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1. Introduction
1.1 Historical Background
Egypt’s relations with the people to its south at times
were friendly, with trade and exchange flourishing
between communities; but other periods were times
of aggression, warfare and conquest. In the early second millennium BC, Kerma, at the third cataract,
became a powerful trading partner and Egypt’s first
significant political rival in the south. Although at
times the rulers of Kerma posed a real threat, especially to Upper Egypt, at the beginning of the New Kingdom, around 1550 BC, Egypt subdued the Kerma
people. Over the next decades Egypt conquered parts
of the Middle Nile Region possibly as far upstream as
the fifth cataract (fig. 1.1).
The Middle Nile Region is also called Nubia, the
area between the first cataract and the confluence of
the Blue and White Niles at modern Khartoum, just
south of the sixth cataract. The Egyptians called these
lands during the Middle Kingdom Wawat and Kush.
Wawat was the area between the first and second cataracts, which in modern terms is also referred to as
Lower Nubia. Kush started at the second cataract,
and in Egyptian thought comprised all lands south,
or upstream of it, whereas in modern terms this is
defined as Upper Nubia, covering the area between
the second and fourth cataracts, and Southern Nubia between fourth and sixth cataracts.1 By the end
of the New Kingdom Kush became the term for all
lands south of Egypt.2 The people who lived in these
areas are referred to in modern times as Nubians, or
Kushites, using these terms according to their geographical distribution rather than the similar ethnic or
linguistic terms. We do not know how these people
referred to themselves in antiquity, and their ethnicity is far from clear.
Although we can observe Egyptian material culture in the archaeological record of Kerma before the
Egyptian conquest, burial customs and religious ideas
were largely untouched by Egyptian influence. Neither were Egyptian writing and language adopted to
any discernible extent. However, this situation changed during the New Kingdom occupation, when we
can observe a clear spread of Egyptian and Egyptianising features in Nubia. Officials of the Egyptian
1	O’Connor, Ancient Nubia 1993: X.
2 Zibelius, Afrikanische Orts- und Völkernamen 1972: 167.

administration lived, worked and died in Nubia, and
were buried according to their native Egyptian customs.3 We know from Egyptian sources that sons
of local Nubian rulers were educated at the Egyptian
court – in a way held as hostages – and possibly
trained to be subjects loyal to their Egyptian overlords once they were sent back to their native lands.
These princes also adopted Egyptian religious ideas.
In many cases burials of Nubian elites are difficult
to distinguish from those of Egyptians.4 But it seems
that this process of Egyptianisation during the New
Kingdom was confined to the highest elites, while
the customs of ordinary people remained largely untouched by foreign influence.5
Egypt held a firm grip on Nubia for the next 500
years. It seems that during that time Lower Nubia
was governed by Egyptian officials, the head of which
was the Viceroy of Kush, while the region of Upper
Nubia above the third cataract was largely left to local
vassal rulers, with little interference by Egyptian administration.6 However, at Gebel Barkal at the fourth
cataract, a Temple of Amun, possibly founded during the reign of Thutmosis III,7 became one of the
most important religious and administrative centres
in Nubia. At the end of the New Kingdom, around
1070 BC the political situation in Egypt changed.
The once unified state split into small kingdoms in
the Nile Delta, which were ruled by a family of kings
of Libyan descent. Upper Egypt was under the control of the High Priest of Amun at Thebes, usually a
relative of the royal family. Thus somehow weakened
through internal problems, contacts with Nubia diminished and Egypt lost control of Nubia.
For the following 300 years not much is seemingly known about Nubia. Especially Lower Nubia appears to have been abandoned not only by
3	E.g. Siamun and his mother, Smith, Wretched Kush 2003:

137ff.; Smith, Death at Tombos 2007.

4	E.g. Djehuty-hetep and Amenemhet, Säve-Söderbergh, Pain-

5
6
7

tings in the Tomb of Djehuty-hetep 1960; Säve-Söderbergh,
Tomb of the Prince of Teh-khet, Amenemhet 1963; Thabit,
Tomb of Djehuty-Hetep 1957; Hekanefer, Simpson, Hekanefer 1963; compare also the burial of Maiherperi in Egypt,
KV36; Reeves and Wilkinson, Complete Valley of the Kings
1996: 179-181.
Morkot, The Black Pharaohs 2000: 131.
Morkot, Nubia in the New Kingdom 1991; Morkot, Kingship and Kinship in Kush 1999: 186-187.
Kendall, Talatat Architecture at Jebel Barkal 2009.
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Egyptians but also by indigenous populations, with
the possible exception of Qasr Ibrim.8 This period is
frequently referred to as the “Dark Ages” of Nubia,9
owing to the apparent almost complete lack of archaeological evidence datable to that period. In the
9th century BC, however, we can observe the rise of
another power – the Kingdom of Napata – seemingly
out of nowhere, and modelled on the Egyptian example. Its capital may have been the town of Napata, hence the modern name for that period, located
at the foot of Gebel Barkal, or somewhere near it.
This kingdom shows such strong Egyptian influence
that early explorers regarded it as an offshoot of its
northern neighbour. Once its ruling dynasty had established itself, it turned north towards Egypt, which
it conquered and ruled. In Egyptological terms this
dynasty is referred to as the 25th, or Nubian dynasty,
sometimes also called Kushite dynasty.10
In contrast to previous Egyptian rulers of foreign
descent (e.g. the Hyksos of the Second Intermediate
Period and the kings of Libyan origin of the Third
Intermediate Period) who had been buried in Egypt,
these Nubian rulers were buried in their native lands
near Gebel Barkal, in the royal cemeteries of el-Kurru
(fig. 1.2) and Nuri (fig. 1.3). They had pyramids built
as their funerary monuments, with offering chapels
at the eastern side. The subterranean burial chambers
sometimes were decorated in Egyptian style with hieroglyphic inscriptions in Egyptian language. The assemblage of grave goods shows strong Egyptian(ising)
features, both in type of objects used and in stylistic
features.
Nubian rule of Egypt only lasted for about a
hundred years when the onslaught of the Assyrians
forced the Nubians to retreat back into their homelands.11 The descendants of these Nubian kings
continued to rule the Middle Nile Region. Napata
remained the Nubian capital until it was apparently
sacked by an Egyptian campaign in the 6th century
BC, probably during the reign of King Aspelta.12 It
seems that after this event the royal residence was
moved further upstream to Meroe, although Napata
retained its importance as religious capital, and royal
burials continued to be conducted in Nuri cemete8

