t). Hail! Zabnu, son of Abdu. Hail! Zabnu,
son of (Ha)ntha(u). Shimrakhu. Ga(m)ilu” (Figure 14.7).
A Nabataean inscription in Bir Umm Enab reads, “Hail!
Amalu (or Ammanu), son of Abd-Ehyu. Hail! Kaiyamu,
son of Audu” (Figure 14.8, Littmann and Meredith
1953). In the valleys between Wadi Gidami and Wadi
Hammamat more Nabataeans inscriptions were found.

Figure 14.6. Map of the Central — X =
Eastern Desert, showing the Wadi Gidami 7, _
location of Nabataean graffiti F2rX o ,
dating to the Roman Period. x = Shmds LY Kaw;alat al-Nuhidat
Nabataean inscription. Adapted ,fWadi al-Atwany 3 b
’ p P / y it EASTERN DESERT .
from Sayed 1999; drawing by H. : : Bir Nakheel ; e
Barnard. Qena X \ oy 5
1 -
AR g AN
; * X alH
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Figure 14.7. Nabataean inscription in Bir Umm Dalfa. Adapted from
Littman and Meredith 1953.

Figure 14.8. Nabataean inscription in Bir Umm Enab. Adapted from
Littman and Meredith 1953.

One of these reads, “Wahb Elas, son of Ressu, son of
Ausu. Hail!” (Littmann and Meredith 1954). Here the
author wrote his name, Wahb Elas, in Greek letters and
the names of his ancestors in Nabataean characters.
Another inscription, in Wadi Hammamat, mentions
Faltael, son of Auamu. His profession is said to have
been a repair man for clothes or shoes (Littmann and
Meredith 1954).

Wadi Hammamat (Between Qift and Quseir)

Wadi Hammamat, between Qift and Quseir (Figure 14.6),
is mostly known as the source of the ancient ‘bekhen’
stone (greywacke, Harrell and Brown 1992), and its
many Pharaonic inscriptions (Espinel, this volume;
Lankester, this volume). The valley forms a natural road
across the desert and was used for long-distance trade
among Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula, Africa south of the
Sahara and Asia throughout history (Rohl 1995; Taylor
2001). In the Graeco-Roman Period, hydreumata and

watch towers were constructed at regular intervals along
the route between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coast
(Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1989), making the road so
popular that by the time of the Roman occupation of
Egypt, the residents of Qift (Coptos) were more Arab
then Egyptian. Many of the inscriptions are dedications
to Egyptian deities, especially Amon-Min-Pan (Espinel,
this volume), and were made by travelers along the
road or the Sementyou, the engineers and artisans who
quarried the bekhen stone to be used in sculptures and
monuments in the Nile Valley. During the Roman Period,
many Nabataean inscriptions were carved in the area.

An inscription in Qusur al-Banat reads: “Hail!
Rabbil, son of Shamrahu, son of Zubaidu” (Littmann
and Meredith 1953). Another in Abu Kou, east of
Qusur al-Banat and an area where several Nabataean
inscriptions were found, reads: “Zynubs.” This Greek
name was written in Nabataean characters. At al-Hamra
two short Nabataean inscriptions were found associated
with the Roman Aydreuma at that site. These read,
“Hail! Germa,” and “Hail! Maleh” (Littmann and
Meredith 1953). In Bir Nakheel, 16 km west of Quseir,
a Nabataean inscription was discovered, which reads,
“Hail! Ausu, son of Auselahy.” Farther south, on the
route between Qift and Berenike (Figure 14.3), is a large
and heavily inscribed rock shelter with mostly Graeco-
Roman inscriptions, but also three Nabataean graffiti.
One reads, “Be remembered Mubarak[u]. Good luck!”
(Littmann and Meredith 1954). A second inscription
in Wadi Manih, gives the occupation of the author:
“Garmu, son of Hana’at, son of Kahlan, the plasterer, be
remembered. Good luck!” (Littmann and Meredith 1954:
224). Paleographically this inscription dates to the reign
of Emperor Augustus (30 BCE-14 CE). Other evidence
from this period is found on a stele in Qift, where the
building and restoration by Emperor Augustus of some
hydreumata in the region are mentioned (Littmann and
Meredith 1954: 239).

This [inscription number 75] is one of the best preserved
and most clearly copied Nabataean inscription of Egypt in
this collection. The letters have forms that may date from
the 1st century A.D. or even B.C. (Littmann and Meredith
1954: 224).

Near the Roman hydreuma Afrodito in Wadi Mineh
al-Heer, four Nabataean inscriptions were discovered
among Classical and other inscriptions. One of these
reads, “Malilu, son of Julios,” mentioning Nabataean
and a Greek name, respectively. Both are written



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

212 The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

in Nabatacan characters. These inscriptions are the
southernmost Nabataean inscriptions in Egypt found
to date.

Discussion

The Nabatacans left us with few written records and
magnificent ruins, such as Petra, Hejra, Elusa, Bostra
and others. Remains of Nabataean temples are preserved
in Italy, Turkey, Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula. The
Nabataeans were an Arab people with the ability, the
infrastructure and the connections necessary to conduct
maritime trade with India and profit handsomely from
this trade. Their architecture, religious practices and
symbolism as well as their language preserve evidence of
contact with India while their names have been recorded
in ancient Chinese history. Ancient authors tell us that

Arab traders brought the goods from Asia to Egypt, but
they fail to inform us which Arab traders. While there
may have been a number of different types of Arab
traders working at the same time, it is evident from the
wealthy and culturally rich Nabataean ruins, that the
Nabataeans must have been principal players in the trade
on the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The Nabataeans
had ports on the Red Sea, like Aila and Leuco Come,
and apparently used all harbors on the Egyptian Red
Sea coast, as is evident from the inscriptions found in
the Eastern Desert. It is clear the Nabataeans were of
Arab extraction, lived in this area in the Graecco-Roman
Period, and were involved in the transport of valuable
goods between the Red Sea and the Nile Valley. Others
stayed in the hydreumata in the desert, working in
craft jobs.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

PRESENT

L Ll Ll (NS} L

(& ] (&) () o (&)

(=] [='=] [~"=] [==] (~=]

o = o o o

= =] =] = =

ot = < = <=

= S o =] o

=] o o I=]

S = ™ ~ —_

| | | [ [ I | I |

Ll

had Iy w w L [ L ¢

ea () o (=) o =) (S = ke

= @ & @ nn—’_'_’gg_..-—-an : k- o
o = o = =] = o = (= o

e =) =} S o I = = =] =}

= =) Sy I =] I= =] =] =] =]

— S—ca ~ @ ) = o ~ _ (=] —

[ ] | | ] | | | | ]

[«
e
'EO egypt valley

fOUﬂd gld e
wadi bakarlya

mt%vﬂemmmg Slte may

0 phase .2
teansport Stone ==:E
y s central

ment

settle

operatior

Time line and word cloud for Barbara J.M. Tratsaert, Roman Gold Mining in the Eastern Desert: The Mining Settlement
in Wadi Bakariya. Word cloud by www.wordle.net, written by Jonathan Feinberg (IBM Research); the cloud shows
the 25 words that occur most often in the text (typefont Sexsmith, all lower case), giving greater prominence to

words that appear more frequently.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

CHAPTER 15

Roman Gold Mining in the Eastern Desert

The Mining Settlement in Wadi Bakariya

BARBARA J.M. TRATSAERT

ADI BAKARIYA IS LOCATED IN THE CENTRAL
W part of the Egyptian Eastern Desert, just north

of the modern asphalt road between Edfu and
Marsa Alam (Figure 15.1, Hume 1934, 1965). That this
valley is one of the natural routes through the Red Sea
Mountains since prehistory is evident by the many rock
drawings in the region, although many of these have
recently been destroyed during the extension of the modern
highway. Which ancient route served the Roman gold
mining settlement in the valley is still under investigation.
There are two possibilities, the Berenike-Coptos route,
through Wadi Daghbag, and the Marsa Alam-Edfu route,
which is accessible via Wadi Miya. The settlement has
previously been divided into two sites with several phases
of occupation: Bokari I, intermittently active during the
Old and Middle Kingdoms (2757-1640 BCE), the Graeco-
Roman Period (332 BCE-395 CE) and the beginning of
the Islamic Period; and Bokari II with remains dating to the
New Kingdom (1539-1075 BCE, Gundlach 1977a, 1977b;
Egyptian Geological Survey and Mining Authority 1979;
Klemm and Klemm 1994; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf
1996; Klemm et al. 2001; Klemm et al. 2002). The author
has not yet found any indications that the site was indeed
re-opened in the early Islamic Period, and evidence of
mining activity during the Old and Middle Kingdoms
requires further study of the pottery on site. The exact
location of Bokari II is not clear, except that it is about a
kilometer north of Bokari I. The ancient remains in Wadi
Bakariya cover an area of approximately 6 km? in seven
parallel valleys and smaller interconnecting side valleys.

215

The mining settlement is organized in six areas that were
designated for industrial, administrative, domestic and
possibly religious use (Figure 15.2). These areas, covering
approximately 75% of the surface of the site, include
the administrative center of the operations (Site 1), the
actual mine (Site 2), a well, a shrine, two isolated mining
shafts and a potential transport zone formally identified as
‘Lone Rock.” The remaining 25% of the site comprised
residential quarters. A grano-diorite stone quarry, dated
to the Late Ptolemaic or Early Roman Period, is located
almost immediately opposite the entrance to the center
of the gold mine. This quarry has 18 individual workings
with several carved pedestals, which appear to have been
the main product, still in situ (Harrell et al. 2006; Harrell
2009). Its association with the gold mine has not yet been
explained and it is possible that they are at least partially
contemporary. The ‘life of a mine,” as defined in modern
literature (Hartman 1987: 6-11), consists of four phases:
the prospecting phase, during which a search for ore is
preformed in a large (predefined) area; the exploration
phase, during which the extent and economic value of the
found mineral deposits are evaluated; the development
phase, during which the necessary infrastructure is
constructed; and the extraction phase, during which the
ore is mined and processed. These phases will be used
here to explain the organization of the ancient gold mine
in Wadi Bakariya.!

! Bir Umm Fawakhir in the Central Eastern Desert has a similar
organization (Meyer 1995a; Meyer 1995b; Meyer and Heidorn
1998).
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Figure 15.1. Location of the gold mining
settlement in Wadi Bakariya in the Central
Eastern Desert (Egypt) between Marsa Alam,
on the Red Sea coast, and Edfu, in the Nile
Valley.

Figure 15.2. The seven areas of the Roman
gold mining operation in Wadi Bakariya, in
the Central Eastern Desert (Egypt). 1 = Site
1; 2 = Site 2; 3 = well; 4 = the transport zone
(Lone Rock); 5 = shrine; 6 = residential area;
7 = Wadi with the Two Shafts.
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The Prospecting and Exploration Phases

Not much is known about the prospecting techniques in
the Egyptian Eastern Desert during the Roman Period,
although it can be assumed that the techniques were
similar to those used in Ptolemaic and Pharaonic times.
Agatharchides of Cnidus—quoted by Diodorus Siculus
in the first century BCE, by Pliny the Elder in the first
century CE (albeit indirectly), and by Photius in the 9th
century CE—describes how gold can be prospected:

For the earth is naturally black and contains seams and
veins of a marble which is unusually white and in brilliancy
surpasses everything else which shines brightly by its
nature . . . The entire operations are in charge of a skilled
worker who distinguishes the stone and points it out to the
labourers (Diodorus 3.12, Oldfather 1935; Photius 59-61,
Burnstein 1989).

Pliny describes three ways to obtain gold: searching
the ‘detritus’ of rivers (sieving alluvial deposits),
searching and washing pockets of sand (segullum) near
outcropping veins; and sinking shafts, constructing
subsurface galleries (arrugiae) (Pliny 33.67-78, Jones
1970; Rackham 2003). Roman prospectors may also
have visited abandoned mines and quarries to evaluate
the economic value of the remaining deposits or tailings
left by its previous occupiers. This may have happened at
Wadi Bakariya, where there may have been much older
mining activities, but more research is needed to support
this hypothesis. Gold in Wadi Bakariya occurs in primary
deposits, where gold-bearing quartz veins intrude
the host rock. Most are outcropping veins, running
along the surface for substantial distances; in only two
places does the vein dip underground (Hume 1937:
735). Three distinctive types of rock were identified in
Wadi Bakariya: a biotite, biotite-hornblende, granite-
granodiorite group, intruded by the auriferous veins;
a coarse-grained biotite, granite group; and gabbro-
diorites. A few diorite dykes run through the site in
an east—westerly direction (Saleed et al. 1983). The
distinction between the different rocks is obvious and the
mining operations obviously observe these perimeters.
There are no signs of secondary deposits that are usually
found at the foot of a mountain or in river sediments
downstream from an outcropping vein.

