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Introduction

The aim of this paper is not to debate about territoriality but, as my concern is to review the topic for the whole Middle Nile from Later Prehistory to the end of the New Kingdom, the concept deserves to be clarified. As a matter of fact, that very long period of time witnessed the gradual appearance in the area of well defined territories, following an evolution that fits perfectly into the evolutionary model built up by Service (1971) who recognized four main stages in the evolution of human society from small hunting-gathering groups to highly organized states in a rather simplistic but comfortable approach.

It is known that in the very first stages of social evolution, the territory of a human group is, above all, the area where the members of the band cooperate for getting their food supplies. It provides them a spatial involvement and identity as well as the feeling to belong to a community that leads them to protect that territory against outsiders' intrusions, a behaviour that, consequently, may induce them to conflict. It is also known that in the latest stages of social evolution, when states and more complex societies are concerned, the territory becomes considerably larger, corresponding to that area where the state exerts its sovereignty. In the early stages, it appears rather as a core area with a territorial gradient (Renfrew 1984 : 45) that has no marked boundaries, contrary to the final stages when it covers a well delimited part of the earth's surface involving a rigorous inner organisation and well established boundaries that protect it from outsiders' intrusions.

In the Middle Nile valley, for the early stages, we mainly depend on material data collected during excavation and survey work and it is therefore difficult for us to evaluate the extension and organisation of such territories. We may only suppose, using a few parameters based on food supply efficiency, what may have been the territory of a particular site identified as the dwelling place of a social group. For the later stages, our data are more diversified and include inscriptions and territorial markers that allow a better evaluation, yet generally too imprecise.

The first possible indication of territorial behaviour in the Middle Nile comes from a Final Palaeolithic graveyard excavated during the Nubian Campaign in Lower Nubia by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition as Site 117. There, surprisingly, «large segments of the cemetery's population -men, women and children- displayed marks of violent death, and the lithic component of the weapons that killed them was noted to be occasionally imbedded in their bones» (Geus 1991 : 57).  Those data led the excavators to the conclusion that «Violence must have been a very common event in Nubia at this time, if we are to consider this graveyard as typical» and that «the population pressures may have become too great with the deterioration of the Late Pleistocene climate and the effects which this had on the herds of large savanna-type animals which were the primary source of food at this time» (Wendorf 1968 : 992-993). In other words, they believed that decrease of food resources increased spatial needs and gave way to harsh territorial competition and conflict. 

On the other hand, the best illustration of the latest stages of territorial behaviour in the Nile Valley is to be found in Predynastic Upper Egypt, yet in strong connection with the Middle Nile. There, all evidence indicates that, during the fourth millennium BC, social evolution resulted in expanding territorial units whose competition led to the making of the Pharaonic state. Most archaeological data point to the emergence of a vigorous spatial identity involving local insignia, protecting deities and centres of power. Nevertheless, although the data are plentiful, archaeologists and egyptologists have so far failed to identify the spatial limits of those units, even in the final stage, when only two survived and finally unified under the leadership of Hierakonpolis, then expanding toward Lower Egypt (Vercoutter 1992 : 243-244). But later ritual associated with king's coronation and jubilee show how territorial claim got firmly included in the incipient ideology involved by that evolution. The most famous of those rituals is the king's running between territorial cairns, first attested on a wooden label of King Den but already suggested on the Narmer mace-head (Kemp 1989 : 60). A strong territorial emphasis is also indicated on earlier documents such as King Scorpion mace-head where, for the first time in Egyptian iconography, bows symbolise those peoples (who were probably associated with particular territories) living outside the national territory and where lapwings symbolise inside troublemakers, all of them hanging on territorial standards (Menu 1996 : 340). Yet this behaviour was not limited to ideology. The beginning of the First dynasty witnessed a drastic territorial re-organisation (Bietak 1986) and the setting up of marked boundaries on Egypt's eastern and southern frontiers. It is at that time that Elephantine was selected as the official southern frontier post of the country : the Egyptian kings built there a fortified complex which put an end to the intermixed Egyptian and Nubian border-zone that had prevailed for generations before (Seidlmeyer 1996 : 112) and which resulted in a sharp cut between Egypt's national territory and Lower Nubia. 

Prehistory

Coming back to the Middle Nile as a whole, detailed information about what a territory may have been in the earliest stages of social organisation starts in Late Prehistory ceramic age. Most of the material available originates from the Second Cataract area, the Kerma basin and Central Sudan but it is mainly in the two latter areas, where excavations are still under way, that the question of territoriality has been approached. As already stated above, at that stage of the evolution the territory usually appears as the area in which a human group gets its food supplies, consequently as a core area with a territorial gradient and no marked boundaries. So it is by nature almost impossible to find out its extension. However, as we will see, recent discoveries seem to indicate that, in the Kerma basin, the end of the Neolithic witnessed upgrading social organisation that may have involved more advanced territorial behaviour.

