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Introduction 

The Holocene prehistory of Upper Nubia has long been poorly known due to the 

few research projects focused on this period. In comparison, Lower Nubia and the 

Central Sudan have been much better studied. In Lower Nubia the sequence of Nab­

ta Playa 200 km west of the Nile (WENDORF/SCHILD 2001), complemented by the 

results of the High Dam campaign of the 1960s (WENDORF 1968), covers all of the 

Holocene from 8400 BC to historical times (GATTO 2011a). In the south, Central Su­

dan is rich in sites from the Mesolithic and Neolithic Periods (from 7000 to 3500 BC) 

even if there is still a chronological gap between the end of the Neolithic and the 

2nd millennium BC (USAI 2016). Between these two aforementioned regions of the

Nile Valley, more than 700 km apart, few studies concentrated on the prehistory of 

Upper Nubia until recently. This area, particularly its chronological and cultural 

sequence, remains poorly known even if some research has been or still is ongoing 

at different sites. Some of the research projects focused on Neolithic cemeteries of 

the 5th millennium that were identified south of the Kerma basin in Kadruka (REr­

NOLD 2001; 2006), in the Northern Dongola Reach (WELSBY 2001; SALVATORI/USA! 

2008) or between Debba and Korti (PERESSINOTTO ET AL. 2004). Along the Fourth 

Cataract, the construction of a new dam between 2004 and 2008 led to the discovery 

of Mesolithic and Neolithic sites, which are available in preliminary publications 

for the time being (OSYPINSKI 2014). In the north, between the Second and the Third 

Cataracts, the excavations on Sai Island have revealed evidence of the Mesolithic, 

Neolithic and Pre-Kerma (GARCEA/HILDEBRAND 2009). Despite these discoveries, the 

picture is patchy and does not allow for a clear understanding of the cultural dy­

namics in this part of the valley. For this reason, a programme of surveys and exca­

vations has been conducted since 2000 in the area of Kerma, south of the Third 

Cataract, in order to build a chronological framework and to follow the evolution of 

human societies during the Holocene Period from the Mesolithic to the beginning of 

the Kerma civilisation. It has produced a large volume of new data that substantially 

modifies our perception of prehistory in Upper Nubia.1 The obtained results and the 

exceptional sites that were discovered are less due to the particularity of the re­

gion - rich in remains due to its geographical location - than a consequence of 

long term research. 

1 HONEGGER 2004a; 2005; 2014; HONEGGER/WILLIAMS 2015. 
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1 The Kerma Area: Location, Chronology 

and Environment 

The Kerma area is located a few kilometres south of the Third Cataract on the right 
bank of the Nile. It consists of two main geological units: the Mesozoic Nubian 
Sandstone plateau lying at least 13 km east of the present-day Nile channel and the 
late Quaternary Nile alluvial plain situated between the plateau and the Nile. The 
alluvial plain includes the capital of the IGngdom of Kerma and its vast cemetery, 
which flourished between 2500 and 1500 BC. It belongs to the Northern Dongola 
Reach, which is the largest alluvial plain of Upper Nubia. For millennia the area 
has been densely populated, giving rise to a wealth of archaeological remains, 
whose number and interesting features were already noted during the surveys un­
dertaken to the south of the region of Kerma (REINOLD 1993; WELSBY 2001). 
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Fig. 1: The Area of Kerma, south of the Third Nile Cataract (Sudan), with the location of 

the Holocene archaeological sites including the sites discussed in the text. The excavated sites 

are indicated by larger symbols. 
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Fig. 2: C14 chronology of the human occupation in the Kerma area with the main cultural 

complexes and the innovations that characterized this evolution. For each site, the sum of 

the calibrated dates (2s) is represented by a density curve (OxCal v4.2.4; BRONK RAMSEY 2009). 