Horton, Africa in Egypt 1991; Rose and Edwards, Excavations at Qasr Ibrim 1998; Rose, Excavations at Qasr Ibrim
2000.
9	E.g. Adams, Post-Pharaonic Nubia 1964; James et al., Centuries of Darkness 1991; Morkot, Nubia in the New Kingdom
1991.
10 Von Beckerath, Handbuch Königsnamen 1999: 206.
11 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997; Morkot, The Black Pharaohs
2000; Myśliwiec, Herr Beider Länder 1998.
12	Evidence discussed by Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 371.

ry until the 3rd century BC. The last king to be buried there was Nastasen (table 1.1). The move of the
royal burial ground to Meroe marks the end of the
Kingdom of Napata, and we speak of the following
period as the Meroitic Period. However, the influence of ancient, as well as contemporary Hellenistic
and Roman, Egypt remains clearly visible also during the Meroitic Period, and indeed, some aspects of
Egyptian culture and religion lived on in the Middle
Nile Valley until after the rise of Christianity in the
6th century AD.
The Napatan Period is the link between Egypt and
Meroe, in time, in space, and in culture. Stimuli from
Egypt had been adopted to express and formulate indigenous ideas, which developed their own dynamics
and eventually become recognisable as the distinctive
Meroitic culture. This thesis may perhaps pave the
way for a better understanding of the inter-societal
transfer of religious ideas and symbols, as well as their
role in Nubian state formation.

1.2 A short history of the discipline
Ancient Egypt, one of the “pristine” civilisations of
antiquity, has attracted travellers and writers of ancient Greece and Rome, such as Herodotus, Diodorus,
Strabo, and Pliny, who also wrote about what they
heard of the lands further south, the country they called Aethiopia, termed Kush by the Egyptians and later
on referred to as Nubia, forming today the northern
part of modern Sudan. But while European interest
in ancient Egypt never completely disappeared, and
in fact was greatly revived due to the influence of
the Napoleonic expedition in the late 18th century,
interest in the cultures of the areas south of Egypt
appears to have been limited. That is not to say that
travellers at that time did not venture up the Nile or
did not record their impressions about land, people
and monuments, but their interest was focused on
the remains of pharaonic culture. Influential in this
respect was the Prussian expedition under R. Lepsius
in the 1840s which went as far as Soba. The drawings
of the Middle Nile Region published in the resulting
volumes of “Denkmäler aus Ägypten und Äthiopien”13
show mainly monuments dating to the Egyptian domination of Nubia, and Lepsius’ work on languages
(civilized Hamitic/Egyptian versus primitive Negro/
Nubian) laid the foundation for the frequently racist
interpretations of the following generations of resear13	Lepsius, Denkmäler 1849-1859
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chers.14 The early to mid 20th century view of Nubian
culture as “a clumsy imitation of superior models (from
Egypt) by an inferior African culture” was followed
by G.A. Reisner, another major figure in Sudanarchaeology.15 Quite in accordance with the views of
his time, he explained the monuments and material
culture of the Nubian royal cemeteries of el-Kurru,
Nuri and Meroe as the products of “Egyptianized Libyans” who had fled Egypt during political unrest at
the end of the New Kingdom,16 without considering
the possibility of indigenous developments and “African” input.
While the extensive archaeological exploration
of Lower Nubia during the UNESCO salvage campaign made this part of the Nile Valley one of the
archaeologically best documented areas in Africa, this
work was carried out under the paradigms of New
Archaeology, which did not put enough emphasis
on the interpretation of textual sources. This led to
the resulting split of Nubian research into the textcentered Egyptologists’ quarter and the archaeologyfocussed Sudanarchaeology.17 This is probably due to
“professional chauvinism”, as Török recently put it.18
Egyptologists on the one hand – traditionally working on the large amount of textual material from
Egypt – seemingly were not interested in yet another
copy of texts already well known from Egypt, especially since texts from Egypt’s southern neighbour are
very often corrupted and sometimes difficult to read
and understand. Furthermore, it appears that there
was little expectation that these texts from Nubia actually could improve their understanding, especially
in an Egyptian context. Archaeologists working in
Nubia, on the other hand, frequently feel not sufficiently acquainted with ancient Egyptian language and
would have to rely on translations produced by Egyptologists. This, apparently, causes some uneasiness
among them, and was nicely expressed by Adams,
who admits the indispensability of textual sources,
the reliability of whose translations he cannot judge,
and who admits that he actually puts greater trust in
the archaeological record,19 and, of course, “Nubiologists” want to get away from the “Egyptocentric”
interpretation of their field of study.
One of the pitfalls of isolated Nubian and
Egyptian studies is that this can lead to misunder14 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 11-12.
15 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 13; Török, Image of the Or-

dered World 2002: 1.

