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ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT KERMA (SUDAN) 
PRELIMINARY REPORT OF THE 2012-2013 SEASON 

The investigations of the Swiss Archaeological Mission started on 2 December 
2012 and were completed on 1 February 2013. As usual, the mission was organised 
in two teams.

The team directed by Matthieu Honegger worked in the eastern cemetery at Kerma 
and at the site of Wadi El-Arab. Additionally, a survey in the area of Wadi Farjar 
was begun, in anticipation of the possible building of a dam at Kajbar, 30 km north 
of Kerma. The team was composed of rais Khidir Magbul, who supervised eight 
local workers for the excavation of graves in the eastern cemetery. Marc Bundi was 
in charge of management and logistics (supervision of the construction of walls 
protecting the eastern cemetery, work in the Museum and in the new rest house) and 
pursued his PhD work. Seven collaborators or students from Neuchâtel participated 
in fieldwork (Camille Fallet, Bastien Jakob, Léonard Kramer, Ellinor Dünning, 
Leyla Duvannel and Deborah Locatelli). They were accompanied by two students 
from the universities of Geneva (Noémie Monbarron) and Basel (Salomé Keller). 
As is customary, a curator of the Kerma Museum (Shahinda Omer) joined our team. 
This year, the team benefited from the presence of Dr. Isabelle Crèvecoeur (CNRS, 
Bordeaux), who worked on the Mesolithic skeletal remains of Wadi El-Arab and 
El-Barga.

The team led by Charles Bonnet pursued its works at Dukki Gel and conducted 
restoration projects in the ancient city of Kerma and at Dukki Gel. This second 
group comprised rais Gad Abdallah, Saleh Melieh, Abdelrazek Omer Nuri and 
Idriss Osman Idriss, who supervised 60 local workers. Three specialists from 
Switzerland worked in their respective domains: Philippe Ruffieux (ceramology), 
Alain and Pauline Peillex (archaeology and drawing) as well as two French 
specialists, Severine Marchi (archaeology and drawing) and Jean-Michel Yoyotte 
(photography). Prof. Dominique Valbelle (University of Paris IV, La Sorbonne) 
worked on the publication of the engraved blocks at Dukki Gel. 

The Swiss Mission was supported by Dr. Abdelrahman Ali, director of the National 
Corporation of Antiquities and Museums of Sudan (NCAM) and his collaborator, 
Mr. El-Hassan Ahmed Mohamed. Abdelmagid Mahmud, director of the museum 
and inspector of the Swiss team, followed our fieldwork. The project is supported 
by the Swiss National Fund (SNF 100012-137784/1), the State Secretariat for 
Education and Research of the Swiss Confederation, the Foundation Kerma and the 
University of Neuchâtel (Switzerland). For more information, see www.kerma.ch 

This year, the mission was reorganised and, from now on, its two contingents will 
operate independently. The team directed by Matthieu Honegger will continue its 
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work in the eastern necropolis as well as at the pre- and protohistoric sites located 
within the Kerma concession. Regarding the other team, Charles Bonnet will 
pursue the excavations at Dukki Gel and continue the conservation programme 
at both this site and the city of Kerma. With this aim in mind, he is associated 
with NCAM as well as with French colleagues and the French Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Bonnet’s activities report will be published in Genava, as was always the 
case in the past, while our excavation report and the results of our first analyses will 
continue to be published in the present journal.

The investigations of this campaign focused on the following sites: 

Wadi El-Arab, where we expanded the excavation of more recent levels over an 
area of 160 square metres eastward. The goal was to clear the bottom of more 
huts in the horizon that has already revealed three (7300-6800 cal BC) and to find 
sectors where more recent levels (6500-5400 cal BC) are still preserved, in order to 
understand the transition to a production economy.

•	 El-Barga, the skeletal remains of which are being studied by Isabelle Crèvecoeur. 
A new tomb dated to the Mesolithic was discovered on the surface during a site 
visit and this increased the total number of interred individuals to 45. El-Barga 
is the one of the largest African necropolis of pre-Neolithic date and, due to the 
paucity of cemeteries of this period, its study is of utmost interest (Crèvecoeur 
2012). For this reason and the fact that the site must surely contain more tombs 
in the unexcavated sectors, we decided to undertake during the 2013-2014 
campaign a new excavation of more than 100 square metres, relatively close to 
the large concentrations of Mesolithic burials.