Around Kerma, recent surveys have revealed the presence of 130 sites belonging to 
the Holocene Period and dated between 8300 BC and the beginning of our era 
(Fig. 1). A large number of the discovered sites are eroded or partially destroyed 
by agriculture, but the fragmentary material they have yielded has generally been 
sufficient to propose reasonably precise dates by means of typological comparisons 
of the collected pottery, based on previous classifications. In most instances, the 
sites represent the remains of habitations, campsites or villages. A limited number 
of cemeteries were also found. The most interesting sites have been excavated and 
have provided numerous C14 dates on which to establish their chronologies (Fig. 2). 
This general chronological framework allowed the distinguishing of Holocene hunt­
er-fisher-gatherer-groups, traditionally named Mesolithic in the Sudan; Neolithic 
pastoral societies who practice small-scale agriculture; the Pre-Kerma Period, which 
corresponds to a more complex agro-pastoral society; and the Kingdom of Kerma, 
the first state society in Upper Nubia characterised by a concentration of power, the 
development of urbanisation and the emergence of institutions. 

During the first half of the Holocene, North Africa was subject to important 
environmental changes with the return of the summer monsoon and its production 
of a wetter climate, which corresponds to the African Humid Period (AHP). This 
starts around 9000-8000 BC while the present-day (semi-)arid climate became es­
tablished around 2500 BC (USAI 2016). The AHP was punctuated by some arid epi-
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sodes whose effects on human populations were more or less important (ZERBONI 

2013). In the Kerma area and in the Northern Dongola Reach, recent studies have 

tried to evaluate the effects of the environmental variations on human occupation, 

taking into consideration the river flow and floods, phenomena governed by climat­

ic changes (HONEGGER/WILLIAMS 2015; MACKLIN ET AL. 2015). 

2 From the Mesolithic to the Neolithic Societies 

During the first half of the Holocene, the sites are located on the fringes of the 

alluvial plain, above the Nile flood-waters. Three principal sites, which were occu­

pied by either pottery producing Mesolithic groups of hunter-fisher-gatherers or 

groups from the beginning of the Neolithic, have been excavated with sequences 

stretching from 8300 to 5400 BC. The occupation started one or two centuries after 

that of the Eastern Sahara, which took place after the beginning of the AHP (KUPER/ 

KR0PELIN 2006). The regular presence of habitation structures and the development 

of cemeteries allow us to hypothesize that the occupants were sedentary, or at least 

that they organised their activities around a principal habitation site. One of the 

excavated sites, Wadi el-Arab, extends over more than three hectares and contains 

stratified occupation levels (HONEGGER 2012; 2013a). It was occupied for almost 

three millennia and produced the bases of semi-subterranean habitations, hearths 

and some ten tombs disseminated within the habitations. A few kilometres to the 

south-west, the site of El-Barga has yielded the base of a hut dug into the Nubian 

sandstone dating from 7500 to 7300 BC. Close by lies a Mesolithic cemetery contain­

ing approximately 50 tombs dated between 7800 and 6900 BC (HONEGGER 2004b; 

2006). A second necropolis, further south, contained some 100 tombs dating from 

the Early Neolithic between .6000 and 5500 BC. The contrast between the Mesolithic 

and Neolithic burials is striking and evokes those discovered in the Central Sahara 

(SERENO ET AL. 2008). The individuals from the earlier burials have a robust mor­

phology (CREVECOEUR 2012) and are seldom buried with personal adornments. By 

contrast, the later ones are more gracile and are accompanied by offerings and per­

sonal effects, mostly tools and adornments made of polished stone, which were 

produced by a new technique in the region (axe blades, beads, labrets and ear­

rings). The pottery presents either surfaces covered in impressed decorations (Suda­

nese Style) (JESSE 2010), or a burnished surface whose evolution has been traced in 

the Western Desert and which spread from the north to the south from c. 6500 BC 

(RIEMER 2007). Finally, a bucranium was deposited on top of a tomb, which must 

have been from a domesticated bovid, given that the wild aurochs is not present 

during the Neolithic south of the Second Cataract (LINSEELE 2004). This cemetery 

provides evidence of the rites practised in the Nubian necropolises from the 5th mil­

lennium BC onward (CHAIX 2011). Once again, the Initial Neolithic in north-east 
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Africa does not appear to date from before 6200-6000 BC.2 This process occurs 

during a major period of Nile channel and floodplain contraction between 6150 and 

5750 BC which coincided with drier conditions (MACKLIN ET AL. 2015). This Mid­

Holocene aridification has likely been a critical stimulus for the Neolithisation pro­

cess in north-east Africa (BARKER 2013). 