16	E.g. Reisner, Royal Family of Ethiopia 1921: 26ff.
17 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 21ff.
18 Török, From Chiefdom to segmentary state 2007: 151.
19	Adams, Nubia Corridor to Africa 1977: 6.

standings or misinterpretations. In his comment on
the importance of weaponry and archery equipment
in Meroitic ideology, Lenoble mentioned their abundant representations on chapel walls in Meroe, as well
as “… the first ones are even present at el-Kurru”.20 He
refers to the main scene in the sarcophagus chambers
of Ku.16 and Ku.5 (figs. 4.40, 4.42, 4.49) which, as
I will show, belongs to the context of funerary rituals
and ideas, but is in no way related to the warrior status of living kings or queens.
While Reisner’s Libyan hypothesis has been discredited, the interpretation of Nubian/Kushite culture
as an off-shoot of ancient Egypt lasted until fairly recently.21 Equally, the term “brutal realism”, initially
used to describe the archaism in Kushite, Libyan and
Saite art, was dropped for the latter two, but retained
to characterise Nubian artistic achievements, still implying somewhat racist views.22 Although the variety
of Nubian cultures was recognized from early times
onwards, research of the last few decades has increasingly shown that they were largely a result of indigenous developments, albeit with periods of stimulus
from Egypt. O’Connor was among the first to view
Nubia as a rival to Egypt rather than her dependant23
and Edwards called for the introduction of “Sudanic
models” for the study of Nubian archaeology, culture
and history.24 Williams25 has even suggested that he
may have found the roots of pharaonic kingship at the
site of Qustul in Lower Nubia, although the evidence
to that end appears rather inconclusive.26 However,
work like that of Williams and others, makes it clear
that Egypt and Nubia did not exist in isolation,27 but
were part of a supra-regional network, where ideas,
customs, and material culture were exchanged over
wide areas.

20	Lenoble, Meroitic Imperial Ideology 1999.
21 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 17; Edwards, Ancient Egypt

in the Sudanese Middle Nile 2003.

22 Morkot, The Black Pharaohs 2000: 284-285 referring to von

Bothmer; on archaism e.g. Der Manuelian, Living in the Past
1994.
23	O’Connor, Ancient Nubia 1993.
24	Edwards, Power and the State in the Middle Nile 1996; Edwards, Meroe and the Sudanic Kingdoms 1998; Edwards,
Ancient Egypt in the Sudanese Middle Nile 2003.
25 Williams, Lost Pharaohs of Nubia 1980; Williams, Forebears
of Menes in Nubia 1987.
26	O’Connor, Ancient Nubia 1993.
27 Fattovich, Origins of the Kingdom of Kush 1995; Williams,
Kushite Origins 1999.
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1.3 Who were the people along the Lower
and Middle Nile? Questions of ethnicity.
In order to identify the different populations along
the Nile Valley we need to consider “ethnicity”, a
term used in the social sciences and archaeology since
the mid 20th century. Different views and models of
ethnicity are available in the literature.28 Frequently it is used in a racial sense,29 but generally it describes a group of people with common interest, who
generate a common identity, often based on shared
kinship, culture, language and customs as well as residence, with the intention to differentiate themselves
from other groups. At the same time one or more of
these aspects may be shared by neighbouring groups,
although they still set themselves apart from others.
And, to complicate the picture further, ethnicity and
identity may be actively manipulated as a response
to special circumstances and to gain political or economic advantages.30 Ethnicity furthermore can be
self-ascribed/emic or ascribed by outsiders/etic. In archaeology, ethnicity is, if not impossible,31 difficult to
recognize,32 especially in non-literate societies. In this
case, groups of populations sometimes can be discerned through the occurrence of the same or similar
styles of material culture or burial forms, if compared
to neighbouring groups.33 But stylistic differences
can also be due to erroneous replication of cultural
practice,34 and it is not even always clear which traits
of material culture are the conveyors of ethnicity.35
Along the Lower and Middle Nile Valley we have,
broadly speaking, two groups of peoples, referred to
by the modern geographical and political distribution
as “Egyptians” and “Nubians”. These distinctions are
used here for the sake of convenience and were not
used in antiquity by these peoples themselves.
For the identity of ancient Egyptians we have a
wide range of sources available: the archaeological
evidence of funerary and material culture is complemented by artistic creations and literary sources of
monumental inscriptions as well as every-day admi28 Barth, Introduction 1969; Carter Bentley, Ethnicity and