•	 The eastern necropolis, where the clearing of tombs was focused on sector 
23, dated to the Kerma ancien II and previously excavated by Charles Bonnet, 
but where only a sample of tombs was studied. Our goal was to complete the 
systematic documentation of the burials in order to study the spatial distribution 
of this entire sector and later compare the data with those of sectors 27-28, the 
excavation of which is now complete. We also cleared an area west of sector 
28 with the hope of reaching the limit of the necropolis. Furthermore, with this 
sector having revealed Neolithic remains (hearths, postholes), the aim was to 
understand a section of the settlement from this period (5th millennium BC). We 
are aware that to date there are no known excavations for this period in either 
Nubia or Sudan, with the exception of what has been uncovered in sector 12 of 
the eastern cemetery (Honegger 2001). 

•	 Wadi Farja, which we surveyed over a three day period. This is today a dry 
valley, located in the bend of the Nile 20 km north of Kerma. This area was the 
subject of an earlier survey (Osman and Edwards), but the possible construction 
of a dam downstream at Kajbar led us to respond to NCAM’s appeal, looking for 
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teams to evaluate the threatened sectors and conduct excavations if necessary. 
The sector selected, Wadi Farja, includes Mesolithic, Neolithic and Kerma 
settlements and fits well into our research programme. We have checked 18 
previously discovered sites and, in certain cases, were able to refine their dating 
using pottery discovered on the surface. Four new sites were also discovered.

•	 Dukki Gel, where Charles Bonnet continued his work on temples, sanctuaries and 
fortifications of Nubian or Egyptian traditions (18th dynasty). He also continued 
restoration works at the site by reconstructing in mud brick the foundations of 
the main buildings.

We will present here the results of the work conducted at Wadi El-Arab and the 
Kerma necropolis. Research undertaken at El-Barga and the survey at Wadi Farja 
will be presented at a later time, when investigations are further advanced. Further 
studies presented in this report include contributions by Maria Gatto, who a few 
years ago had undertaken a first analysis of the oldest mesolithic pottery from the 
Kerma region, and Marc Bundi, who discusses recent results obtained for his PhD 
research on the perception and the functioning of the two principal archaeological 
museums in Sudan, those at Khartoum and Kerma.



43

Bibliographie

Al-Tayib, A. 2010. Madkhal ila al-matahif fi al-Sudan [Introduction to the Museums 
in the Sudan]. Khartoum: Khartoum University Press.

Addison, F. 1953. “Early Days 1903 -31 (II)”, KUSH Vol. I: 56-59.

Bietak, M. 1968. Studien zur Chronologie der nubischen C-Gruppe: ein Beitrag zur 
Frühgeschichte Unternubiens zwischen 2200 und 1550 vor Chr. Wien: H. Böhlau.

Bonnet, C.  1982. “Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan): rapport 
préliminaire sur les campagnes de 1980-81 et 1981-82”, in: Bonnet, C. & collab. 
Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan), Genava, n.s., 30: 1-25.

Bonnet, C. 1988. “Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan): rapport 
préliminaire sur les campagnes de 1986-87 et 1987-88”, in: Bonnet, C. & collab. 
Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan), Genava, n.s. 36, 5-20.

Bruzek, J. 1991. Fiabilité des procédés de détermination du sexe à partir de l’os 
coxal: implication à l’étude du dimorphisme sexuel de l’homme fossile. Paris, 
unpublished thesis.

Bruzek, J. 2002. “A method for visual determination of sex , using the human hip 
bone”, American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 117: 157-168.

Bundi, M. 2011. “Museums, Memory and Meaning. Politics of Identity and 
Representation in the Context of Sudanese Archaeological Museums“, Kerma, 
Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 3: 41-44.

Caneva, I. 1987. “Pottery decoration in prehistoric Sahara and Upper Nile: a new 
perspective”, in: Barich, B. E. ed. Archaeology and environment in the Libyan 
desert. Oxford: BAR 368: 231-254.

Caneva, I. 1988. El Geili. The historiy of a Middle Nile environment, 7000 BC – AD 
1500. Oxford: BAR 424.

Caneva, I., Marks, A. E. 1990 “More on Shakadud pottery: evidence for Saharo-
Nilotic connections during the 6th-4th millenium BC”, Archéologie du Nil Moyen, 
4: 11-36.

Caneva I., Gatto M.C., Giuliani S. and Lanna S. unpublished. Ce.R.D.O. Survey 
2004: Eastern Desert, Sudan. Preliminary report of the pottery collection. 2005.

Crèvecoeur, I. 2012. “First anthropological insights on the early Holocene 
assemblages from El-Barga”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique 
Suisse au Soudan, 4: 19-28.



44

Crowfoot, J. W. 1953. “Early Days 1903 -31 (I)”, KUSH Vol. I: 54-56.

El Nour Ogeil, T. 2002. History of the Sudan Antiquities Service. Unpublished 
Master’s Thesis. Department of Prehistory. Faculty of History. Adam Mickiewicz 
University, Poznań.