Starting from 5400 to 5300 BC, most of the sites in the area of Kerma are relocat­

ed onto the alluvial plain. This shift occurs at precisely the same time as it does in 

the Egyptian Western Desert (KUPER/KR0PELIN 2006), and could be the conse­

quence of regional aridification, but the data collected in the Nile basin (floodplain, 

lake, delta) indicates higher river flows. This would suggest that local climate 

change made occupation of the desert plateau regions less viable, even if the Nile 

river does not seem to be influenced by this dry episode (MACKLIN ET AL. 2015). 

Beginning in the 5th millennium, the populations adopt a pastoral economy based 

on the breeding of bovines and caprines (CHAIX/HONEGGER 2014); they may have 

also practised small-scale incipient agriculture (OUT ET AL. 2016). On the plain, 

the earliest dated sites are represented by a series of villages found either on the 

surface or in stratigraphic contexts in the Kerma Eastern Cemetery, as well as by 

some 20 cemeteries at Kadruka and further to the south in the Northern Dongola 

Reach. These ensembles cover the whole of the 5th millennium BC, giving the im­

pression that it was a prosperous period. This period of prosperity lasted for no 

more than a millennium in Sudan. Not a single site is known in the valley after 

4000 BC (SADIG 2013) with the exception of the cemetery at Kadada in Central Su­

dan, dated c. 3600 BC (REINOLD 2008). At Kerma, this hiatus lasted until at least 

3400 BC, but in most of the regions of Upper Nubia, virtually nothing has been 

found prior to 2700-2600 BC. It would appear that around 4000 BC a prosperous 

and stable society that had lasted a millennium collapsed. The data on the Nile 

River dynamics indicates a major period of channel and floodplain contraction at 

c. 3700-3450 BC, which could explain why dryer conditions would have affected

the human population. Nevertheless, we cannot rule out that sedimentary processes

may have obliterated some of the sites from this period. This hiatus in occupation

during part of the 4th millennium is not present in Egypt, where the population

prospered under the development of the Predynastic Period. It could be that the

arid episode was more marked in Nubia, but it is also possible that agricultural

practices were more advanced in Egypt, already incorporating water catchment or

irrigation systems, which allowed for a better resistance to shortfalls in precipitation

or flooding.

2 CLOSE 2002; KUPER/RIEMER 2013; LINSEELE ET AL. 2014. 
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3 From the Pre-Kerma to the Kerma Kingdom 

Beginning in 3400-3200 BC, traces of settlements are again found on the alluvial 

plain. These settlements belong to a cultural horizon known as Pre-Kerma and cor­

respond to agro-pastoral populations with affinities with the A-Group from Lower 

Nubia, whilst also showing precursor affinities with the Kingdom of Kerma. Initial 

study of the Pre-Kerma pottery has helped to define a Middle Phase c. 3000 BC and 

a Late Phase between 2900-2600 BC (HONEGGER 2004a). The Early Phase is as­

sumed to begin c. 3500 BC, but is, to date, not documented. 

The Middle Pre-Kerma pottery presents affinities with that of the A-Group. Many 

of the dishes and bowls are often red with black mouths and their surfaces are 

carefully polished. A fine rippled decoration evokes a decorative technique well at­

tested in the A-Group, but here it is limited to the upper part of the pottery in the 

black-coloured area (Fig. 3). Some rare pots resemble the egg-shell pottery from the 

Terminal A-Group. This Middle Phase is only known from two settlements, one 

found in the middle of the Kerma Eastern Cemetery, the other on the Arduan Island 

(EDWARD/OSMAN 2011), where some of the pottery was similarly decorated. 

The Late Pre-Kerma pottery was somewhat different from that of the preceding 

period, presenting elements that herald the Early Kerma Period. The most character­

istic decoration is composed of combed horizontal impressions and geometric fish­

bone motifs similar to those known from the Terminal A-Group. There are also im­

pressed motifs of inverted triangles filled with geometric decorations, as well as a 

few red vases with black rims impressed with fine decorations below the lip recall­

ing the characteristic Early Kerma decorations (Fig. 3). The comparison of these el­

ements with other complexes has permitted the identification of the Late Pre-Kerma 

phase over a relatively extensive area, stretching from the Fourth Cataract in the 

south to Elephantine in the north. The most southerly site is a settlement 30 km 

south-west of Abu Hamed, close to the village of El-Ginifab (HERBST/SMITH 2014). 