Practice 1987; Hall, Approaches to Ethnicity 1995; Emberling, Ethnicity in Complex Societies 1997; Epstein, Ethos
and Identity 1978; Jones, Archaeology of Ethnicity 1997;
Jones, Discourse of Identity 2000.
29 Renfrew, Archaeology and Language 1987: 215.
30	E.g. Haaland, Economic Determination in Ethnic Processes
1969.
31 Shennan, Approaches to cultural identity 1994.
32	Emberling, Ethnicity in Complex Societies 1997: 296.
33	Emberling, Ethnicity in Complex Societies 1997: 311.
34 Hill, Style 1985: 365.
35 Carr and Neitzel, Approaches to Material Style 1995: 6.

nistrative records. The Egyptians referred to themselves as “rmT n kmt”, “People of Black Land”, or
simply “People” while they used the general expression “nHsy”, “Nehesy”, for people from the south, but
they also used a wide range of more specific names for
people and places up the Nile, many of which have
not yet been clearly identified.36 Although the population of Egypt was quite diverse,37 leading different
lifestyles as pastoralists in the Delta38 and agriculturalists in Upper Egypt, and even speaking different dialects which may have made communication within
the country difficult,39 “official” sources, such as royal
monuments and tomb paintings transmit the idea of
a homogenous population. In artistic representations
we can identify Egyptians by skin colour, dress, hairstyle and adornments, while other sources inform us
about the importance of speaking Egyptian, adhering
to Egyptian customs, living in the Egyptian Nile Valley, and emphasise the importance of a “proper” burial in Egypt (all elements can be found in “Sinuhe”).
Foreigners living in Egypt are attested at all periods
(see below) although very often they are difficult to
distinguish, because of their acculturation.40
In Nubia we have to rely almost solely on archaeological evidence such as burial structures and customs, which are considered to reflect ethnicity41 although this is not without pitfalls. The New Kingdom
cemetery at Tombos, where graves indicated a mainly
Egyptian occupation, the recent study of skeletal material showed a mixed Egyptian-Nubian population,
where the latter group had adopted burial customs
of the immigrant community and thus in this case
the fluidity of ethnicity was demonstrated.42 Nevertheless, the archaeological record shows us not only
changes throughout time, but also the co-existence
of different peoples through distinctly different cultures, but with some shared traits. We speak of the
A-Group, followed by the C-Group in Lower Nubia,
which was contemporary with the Kerma-Culture
in Upper Nubia, and the Pan Grave People of the
36 Zibelius, Afrikanische Orts- und Völkernamen 1972.
37	Leahy, Ethnic Diversity in Ancient Egypt 1995.
38 Moens and Wetterstrom, Agricultural Economy of an Town

in Egypt’s West Delta 1988

39 Referred to in the story of Sinuhe; Lichtheim, Ancient

Egyptian Literature 1975: 225.

40	E.g. Fischer, Nubian Mercenaries of Gebelein 1961.
41	E.g. Dunham, Shawabti Figures from Napata 1951: 1 on the

burials of indigenous and apparently Egyptian individuals
in Meroe; similarly Griffith, Oxford Excavations in Nubia
1923: 88 on Sanam; Geus, Burial Customs in the Upper
Main Nile 1991; Williams, Historical essence of ancient Nubia 1991.
42 Buzon, Bioarchaelogical Perspective 2008
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Eastern Desert. From the first millennium BC, after Egyptian occupation, we distinguish between the
Kushite Period – split into Napatan and Meroitic Periods – Qustul and Ballana Cultures (or X-Group)
followed by the Christian and Islamic Periods. Many
of these “Periods” and “Cultures”, for some of which
we have written information, are associated with specific peoples coming into Nubia, although anthropological studies have shown for Lower Nubia (little
evidence is available for Upper Nubia) little variety or
discontinuity in population after 3000 BC.43 Nubian
language, attested in written form for the Christian
Period, may have come to the Nile Valley at around
2000 BC from the Kordofan-Darfur area. Meroitic
speakers may have originated in the northern Butana. Their language became the official and written
language of the Meroitic Kingdom from the second
century BC.44 The Beja of the Eastern Desert spoke
a Cushitic language for which there is scant written
evidence.45 Of all the names listed above, the only
possible ethnonym is “Kush/Kushite”, already used
during Middle Kingdom Egypt to refer to people
south of the First Cataract, while the rest are modern
designations, some of which refer to archaeological
sites and ancient capitals which yielded the most characteristic finds of material culture of the respective
periods. Therefore, what we refer to as “Nubians” is a
variety of people living along the Middle Nile, whose
ethnicity we can determine only with difficulties.46

1.4 Goods, People and Ideas
Contacts of peoples along the Nile Valley have a
long history, attested both in archaeology and textual
sources and can be observed in a variety of ways. Exchange of goods – through trade and gifts of prestige
goods – can be seen from material remains, such as
Egyptian pottery in Nubian A-Group burials, Kerma
and el-Kurru tumuli; trading expeditions are attested
during the Egyptian Old Kingdom in the inscription of Harkhuf;47 and tomb and temple paintings in
Egypt show goods being brought as tribute from the
south.48
People, were also “exchanged”: some of them
43 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 43.
44 Rilly, La langue du royaume de Méroé 2007: 28-32.
45 Török, Kingdom of Kush 1997: 49.
46	E.g. Trigger, Languages of the Northern Sudan 1966; Trig-

ger, Classification of Meroitic 1977; Trigger, Nubian, Negro,
Black, Nilotic 1978.
47	Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature 1975: 23-27.
48	E.g. tomb of Huy, dyn. 18; temple of Ramses II at Wadi es
Sebua, dyn. 19.