The Development Phase

Once the extent of the potential mine at Wadi Bakariya
was defined, a temporary settlement would have been
constructed. The current layout, however, represents

the final phase of the mine, with at least two phases
identified during the survey of the site in 2002
(Tratsaert 2004). During phase 1, mining activities were
concentrated at Site 1, the well, the two mining shafts
and the transport zone; while in phase 2 an expansion
of the mine (Site 2) to the north and the east took place
and the existing residential sector was constructed
(southeast corner). The activities associated with the well
and the transport zone appear to have been continuous
throughout the life of the mine; the shrine is harder
to date due to the lack of surface pottery available for
dating purposes. The areas active during phase 1 are all
in close proximity, while during phase 2 activities seem
to have been more scattered within the ‘new’ perimeters
of the site. The settlement was centrally planned, with
areas designated for industrial and residential use, while
the mine seems to have expanded slowly, crossing the
original boundaries of the site. There are six clearly
defined areas, each with a specified function.

Site 1 is where the mining operations started and
where eventually the administration of the settlement
was located. The structures here have multiple rooms
and are clearly built for longevity. The site lies in a
small valley that is completely built up. Examples of
identifiable administration-related buildings are a gate,
warehouse and skopelos (Figure 15.3).2 The gate is an
impressive structure between sites 1 and 2. It is made
of two mirror-image one-room buildings, located in
the narrowest section of the valley and indicated by
small cairns on nearby hilltops.® The skopelos on the
highest top overlooking the settlement has a view of
the entire mine and must also have been used as a
landmark by travelers. This section was identified as
the locale exhibiting the earliest activity on the site,
which is corroborated by several subphases that can be
discerned in the architecture as well as many saddle and
rotary querns and working platforms, indicating that the
mined ore was processed here. In the later expansion, it
is obvious that the ore was excavated but not processed
in situ.

Site 2 is the extension of the mine and comprises
an estimated 75% of the site. Due to its large size, it is

2 A skopelos (plural skopeloi) is often a simple round or square
watchtower, usually located on a hilltop, guarding roads and
settlements throughout the Graeco-Roman world.

3 A cairn is an often conical human-made pile of stone which
usually functions as a landmark indicating routes, graves or events
such as battles, accidents or reaching the summit of a mountain.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

218 The History of the Peoples of the Eastern Desert

Figure 15.3. View of Site 1 in Wadi Bakariya,
Central Eastern Desert, Egypt, looking
east, showing some of the administrative
buildings.

Figure 15.4. View of Site 2 in Wadi Bakariya,
Central Eastern Desert, Egypt, looking
north, showing some of the ancient mining
operations.

divided into smaller sections to simplify orientation and
description. These subdivisions are the large open-cast
mine, two isolated mining shafts and the transport zone.
The architecture in this section is industrial and consists
of small one-room huts apparently connected to a series of
trenches. These were probably used to store tools between
shifts or for other short-term functions. The huts were
evidently not built for long-term use and usually only a
single bottom course remains (Figure 15.4). It seems that
the caravans arriving at and departing from the site were

organized in an area now identified as the transport zone
(Figure 15.5). This hypothesis is based on the landscape
of this site, which is in a large valley that could facilitate

the maneuvering of a large caravan. The site is located at
the western perimeter of the mine with immediate access
to the Eastern Desert. No remains of animal lines or other
structures for animals were found. The animals for the
caravans could have been kept elsewhere, or the mine
may have been visited by caravans on their way through
the desert and never was a final destination. There is a
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Figure 15.5. View of the wide valley tenta-
tively identified as a transport area in Wadi
Bakariya, Central Eastern Desert, Egypt.

Figure 15.6. Ancient hut with a boat petro-
glyph near the transport zone in Wadi
Bakariya, Central Eastern Desert, Egypt.

small group of huts at the end of the valley, one of which
is decorated with a drawing of a boat (Figure 15.6). In the
Pharaonic Period the navy organized transport through
the desert. This boat might also be an indication of this
section of the mine or of some specific activity (Espinel,
this volume; Lankester, this volume).

Two smaller ancient remains in Wadi Bakariya comprise
a well (Figure 15.7) and a putative shrine (Figure 15.8).
Both sites are enigmatic as there are no inscriptions and
only little pottery near the well; their identification is from

architectural evidence only. As more data on the Eastern
Desert are collected, additional comparative material
will become available. A well similar to the one in Wadi
Bakariya has been found in Wadi Mu'eleh, and structures
with a probable religious function have been found in
Wadi Mu’eleh, Wadi Hattiem and at Abu Diyeiba.* All
three have a similar top plan, a small enclosed area or

4 Wadi Mu'eleh and Wadi Hattiem were visited by the author, with
Dr S.E. Sidebotham. The information on Abu Diyeiba is courtesy
of Dr J.A. Harrell.
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Figure 15.7. The ancient well near the gold
mining settlement in Wadi Bakariya, Central
Eastern Desert, Egypt.

Figure 15.8. The building identified as
a shrine near the ancient gold mining
settlement in Wadi Bakariya, Central Eastern
Desert, Egypt.

courtyard with an attached niche-like room. In contrast to
Wadi Bakariya, where the shrine is closer to the perimeter
of the site, all other possible shrines are near the center
of the settlement. This remarkable difference may be due
to the expansion of the site or the remodeling of this or
previous religious structures. The remaining 25% of the
site comprises a residential section; ancient prospecting
traces show that the area was found barren of gold and
suitable for habitation. This area is complex as it includes
several clusters or ‘suburbs,” along with individual

structures. Further investigations are required, but it can
already be inferred from the rich architecture that a lot

of effort was expended to construct and maintain these
structures. The houses are clearly built for the long term
in a style that is quite different from the administrative
structures. Indicators for the longevity of the buildings are
their frequent additions and evidence of refurbishment.
Many suburbs are located in secluded side valleys and out
of sight of the main settlement. This may indicate intent to
create distance between work and recreation (Figure 15.9).
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Figure 15.9. One of the suburbs in the residential area of the ancient
gold mining settlement in Wadi Bakariya, Central Eastern Desert,

Egypt.

The Exploitation Phase
Once the living and working facilities at the site were
established, the actual mining and processing of the ore
could commence. The veins were excavated in open-cast
trenches, now flanked by low, oblong heaps of discarded
quartz (Figure 15.10). At one location, two veins
apparently disappeared underground creating the need
for shafts in order to access the underground minerals
(Figure 15.11). Both shafts have since collapsed and it
is unclear whether the ore went deep enough to warrant
subsurface galleries. The western shaft seems to have
had two entrances, suggesting a deep subsurface mine.
This entrance is now filled with debris and windblown
sand. The eastern shaft has only one entrance and leads
under the mountain at a less acute angle compared to the
western shaft. This shaft is accessible for about 5 m; no
obvious tools marks are visible on the walls.
Agatharchides of Cnidus, best quoted by Photius,
describes the operation of a Ptolemaic mine somewhere
in the Egyptian Eastern Desert:

Figure 15.10. Open-cast trenches on the slopes of the low hills
typical for Wadi Bakariya in the Central Eastern Desert, Egypt.

The entire operations are in [the] charge of a skilled
worker who distinguishes the stone and points it out to the
labourers. Those who are assigned to this unfortunate task,
the physically strongest, break the quartz-rock with iron
hammers, applying no skill to the task, but only force, and
cutting tunnels through the stone, not in a straight line but
wherever the seam of gleaming rock may lead (Diodorus
3.12, Oldfather 1935; Photius 59-61, Burstein 1989).

Although this describes a mine during the second
century BCE, this description can be applied to some
extent to the mining operations in Wadi Bakariya. The
only tools found in situ are made of local stone; many
sources for stone suitable for tool manufacturing are
found throughout the settlement. Two-handed pounders
of local stone were found between the ruins and the
debris (Figure 15.12a). These were used to break the
quartz in the veins and show clear signs of heavy usage.
Other known extraction tools include bone chisels and
wedges, though none have as yet been found on site as
the miners probably would have taken them when the site
was abandoned. A different extraction technique entailed
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Figure 15.11. Entrance to the western shaft in the Wadi with the Two
Shafts in Wadi Bakariya, Central Eastern Desert, Egypt.

heating the rock with fire, followed by quenching it with
water and vinegar causing it to crack. Possible traces
of this way of mining may be visible at Sokari, a large
ancient gold mine south of the modern asphalt road
between Marsa Alam and Edfu. No traces of such tools
or techniques were observed in Wadi Bakariya.

The boys .
down piece by piece and carry it out into the open to the

. . laboriously gather up the rock as it is cast

place outside the entrance. Then those who are above
thirty years of age take this quarried stone from them and
with iron pestles pound a specified amount of it in stone
mortars, until they have worked it down to the size of
a vetch (Diodorus 3.13, Oldfather 1935; Photius 62-63,
Burstein 1989).

It is rare to find metal tools on any mining site in the
Eastern Desert because they would have been taken by
their owners upon leaving the area or otherwise recycled.
Stone tools are more often found, as they were easy and
cheap to make, or often too worn and too heavy to be
transported elsewhere. Few mortars were found in Wadi

Figure 15.12. Mining tools as described by Diodorus Siculus found
in Wadi Bakariya, Central Eastern Desert, Egypt. a: two-handed
pounder made of local stone; b: unused granite mortar.

Bakariya, the majority associated with the ruins of Site 1
(Figure 15.12b). These mortars are made of a large block
of local granite; its circular depression prepared by chisel
and over time smoothened out when using the tool. The
few mortars found there show no signs that they were
actually used, and no signs of the iron pestles apparently
used to pound the quartz. The examples found on site
were partially buried under windblown sand and what
might be tailing residue from a later phase; others could
still be buried. The pounders pictured in Figure 15.12a
might have been used in conjunction with a mortar,
though these tools were never found together in any one
section of the mine.

Thereupon the women and older men receive from them the
rock of this size and cast it into mills of which a number
stand in a row. They take their places in groups of two
or three at the spoke or handle of each mill they grind it
until they have worked down the mount given them to the
consistency of the finest flour (Diodorus 3.13, Oldfather
1935; Photius 62-63, Burstein 1989).
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Figure 15.13. Saddle quern (a) and rotary quern (b) found in Wadi
Bakariya in the Central Eastern Desert, Egypt.

Three types of mills have been identified at the
mine in Wadi Bakariya, including rotary querns, saddle
querns and a third type (Figure 15.13). All were found
in clearly identified areas, aiding in establishing phases
of the settlement. The third type of mill is a single large
stone or boulder of local stone with a shallow, oblong
depression in its center. The tools found in association
with such mills are small handheld hammers with one
flat polished side, with the other side convex to fit
an adult human hand. This third type of mill appears
to be the oldest type on site and is found in only two
places. One was found near the shrine, which may date
back to the New Kingdom (Sidebotham and Zitterkopf
1996). The second location was in the southeast of the
settlement where mills were found in association with a
small group of buildings with attached work platforms.

Rotary and saddle querns in Wadi Bakariya
are concentrated mainly at Site 1. A saddle quern

(Figure 15.13a) is rectangular, hallowed out with clear
grooves created by the quartz and a smooth square-like
upper half with two handles to move it over the lower
part. Rotary querns seem to be the most recent type of
mill on site (Figure 15.13-b), which is inferred from the
fact that saddle querns are reused as building material in
both the gate and the warehouse on Site 1. Both rotary
and saddle querns consist of two parts, an immobile base
and a mobile upper section, and both types may have
been operated by two persons. Of the rotary querns,
usually only the lower parts remain; the few preserved
upper parts show a central hole for an axle and a second
hole to feed quartz into the mill. It seems likely that
rotary querns were more efficient than saddle querns, an
indication of a movement toward more industrial mining
operations over time and providing further support for
the chronological phasing of both tools. The distribution
of these mills may offer insight into the chronology of
the settlement. The two locations of the third type are
both remote and not related to the rest of the mining
settlement. The other two types of querns are found in
locations clearly associated with the currently known
phases of the gold mine.