To the north, the assemblages related to the Pre-Kerma are known in the region 

of the Third Cataract (EDWARD/OSMAN 2011; HONEGGER/WILLIAMS 2015), at Soleb 

(SCHIFF-GIORGINI 1971), Abudiya (GEUS 1978) and Sai (GARCEA/HILDEBRAND 2009). 

Similar pottery has also been found at Second Cataract sites, such as Saras (MILLS 

1967-1968), Buhen where it has been placed in a redefined B-Group (GRATIEN 1995), 

Faras (NORDSTROM 1962) and even beyond in the stratigraphy of Elephantine (RAUE 

2014-2015). As regards the typology of the pottery, the differences between the Pre­

Kerma and A-Group are rather subtle and it is difficult to interpret their significance. 

Overall, they represent a single cultural horizon, but it could be that the differences 

observed reflect the existence of several political groups, similar to those described 

at a later date during the expeditions of Harkhuf under the reign of Pepi II. (Ti:iRi:iK 

2009, 69 -70). 

The continuity between Pre-Kerma and Early Kerma is demonstrated by the re­

cent discovery of an initial phase in the Kerma Eastern Cemetery. Prior to this dis-
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Fig. 3: Pre-Kerma pottery. a. Middle Phase (c. 3000 BC); b. Late Phase (2900-2600 BC); 
c. Early Kerma ancien Phase (2550-2450 BC). 
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covery, the earliest known tombs were dated to c. 2500-2400 BC and were assimilat­

ed into the Early Kerma Phase (BONNET 2000). To the west of this ensemble, several 

tens of earlier graves have been discovered and dated between 2550 and 2450 BC 



224 - Matthieu Honegger 

(HONEGGER 2013b). Their pits are a little more rectangular than those from Early 

Kerma, whilst the ritual is somewhat similar, with the bodies in a flexed position 

on their right side and heads pointing to the east, laid out on the pelt of a bovine 

with the ceramics placed on the surface, next to the tumulus. The pottery is, how­

ever, different, made up almost exclusively of red vases with black mouths, which 

are either undecorated or decorated with combed horizontal impressions, similar to 

those from the Late Pre-Kerma. No red pottery was found with black mouths and 

fine impressed decoration under the rim, so characteristic of the Early Kerma, just 

as few examples of C-Group pottery were discovered, although these are regularly 

found in the Early Kerma assemblages (PRIVATI 1986). This initial phase of the cem­

etery is interesting since it belongs to the Kerma civilization, whilst being distin­

guished by a pottery with definite links to the Late Pre-Ker ma. There was thus in 

all probability a degree of continuity of the population in the region to the south of 

the Third Cataract. The intrusive elements characteristic of the C-Group within the 

Kerma cemetery shortly after its initial phase continue to evade satisfactory expla­

nation (BONNET 1982; HONEGGER 2010). They could represent the arrival of a new 

human group from 2500 BC on if we accept the hypothesis that the C-Group, similar 

to the Kerma population, was an ethnic group (HAFSAAS 2005). The origins of this 

group, which occupied Lower Nubia from 2500 BC, continues to be unknown, and 

its presence in the Kerma cultural context could be indicative of contacts between 

the two groups. 

4 The Pre-Kerma Agglomeration and the Beginning 

of Complexity 

The Pre-Kerma is essentially known from settlements that have often been subjected 

to intense aeolian erosion. The habitations are made of wood and mud, with mud­

bricks only appearing towards the end of the Early Kerma Period, shortly before 

2000 BC (BONNET 2014). The remains, which are visible as depressions, particularly 

as regards the storage pits, are therefore not easily identifiable on the surface. On 

the Island of Arduan, the excavated area only brought to light a few such pits. At 