would have been slaves, such as those brought from
Nubia to Egypt under the reign of Snofru in dyn.
4 but also much later;49 other Nubian groups lived
in Egypt with settlements close to important towns
and their own discrete cemeteries,50 while yet others
were employed as mercenaries, desert hunters and
patrols, as attested from Middle Kingdom tomb models and the “Semna Despatches”.51 Egyptians living
south of Elephantine/Aswan, the traditional frontier
between Egypt and Nubia, are rarely attested before
the New Kingdom, although remains of an Egyptian
settlement dating to the Old Kingdom at Buhen
were discovered,52 and the Middle Kingdom fortresses along the second Nile cataract were manned by
garrisons who very likely interacted with local people.
During the New Kingdom Egyptian presence is attested as far upstream as Kurgus,53 but disappears virtually completely with the political changes in Egypt
towards the end of dyn. 20, around 1070 BC.
This frequent exchange of goods and people one
would expect to lead also to the exchange of ideas
and customs. If we believe Egyptian texts of the New
Kingdom and earlier, this type of exchange with Nubia was apparently a one-way traffic. Of course these
writings were composed with a certain ideological
background, which at times appears xenophobic, and
anything un-Egyptian out of necessity either was bad,
even vile, or simply ignored, and therefore could not
be accepted into Egyptian concepts. However, some
deities in the Egyptian pantheon may have their roots
in Nubia. Dedwen, an ancient deity already mentioned in the Pyramid Texts54 and usually in connection
with Nubia,55 as well as Bes and other dwarf-gods,
and especially the ram-headed form of the Egyptian
state god Amun56 may have been imported from the
south. Not until later, during dyn. 25 with a line of
kings probably originating in Napata, does Nubian
influence in Egypt become more clearly visible in artistic representations and this has been investigated
and commented upon by numerous scholars.57
49	Urk. I, 236, 10; Goedicke, Königliche Dokumente aus dem

Alten Reich 1967: 55, 63.

50 Hierakonpolis: Friedman, Nubians at Hierakonpolis 2001a;

Friedman, Excavating in the Nubian Cemeteries 2001b; Elephantine: Raue, Nubians on Elephantine 2002.
51 Smither, Semnah Despatches 1945.
52 Baines and Malek, Atlas of Ancient Egypt 1984: 20.
53	E.g. Davies, Kurgus, the Pharaonic Inscriptions 1998; Kendall, Origin of the Napatan State 1999: 50.
54 Faulkner, Pyramid Texts 1969: § 803, 994, 1017, 1476,
1718.
55 Hart, Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses 1986.
56 Myśliwiec, Herr Beider Länder 1998: 96.
57	E.g. Myśliwiec, Königsportrait des Taharka 1983; Myśliwiec,
Royal portraiture; Russmann, Representation in the XXVth
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In spite of the fact that ideas are difficult to detect
in the archaeological record, and belief systems can be
only partly recovered, in the first place from funerary
remains, what we see in Nubia during the Egyptian
domination is a virtual “Egyptianisation” of the indigenous population. Frequently the burials of local
elites are indistinguishable from those of Egyptians,
like those of Djehuty-hetep and Amenemhet.58 Although the material culture in the local C-group burials of ordinary people was increasingly of Egyptian
type, their burial customs were largely untouched by
Egyptian influence.59 Bearing in mind the stability/
longevity of burial customs and the observation that
new “fashions” frequently start on elite level,60 this is
not entirely surprising.

1.5 Boundaries
Traditionally the boundary between Egypt and Nubia is drawn at Elephantine/Aswan. But actually we
cannot be certain whether our understanding of this
frontier conforms to that of ancient times, in spite of
the suitability of the 1st cataract as a natural boundary. The term “Ta-Seti”, “Land of the Bow” was used
from the Middle Kingdom onwards as a name for the
first Upper Egyptian nome, but also referred to Nubia.61 Apparently during the Old Kingdom this nome
was not included within Egyptian administration,62
although it covered the entire area south of Gebel
el-Silsila without its southern boundary defined.63
Elephantine, during the Old Kingdom, appears therefore rather as a trading outpost in Nubia64 than a
frontier town. Not until the Middle Kingdom do we
have a firmly established, more physical boundary,
represented by the fortresses along the 2nd cataract,
and clearly described in the Semna Stelae of Sestostris
III.65 This boundary was a political one, incorporating Lower Nubia into Egypt, but also an ideological one, separating the ordered Egyptianness from
dynasty 1974; Russmann, Regalia of the Kushite Kings 1979;
Russmann, Kushite Headdresses 1995; Török, Royal Crowns
of Kush 1987.
58 Säve-Söderbergh, Paintings in the Tomb of Djehuty-hetep
1960; Säve-Söderbergh, Tomb of the Prince of Teh-khet,
Amenemhet 1963; Thabit, Tomb of Djehuty-Hetep 1957.
59 Morkot, The Black Pharaohs 2000: 131.
60 Cannon 1989.
61	Gardiner, Inscriptions tomb of Si-renpowet I 1908.
62 Zibelius-Chen, Ägyptische Expansion nach Nubien 1988: 5.
63	Gardiner, Inscriptions tomb of Si-renpowet I 1908.
64 Zibelius-Chen, Ägyptische Expansion nach Nubien 1988: 6.
65 Berlin 1157, Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature 1975:
119ff.; Berlin 14753, Meurer, Nubier in Ägypten 1996;
Seidlmayer, Pharao setzt die Grenzen 1999.