In the last steps the skilled workmen receive the stone
which has been ground to powder and take it off for its
complete and final working; for they rub the marble which
has been worked down upon a broad board which is slightly
inclined, pouring water over it all the while; whereupon
the earthy matter in it, melted away by the action of the
water, runs down the inclined board, while that which
contains the gold remains on the wood because of its
weight. And repeating this a number of times, they first of
all rub it gently with their hands, and then lightly pressing
it with sponges of loose texture they remove it in this way
whatever is porous and earthly, until there remains only
the pure gold-dust (Diodorus 3.14, Oldfather 1935; Photius
64-65, Burstein 1989).

Apart from the tailings in Site 1, no traces of washing
activity or an installation as described above have been
found.® This, however, does not exclude their presence;
the significant expansion of the mine may have destroyed
or simply buried them under debris.

Then at last other skilled workmen take what has been
recovered and put it by fixed measure and weight into
earthen jars, mixing with it a lump of lead proportionate to
the mass, lumps of salt and a little tin, and adding thereto

3 Klemm and Klemm 1994, however, mention the remains of
washing tables at Wadi Bakariya, near Site 1; these were not seen
during the 2002 survey.
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barely bran; thereupon they put on it a close-fitting lid, and
smearing it over carefully with mud they bake it in a kiln
for five successive days and as many nights; an at the end of
this period, when they have let the jars cool off, of the other
matter they find no remains in the jars, but the gold they
recover in pure form, there being but little waste (Diodorus
3.14, Oldfather 1935; Photius 66-67, Burstein 1989).

There are no signs in Wadi Bakariya of furnaces as
described above. The arid climate of the Eastern Desert
does not offer the quantity of water and fuel required
for large-scale mining and smelting; it is more likely
that the washing and cooking took place near the Nile
or in locations like Wadi Daghbag where there was a
permanent source of water.

Discussion

Separated by their size and length of operation,
there are two categories of mines and quarries in the
Eastern Desert, large and small. The operations in
Wadi Bakariya belong to the smaller category, while
sites like Mons Claudianus, Mons Porphyrytes and
Bir Umm Fawakhir fit in the larger operation category.
The operations in Wadi Bakariya seem to have been
highly professional; yet do not seem to have lasted very
long. It is unclear whether the settlement remained in
use after the deposit was exhausted, potentially in an
administrative function to sites in the immediate vicinity
or serving as residences for people living and working
in the desert. The large mine in Wadi Daghbag may
have been associated with such a secondary function
for settlement in Wadi Bakariya. There are, however,
no obvious traces for these two theories and further
investigation is imperative. There are no cemeteries in
Wadi Bakariya suggesting that the people who died on
site were not buried there, but rather may have been
taken back to the Nile Valley. This is corroborated in
the Coptos Tariff.® There are no fortifications or animal
lines suggesting that the mine needed protection from an
outside threat or that the miners working on site needed
to be supervised. Agatharchides of Cnidus described
the need for foreign soldiers to guard the convicted
criminals (damnati) working at the mine he visited.
The residential section is extensive, indicating both the
importance of the site as well as supporting the theory

¢ The Coptos Tariff is a list of taxes for travelers on the desert
road, dating around 90 CE. It mentions that on behalf of the
deceased, the modest sum of 1 drachma, 4 obols should be paid
for the use the road (Sidebotham et al. 2008: 187-188; Jackson
2002: 103-105).

that the miners working here were contract workers as
in Mons Claudianus.’

The organization of the operations was apparently
complex and shows a certain degree of professionalism.
The core of the settlement is Site 1 where the mine started
and remained in use until the end of the operations.
When the veins were exhausted, the operations moved
to the current known section of the site, while the main
activity at Site 1 continued to be processing ore and
administration of the entire settlement. This is inferred
from the fact that the majority of the tools were found
among the ruins of Site 1. Further research, preferably
including archaeological excavations, is needed to offer
an explanation for the tailings found associated with the
ruins as these could be leftovers from washing the gold
powder out of the ore or another activity. As the mine
expanded to the north and the east, it was no longer
a temporary settlement. The ore was extracted and
brought to Site 1 for further processing such as grinding.
The lack of washing tables and furnaces suggests that
certain processing tasks took place elsewhere. A possible
location for this activity is Wadi Daghbag, where no
archaeological excavations have yet taken place, or the
Nile Valley. Most of the primary deposits were mined
in open-air trenches, following the veins; in two places
the veins disappeared underground and shafts had to
be created.

Wadi Bakariya is unique in that thus far no evidence
has been found of an area specifically reserved for
organizing transport to and from the operations in mining
settlements. The transport zone seems to have been such
an area as suggested by its landscape and potentially
underlined by the presence of a boat petroglyph. There
are, however, no animal lines or other features proving
that caravans were based here for any significant amount
of time. It may be that long-distance caravans stopped
when passing by the settlement and delivered supplies
or picked up the yield of the mine. The residential sector
is elaborate, complex and secluded; the richness of the
preserved architecture suggests that a lot of care was
given to the structures. The only religious construction
on the site is in a side valley, hidden from the rest of the

" The workers received wages for their labor, top salaries being
as high as 47 drachmas per month. There were adze men, water
carriers, stone masons, hammer men, guards, roller operators, iron
hardeners, bellow blowers, side wedge men (used for rollers and
scaffolding; there is no evidence of saws used in cutting stones)
and blacksmiths (Jackson 2002; Sidebotham et al. 2008).
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settlement. There are no inscriptions and few artifacts
in this section, but comparison with similar sites in
the Central Eastern Desert supports the hypothesis that
this building had a religious rather than an industrial
or residential function. There is only one well on site,
which seems to have been moved over time in an

effort to secure the supply of water. It is a relatively
large structure suggesting the importance and central
organization of the mining operations in Wadi Bakariya.
A lot of questions remain after writing this chapter, most
of which can be addressed only by further archaeological
excavations.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

PRESENT

~ 500,000 BCE
—1 400,000 BCE
— 200,000 BCE
— 100,000 BCE

— 60(}0 BCE

— 7000 BCE

= 2‘000 BCE

] 10,000 BCE

- 9000 BCE
- 4000 BCE

lodytes
desert

aithiopians e .
peoples
names

et

SO
W
S

(q=]

les
D
A

(o]
D

al
P‘fgp

strabo eaypt
reek
=

name

g

emmyes

g

le

ni
eide

Time line and word cloud for Richard H. Pierce, A Blemmy by Any Other Name..: A Study in Greek Ethnography.
Word cloud by www.wordle.net, written by Jonathan Feinberg (IBM Research); the cloud shows the 25 words
that occur most often in the text (type font Sexsmith, all lower case), giving greater prominence to words that
appear more frequently.



READ ONLY / NO DOWNLOAD

CHAPTER 16

A Blemmy by Any Other Name...
A Study in Greek Ethnography

RICHARD H. PIERCE

HE GREEK LEXEME ethnos (£§0vog) WAS A
T classifier. In the first instance it denoted groups

of people, animals or plants bound together by
physical kinship (yévog, genos); but it was frequently
extended to cover groups of people associated by social
bonds of community (dfjpog, demos), territoriality
(x®dpog, khoros), lifestyle (Biog, bios) or political
organization (molteia, politeia). This is explicitly
stated in some ancient grammatical and lexicographical
sources (Uhlig 1965: 38) and is manifest throughout
the geographical texts. The variables of kinship and
society were not mutually exclusive, and in a given
context any one of them might be used as an ethnic
label (€0vikdv, ethnikon) and function as the name
(6vopa, onoma) of the group so labeled. This meant
that ethnic identities could be nested so that one ethnos
could be a subgroup of another. What began as a
label characterizing an ethnic group could be raised
to the level of an ethnonym. The term tribe genos
(vévog, genus, tribe) is sometimes used with the same
meaning as ethnos, sometimes to denote a subgroup of
an ethnos. Thus the Ostrich-eaters are a genos in the
Library of History by Diodorus Siculus (3.28.2) and an
ethnos in the Geography of Strabo (16.4.11).

The broadest category, physical kinship, by its very
nature, could imply racial affinity. For example, the label
‘Aithiops’ (Aibioy) meant, etymologically, ‘burnt faced,’
and was used of all the ‘black’ people from Africa to
India. It was also used to denote the inhabitants of the
large part of Africa called ‘Aithiopia’ (Aibiomia) and
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in a still more restricted sense to refer to the ruler and
subjects of the kingdoms of Kush and Meroe. There
were no corresponding collective terms for people of
other hues, but some ethnic names such as Indians,
Aithiopians, Kelts and Skyths covered people conceived
at similar degrees of scope and abstraction (Ephorus,
Fragmente der griechischen Historiker 70 F 30 a,
from Strabo 1.2.28; see also Strabo 1.2.34 and 2.5.32).
Differences in physical traits and temperament among
peoples were attributed to differences in climate based on
geography (Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos 2.1.6-12; Poseidonius
via Strabo 2.2.3 and 17.2.1). Ethnonyms, like personal
names, were regarded as original (mpwtdTvma) and
authoritative (k0pua). Adjectives (énifeta) derived from
them (mopdywya) can be ambivalent, being open to either
a strictly ethnic or a looser territorial interpretation, in
the former case referring to the people itself and in the
latter to the territory they currently or once inhabited.
There is a certain chicken-and-egg quality to this,
inasmuch as conceptually a people and its homeland
were intimately joined; but when, for example, an ethnic
group had migrated from its ancestral lands, the ethnic
and geographical reference of a derived adjective may
differ. There was an extensive Greek literature on names
in general, and there were writers whose monographs
focused on ethnonyms in particular (for instance,
Hippias of Elis, Hellanicus of Lesbos and Callimachus
of Cyrene). Greek authors exploited the distinction
between names of Greek and foreign origin critically and
understood the difficulty of penetrating the meaning of
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alien words and names without the assistance of native
speakers (Strabo 1.1.6, 16.4.18; Galen Thrasybulus
5.867, Helmreich 1907-1909).

Ethnicity in the Eastern Desert

The variety of Greek ethnic names associated with
peoples of the Eastern Desert, between the Red Sea
and the Nile Valley in Egypt and Sudan, needs to be
examined in relation to the sources in which they appear.
The primary division follows a cleavage between literary
sources, that is, texts transmitted through the classical
tradition, and documentary sources, or papyrological
and epigraphic artifacts. Among the former are a number
of easily translatable ‘lifestyle names’ in Greek that
reflect the influence of the Hellenistic ethnographic
theory of ‘you are what you eat,” such as ‘fish-eaters,’
‘locust-eaters,” ‘elephant-eaters’ and the like. The bulk
of these come to us by way of the Alexander Historians,
describing the exotic lands conquered by Alexander
the Great (356-323 BCE), Agatharchides, Artemidorus
(quoted by Strabo) and Diodorus. They are unlikely
to be translations of the names by which the peoples
they denoted identified themselves (see, for instance,
Snowden Jr. 1970: 108-109, 283-284). From the same
sources also come three Greek names that are not
manifestly translatable: Megabaroi, Trogodytes (or
Troglodytes) and Blemmyes.

The Megabaroi

The Megabaroi appear very rarely in ancient writings
and are confined to Hellenistic sources and Latin texts
derived from them. They are not prominent in either
literary or documentary sources; only five examples
by three Greek authors plus Pliny the Elder, writing in
Latin but drawing upon Greek sources (Natural History
6.189), and the demotic pHauswaldt 15, are known.
Two of the Greek sources (Diodorus Siculus 3.33.1 and
Strabo 16.4.17) report that the Megabaroi used round
shields of ox hide and clubs set with knobs cased in iron.
Diodorus makes them troglodytes (“of the troglodytes,
those called Megabaroi”) while Strabo refers to them
as “Megabarian Aithiopians.” The texts of the two
authors also differ in structure, syntax and vocabulary
to a degree that makes it very unlikely that Strabo was
directly dependent on Diodorus. Strabo (16.4.5, 15-16,
18 and 20) explicitly acknowledged his dependency
on the geographer Artemidorus (active around 100
BCE) and the difference between his text and that of

Diodorus suggests that Diodorus may have been drawing
upon yet another even older source, Agatharchides of
Cnidus (Burstein 1989: 112). Strabo (17.1.2 and 17.1.53)
grouped them with the Blemmyes as subject to the
Aithiopians and placed them on both sides of the River
Nile. If the Megabaroi are the same as the Megabradoi or
Megabardoi mentioned by Ptolemy, then they are placed
far south in the interior of Africa. There is no satisfactory
etymology for the name Megabaroi itself, and in the
single documentary source (pHauswaldt 15), a marriage
document in demotic Egyptian, the interpretation of the
name, written ‘mhbr,’ is subject to doubt.