Sai there are more archaeological remains (GEUS 2004; GARCEA/HILDEBRAND 2009) 

and a concentration of about 100 storage pits. A certain number of them, particular­

ly well preserved, were still equipped with the sealing mechanism, which consisted 

of slabs of shale and silt. Sherds were found in the pits, as well as 17 different 

varieties of plants and fruits. The most abundant remains consisted of wheat (Triti­

cum dicoccum) and barley (Hordeum vulgare), which proves that the storage pits 

were used as granaries. Surfaces around the pits were excavated, but no other struc­

tural remains were found. At Sedeinga, some ten storage pits were also excavated, 

without any evidence for other structures (DELATTRE 2014), whereas above the 
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Fig. 4: Plan of the Pre-Kerma agglomeration. 

Fourth Cataract, the site close to the village of El-Ginifab produced evidence for two 

occupational phases dated between 3800 BC and 2300 BC. The evidence is in the 

form of semi-subterranean hearths and the post-holes of circular huts 4 m in diame­

ter, as well as a rectangular building and a palisade (HERBST/SMITH 2014). 

The best known settlement is currently a large agglomeration located in the 

Eastern Cemetery of Kerma, a few kilometres to the east of the ancient town (Ho NEG· 

GER 2004b; 2007). The settlement has been excavated over a surface of about one 

and half hectare. It displays a fascinating image of the layout of an agglomeration 

that can no longer be considered as a simple village and which already bears wit­

ness to the densification as well as a complexification processes, characteristic of a 

proto-urban stage of development (Fig. 4). A total of 285 pits have been excavated 

and, considering how many must have been destroyed during the digging of the 

Kerma tombs, one can estimate that there must have been almost 500 of them. With 

the exception of two pits containing complete jars, the cavities only yielded frag­

ments of objects. They give the impression of having been emptied prior to the 

abandonment of the site and in any case have not been reused as rubbish dumps. 

Their function probably involved the storage of cereals, as was the case regarding 

the pits on Sai Island. Two C14 dates have been obtained: one on charcoal from a 

pit and the other from the organic temper from one of the jars, which yielded almost 

synchronous dates around 3000 BC. Several types of buildings were identified, 
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thanks to the alignments described by the post-holes. The most numerous represent 

habitation huts, the majority of which have a diameter close to 4 m, and a few 

others reach 6 m in diameter. On the edge of the area covered by the huts, two 

rectangular buildings were identified, one of which was rebuilt three times at pre­

cisely the same location, confirming the importance of the particular spot. It could 

have been an administrative building or the seat of power. The other building was 

erected with particularly large uprights, with an apse on the north side, which 

evokes the form of temples during the Kerma Period (BONNET 2000). Numerous reg­

ular alignments of posts correspond to palisades, and if some of these appear to 

mark separations inside the habitations, the majority are located on the periphery 

of the settlement. They trace large oval enclosures, which correspond to cattle pens, 

like those currently known on the periphery of present-day villages in East Africa, 

where pastoralism is practised (DENYER 1978). The hoof-prints of bovines identified 

inside one of these enclosures confirm this interpretation. Finally, the most spectac­

ular remains have been discovered to the north of the excavated area. They consist 

of an impressive system of fortifications, 8 m wide, made up of at least six parallel 

rows of palisades, reinforced with earthworks. Although the detailed organization 

of this structure is hard to understand due to the numerous superimposed recon­

struction phases and the more marked erosion in certain sectors, two entrances can 

be clearly made out. These are 70 m apart, with one being 8 m wide, whilst the 

second, close to a cluster of habitation huts, is limited to 4 m. The total agglomera­

tion must have covered an extensive area of 5 to 10 ha. The duration of the occupa­

tion - such as can be estimated based on the pottery style, the dates and the number 

of reconstructions - does not appear to have exceeded a century. We can consider 

that this settlement represents a first evolutionary phase, which would, 500 years 

later, give birth to the town of Kerma, located 4 km to the west, nearer to the 

present-day course of the River Nile (see Ch. BONNET). The site might have been 

abandoned due to the progressive silting up of the Nile channels close-by. Architec­

turally, the Pre-Kerma agglomeration bears characteristics similar to those south of 

the Sahara and no similar site has been identified in the Nile Valley, where sites for 

the period in question have only very partial plans, and thus do not allow for a 

clear understanding of the general settlement organization (MIDANT-REYNES 2003). 