the chaotic “otherness”, from “Wretched Kush”. But
while royal dogma and inscriptions want to make us
believe that this boundary was impermeable, in reality people from both sides crossed it, maintained
contacts, intermingled and mixed.66 Mattingly, on
researching the Roman Empire in North Africa, makes the observation that “... frontiers can be highly mobile up to the point where the expanding state reaches a
zone that is totally alien to its culture and lifestyle, at
which point the frontier becomes more static and politically volatile”,67 which can equally be applied to
Egypt and Nubia.
That political boundaries do not necessarily coincide with cultural ones can be observed on the evidence of Lower Nubia, which appears to have shared
some aspects of culture with Upper Egypt, reflected
in the history of the Egyptian-Nubian boundary. In
fact, the existence of a substratum of shared religious
ideas and traditions had already been put forward by
Frankfort and Seligman in their studies of Egyptian
religion and divine kingship, covering the entire area
of northeast Africa.68 During the pre-dynastic period
in Egypt, in the 4th millennium BC, we can observe
from funerary customs in Naqada I and II in Upper
Egypt, and A-Group burials in Lower Nubia, that
even if they had different traditions in ceramics and
material culture69 they were close in their systems
of religious ideas.70 Although mainly distinguished
through common traits in ceramics, the C-Group
horizon consisting of the Lower Nubian C-Group
– whose origins are obscure71 – the Upper Nubian
Kerma-Culture, and the Pan-Grave-Population of
the Eastern Desert points to the existence of wider
regionally shared traditions during the 3rd and 2nd
millennia BC.72 The underlying stratum of shared
religious ideas in the Nile Valley, as pointed out by
Williams73 must have existed throughout the period and remained until much later. In this light, the
appearance of the Egyptian White Crown on the
Qustul incense burner, dated to the Terminal A66 Smith, Wretched Kush 2003: 4-5.
67 Mattingly, War and Peace in Roman North Africa 1992: 44.
68 Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods 1948; Seligman, Egypt

and Negro Africa 1934; cited by Williams, Kushite Origins
1999.
69	O’Connor, Ancient Nubia 1993: 15.
70 Trigger, Nubia under the Pharaohs 1976b: 23-33; similarly the “primary pastoral society” Wengrow, Landscapes of
Knowledge 2003; Wengrow, Archaeology of Early Egypt
2006: 44.
71 Trigger, Nubia under the Pharaohs 1976b: 53.
72 Bakr, Relationship C-Group 1965; Trigger, Nubia under the
Pharaohs 1976b: 53; Williams, Kushite Origins 1999.
73 Williams, Historical essence of ancient Nubia 1991: 74; Williams, Kushite Origins 1999.
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Group,74 does not seem surprising, and I think that
throughout time Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia were
considered as a cultural (but not necessarily political)
unit. Some Nubian rulers of later periods were shown
wearing the White Crown,75 and Piye, at the beginning of dyn. 25, receives on the “Sandstone Stela”76
from the ram-headed Amun of Napata the Kushite
Cap Crown and the Lower Egyptian Red Crown, but
neither the White nor the Double Crown,77 which
could indicate that Upper Egypt may have been considered part of Nubia at that time, in ideology as well
as politically.78
Boundaries are even more difficult to identify during the Egyptian New Kingdom. While in the north
the boundary of Egypt proper was at the Mediterranean shores, politically Egyptian hegemony included the Sinai, Palestine and parts of Syria. To the east
Egypt stretched to the Red Sea Coast. To what extent
the inhabitants of the oases in the Libyan Desert were
regarded as Egyptians is not quite clear, since in some
representations they are shown as tribute bearers, just
like those of other foreign domains,79 which leaves us
somewhat in the dark as to where in the ancient mind
Egypt extended to the west. A southern boundary
was established by Tutmosis I, dyn. 18 at Kurgus,
upstream of the 4th cataract.80 However, while there is ample evidence for Egyptian colonies in Lower
Nubia, beyond the 3rd cataract only little influence is
attested.81
At the other end of the time spectrum, Fattovich
considers it likely that the Kingdoms of Kush, Napata
and Meroe shared a number of traditions with cultures from further south and east of the Nile Valley.82
Certainly, people in the Nile Valley had longstanding,
and at times intense, contact. They moved along the
river and adjacent areas, and with them travelled their
stories and ideas.