Fallet, C. 2010. “Paleoanthropological study of the oldest sectors of the eastern 
cemetery”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 2: 
12-17.

Fallet, C. 2011. “Population and funerary traditions in eastern cemetery of Kerma 
and in Nubia (2500-1500 BC )”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique 
Suisse au Soudan, 3: 15-17.

Gasm Elseed, S. M. 2004. “Sudan National Museum, Past and Present”, in: Welsby, 
D., Anderson, J. R. eds. Sudan Ancient Treasures: an exhibition of recent discoveries 
from the Sudan National Museum. London: The British University Press, 10-11.

Gatto M.C. 2002. “Early Neolithic Pottery of the Nabta-Kiseiba Area: Stylistic 
Attributes and Regional Relationships”, in: Nelson, K. & associates eds. Holocene 
Settlements of the Egyptian Sahara, Vol. II, The pottery of Nabta Playa, Dallas: 
Southern Methodist University: 65-78.

Gatto M.C. 2006a. “The Khartoum Variant Pottery in context: Rethinking the Early 
and Middle Holocene Nubian Sequence”, Archéologie du Nil Moyen, 10: 57-70.

Gehlen, B., Kindermann, K., Linstädter, J.- Riemer, H. 2002. “The Holocene 
occupation of the Eastern Sahara: regional chronologies and supra-regional 
developments in four areas of the absolute desert”, in: Jenesrstrasse. Tides of the 
desert – Gezeiten der Wüste. Köln: Heinrich Barth Institut (Africa Praehistorica; 
14): 85-116.

Gosselain O.P., Langlois O., Livingstone-Smith A., MacDonald K.C. and Mayor 
A. 1996. Preliminary classification of African Rouletting Tools. Documents of the 
Ceramics & Society Project N. 5: Tervuren.

Gratien, B. 1986. La nécropole Kerma (Saï ; 1). Paris: Ed. du CNRS.

Hakem, A. M. A. 1978. “A History of Archaeological Research in Nubia and the 
Sudan”, in: Sylvia Hochfield, S., Riefstahl, E. eds. Africa in Antiquity. The Arts 
of Ancient Nubia and the Sudan. Vol. 1 (The Essays). New York: The Brooklyn 
Museum: 37-45.

Heierland, I. D. 2008. Artifacts, Interests, and Agencies: The Politics of Sudan 
Archaeology. Unpublished Master’s Thesis. Department of Archaeology, History, 
Cultural- and Religious studies (AHCR) / Faculty of Arts. University of Bergen.

Honegger, M. 1995. “Kerma: note sur la reprise des fouilles de l’agglomération Pré-



45

Kerma”, in: Bonnet, C. & collab. Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan), 
Genava, n.s., 43: 31-64.

Haour, A., Manning, K., Arazi, N., Gosselain, O., Gueye, S., Keita, D., Livingstone-
Smith, A., MacDonald, K., Mayor, A. K., McIntosh, S.K., & Vernet, R. eds. 2010. 
African Impressed Pottery: Roulette Decoration Past and Present. Oxbow: Oxford.

Honegger, M. 2001. “Fouilles préhistoriques et prospection dans la région de 
Kerma”, in: Bonnet, C. & collab. Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma (Soudan), 
Genava, n.s., 49: 221-228.

Honegger, M. 2004a. “The Pre-Kerma; a cultural group from Upper Nubia prior to 
the Kerma civilisation”, Sudan & Nubia, 8: 38-46.

Honegger, M. 2004b. “Settlement and cemeteries of the Mesolithic and Early 
Neolithic at El-Barga (Kerma region)”, Sudan &Nubia, 8: 27-32.

Honegger, M. 2010. “The ancient Kerma area of the eastern cemetery”, Kerma, 
Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 2: 6-11.

Honegger, M. 2011a. “Excavation at Wadi El-Arab”, Kerma, Documents de la 
mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 3: 3-8.

Honegger, M. 2011b. “The beginning of the Kerma civilisation in the eastern 
cemetery”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 3: 
6-11.

Honegger, M. 2012. “Excavations at Wadi El-Arab and in the eastern cemetery of 
Kerma”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 4: 3-9.

Honegger, M. Jakob, B. 2009. “The early Holocene sequence of Wadi El-Arab”, 
Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse au Soudan, 1: 3-6.

Lanna S. and Gatto M.C. 2006. “Prehistoric Human Occupation in the Nubian 
Eastern Desert: an overview”, in: Godlewski, W. ed. Between the Cataracts, 
Proceedings of the XIth International Conference of the Society for Nubian Studies, 
(PAM Supplement Series Vol. 2.2), Warsaw: 319–328.