As compared to the ancient city of Kerma, the Egyptian influence is not perceptible 

due to the fact that mud-brick was as yet unknown and quadrangular buildings 

were rare. Some architectural similarities were, however, present in the ancient 

town: Storage pits have been found in the oldest levels, wooden palisades were 

used and huts continued to exist in some quarters (BONNET 2014). The construction 

of a real defensive structure surrounding the agglomeration during the Pre-Kerma 

underscores the need for defence and indicates that conflicts could exist between 

communities established in Upper Nubia. The important number of storage pits, 

which is regularly mentioned in other settlements, signifies that agriculture was 

practised more intensively at that time. The large animal corrals inside the protec-
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tive structure confirm the importance of pastoralism within these 3rd millennium BC 

societies, which has on numerous occasions been claimed for the A-Group (GATTO 

2011b), the C-Group (BANGSGAARD 2014; HAFSAAS 2005) as well as the Kerma civili­

zation (CHAIX ET AL. 2012). This is explicitly expressed in the funerary rituals, but 

also by the presence of figurines and the representations of bovines, as well as by 

the supposedly ephemeral nature of their campsite settlements, which leave few 

identifiable remains. 

5 The First Stages of the Kerma Eastern Cemetery 

The Eastern Cemetery of Kerma is the largest known for this kingdom, which ex­

tended from the Second to the Fourth Cataract. It is located 4 km east of the an­

cient city in the direction of the desert. Its exploration was initiated by GEORGE A. 

REISNER, who between 1913 and 1916 excavated hundreds of graves (REISNER 1923; 

DUNHAM ET AL. 1982). In 1977, archaeological work at Kerma was resumed by a 

Swiss team led by Charles Bonnet, who - during more than 30 years - undertook 

extensive excavations in the ancient city and opened 27 sectors in different areas of 

the cemetery in order to establish a precise chronology of this civilisation. 3 Since 

1998, a new project has been initiated in the oldest sectors of the cemetery to better 

understand the first stages of development and the emergence of a stratified society 

(HONEGGER 2013b; HONEGGER/PALLET 2015). 

A recent plan of the cemetery, including the tumuli of the largest graves visible 

on the surface and the main graves excavated by the different teams, gives a general 

idea of its organisation (Fig. 5). To date, it covers about 70 ha and, according to 

estimates calculated from completely excavated sectors, comprises approximately 

40,000 tombs. Since the time of REISNER, its western part has been partially de­

stroyed by the extension of agriculture. The Eastern Cemetery is one of the few areas 

of the Kerma alluvial plain that has not been cultivated over the millennia. The 

sheer number of graves, particularly their stone and earth tumuli, has contributed 

to the preservation of the area. For this reason, the remains of many Neolithic settle­

ments have been found on the surface or in stratigraphic contexts, covered by silt 

deposits from ancient Nile floods. In the centre of the cemetery (sector 12), the Pre­

Kerma agglomeration covering many hectares was also discovered (see above). 

Developed from north to south, the necropolis was exploited during the entire 

span of the Kerma civilisation. A first detailed chronology of this civilisation was 

proposed by a study based on the material recovered from the excavations within 

the cemetery of Sai Island (GRATIEN 1978). This chronology was improved by the 

work based on the ceramics from the excavations of BONNET in the Eastern Ceme-

3 BONNET 1992; 2000; EMBERLING 2014. 



228 - Matthieu Honegger 

'':',---..... � .... 
···t--...... _ 

',' 'L)G•·' 
I \ 

initial limit \ •, 

'""' ·-""'/ '' ' ' \., 
. 

Kerma ancien\ 
2550-2050 BC \ -------:---�--

/,/� 
! 