The Trog(l)odytes

Trogodyte (Tpwyodvng) in this spelling is untranslatable
in Greek and exceedingly rare in the surviving Greek
sources. Even in the earliest and most important work
where it does appear, Herodotus (4.183.4), it occurs in
only a minority of the manuscripts, albeit among the
earliest in the tradition. It is also found as a geographical
name in the derived form Trogodytike (Tpwyodvtikn)
in the older tradition of the Historia Alexandri Magni
(3.34.4, written after the 4th century BCE), and in a
fragment of Hecataeus (Fragmente der griechischen
Historiker F 3a, 264, Jacoby 1923—1958, written in
the fourth-third century BCE). By contrast, the Greek
troglodyte (Tpwyhodvtng) is easily translatable as ‘hole-
diver’ (tpmyAn, a hole formed by gnawing, an animal
hole, and 6vtng, diver) and is by far the most frequent
form found in the manuscript tradition with over 150
occurrences in a wide range of authors and genres. Even
so0, the untranslatable variant, Trogodyte (Tpmyodvng),
has, since the 1860s, been judged to be the correct
form (Dindorf 1869: 124-126; Murray and Warmington
1967; Burstein 1989: 109). The evidence for this is the
spelling Trogodyte used in Ptolemaic documentary texts
from Egypt (Snowden Jr. 1970: 18, 270; Liddell ef al.
1995: 1831b-1832a; Tomber 2005: 41) and a note in the
Chrestomathia Straboniana (Miiller 1861: 629; Codex
Palatinus graecus 398, written in the 9th century CE;
see also Diller 1975: 39-41) saying that the geographer
Strabo omitted the lambda (A). The Chrestomathia
Straboniana is, however, ambiguous; for in commenting
on Strabo 1.1.3 its anonymous author writes Troglodytes
without comment (Miiller 1861: 530). In both passages
Strabo is referring to the same problem in Homeric
interpretation (how to understand ‘Erembians’ in
Odyssey 4.84). In 1.1.3, Strabo says that when Homer
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wrote Erembians (Epeppovg), he was probably referring
to Troglodyte Arabians (Tpwylodvtog Apafag); while in
16.4.27, Strabo makes explicit what he there describes as
the forced etymology for Erembians, namely “entering
the earth (epav epPaivew),” that warranted understanding
them to be Troglodytes (hole-divers). Instead Strabo opts
for Posidonius’s emendation, Arambians (Apappovg), as
being what Homer called Arabians, in preference to more
drastic solution of the stoic Zeno of simply replacing
Erembians CEpepfotc) with Arabs (Apafoc).

Strabo’s discussion of the forced etymology “entering
the earth” only makes sense if his text has Troglodytes
(hole-divers). This is doubtless why Stephan Radt, in
his edition of the text, prints Tpoylodvtog at 16.4.27
(Radt 2005: 404), although elsewhere he consistently has
Tpwyo- against the manuscripts even where the context
makes more sense if one prints Tpwylo- as, for example,
in 17.3.7. Here Strabo says that some of the North
African Pharusians are said to “dwell like Troglodytes,
digging up the earth,”, but Radt writes Tpmyodvtikidg
and translates “nach Trogodytenart eingegraben in
der Erde wohnen.” This translation presupposes that
dwelling like a Trogodyte means living like a troglodyte
and that the word, correctly spelled, means the same as
when it is incorrectly spelled. I shall return to this issue,
but first it is necessary to round off the discussion about
the comment in the Chrestomathia Straboniana.

The remark about the missing lambda comes in notes
on Strabo’s last book. Possibly in the preceding 16
books lambda had been written as expected and was now
missing. Its absence in the etymological discussion would
have attracted the reader’s attention. The notes tend to
cluster in sequences from book to book, which suggests
that the note taking was also performed sequentially
rather than thematically. In the present case, with the
exception of note 53 (underlined), notes 46 to 56 follow
the sequence of Strabo’s text 16.2.22, 16.3.6, 16.3.7,
16.4.1, 16.4.3, 16.4.8, 16.3.6, 16.4.14, 16.4.17 and
16.4.27, in that order. There is no obvious explanation
why note 53 interrupts the sequence. Perhaps it was an
afterthought harking back to note 47. If the author’s
general practice followed a sequential pattern, then it is
possible that lambda was also omitted previously, but
that elsewhere the context had not attracted attention.
Either way, the Chrestomathia Straboniana can scarcely
be regarded as providing strong evidence for the state
of the literary tradition of Strabo’s text. The edition of
Strabo’s Geographica by Stephan Radt constitues a great

advance over its predecessors, not least as regards its
apparatus criticus. There one can see how the testimony
of the major manuscripts (Radt 2002: XVII-XIX) favors
spellings with lambda for every occurrence (tpwyAio-,
TpOYA®-, and tpoylm-), but also where readings in an
important manuscript contradict this trend. Already in the
1860s attention was drawn to the exceptional writings
with tpwyo- (Dindorf 1869: 124-125), which now appear
in Radt’s apparatus criticus at 15.1.25, 16.4.4 and 16.4.5.
All come from Vaticanus graecus 1329 (siglum F in Radt
2002), which contains books 12—17 and is dated to the
13th—14th century CE. On the basis of these variants
and three examples in manuscripts of Diodorus Siculus,
it has been proposed to emend all the writings with
lambda in both Strabo and Diodorus to tpwyo- (Dindorf
1869); and this is what Radt has done throughout his
edition of Strabo with the single exception of 17.3.7
mentioned above. It was “nicht unmdglich (Dindorf
1869)” that what we may call the ‘lambda infection’
had spread throughout the manuscript traditions of all
earlier and later Classical writers wherever tpmylo-
was found; and indeed, as noted above, tpwyo- writings
have been observed in the manuscript traditions of
Herodotus and Pliny, among others (Liddell et al. 1995:
1831b-1831a). One should, however, keep in mind that
the infection must be believed to have spread into very
diverse genres and with a remarkable consistency in
scribal practice. Moreover, it should also be noted that
the constituent -dytes (-5Vtng) is a meaningful formative
element in other Greek compounds which presuppose
that the first constituent too is meaningful, for instance,
ammodyte (Aupodvng, sand-diver, a kind of snake), and
psammodyte (Wyappodutng, sand-diver, a kind of fish). If
the constituent rogo- is the true reading, then the ending
-dyte too is not Greek; and Trogodyte as a whole was a
foreign ethnic name.

The documentary texts, though much fewer in
number, consistently support the spelling Trogodytes
(Tpwyoddror) without lambda. In addition to the sources
originally adduced above, there are eight additional
inscriptions from the Paneion at Kaneis in the Eastern
Desert (Espinel, this volume), which express thanks to
the god Pan for having brought a traveler safely from the
(land of the) Trogodytes. In clear contrast to these texts is
the inscription of Ptolemy III Euergetes (246221 BCE),
which Cosmas Indicopleustes, writing in the 6th century
CE, says he copied at Adulis, in modern Eritrea. There
mention is made of elephants from the Troglodytike,
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with lambda (élepaviov Tpoyrlodvtikdv, Wolska-
Conus 1968: 370-371, on the geographical bounds
of the Troglodytike; see Geographi Graeci Minores
2.16). Here an inscription preserved only in a literary
text records a spelling with lambda in agreement with
prevailing literary usage, but contrary to the orthography
of the surviving inscriptions and papyri. If one were
to argue that spellings with lambda indicate literary,
and those without documentary sources, then the view
that the papyrus fragment describing a clash in the
desert involving Romans, Aithiopians and Trogodytes
(Tpwyod[vtar) is a documentary source would gain
additional support (Turner 1950; Eide et al. 1998: 932-
935). So the literary and documentary sources seem
to have developed along separate lines, and it must be
accepted that the possibility that tpwyAo- in the literary
tradition may have displaced an original tpwyo-. Even
S0, as Strabo 16.4.27 and 17.3.7 show, each instance will
have to be judged on its own merits. There are several
issues that need to be addressed when passing judgment.

One problem will be passages in which the reading
Troglodyte is consistent with its immediate context.
This issue is clearly manifested in the treatment of
Strabo 17.3.7 by Radt where he prints Tpwyodvtikdg
and translates “nach Trogodytenart eingegraben in der
Erde wohnen” in which he presupposes that dwelling
like a Trogodyte means living like a troglodyte and
that the word correctly spelled means the same as when
it is incorrectly spelled. Moreover, by capitalizing
Tpwyodvtikdc, he marks the word as essentially an ethnic
reference to Trogodytes; but ancient Greek manuscripts
do not observe any capitalization convention. To
capitalize is a modern editorial decision. An editor will
have to decide whether the text in question is naming
a definite ethnic group (capitalized), or characterizing
the lifestyle of its referent, be it man or beast (not
capitalized), the aim being to reflect the way of thinking
of the ancient author. For example, Claudius Aelianus
(Natura Animalium 9.44) refers to troglodytes as “a
genus of humans” that takes its name from its way of
life. Thus, he appears to treat troglodytes as a general
category of humans, but goes on to describe how people
living near the seashore catch octopuses during the
summer, and so is probably thinking about the behavior
of a particular group of troglodytes, comparable to
the group of the Fish-eaters (/chthyophagoi) whom
Agatharchides describes, rather than of troglodytes in
general. In another passage Claudius Aelianus speaks of

troglodyte Arabs (Natura Animalium 6.10). In Herodotus
4.183.4, we have what appears to be the earliest attested
use of troglodyte, there used as an adjective identifying
a subcategory of Aithiopians distinguished by how
they dwell (printed “oi yap tpmylodvtar Aibiomeg” in
Hude 1927): “the troglodyte Aithiopians.” Josephus
(Antiquitates Judaeorum 1.214; see also Genesis 25.1)
refers to Keturah, one of the wives of Abraham, as
a troglodyte, and in Josephus’s table of contents her
origin is said to be “the tribe of the troglodyte Arabs
(10 1AV Tp@YLOdLTOV ApdPov E0vog).” In Strabo
1.1.3 Radt prints Tpwyodvtag "Apapag (where all the
legible manuscripts have tpwylodvtag ApaPac) and
translates “die arabischen Trogodyten.” But for Strabo
16.1.26, he prints ol Zxnvitot Apofeg and translates “die
Zeltbewohnenden Araber.” Following this pattern, tovg
Tpwyodvtac Apafoc would be “die Trogodyten Araber.”
Both tent-dwelling and trogodyte are in the attributive
position between the article and the substantive (Smyth
1963: 293-298), making tent-dwellers and trogodytes
subcategories of Arabs, much as Agatharchides (De mari
Erythraeo, fragment 61, following Artemidorus) divides
troglodyes (unchanged by editors) into two categories,
those who have had a normal circumcision, and those
who have had a radical one. The latter, he says, the
Hellenes call kolofoi, which means maimed in Greek. In
chapter 86, Agatharchides mentions troglodytes who had
moved from the upper regions because of the burning
heat and says they are addressed (Tpocayopgvopevotr) as
BoAyot. This word has no meaning in Greek and might
be what those people called themselves. As far as I know,
there is only one other example of such a name linked
with troglodytes, namely that of the Abylloi CABvALor),
who appear in a fragment of Book 2 of Periegesis,
written in the second century BCE by grammarian
Apollodorus (Fragmente der griechischen Historiker
106, Miiller et al. 1851) as an ethnos very close to the
Nile near the Troglodytike.