74 Williams, Lost Pharaohs of Nubia 1980.
75 See example quoted by Morkot, Kingship and Kinship in

Kush 1999: 186; Morkot, The Black Pharaohs 2000: 55;
Smith, Fortress of Buhen II 1976: 11-12, pl. 3; Wildung,
Sudan, Antike Königreiche am Nil 1996: 100.
76 Welsby and Anderson, Sudan, Ancient Treasures 2004: 163.
77 For relationship between Cap Crown and White Crown see
Török, Royal Crowns of Kush 1987: 7.
78 Cf. Morkot, Kingship and Kinship in Kush 1999: 188.
79	E.g. tomb of Rekhmire; Davies, Tomb of Rekh-mi-re 1943.
80 Davies, Kurgus, the Pharaonic Inscriptions 1998; Kendall,
Origin of the Napatan State 1999: 50.
81	E.g. Tombos, Kawa, Gebel Barkal; Smith, Wretched Kush
2003: 94.
82 Fattovich, Origins of the Kingdom of Kush 1995.

1.6 Egypt and Nubia
during the New Kingdom and its aftermath
Earlier views on Egyptian behaviour towards her
neighbouring territories presented a picture of respectful cooperation with the Levant and Syria/Palestine, leaving these lands largely under the authority of vassal-rulers, while Nubia was considered a
colony under Egyptian authority and administration.
More recent interpretations, however, show that this
may not have been the case entirely.83 Local Nubian princes, often held as hostages and educated at
the Egyptian court, just as Asiatic ones, came into
positions of authority in their native countries, and,
although we know of numerous Egyptian officials
acting in Nubia, with time Nubians, or offspring of
mixed Egyptian-Nubian unions, would have been in
charge.84 During that period we can observe a clear
spread of Egyptian and Egyptianising features in Nubia, especially in the mortuary sphere which is generally thought to be the result of the adoption of
foreign customs and religious ideas by the indigenous
Nubian elites, and the presence of Egyptian “colonies”, consisting of officials, priests and craftsmen.
At the end of the New Kingdom, around 1070 BC,
a number of changes become visible both in Egypt and
in Nubia. During the reign of the kings of Libyan descent, the royal burial ground was moved from what is
now known as the Valley of the Kings in Upper Egypt
to within the enclosed temple precincts of the capital
in Lower Egypt. The need for protection of deceased
royalty, after the tomb robberies of the previous decades, very likely was one reason for this change, as
well as perhaps the wish to be spatially closer to the
sanctuary of the state deity Amun. Large family tombs,
sometimes used over several generations, become more
common, as opposed to the single (generation) burials
of earlier periods, and the assemblage of burial goods
changes.85 The number of funerary amulets, which
could be easily attached to the body of their owner,
rises drastically, and also a great variety of new styles
and motives were introduced. Although visually material culture, temples, monuments and burials still were
purely Egyptian in character, these changes in constellation and use can be attributed to Libyan influence.86
When after about 300 years Egypt came under Nubian rule, the 25th dynasty, this Libyan influence had
naturalized into Egyptian culture.
83 Morkot, Kingship and Kinship in Kush 1999: 183; Smith,

Wretched Kush 2003: 94ff.

84	O’Connor, Ancient Nubia 1993: 59.
85	Leahy, Libyan Period in Egypt 1985.
86	Leahy, Libyan Period in Egypt 1985.
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During the apparent “Dark Ages”, Lower Nubia gives the impression of complete depopulation,
which was explained originally by Egyptians going
back to Egypt, and the retreat of indigenous populations into the “wilderness of Upper Nubia”.87 Economic decline88 and/or the taking up of a nomadic lifestyle have been offered as alternative suggestions.89
One of the major problems here is, as Williams remarked, the difficulty of creating complete archaeological sequences in any part of Nubia in order to
observe developments.90 One piece of evidence that
this period may not have been that “dark” after all
is the inscription of Queen Katimala (or Kadimalo)
from Semna. Without entering into more controversial aspects here, the text is dated to dyn. 21/22 (=
post New Kingdom), shows the existence of some
kind of chiefdom, describes a struggle among (local)
people, and the triumph of the queen with the help
of Amun,91 the latter confirming the continuing importance of this deity in Nubia, but also confirming
the continuing importance of this particular New
Kingdom temple92 in the Middle Kingdom fortress
at Semna.
The evidence for Upper Nubia is not more revealing. There, Egyptian influence never seems to have
been as strong as in Lower Nubia, and still, by the 9th
century BC we can observe the emergence of a kingdom seemingly modelled on the Egyptian example.
Important evidence comes from the royal cemetery
at el-Kurru near Gebel Barkal at the 4th cataract. A
number of questions surround this cemetery. While
we know from inscribed material of the latest burials
that they were those of the Napatan kings and many
of their wives of the Egyptian 25th dynasty, we can
only assume that the earlier burials without inscribed evidence were those of their ancestors. We do
not know who they were and where they came from.
Earlier researchers assumed that owing to the difficult
political situation in Egypt, refugees, descendants of
the Libyan ruling family and priests of Amun, arrived at Napata where they established themselves as
a new ruling elite over the local population.93 While
this “Libyan theory” has been discredited, it was suggested that these people came from further south,94
or areas without or only little contact with Egypt be87	Adams, Post-Pharaonic Nubia 1964.
88	E.g. Shinnie, Ancient Nubia 1996: 95.
89 Cited by Morkot, The Black Pharaohs 2000: 133.
90 Williams, Kushite Origins 1999: 377.
91 Darnell, Inscription of Queen Katimala 2006.
92 Dated to the reign of Hatshepsut and Thutmosis III; Darnell,

Inscription of Queen Katimala 2006: 2.