® 

'• 

.. , ........ .,

Ke,ma moyeo \\
, 2050-1750 BC 

' 
@ 

---�----�-

Kerma classique 
1750-1500 BC 

Sectors excavated by the Swiss mission 

Kerma ancien 

Kerma rnoyen 

Kerma classique 

Sectors excavated by Reisner 

100 m 

Fig. 5: Plan of the eastern cemetery of Kerma with the main graves and tumuli, 

and the location of the excavated sectors. 
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tery (PRIVATI 1999). A division of the Kerma civilisation into three periods was pro­
posed: Kerma ancien (KA: 2500-2050 BC), Kerma moyen (KM: 2050-1750 BC) and 
J(erma classique (KC: 1750-1500 BC). Each period is subdivided into phases: KA I­
IV, KM I-VIII and KC I-II. The dating of the phases was established by the associat­
ed Egyptian pottery (BouRRIAU 2004). More recently, a series of C14 dates obtained 
from the oldest part of the necropolis suggest that the first graves were established 
c. 2550 BC with an initial Kerma ancien phase in which pottery shows analogies
with the Late Pre-Kerma (see above). The Kerma ancien phase I developed between 
2500 and 2300 BC, followed by phase II (2300-2100 BC). 

The main characteristics of the funerary ritual and its evolution are well known 
and have been described on numerous occasions (REISNER 1923; BONNET 2000). The 
graves can attain depths of 2 m, even more for the largest ones. Each grave is cov­
ered by a tumulus composed of mud, with black stones and white gravel on top, 
carefully arranged in circular patterns. Some pottery is placed around the tumuli. 
Within the tombs, the bodies were in the same flexed position resting on the right 
side, head toward the east. During the Kerma ancien, they are systematically placed 
on a carefully cut piece of bovine skin and then covered by a second skin. Later, 
they are installed on a bed. The Kerma ancien tombs are circular and small; they 
generally contain the remains of a single individual. Only at the end of this period 
do larger burials appear; these are indicative of greater social distinction between 
individuals. Objects deposited within and around these burials are notably more 
numerous, as is the presence of animal offering. Pottery and objects imported from 
Egypt can be found in small proportion during this period (1 to 5 %) and will in­
crease later, especially during the Kerma classique. Complete caprines and dogs are 
placed in the graves and bucrania can be deposited in front of the tumuli. During 
the Kerma moyen, several hundreds of them can be found close to the largest graves 
(CHAIX ET AL. 2014). Within some graves, the bodies of accompanying individuals 
are interred next to the central burial. Around or sometimes inside the largest tumu­
li small subsidiary graves were dug. Differences between burials increase during the 
Kerma moyen, and at this time it is not rare to find grave-pits of up to 10-15 m 
in diameter. This ranking between burials suggests a stratified society, which will 
culminate at the end of the Kingdom of Kerma. The central inhumations in the larg­
est tumuli are supposed to be the graves of the rulers, the other tumuli could belong 
to high status individuals or to free men and women (HAFSAAS-TSAKOS 2013). An­
thropological studies indicate that the accompanying individuals deposited around 
the central inhumation and those coming from subsidiary small graves show simi­
larities with the people buried in the other graves (EADES 2003; JUDD/IRISH 2009). 
They could be part of the Kerma community. In certain instances, a mud-brick chap­
el was erected on the west side of the tumulus. During the Kerma classique Period, 
pits are generally rectangular. Animal offerings in the graves become less numerous 
compared to the earlier period. Bucrania are still deposited in front of burials, but 
are lesser in number. Even in the larger tombs, measuring more than 30 m in diame-
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ter, only a few dozen were included. The decrease in the use of oxen in the funerary 

rituals corroborates the notion of the decline in stock breeding due to the increased 

aridity, which was noted with the fauna of the city of Kerma (CHAIX 1994). The 

Kerma c/assique Period can be divided in an Early Phase with tumuli no larger than 

40 m and a Late Phase with the largest graves of the cemetery. The three most fa­

mous ones were built to a uniform size with tumuli approximatively 90 m in diame­

ter (KIII, IV, X). They are composed of a complex internal structure of mud-brick 

walls, with a corridor accessing a central vaulted chamber. They are assumed to 

belong to the most powerful rulers of Kerma (KENDALL 1997). It is in these royal 

graves than the number of subsidiary graves and accompanying individuals in­

crease considerably and can reach many hundreds. The grave goods found in these 

burials and in some subsidiary ones were particularly elaborate and the proportion 

of Egyptian imports high. The fine Nubian pottery, some burial beds with ivory in­

lays representing animals and probably divinities, mica ornaments of leather caps, 

quartzite statues and others of local production express the richness and the sophis­

tication of the Nubian society. Many other objects were of Egyptian origin, obtained 

by trade (jars, copper daggers, etc.) or obtained during periodic raids such as was 

probably the case of the Middle Kingdom statues found in the largest graves. Two 

monumental funerary chapels (Kl, KXI) were erected north-west of the tumuli KIii 

and KX. They measure about 40 to 50 m in length and are composed of two narrow 

rooms. Their internal walls were painted with scenes of animals and fleets of ships 