Another problem turns on the purport of Troglodyte.
If correct in context, it must be a lifestyle epithet that
has been raised to the status of ethnonym, and this is
consistent with the names Greek sources use for peoples
on the fringes of their conceptual world. Strabo (1.1.6,
7.3.6 and 7.3.7) says that Apollodorus, Eratosthenes
and Posidonius thought that Homer’s use of lifestyle
labels (horse-milkers, milk-eaters, etc.) instead of real
names to refer to peoples on the northern fringes of the
Greek world showed that he was ignorant about them.
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This point is well taken and can be extended to sources
concerned with the southern fringes as well. Moreover,
some Greek lifestyle ethnonyms (such as lice-eaters,
man-eaters, wagon-dwellers) were distinctly negative
from a Greek point of view. Ptolemy remarked on the
savage and bestial life of the meat- and fish-eaters, and
Plutarch contrasted the lives of nomads and troglodytes
with that of the humane and civilized Greeks, “us,” as he
wrote (Plutarch, De sollertia animalium, Moralia 964a).
Numerous discussions in ancient Greek sources show
that the origins of names and their changes over time
were of great interest—for example, the discussion of the
Aborigines in Juba as preserved by Charax and Aelius
Herodianus and in Dionysius of Halicarnassus. There
is evidence for at least three works attributed to writers
of the fifth to third centuries BCE that were specifically
about ethnic names and nomenclature. In general, where
discussions concern persons or peoples, a recurrent
theme is identity, and the more specifically referential a
name, the greater the likelihood that the writers took a
real interest in and were better informed about those it
referred to. Stereotypical labels, treated as ethnic names
(lice-eaters, man-eaters, etc.) place the people mentioned
in the barbarous margins of the Greek world. Often
references to them are perpetuated by literary tradition
and reflect no actual social encounters. Other names
also function as generic labels for non-human species.
There are troglodyte Aithiopians and Arabs, but there are
also troglodyte sparrows and snakes; there are nomadic
Skyths and Aithiopians and nomadic geese and dogs. It
is only a short step to fantastic names (shadow-feet, dog-
heads, etc.) that place their bearers beyond the bounds of
humanity and credulity.

Seen in this light, Troglodytes in the Greek literary
sources relating to the Eastern Desert are an almost
completely undifferentiated mass, bearing a demeaning
name. Unlike the peoples about whom the Greeks
thought themselves reasonably well informed, such as
Romans, Skyths and Indians, and for whom numerous
subgroups are recorded (for instance in Strabo 7.3.2
and 7.1.3), only two possible Troglodyte subgroups
are referred to by name. One is the Abylloi CAPvAdor),
a fragment of Book 2 of Apollodorus’ Periegesis
(Fragmente der griechischen Historiker, fragment 106,
Miiller et al. 1851, written in the second century BCE
as preserved in Aelius Herodianus) if indeed the Greek
phrase placing them mpoc 1§ Tpoyrlodvtiki], &yyiota
oD Neilov means “in the Troglodytike, very near to

the Nile” and not “facing the Troglodytike, nearest
the Nile,” and if being located in the Troglodytike is
the same as being a Troglodyte. The other group is the
Bolgioi (BoAyior), whom Agatharchides tells us were
troglodytes who moved from the upper regions, which
is the far south, because of the burning heat (Diodorus
Siculus 1.37.8). In the documentary sources, Trogodytes
appear as dangerous people, but bearers of a name that
is a specific identifier conveying no additional meaning.

The Blemmyes

The status of people referred to in ancient sources
as Blemmyes has been undergoing reconsideration
(Christides 1980; Dafa’alla 1987; Barnard 2005, 2007;
Burstein 2008). Of primary concern have been, on the
one hand, to what ethnic group, if any, that term refers
and, on the other, where people so called were to be
found. The base for the current discussions is both
archaeological and textual, the former substantially
augmented by important fieldwork done during recent
decades, the latter receiving a modest increment
during the same period. My concern here is the Greek
sources, particularly as they bear upon the ethnicity
and historicity of Blemmyes and the question of their
diachronic geographical distribution. The ancient
written sources underlying discussions on these matters
have been largely the same (Updegraff 1978, 1988),
but their interpretation and the weight given them has
varied. In the following I am leaving aside the peoples
named in Egyptian texts prior to the conquest of Egypt
by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE who have been
interpreted as tribesmen of the Eastern Desert. These
have been treated severally and summarily elsewhere
(Eide et al. 1994, 1996) and collectively pose problems
that merit a detailed discussion beyond the scope of
this chapter. The discussion here begins in the early
Ptolemaic Period and extends into the early phase of the
Arab conquest of North Africa, starting in 639 CE (18
AH).

Of the three ethnicities addressed in this chapter,
the Blemmyes are the best documented and the people
about which the sources most closely converge. As
far as the name itself is concerned, the variations in
the Greek spelling of the name are trivial (BAéppveg,
BXAépvec). No Greek source has attributed any lexical
etymology to the name, which throughout its use always
had a solely ethnic reference. Moreover, it is possible
that the name is related to words in the modern Beja
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language Tu-Bedawie (Zaborski 1989), perhaps even
with the meaning ‘desert dweller.” I always have a sense
of helplessness when contemplating etymologies that
involve words, particularly names, that have passed
across language boundaries. That Beja, who view
themselves primarily in tribal categories, should, when
asked to identify themselves as part of a broader ethnic
collectivity, refer to themselves as nomads or desert
dwellers appears quite natural. On the other hand, the
sentence of a Beja informant that this connection is
based upon (Zaborski 1989) could prove problematical
if balami has at its root the notion of ‘to wander, to live
as nomads.’ In that case, the informant may simply have
been asserting in his own tongue that he was an Arab,
a nomad.

The earliest morphologically unambiguous mention of
Blemmyes occurs in a highly crafted poem by Theocritus
(Eide et al. 1996: 569-570), a Sicilian who established
himself at the court of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (282-246
BCE; Hunter 2003; Stephens 2003: 122-170). There, in
the rarified atmosphere of a literary circle that included
Callimachus of Cyrene and Apollonius of Rhodes,
Theocritus cultivated a genre that included bucolic poetry
and is now known as the Idyll, upon which his reputation
rests. Among these, the 7th included a mention of the
Blemmyes. The setting is the Greek island Cos, where
in verses garnished with rustic song, nymphs, a harvest
festival and a mysterious goatherd (perhaps the god Pan
disguised), is embedded a homo-erotic passage in which
that god is urged to bring to the arms of a pining lover
one Philinus, a dainty, rosy-cheeked boy, or some other
willing to submit to his lust. If Pan is not compliant, the
poet wishes upon him the following punishment.

May you stay in Edonian mountains in midwinter,

turned towards the river Hebros, near Arktos (the Great Bear),
and in summer among the remotest Aithiopians may you
herd your flock,

beneath the rock of the Blemmyes, whence the Nile can

no longer be seen

(Theocritus, Idyll 7, verses 111-114).

In other words, in winter Pan is to freeze in the far north,
in summer to swelter far to the south away from the Nile
(Gow 1940: 54; Gow 1950: 159-160, with reference
to Dionysius Peregeta, verse 220). These verses imply
that the Edonians and the Blemmyes inhabit the ends of
the earth, and were probably chosen because they were
recognizable as such to the target audience of Theocritus.
Their evident function is to express an extreme polarity

of climate and geography, a rhetorical device paralleled
in the use of Skyths and Aithiopians by Agatharchides
(Marcotte 2001).

What is the information content of these verses?
The semi-legendary Edonians are already mentioned a
century and a half earlier in The History of the Persian
Wars by Herodotus (5.124, 7.110, 114 and 9.75) and
might have been known to the more erudite scholars in
Alexandria. The Blemmyes are presented as a people,
comparable to the Edonians, who live where the most
remote of the Aithiopians, the peoples whose faces are
burnt black by the intense rays of the sun, are found.
By implication the Blemmyes too are black. The phrase
“beneath the rock of the Blemmyes” might as well
be translated here as “under a Blemmy rock,” either
translation presumably suggesting that the Blemmyes
live in a mountainous region, a southern parallel to the
mountains of the Edonians, in a region further described
as out of sight of the Nile and thus, by implication,
placed somewhere far south in Africa. Strictly speaking,
the Blemmy rock might even be a toponym (as implied
by Verity and Hunter 2003: 28) conveying no information
about the contemporary location of that people. To this
one might add an assumption that it was a place suitable
for herdsmen like Pan. Lastly, if Theocritus was aware
of the fact that, in Ptolemaic Egypt, the Greek god Pan
was assimilated to the Egyptian god Min (Espinel, this
volume), the ithyphallic protector of the desert routes
between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea, the poet might
have found this an added incentive for linking Pan,
herding, and the distant Blemmyes. This is no more than
speculation, but has raised the interesting possibility
that Theocritus may have been far more interested in
Egyptian religion than has been commonly thought
(Stephens 2003: 122-170).

What can the source of these exiguous tidbits be?
During the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, explorers
were sent to probe the African interior of the Red Sea
coast in search of elephants for the army (Fraser 1972:
volume 1, 177-179, volume 2, 298-309; Casson 1993:
247-50; Roller 2003: 193-194). Tales of their adventures
probably circulated at the court, much as the travels of
Speke and Stanley did in Queen Victoria’s day; and
Theocritus may have heard some of them or even had
access to more detailed information from Callimachus,
who, as librarian of the great Library at Alexandria,
may have read official reports or even spoken with their
authors (Diodorus Siculus 3.38.1). As far as Theocritus
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is concerned, this would still be second- or third-hand
information at best. This assumed link to the Red Sea and
the elephant hunters might justify the further assumption
that the Blemmyes lived in the Red Sea Hills, but the
verses themselves do no more than place them in the
tropics, far to the south and away from the Nile. It has
been suggested that the rock of the Blemmyes might
have turned up in a contemporary discussion on the
sources of the Nile, an idea paralleled in an earlier
proposal that Theocritus might have been showing that
he was abreast of the results of the exploration of the
Upper Nile that was also taking place under Ptolemy
IT Philadelphus (Gow 1950: 160). There may also have
been travelers motivated by curiosity, such as Herodotus
(3.139.1) refers to or the later Cleombrotus, a Spartan
who, Plutarch says, wandered the Troglodyitike and
sailed far up the Red Sea, not on business but as a seeker
of knowledge (Plutarch, De sollertia animalium, Moralia
964a, Ogilvie 1967: 115; Peters 2001: 596-598). If the
allusions of Theocritus were not utterly obscure for his
audience, it is probably reasonable to assume that they
mirrored current generalities that can be summed up as
follows. There was a black people called Blemmyes who
lived as herdsmen in mountains far to the south of Egypt,
and not on the Nile.

Other Ptolemaic literary sources do little to
elaborate this picture. The geographer Eratosthenes, a
contemporary of Theocritus in his later years, makes
Blemmyes and Megabaroi subjects of Aithiopians and
places them “on each side of Meroe, along the Nile,
towards the Red Sea, but sharing a boundary with
Egyptians” (Radt 2005). My own interpretation of this
somewhat difficult passage, which survives only in
Strabo’s copy (17.1.2) made roughly a century later,
is that Eratosthenes envisaged these people as living
in an area between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea
coast, bounded on the north by the Atbara River and the
Egyptian border, and on the south by the Blue Nile. Four
Ptolemaic papyri written in demotic Egyptian, on the
other hand, may put the Blemmyes in quite a different
light. An otherwise unknown Haremheb (Harmais), the
groom in a legal instrument from Edfu, documenting a
marriage dated to 219 BCE, is identified as a “brhm, born
in Egypt” (Eide et al. 1996: 579-580; pHauswald 6, line
1). The names of both groom and bride are recognizably
Egyptian and of themselves would not mark their bearers
as other than ethnic Egyptians. The phrase “born in
Egypt,” in iconic translation “of birth in Egypt,” parallels