93	E.g. Reisner, Pyramids of Meroe 1923a: 12.
94 Fattovich, Origins of the Kingdom of Kush 1992: 72.

cause of the absence of Egyptianisation.95 The dating
of these earliest burials has led to fierce discussions.
Reisner’s original calculation based on the length of
generations, and now followed by Kendall,96 led to
around 860 BC. The problem here is that it leaves a
gap in the chronology of the area. Based on pottery in
the graves, which was imported from Egypt and conforms in style to the late New Kingdom, Török97 and
Morkot98 argue for a long chronology, which would
provide cultural continuity over the period from
1060-860 BC. This seems to be supported by more
recent finds at Hillat el-Arab, where burials of presumably local elites were uncovered, with Egyptian
style wall paintings, and which date to roughly the
same period.99 In this light, Morkot100 is probably
right in stating that too much emphasis has been put
on the importance of el-Kurru cemetery to explain
the rise of the Kushite/Napatan kingdom.
Nevertheless, the rise of Napata is not well understood.101 The political situation after Egyptian withdrawal is very unclear; we do not know how many
chiefdoms emerged, or what their territorial extent
was, although some inscriptions of the succeeding
Napatan period appear to refer to some sort of “federation” of territorial units,102 perhaps a situation
similar to that mentioned about 1500 years earlier
in the inscription of Harkhuf.103 Dafa’alla suggested
the existence of five such chiefdoms in Upper Nubia
and adjacent areas: Napata, Kerma-basin, Blemmyescountry, Island of Meroe and Kordofan.104 Research
of the last 15-20 years has shown that the “Dark Ages”
of the Middle Nile Valley may not have been that
dark after all: the inscription of Queen Katimala,105
the evidence from the cemetery of possibly local leaders at Hillat el-Arab,106 and the “Long Chronology” of el-Kurru as suggested by Morkot and Török107
95	Yellin, Egyptian religion and its impact 1995: 245.
96 Kendall, Origin of the Napatan State 1999.
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show that the kingdom of Napata did not arise from
a vacuum.
Another, commonly accepted line of thought puts
the rise of Napata down to the survival of Egyptian
priestly influence in the Amun temple at Gebel Barkal.108 The importance of the cult of Amun within
the Kushite state and kingship cannot be denied. But,
as Edwards109 rightly puts forward, one must ask the
question as to how Egyptian the cult of Amun really was by the time of the emergence of the Napatan
ruling family, after about 300 years of possibly scant
contact with Egypt. Egyptian priests, usually thought
to come from the Theban temple of Amun, are usually held responsible for the spread of Egyptian religious ideas and the maintenance of Egyptian traditions
as encountered in royal and non-royal burials of the
Napatan Period.
There is no doubt that the cult of Amun played
an important role in the formation of the Kingdom
of Napata. Especially during and after Nubian rule of
Egypt there was continuous exchange between Napata and Thebes, the two most important sanctuaries
of the god. But neither the influence of people from
the south, nor the importance of the cult of Amun
takes sufficiently into account the role of existing local elites, the descendants of the former Egyptian vassal rulers. I think there is no need to write Egyptian
individuals as initiators of the rise of Napata into
history. The rise of the Kingdom of Napata can be
demonstrated as the consequence of Egyptian domination. At the end of the period of Egypt’s domination
of the Middle Nile the Egyptian temples were still
visible; some of them built as places of worship for
the god Amun110 as well as the king (e.g. Abu Simbel
for Ramses II, or Soleb for Amenhotep III), but they
would also have functioned as administrative centres and collecting points for revenue.111 Local elites
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had every interest in continuing the cult of Amun:
while during the colonial power the collected goods
were passed on to their Egyptian overlords, now they
could use this income to further their own aspirations
to status and wealth. At one point in time, usually
ascribed to Alara, the founder of the Nubian dynasty
according to later texts112 at least parts of the Middle
Nile Valley were unified and thus the foundation for
the new kingdom was laid. Unfortunately due to the
lack of evidence for the continuing use of temples
such as Kawa, Kerma/Doukki Gel or the temples at
Gebel Barkal during the period between the 20th and
the 25th dynasty this hypothesis cannot be tested in
our present state of knowledge.
While we know very little about the earlier rulers
of this new kingdom, from the time of Piye onwards
the apparent modelling of this new kingdom on the
Egyptian example becomes clearly visible. Deviations from known Egyptian patterns were explained
by early excavators as due to insufficient understanding of the original, or, in the case of artworks, it
was maintained that Nubian artisans were less skilful
than their Egyptian counterparts.113 When objects
of high artistic quality were encountered, these were
ascribed to superior Egyptian craftspeople114 - such
as mentioned in an inscription of King Taharka in
Kawa.115 More recent research has shown, however,
that on closer examination these Egyptian stylistic
means were used to express indigenous ideas,116 such
as about cosmology and kingship117 and the role of
royal women.118 The royal funerary complexes of Napata also show strong Egyptian influence, and it was
pointed out that “An analysis of the royal burials of the
Twenty-Fifth Dynasty and Napatan Period as evidence
for Kushite religion is still wanting”.119 With this study
I hope to fill, at least partly, this gap in our knowledge
of royal funerary ideas and mortuary customs as practised in the Middle Nile Valley.
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