(BONNET 2000). The Eastern Cemetery was abandoned with the conquest of Kush 

by the Egyptians during the 18th Dynasty. 

Systematic excavations have been carried out in recent years in the most an­

cient sectors of the cemetery. During the Kerma ancien I, between 2500 and 2300 BC, 

the small burials do not contain numerous grave deposits and they give the image 

of relative equality of treatment in the face of death. Animal sacrifices are not attest­

ed and graves with accompanying individuals are exceptional. These first inhuma­

tions were less rich in objects of value than the later ones and thus less attractive 

to the pillagers. About two-thirds of them were still intact or have only been slightly 

disturbed (HONEGGER/FALLET 2015). The Kerma ancien II phase (2300-2100 BC) 

shows spectacular changes in the funerary rites. The tombs are generally larger, 

contain more objects and were systematically plundered. Animal sacrifices make 

their appearance (dogs, caprines), as do bucrania in front of the tumuli. Tombs with 

multiple burials are also more frequent. All these indices point to the emergence of 

a first stratification within society, before the appearance of the first large tumuli 

20 m in diameters at the end of the Kerma ancien and the beginning of the Kerma 

moyen (HAFSAAS-TSAKOS 2013). In sector 23 (Kerma ancien II) a total of 27 tombs 

with bow(s) and/or quivers have been identified, whilst 9 others contained a stick 

(Fig. 6). The presence of the bow and its attributes (quiver, arrows) clearly evokes 

the importance of the bowmen in Nubia, particularly in the Kingdom of Kerma. The 

anthropological study of the skeletal remains shows that these archers are always 
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Fig. 6: Graves of an archer and of a woman with a stick of the Kerma ancien II Phase 

(2300-2100 BC), found in sector 23 of the eastern cemetery of Kerma. The grave of the archer 

contained two individuals: A young man in central position and a woman placed by his side. 

A dog, a bow, an ostrich feather fan, and a bronze mirror accompanied the young man. The grave 

with a wooden stick contained a woman of 20-29 years. Both graves were partially plundered 

and a part of the skeletons is reconstructed here. 
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represented by adult males, whilst those with sticks are associated with females. 

When they were not too heavily plundered, these graves regularly contained an 

ostrich feather fan that was placed in the hand of the deceased, sea-shell earrings, 

strings of stone or faience beads, bracelets or rings. More valuable grave goods were 

represented by bronze mirrors slipped into their leather bag, pendants, necklaces 

and earrings made of gold. At the feet of the deceased a leather bag has sometimes 

been found, whilst in the larger tombs one or two sacrificed dogs, or else sheep 

were present. The references to war, the hunt and pastoralism no doubt bore sym­

bolic value. In Pre-Dynastic Egypt, hunting scenes in iconography usually express 

the power of the elite (HENDRICKX 2013). Bows, dogs on leads, control of the natural 

world and their correlation with military triumphs are part of the recurrent themes 

later found in Pharaonic Egypt. By analogy, it is possible that the references to the 

hunt or warfare at Kerma carry the same connotations. The Kerma ancient II phase 

is contemporary with the 5th Dynasty. It is a period of more intensive interactions 

with the Egyptians as related in Harkhuf's biography (ToROK 2009, 67-72). The con­

tacts would not have always been peaceful and could have valorised the role of 

archers. In any case, in the Eastern Cemetery this period shows the emergence of a 

first elite, which expresses itself in richer tombs in which an important number are 

endowed with bows and to a lesser extent with sticks. From this time on the Kerma 

society will evolve rapidly into a more stratified and more complex society. 
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