a standard expression in Greek documents, ‘by descent,’
which was used to qualify a preceding noun denoting an
ethnic group recognized by the Ptolemaic administration.
The same ethnic identification appears in a demotic
marriage document from Gebelein, dated to 152 BCE
(pRylands 16, line 5). In another demotic Egyptian
text, dated to around 180 BCE, an accused blasphemer
is blamed for damage done while “drinking with the
brhw [plural].” The text relates events on the island
of Philae, and is fraught with philological difficulties
(pDodgson = pAshmolean Museum 1932: 1159; Eide
et al. 1996: 612-614; Martin 1996: 340-343; Porten et
al. 1996: 341-346; Jackson 2002: 121). Finally there
is the demotic wine account from Edfu dated to 132 or
131 BCE (pCarisberg 409, fragment 38, column 2, lines
x+4 and x+5, Schentuleit 2006: 27, 197-198, plate 4). In
successive entries, the word blhmwt appears, first with
the masculine singular definite article and then with an
ambiguous writing that can be either a definite article in
the feminine singular or in the portmanteau plural. The
severely damaged text, as restored by the editor, records
disbursement by the wine repository of the temple of
Edfu on behalf of the city (Edfu) involving these bl/hmwt.
In each case the words transcribed as brhm, brhw,
and b/hmwt have been interpreted as demotic writings
of the ethnic label Blemmy or Blemmyes. In the first
two examples the established parallelism between the
Egyptian “born in Egypt” and the Greek “by descent”
warrants interpreting brhm as a noun denoting an ethnic
identity, and the graphic similarity in consonantal
structure of brim and the undoubted Coptic writing
of Blemmy, Blhmow (Crum 1962: column 38b; Cerny
1976: 23), induced editors to interpret brhim as Blemmy.
The same applies to the interpretation of blhmwt in the
last example, but the invariant ending wr with different
forms of the definite article is yet to be explained. The
example with brhw has been translated as Blemmyes, but
again without support in the text itself and burdened with
philological uncertainty. In sum, the written evidence for
the Blemmyes during the Ptolemaic Period is modest
indeed. If we accept the interpretation of Brim and Briw
as Egyptian writings for the name of the Blemmyes,
the most that can be said is that the Blemmyes were a
recognized ethnic group, that people of Blemmy descent
were present in Egypt, and that one of them caroused
scandalously on Philae. They move from the legendary
fringe, but remain shadowy beings, although probably
present in Egypt as well as in the remote desert.
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Subsequent to the Roman annexation of Egypt sources
relating to Blemmyes become relatively more numerous
and informative. The most important initial source is
again Strabo, but this time, rather than presenting the
views of Eratosthenes, he appears to be drawing on
contemporary sources, including his friend Aelius Gallus,
Prefect of Egypt, and perhaps his own observations. In
a brief review of the natural defenses of Egypt against
foreign invasion he includes the peoples living to its
south, about whom he writes:

There remain to the south Troglodytes Blemmyes and
Noubai and Megabaroi the Aithiopians beyond Syene; these
are nomads, neither numerous nor warlike, although not
long ago people thought they were because they frequently
attacked unguarded folk in the manner of bandits”
(Strabo 17.1.53, Aowmd 8¢ T0 mpoOg voTov Tpwyrodvtan
<koi> BAéppveg kai Nodfat kat Meyafapor (ot vmep
Tuvng Aibiomec) €icl 8 obtot vouddeg kai ov moAroi
000 payipot (dokodvteg 8¢ Toig TAlaL Sid TO ANOTPIKMDG
apuAdxtolg EmrtifecOon ToAldkic) as printed by Radt 2005).

The passage mentioning these southern people poses
interpretive problems. As it stands in the Greek
manuscripts, part of the text reads “Troglodytes
Blemmyes and Noubai and Megabaroi the Aithiopians
beyond Syene, Tpoyroddtor <kai> BAéupvec kai
No¥par kai MeyaBapor (oi vmep Xvnvng Aiblomeg).”
The passage from Eratosthenes shows these peoples
as distinct; and if this text retains that view, normal
Greek syntax expects a conjunction (xoi, and)
between Troglodytes and Blemmyes as is supplied
by some modern editors in printed editions. Without
the conjunction, the two terms could be treated as
constituents of a single phrase, “troglodyte Blemmyes.”
Moreover, the scope of the final phrase, “the Aithiopians
beyond Syene,” might be questioned, particularly if
Strabo was trying to be congruent with his citation
from Eratosthenes. There Blemmyes and Megabaroi
are subject to, not subcategories of Aithiopians (the
Meroites). The phrase used here might be construed as
in apposition to all the aforementioned peoples, grouped
together as the Aithiopians (black people) beyond Syene
and contrasted to the Aithiopians toward the south and
Meroe (the Meroites, as is evident in the ensuing text).
Alternatively, it might apply only to the Megabaroi,
contrasting them to Troglodytes, Blemmyes and Noubai,
who by implication live away from the Nile. Much turns
on the meaning of the Greek preposition hAyper (Onép),
variously translated as ‘above’ or ‘beyond.” The contrast

between people near Syene and those toward the south
and Meroe might favor a distribution along the Nile, but
the philology is not decisive. Amid these uncertainties,
the only increment in information about the Blemmyes
is to bring them near the southern border of Egypt at
the beginning of Roman rule and to find them treated
as an ethnic group that, being neither numerous nor
warlike, posed no security risk for the government of
Egypt. None of this emerges from any source that can
be ascribed to Blemmyes themselves.

Later in the first century CE, Pliny the Elder, in a
much quoted context brimming with incredible tales
from innermost Africa about peoples bereft of human
traits and civil institutions, reports that “Blemmyes
traduntur capita abesse, ore et oculis pectore adfixis”
(the Blemmyes [Blemmyae in Latin] are reported to
have no heads, their mouths and eyes being fixed in
the chest, Naturalis Historia 5.8.46). Much of the
chapter from which these words are drawn appears in
the Chorographia written by Pomponius Mela only a
few years before the Naturalis Historia. Pomponius
Mela records in slightly different wording that “Blemyis
capita absunt, vultus in pectore est” (the Blemmyes have
no heads, the face is in the chest, Chorographia 1.8).
In spite of the considerable amount of material about
Africa common to both authors, there are sufficient
differences in the structure and wording of their texts
to justify concluding that they drew on a common
source, rather than that Pliny had made direct use of
Pomponius Mela. That source most likely belongs to a
preceding Hellenistic tradition that was more interested
in narrating wonders and exotica than in recording
reliable ethnographic information. The narrowly
geographical information offered is general and does no
more than place the Blemmyes far to the south beyond
a continuous and uninhabitable region and juxtapose
them to other scarcely human peoples. To this set of
texts that present Blemmyes as a vaguely defined people
remote from and of no concern for Egypt can be added
the mention of them in the Geographica of Claudius
Ptolemy, a predominantly technical work concerned with
establishing the longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates
of places throughout the known world. Ptolemy was
active during the middle decades of the second century
CE, at a time when direct knowledge of Blemmyes
was appearing in contemporary documentary sources.
Even so, he places them far to the south, east of the
Nile, south and west of the Bay of Avalites, near the
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southern end of the Red Sea, and north of a line roughly
10° north of the equator. The general context suggests
that this is a manifestation of inertia perpetuating an
outdated tradition.

Throughout the second century CE and well into the
third, sources explicitly relating to Blemmyes are notably
lacking, and it is only at the end of the third century CE
that a new set of sources emerges that presents Blemmyes
in a broader range of contexts. None of the members of
this set is free from problems of interpretation, three
come from the much criticized Historia Augusta (Eide
et al. 1998: 1060-1053, 1063-1065, 1065-1066), two
make no explicit mention of Blemmyes but only refer to
Indians in contexts where that name has been interpreted
as referring to them (Eide ef al. 1998: 1057-1059, 1060-
1053), and only one of minor importance can be nearly
contemporary with the events to which it refers (Eide
et al. 1998: 1055-1057). The most influential source
(Eide et al. 1998: 1188-1193), however, was written in
298 CE, nearly 250 years after the events it purports to
record. Its author, Procopius of Caesarea, was a highly
productive Byzantine historian, considered reasonably
accurate as regards events of his own times, though
with a markedly negative bias against his contemporary,
Emperor Justinian (483-565 CE). In the context of his
account of Justinian’s wars (1.19.27-37), he describes
the withdrawal by Emperor Diocletian (244-311 CE)
from the Egyptian border to the vicinity of modern
Aswan. To secure this new disposition, the emperor
arranged for the tribe (yévog, genos) of the Nobatai to
move into the Nile Valley on either side of the river and
thus provide a buffer against the tribe of the Blemmyes.
The information content from Procopius bifurcates,
and one task is to disentangle past and present in this
pivotal text; what relates to Procopius’s own time, what
genuinely refers to Diocletian’s time, and what relates to
the intervening period.

Procopius appears to begin by referring to his own
time as regards the distance between Aksum and
Elephantine (Aswan), the peoples living there, and
Elephantine as the southern boundary of the Roman
Empire. The turn of phrase used to express the distance in
terms of travel time seems a rather archaic formulation,
and it is conceivable that his whole account may have
been borrowed from an earlier source, perhaps the same
one that conveyed the dispositions of Diocletian and their
motivation. There is no reason a priori to doubt that gold
was paid to the Blemmyes in Procopius’s day, but that

the Blemmyes were paid continuously from Diocletian’s
reign onward is not supported by any other source and
does not obviously conform to Roman policy during
that period. There are, however, sources to corroborate
the assertion that the Blemmyes did indeed raid Roman
territory in that period. The statements concerning the
temples on Philae, the presence there of Blemmy priests
and the gods in which the Blemmyes believe has little
explicit support from other contemporary sources, but
may gain some indirect support through interpretations
of texts from Philae (Dijkstra 2008). A Blemmy custom
of making human sacrifices to the sun is uncorroborated.
This and subsequent sources of the 4th century CE
present the Blemmyes somewhat differently than earlier
texts. Although the Blemmyes are still placed in the
interior of the desert, they are now presented as a very
populous tribe of barbarians, a force the Roman rulers
in Egypt had to reckon with. In addition to military
dispositions to contain and fend them off, for which
there is some archaeological corroboration (Pierce 2001:
96-97), attempts were made to win their hearts and minds
through the establishment of religious institutions. Some
sources were even beginning to indicate that Blemmyes
had a distinctive culture.

Other sources of the 4th century CE are consistent
with this picture, and even show Blemmyes operating
farther north in the desert and encroaching on the
Nile Valley at Coptos and Ptolemais as allies of the
Palmyrenes. Although all these sources must be utilized
with caution, as this survey of sources explicitly
mentioning the Blemmyes moves into the 4th century
CE, the picture becomes more substantial. Two sources
in particular mutually corroborate one another in
showing the Roman interest in maintaining political
relations with them. In a eulogy of Emperor Constantine
1(272-337 CE), Eusebius of Caesarea paints a colorful
picture of the motley line of barbarian envoys waiting
to be received at the imperial palace: “Some had ruddy
complexions, some whiter than snow, some blacker than
ivory and pitch, and some had a color of a middling
blend—for both the Blemmy and the Indian races and
the Aithiopians [...] could be seen as I watched the scene
described above” (Eide er al. 1998: 1079-1081). We
might have doubted the authenticity of this report if we
did not have a petition to the Emperors Constantius and
Constans on a papyrus in the Archive of Abinnaeus, in
which a commissioned officer in the Roman army refers
to how in the years 337-341 CE he was assigned to
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bring “refugees from the Blemmy people (Blemniorum
gentis refugas)” to Constantinople and subsequently
spent three years escorting “the aforementioned envoys
(legatos)” back “to their homeland (patriam suam)”
(Eide et al. 1998: 1083-1087). The evidence of these
two sources is consistent with that of the third set of
sources. Roman diplomacy appears to be working at this
juncture, but there seems to be an internal contradiction
in Abinnaeus’s text. He is ordered to conduct Blemmy
refugees to Constantinople, departs “with envoys of the
aforementioned people” in the company of his superior,
and returns escorting “the aforementioned envoys” back
to their “homeland.” Are there two groups of Blemmyes,
refugees and envoys, or only one? If there are two, then
only one returns. My own inclination is to assume there
is only one group, referred to rhetorically as taking
refuge in the clemency of the emperor but in fact acting
as envoys. Envoys imply some sort of political structure,
and homeland implies territoriality. That these envoys
(legati) returned to their homeland (patria) indicates they
were not settled in Roman territory, but does not reveal
whether that homeland was in the desert or in the Nile
Valley south of the Roman frontier.