Lederman, S. 1969. Nouvelles tables-type de mortalité. Paris: INED-Presses 
universitaires de France.

Murail, P., Bruzek, J., Houët, F., Cunha, E. 2005. “DSP: A tool for probabilistic 
sex diagnosis using worldwide variability in hip-bone measurements”, Bulletin et 
mémoires de la Société d’Anthropologie de Paris, 17 (3-4): 167-176.

Mohammed Ahmed, S. E. 1997. “More Than a Century of Archaeological Research 
in the Sudan”, in: Wildung, D. ed. Ancient Kingdoms of the Nile. Paris and New 
York: Flammarion: 1-5.



46

Mohammed Ahmed, S. E. 2013. “Archäologie im Sudan - Einst und Jetzt”, 
in: Wenig, S., Zibelius-Chen, K. eds. Die Kulturen Nubiens – ein afrikanisches 
Vermächtnis. Dettelbach: Verlag J.H. Röll: 13-30.

Nordström, H. 1972. Neolithic and A-Group sites. Stockholm: Scandinavian Joint 
Expedition to Sudanese Nubia, 3.

Nordström H.A., Bourriau J. D. 1993. “Ceramic Technology: Clays and Fabrics. 
Fascicle 2”, in: Arnold, D., Bourriau, J. D. eds. An Introduction to Ancient Egyptian 
Pottery. Mainz: 142-190

Privati B. 1986. “Remarques sur les ateliers de potiers de Kerma et sur la céramique 
du Groupe C”, in: Bonnet, C. et collab. Les fouilles archéologiques de Kerma 
(Soudan). Genava, n.s., 34: 23-28.

Privati B. 1999. “La céramique de la nécropole orientale de Kerma (Soudan): essai 
de classification”, CRIPEL, 20: 41-69.

Riemer, H. 2007. “Mapping the movement of pastro-foragers: the spread of Desert 
Glass and other objects in the eastern Sahara during the Holocene humid phase”, 
in: Bubenzer, O., Bolten, A., Darius, F. eds. Atlas of cultural and environmental 
change in arid Africa. Köln: Heinrich Barth Institute (Africa Praehistorica; 21): 
30-33.

Salvatori, S. 2012. “Disclosing archaeological complexity of the Khartoum 
Mesolithic: new data at the site and regional level”, African Archaeological Review, 
29: 399-472.

Schmitt, A., 2001. Variabilité de la sénéscence du squelette humain. Réflexions sur 
les indicateurs de l’âge au décès: à la recherche d’un outil performant. Thesis 
presented to Bordeaux I University (unpublished).

Soper R. 1985. “Roulette decoration on African pottery: technical considerations, 
dating and distributions”, The African Archaeological Review 3: 29-51.

Susanne, Ch., Polet, C. dir. 2005. Dictionnaire d’anthropobiologie. Bruxelles: Ed. 
De Boeck Université.

Wendorf, F., Schild, R. 2001. Holocene Settlement of the Egyptian Sahara, volume 
1, The Archaeology of Nabta Playa. New York: Kluwer Academic

Widmer, C. 2011. Regard anthropologique sur un nouveau musée d’archéologie en 
Afrique: l’exemple de Kerma au Soudan. Unpublished Master’s Thesis. Institut of 
archaeology, Faculty of science. University of Neuchâtel.

Williams, M. 2012. “Geomorphology and Quaternary geology of the region between 
Wadi El-Arab and Kerma”, Kerma, Documents de la mission archéologique Suisse 
au Soudan, 4: 10-15.



4747

Figures

Figures 1-3, 5-10, 12-13, 15-17, 19-21

Figure 11

Figures 4, 14

Figure 18

Figures 19-20: Drawings of pottery from Privati 1986, fig. 1

Figures 22-25

Figure 26

Matthieu Honegger

Marion Berti

Clément Vorlet

Bastien Jakob

Béatrice Privati

Camille Fallet

Abdalla Sabbar



Summary

Archaeological excavations at Kerma (Sudan)
Preliminary report to the 2012-2013 season

Preliminary report on the most ancient pottery 
from the Kerma region

Wadi El-Arab: 
seeking out occupations  from the 6th millenium BC

The oldest sectors of the eastern cemetery: 
neolithic occupations and the early 
stages of the Kerma civilisation

Bioanthropological study of the ancient sectors of the 
eastern cemetery: latest results

The history of the museums in the Sudan: 
the case of the Kerma museum

Matthieu Honegger

Maria Gatto

Matthieu Honegger

Matthieu Honegger

Camille Fallet

Marc Bundi

© 2013 Institut d’archéologie, Université de Neuchâtel
ISSN : 1663-2656