Later sources from the 4th century CE portray the
Blemmyes as aggressive raiders sweeping down from
the desert, plundering and terrorizing people in the
Nile Valley, thus corroborating Procopius’s picture of
their shifting relations (Eide ef al. 1998: 1087-1092,
written around 390 CE; Eide ef al. 1998: 1107-1109,
written before 466 CE). By 350 CE, other sources attest
a settled Blemmy presence in the Nile Valley south of
the Egyptian border. Two of these stand out. Epiphanius
of Salamis remarks that Talmis (Kalabsha, about 50
km south of Aswan) “is now held by the Blemmyes”
and that there were emerald mines in mountains beside
Talmis where “the barbarians now dig and extract
emeralds” (Eide et al. 1998: 196-1121). The use of
‘now’ implies that this was a recent occurrence, around
392-394 CE. Olympiodorus of Thebes gives a self-
serving, but nonetheless informative account, written
around 423 CE, of his visit among the Blemmyes (Eide
et al. 1998: 1126-1128). From this time onwards it
is documentary sources, some originating internally
from self-declared Blemmyes, that predominate and
give substance to a picture of them as having a defined
political structure, desert connections and vital pastoral
interests. In this regard, particularly important are the
somewhat enigmatic letter from Phonen, King of the

Blemmyes, written around 450 CE, to Abourni, King of
the Noubades, detailing the ongoing conflict between
the two peoples for control of pasture in the Nile Valley
(Eide et al. 1998: 1158-1165) and the so-called ‘Blemmy
documents,” a modest corpus of legal and administrative
documents probably found in Gebelein (near Luxor),
which explicitly emanate from a Blemmy milieu (Eide
et al. 1998: 1196-1216).

To the documentary sources one can add an excerpt
from a letter, written around 580 CE, to Theodore of
Alexandria from the king of the Nobades, preserved in
the Syriac Church History by John of Ephesus (Dijkstra
2005). There the Nobadian king describes how

[b]ecause of the malice of the cunning of him that is
between us, namely the king of the Makurians, I sent my
holy Father to the king of the Blemmyes that he might send
him thither (to Alodia) by ways which are in his territory.
Ultimately he who was (just) mentioned, the Makurrian,
learned of this and set his guards at every pass of his
kingdom, in the mountains and in the valleys, as far as the
red Sea, as he tried to seize my Father to frustrate that good
work of God, as my Father has written to me here (Vantini
1975: 21-23, reproducing the translation by Payne-Smith,
checked against Richter 2002: 86).

This mirrors a letter Longinus had sent to the Nobadian

king describing his journey:
Of course we were neither without the love of humanity
which is in Him (God) nor His chastisement. All those
who were with my frailty came down severely or to some
lesser degree sick, my insignificant self being the first. It
was also right that [ was the first to be chastised since I was
the cause of many sins and errors into which I fell. And not
only did we fall into sickness and doubt our salvation but
also the animals with us, which did not tolerate the blazing
heat and dryness in the mountains and the foulness of the
water, died. In this way seventeen dromedaries died on us
(adapted from Vantini 1975: 19-20; checked against Richter
2002: 86).

Here Blemmyes are presented acting in a space and in a
role soon to be associated with the Buja of medieval and
the Beja of modern sources; and that the same people
lie behind both ethnonyms has long been asserted and
has been accumulating support from written sources
(Plumley and Adams 1974; Plumley 1975). In both cases
the names may reflect a similar level of organization
and represent identities elicited by confrontation and
interaction with external powers. Small groups (nuclear
family, clan) suffice for day-to-day activities and broader
ethnic identities of section and tribe arise to meet greater
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challenges, much as the modern Beja identity is forged
in tribal competition within the nation-state.

Desert dwellers are seldom, if ever, completely
self-sufficient; and life in the Eastern Desert involves
contact with the Nile Valley. The political relations
between powers based in the two regions have usually
been asymmetrical, with the advantage ultimately
lying with those based in the Nile Valley. The presence
of Bedouin sections of a tribe in the Eastern Desert
and of sections of the same tribe settled in the Nile
Valley is a well-documented feature of tribal life and
obviously advantageous to the tribe as a whole. The
tribesmen live in different worlds, but not in worlds
apart. They are mutually supportive, both economically
and politically. Commercial exchange of desert products
(charcoal, animal products, medicinal plants, etc.) to
obtain necessary foodstuffs and goods and service as
carriers and guides are mediated by contacts in the Nile
Valley. Moreover, the Bedouin of the Eastern Desert
occupy a mountainous desert that is subject to recurrent
fluctuations in precipitation and on occasions herdsmen
from the desert have been compelled to seek refuge for
themselves and their animals in the Nile Valley. These
relations are most clearly to be seen in the records of the
ethnographic present, whatever that really means, but
can also be discerned in historical documents from the
Middle Ages and earlier.

The sources for the Blemmyes are consonant with a
Bedouin pastoral nomadic society based in the Eastern
Desert that expanded northwards in Roman times and
for a brief period gained an independent foothold in
the Nile Valley. The Arabic sources dealing with the
transition from Byzantine to Arab rule in Egypt and
northern Sudan suggest a continuity of culture among
desert dwellers. The overlap in both time and place
of Blemmyes and Beja in sources from that period
indicate that those sources are referring to the same
peoples. When the Blemmyes appear as attackers in
the Nile Valley, it is at specific places (such as Coptos,
Panopolis, Syene, Philae and Antaioupolis), which lie at
points where raiders from the Eastern Desert could gain
access through larger valleys. Outside the Nile Valley
they turn up at Kharga Oasis, in the Western Desert,
and on the Red Sea coast, commandeering a ship to
raid the Sinai Peninsula. Much the same applies to the
Buja in the Arabic sources. Since the 1800s, writers on
the Eastern Desert have used ‘Beja’ in a general way
to refer to the broad assemblage of tribes and clans,

whose members even today, in the first instance, tend to
identify themselves as Bisharin, Hadendoa, and so on,
secondarily by their clan, and only in special contexts as
Beja (Murray 1935; Paul 1954; Wendrich 2008; Barnard
2009). I expect the same held true for the peoples of
the past. We have no direct sources from subgroups of
Blemmyes, but the usage in the Blemmy documents
from Gebelein and in the letter by Phonen, King of the
Blemmyes, suggests that the people who commissioned
those texts must have recognized the term Blemmy as
an appropriate expression of their general identity, both
among themselves and in relation to others.

Objections have been raised to the identification of
the Blemmyes as pastoral nomads in the Eastern Desert
on the grounds that their settled presence in the Nile
Valley, subject to kings supported by administrators with
elaborate Byzantine titles, shows that in the 4th and 5th
centuries CE their territory “lay in the Nile Valley, not in
the Eastern Desert” (Burstein 2008: 259). The evidence
presently available can equally well be understood as
showing them based in the Eastern Desert, but having
a tenuous foothold in the Nile Valley. As for the use of
administrative terminology that to some degree parallels
that of Byzantine Egypt, the question remains how much
political significance should be ascribed to this fact.
In the shadow of modern states, Bedouin sheikhs have
been addressed with lofty titles, such as Sir, Officer
of the British Empire or King, without their political
organizations being other than traditional and tribal
(O’Connor 1993: 112, 119). It has been suggested that
the Blemmyes were probably organized as a “nomadic
state” (Khazanov 1994). This might be true in form for the
period when they held a foothold in the Nile Valley, but
not in substance on the scale Khazanov was considering.
Even Bedouin have semi-permanent dwellings, and it
remains to be seen whether the ancient settlements in the
Eastern Desert (medinas) may have had Blemmy residents
(Ricke 1967: 33-37; Pierce 2001: 157, 166; Sidebotham
et al. 2002, Lassaniy, this volume). Ultimately, at the
most general level the desert dwellers, whether called
Megabaroi, Trog(l)ogytes or Blemmyes, may be one
and the same people. This, at least, was what an ancient
scholiast concluded about the Blemmyes and Trog(l)
odytes when commenting on Theocritus: “BAéuvec- €0vog
Aibomikov peravoypovv: ot avtol 8¢ toig TpwyroddTong”
(Blemmyes: a black-skinned Aithiopian ethnos; the same
as the Troglodytes, Prolegomenon anecdote poem 7,
section verse 114a, line 1, Wendel 1967).
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CHAPTER 17

Blemmyes, Noubades and the
Eastern Desert in Late Antiquity:

Reassessing the Written Sources

JITSE H.F. DIJKSTRA'

HE FAMOUS ROMAN ETHNOGRAPHER STRABO
(17.1.53, Eide et al. 1998: 828-835) wrote in
the first century CE about the peoples south of

Egypt:?

There remain, to the south, the Troglodytai, Blemmyes,
Noubai and Megabaroi, the Ethiopians beyond Syene.
These are nomads and neither many nor warlike, although
they were believed to be so by the ancients because of
their frequent raids on defenseless people. As regards the
Ethiopians who extend towards the south as far as Meroe,
they too are not numerous, nor do they live closely together,
for they inhibit a long, narrow and winding river valley, as
we already described [in 17.1.1 and following]. Nor are
they well prepared either for war or for life in general (Eide
et al. 1998: 830, slightly altered).

It is not entirely clear from this account how Strabo
views the situation south of the Egyptian frontier, but he
seems to make a division between four ethnic groups,
among them the Blemmyes, who are nomadic, and settled
Ethiopians in the Nile Valley (Pierce, this volume). From

! Some of the key issues addressed in this chapter benefited
considerably from a fruitful intellectual exchange with Jacques
van der Vliet in 2002, for which I am grateful. I would further
like to thank him and Geoffrey Greatrex for remarks on an earlier
version of this chapter.

2 In this chapter I refer in most cases both to the textual sources
and to the relevant pages in Eide e al. 1996; Eide et al. 1998,
who usually provide bibliography, text, translation and comments.
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an earlier passage (Strabo 17.1.2, Eide et al. 1996: 557-
561), we learn in addition that the Blemmyes, together
with the Megabaroi, live to the north of (the island of)
Meroe, between the Nile and the Red Sea, that is, in
the Eastern Desert (but see Pierce, this volume). In that
passage, the Troglodytai are said to live on the Red Sea
coast, while the Noubai inhabit the land to the west of
Meroe. Several other Graeco-Roman ethnographical,
geographical and other accounts exist, in which the
Blemmyes are located rather vaguely south of Egypt
among various other peoples, usually in the Eastern
Desert. In Claudius Ptolemy’s Geographica (4.7.31,
Stiickelberger and Gra3hoff 2006: 465), for instance, the
Blemmyes are placed, together with the Megabaroi and
Noubai, to the east of the Nile farther south.’

In terms of the quantity and variety of the written
sources, however, the heyday of the Blemmyes falls not
in the Graeco-Roman, but rather in the Late Antique
Period (4th—6th centuries CE). When one takes a closer
look at these sources, two marked differences with the
previous period appear. First, they predominantly place
the Blemmyes not in the Eastern Desert but in the Nile
Valley, at least at the end of the 4th and the first half
of the 5th century CE alongside a people referred to
as ‘Noubades,’ in northern Lower Nubia. Second, we

3 For the sources on the Blemmyes before 298 CE, see Updegraff
1978; Updegraff 1988.
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only hear of the Blemmyes and Noubades and not the
variety of other peoples south of Egypt as was the case
in the previous period. In this chapter the question
will be addressed as to how it is possible that in Late
Antiquity we only hear about the Blemmyes (and the
Noubades), and to what extent these Blemmyes can still
be connected to the Eastern Desert.

In order to answer these questions we shall first take
a fresh look at the plentiful sources about the Blemmyes
and Noubades and at what they say about the situation
south of the Egyptian frontier in this time period. Thus
far, scholarly reconstructions of this situation have
been too static and we shall re-interpret the sources
in the light of anthropological studies of other tribal
societies. Having sketched a more complex view of the
society of northern Lower Nubia in the 4th—5th centuries
CE, we shall finally come back to the question of the
relations between the Blemmyes living there and the
Eastern Desert.*

Previous Scholarship on the Society of Late
Antique Lower Nubia
In recent years, significant progress has been made in
the study of the Late Antique sources on the Blemmyes
and Noubades with the publication of the third volume
of Fontes Historiae Nubiorum (Eide et al. 1998).
This publication has made available, through English
translations, the primary sources, which were written in
a variety of languages and scripts (Demotic, Meroitic,
Greek, Latin and Coptic) and are often hard to access,
both to specialists and to a wider community of scholars
who do not master some or any of these. Yet many
commentaries in Fontes Historiae Nubiorum still reflect
the coherent histories that scholars in the past have
attempted to write on the basis of too few sources,
without sufficiently taking into account the inherent bias
in these sources, which look from an outside perspective
to the situation beyond the southern Egyptian frontier,
and the complexity of tribal societies.

These reconstructions are usually represented in terms
of ‘conquest’ and ‘occupation,’ in which ‘the Blemmyes’
and ‘the Noubades’ battled it out after the withdrawal of

4 The results of my research were first presented at the 7th
International Congress of Nubian Studies, Rome, 10 September
2002. They were later published in Dijkstra 2008: 131-174.
This chapter is based on this work, yet deviates from it in that it
concentrates not on the relations between the southern peoples and
Philae, but on their relations with the Eastern Desert.

the southern Egyptian frontier by Emperor Diocletian
to the First Cataract in 298 CE (Procopius, Persian
Wars 1.19.27-37, Eide et al. 1998: 1188-1193) and the
subsequent weakening of the Kingdom of Meroe had left
a power vacuum in Lower Nubia in the 4th-5th centuries
CE. Some of these reconstructions, notably the one in
the only, now rather outdated book-length synthesis on
the Blemmyes (Updegraff 1978: 179), even speak of a
centralized ‘Blemmyan State’ in the region immediately
south of the frontier (Christides 1980: 136; Belcaguy
1982: 228-231; compare to Burstein 2008: 260), called
Dodekaschoinos (‘Twelve Miles Land’) in Greek. More
nuanced, if still too static, are later attempts (Torok
1984: 220-236; Torok 1988: 47-63; Torok 1989: 397-
412; Torok 1999: 148, 152-153) to compose a coherent
history out of all the sources. In this reconstruction the
Blemmyes rose to power around 394 CE, after which
they dominated the Dodekaschoinos until about the
middle of the 5th century CE when they were defeated
decisively by the Noubades. The results of this unstable
situation on the frontier were frequent invasions of these
peoples into Egypt, either alone or together, in what are
often described as ‘wars’ with Rome.

This general framework is also found in Fontes
Historiae Nubiorum (in particular in Eide et al. 1998:
1156-1158, 1165). For example, the aftermath of the
peace treaty between the Roman general Maximinus
(Priscus, fragment 21, Eide ef al. 1998: 1153-1158) and
‘the Blemmyes and Noubades,” in 452 or 453 CE,’ is
described as a “state of war” (Eide et al. 1998: 1157).
On the other hand, several remarks in the commentaries
show an awareness that the situation must have been
more complex than the historical sources suggest. For
example, the Blemmyes are now said to be only “the
masters of the area around Talmis” (modern Kalabsha,
about 60 km south of Aswan, Eide et al. 1998: 1121),
not of the whole Dodekaschoinos; ‘the Kingdom of the
Blemmyes’ is to be seen as a ‘tribal state’ or ‘states’
(Eide et al. 1998: 1087, 1156, 1165), while some of the
sources give an idea of the tribal hierarchy of the peoples
(Eide et al. 1998: 1165). Despite these nuances, however,
the editors do not fully transcend the static model of
whole peoples led by ‘kings’ fighting each other in a
struggle for power and invading Egypt.

What has not been sufficiently realized is that among
the sources of the 5th century CE there is a unique group

5 The date of this event is usually placed shortly before the death
of Maximinus in 453 CE, hence “452 or 453.”
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of texts written for or by people who call themselves
‘Blemmyes’ or ‘Noubades’ (the ‘inside sources’).® These
sources provide a more reliable, if still fragmentary
picture of the complex tribal society of northern Lower
Nubia in Late Antiquity and therewith an important
corrective to the ‘outside sources.”” Moreover, they
offer an excellent opportunity at comparison with what
we know of other tribal societies from anthropological
studies. The next step to understand the complexity
of the tribal society south of the First Cataract in Late
Antiquity, then, is to make a distinction between the
‘outside’ and the ‘inside sources’ about the Blemmyes
and the Noubades and then to see how the ‘inside
sources,” aided by anthropological studies and models,
supplement and modify the picture of the ‘outside
sources.” Another problem in the reconstruction in
Fontes Historiae Nubiorum 1is that it gives no
explanation for the scarcity of written sources (and the
total absence of ‘inside sources’) for the 4th century CE,
as compared with those of the 5th century CE. Before
we turn to the sources of the 5th century CE, we shall
therefore address this problem first.

The Problem of the Historical Sources of the

4th Century CE

In 280 CE, Blemmyes are reported in the Historia
Augusta (Probus 17, Eide et al. 1998: 1065-1066) to
have taken the cities Coptos and Ptolemais in Upper
Egypt, which the Romans then had to reconquer. In the
version preserved in Zosimus (1.71.1, Eide et al. 1998:
1175-1176), Ptolemais revolted against the Romans
with the help of the Blemmyes and attacked Coptos. A
little over a decade later, in 291 CE, we hear of them
fighting with ‘Ethiopians’ (that is, Nubians) beyond the
Roman frontier (Panegyrici Latini 11.17.4, Eide et al.
1998: 1055-1057). If these sources are reliable in any
way, they tell us something about the unstable situation
on the southern Egyptian frontier at the end of the
third century CE, culminating in the revolt of Domitius

¢ Other important ‘inside sources’ are the documents from
Gebelein (near Luxor; Eide ef al. 1998: 1196-1216), which
concern a Blemmyan tribe in the Egyptian Nile Valley at the end
of the 6th century CE. Because I concentrate here on the sources
from the 4th—5th century CE, I shall not discuss these fascinating
documents here.

7 Compare Pierce 2001: 164: “Ideally, one would like to turn
these ‘outsider’ sources inside out so as to infer from them the
perspectives of the ‘insiders’; in reality, we remain entangled in
them, unable to free ourselves fully from their biases.”

Domitianus in 297 or 298 CE, which Emperor Diocletian
personally repressed (Thomas 1976, 1977). To resolve
the problems on the southern frontier, he then gave up
the Dodekaschoinos and withdrew the frontier to the
Aswan region in 298 CE, as is reported by Procopius
of Caesarea (Persian Wars 1.19.27-37, Eide et al. 1998:
1188-1193).

Despite the account by Procopius, who locates the
Blemmyes in the Dodekaschoinos up until 298 CE, there
is no evidence that the Blemmyes had settled there in
the third century CE. In fact, only at the end of the next
century are there clear indications that they had indeed
become settled in the Dodekaschoinos; the account
by Epiphanius of Salamis (De gemmis 21, Eide et al.
1998: 1115-1121), dating to around 394 CE, states that
Talmis “is now held by the Blemmyes,” and a series
of later texts confirm that the process of Blemmyan
settlement had been completed by this time (among
which Claudius Claudianus, Carmina minora 28.15.23,
Eide et al. 1998: 1125-1126; Palladius, Dialogue on the
Life of St John Chrysostom 20.41-42, Malingrey and
Leclercq 1988: 397).

If these Blemmyan tribes had become settled to
such a degree in the Nile Valley by the end of the 4th
century CE, how could this situation have come about?
A priori it can be expected that Blemmyan settlement
did not happen overnight, but due to the lack of reliable
sources, we have to have recourse to anthropological
parallels to find a satisfactory answer. Studies of how
nomads settle show that they can pick up this way of life
as a result of internal or external pressures to society,
just as they can leave it again because of similar factors
(Irons and Dyson-Hudson 1972; Salzman 1980; Cribb
1991; Khazanov 1994; Barnard and Wendrich 2008).
It seems that the withdrawal of the southern Egyptian
frontier in 298 CE, in which the Dodekaschoinos was
given up by the Roman Empire, and the subsequent
decreasing influence of the Kingdom of Meroe in the
first half of the 4th century CE provides precisely such
a context, for it would have resulted in a severe blow to
the trade and other relations between Rome and Meroe.
The archaeological remains of the Dodekaschoinos in
the 4th—5th centuries CE that were studied before the
closing of the Aswan High Dam, drowning the area
under the waters of Lake Nasser, give the impression
of continuity but at the same time of a decentralized
agrarian society that was more self-sufficient than in
previous times (Adams 1977: 390-413; Torok 1988:
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209-219; Welsby 2002: 20-24; Edwards 2004: 198-
210). This evidence suggests that the events of 298 CE
and onward led to disintegration of the socio-political
structure of the Dodekaschoinos. It seems plausible
to assume, then, that Blemmyan tribes, which were
probably already semi-settled or settled on the margins
of the Nile Valley, stepped into the socio-political niche
and gradually settled among the indigenous, Nubian
population in the course of the 4th century CE.

The only literary source that contradicts this picture
is the account by Procopius (Persian Wars 1.19.27-
37, Eide et al. 1998: 1188-1193) on the withdrawal
of the frontier by Emperor Diocletian in 298 CE. This
Byzantine historian writes in the 6th century CE that
the emperor asked the Nobatai (Noubades) to migrate
from “the Oasis” and drive off the Blemmyes and other
‘barbarians’ that lived in the valley; and so it happened.
This migration story, however, cannot be based on truth
(Eide et al. 1998: 1192). The archaeological remains
from the region do not show a marked break with the
previous period, which makes a mass immigration of an
entire people unlikely (Adams 1977: 345-348, 419-422;
Edwards 2004: 201-202), and there is no association in
the sources between the Noubades and any oasis, nor
are the Blemmyes attested in the Dodekaschoinos before
298 CE. As we shall see, the other textual sources rather
suggest that the scenario was the other way round and
that the Blemmyes only appear to have been permanently
settled in this region in the second half of the 4th century
CE, whereas they disappear from the record again in
the second half of the 5th century CE. It seems that
Procopius is trying to explain the situation as it was in
his own day, with the Blemmyes in the Eastern Desert—
“the Blemmyes inhabit the interior of the country” (Eide
et al. 1998: 1190)—and the Noubades in Lower Nubia,
and that he wrote about the situation in 298 CE from
a contemporary perspective (Demicheli 1976: 166;
Torok 1988: 31). Because the migration story appears to
have been made up, it is more likely that the Noubades
consisted of the local Nubian population, even though
they came to be known in the sources by the name of
Noubades only in the 5th century CE.

A confirmation of the equation between Nubians and
Noubades is provided by a Demotic graffito from Philae
dated to 373 CE (Griffith 1937: 104-105, Eide et al.
1998: 1110-1112). To this inscription the scribe, a priest
from Philae, has added the remark that the Blemmyes
and Nubians had been in conflict with each other, as a

result of which the processional boat (or bark) of Isis
had been away from Philae for two years, but that the
bark had been returned in the year in question.® Because
the account by Priscus, written in the 5th century CE,
describes the Blemmyes and the Noubades as bringing
a statue “to their own country,” which is clearly northern
Lower Nubia, in 452 or 453 CE, this evidence confirms
that the indigenous Nubians were later called Noubades.
The graffito in Philae may also be the first indication of
Blemmyan settlement in the Dodekaschoinos.

The process of Blemmyan settlement in the course
of the 4th century CE, however, is extremely hard to
follow in the small number of other sources we have
from this century. In 336 CE, a delegation of Blemmyes
attended the celebration in Constantinople of the 30th
year of the reign of Emperor Constantine I (Eusebius,
Life of Constantine 4.7, Eide et al. 1998: 1079-1081).
A year or so later, in 337 or 338 CE, the Roman cavalry
commander Abinnaeus escorted Blemmyan refugees to
Constantinople, returned with them “to their homeland”
(where this is, is not stated) and stayed with them for
three years (Bell ef al. 1962: 34-37, Eide et al. 1998:
1083-1087). In two inscriptions (Bernand et al. 1991:
367-372, Eide et al. 1998: 1094-1103), dated around
350 CE, King Ezana of Aksum, a successor kingdom
of Meroe, perhaps mentions Blemmyes as his subjects
much farther south in modern Ethiopia.’ In 373 or 374
CE, about the same time that the Demotic graffito was
incised at Philae, Blemmyes are reported to have raided
a monastery in the Sinai (Mayerson 1994: 148-163).
Finally, the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus
(22.15.24, Eide ef al. 1998: 1114-1115) writes in the
last quarter of the 4th century CE that hippopotami
formerly living in the Nile Valley of Egypt had moved
because of over-hunting to ‘the Blemmyes.” Tempting
though it may be to view this source as a confirmation
that the Blemmyes had settled in the Nile Valley south
of Egypt at this time (Burstein 2008: 258-259), it can

8 The reading Nwbe.w (“Nubians”) was originally proposed by
Griffith 1937: 105. For a different reading see Bresciani 1969,
followed by Eide ef al. 1998: 1111, but see the refutation of this
reading by D. Devauchelle in Wagner 