In Central Sudan, it is the Khartoum area, where fieldwork has been carried out permanently by several expeditions since the early seventies, that provides the most comprehensive information. Several surveys aimed at a better understanding of the socio-economic organisation of the groups that occupied peculiar sites, more particularly when it was felt that, in opposition to other areas, a favourable environment led the local hunter-gatherers to settled life. This was first suggested by Haaland (1981) and, following her excavations at Saggai, was given substance by Caneva (1983) who wrote in a more general study : «The site is stable and was presumably inhabited by a large group which, in addition, is associated with similar communities in a narrow territory, thus reaching a high concentration of people. … These groups apparently adapted to their specific environment to a certain extent by rationalizing its exploitation» (Caneva 1985 : 428)  and «Paradoxically, in comparison with the usual models, the achievement here of a food-producing economy not only follows a millenarian tradition of settled life but also leads to the abandonment of sedentism in favour of seminomadic way of life» (Caneva 1985 : 427). Such an assumption, which involves a significant environmental change inducing social and territorial dynamics, has not been contradicted by later excavations and surveys (Caneva 1986; 1988 : 334-335; Haaland 1995), although they indicate regional differentiation. Nevertheless, in no case the archaeologists involved in those projects aimed at evaluating site territories as such. Their concern has mainly been to analyse the settlement patterns of the successive cultures in relation with the natural environment and its food resources, with results suggesting that "Mesolithic" hunters and gatherers' site territories were much more restricted in size than those of the subsequent Neolithic breeders and cultivators (Caneva 1986; 1988), who seem to have exploited them in a complex seasonal pattern involving a base site and temporary camps (Haaland 1981 : 5-11). On the other hand, as stated by Krzyzaniak (1995) on evidence from the large cemeteries of Kadero and El Ghaba, excavation of burials indicates a shift from a rather egalitarian society towards, «a relative high level of social differentiation and complexity including, it seems, the formation of a hereditary elite», a viewpoint suggesting that the related settlements were certainly centres of power controlling defined territories.

This is also what seems to be involved by the discovery at Kadruka, in the Kerma Basin, of medium size Neolithic cemeteries including wealthy graves that have been interpreted as possibly those of local chieftains (O'Connor 1993 : 13). The most impressive example comes from cemetery KDK 1 where, according to its discoverer, grave 131, located at the top of the burial mound, displayed one of the wealthiest grave furniture ever found in Nubia and Central Sudan in a Neolithic context. He did not infer from that discovery a related territory that would have been controlled by the owner of the grave, but he concluded that such discovery witnessed expanding societies -in other words societies with growing territories- that are a prelude to the emergence of kingdoms (Reinold 1991 : 28).

But, in that respect, the most promising find of that area has been made at Kerma, where, during the last seasons, superimposed Neolithic occupation layers have been identified for the first time. Two of them, that have been C-14 dated from the fifth millennium BC, displayed «a series of postholes describing huts and short palisades» (Honegger 1999 : x) «in a completely coherent relationship» (Bonnet 2001 : ii) that are the most ancient ever found in Nubia and may be the forerunners of the later Pre-Kerma settlement. According to their discoverer (Honegger 2001 : xiii) «It is the first Neolithic village in Sudan which has structural remains that are clearly defined». Thus we may infer that it indicates the occurrence at that time-period of villages that would be by nature related to defined territories, as suggested by Bonnet (2000 : 10) who, considering the finds at Kerma and Kadruka, concludes that «la multiplicité de ces petites communautés et chefferies à quelque 10 km au sud permet de mieux comprendre l'émergence du royaume, comme elle implique déjà une certaine organisation du territoire».

Protohistory and history

Because of Egypt's continuous involvement in Nubia since Predynastic times, the subsequent part of the paper will be worked out following the chronology of Egypt. 

Predynastic and Early Dynastic

For different reasons, the post-Neolithic documentation available concerns mainly Nubia between the First and the Fourth Cataract. It is more complex and more comprehensive since, beside the archaeological data, it includes, starting with the end of the fourth millennium BC, iconographic and textual evidence (Zibelius 1972) that sometimes disagrees with the former, giving birth to debates about the social, political and territorial organisation of different parts of Nubia.

It is in Lower Nubia, where earlier occupation is so poorly documented, that appears, in the course of the fourth millennium BC, a culture that has long been considered as the most ancient of Bronze Age Nubia. Hence the name «A-Group» which was given to it by Reisner in 1907-1908 during the pioneer campaign of the Archaeological Survey of Nubia, when he worked out a cultural and chronological model that is still used by most scholars (Reisner 1910). 

What makes the study of the A-Group culture interesting is that it developed in a geographical area which, since the dawn of history, had direct contacts with Egypt and that it apparently evolved from the conjunction of traditions from Predynastic Egypt and Late Neolithic Nubia.  

But what makes the study of the A-Group -and of the C-Group, its follower in Lower Nubia- particularly interesting is that, contrary to all other cultures of the Middle Nile, it is related to an area that is well defined in space and that has been subject to intensive survey and excavation before being covered by the waters of Lake Nubia. Hence it is archaeologically well documented and no further field information is to be expected, except from those surveys and excavations which have not yet been published. Consequently, it has been the subject of several studies, the most comprehensive of which was worked out by Nordström (1972) after the end of the Nubian Campaign. 

Nevertheless, although the archaeological documentation is fairly well established and the area well circumscribed, it has given way to much discussion among those scholars who tried to reconstruct its social history. The most acute problem came from the evaluation of the social significance of the settlement patterns, which are documented by few habitation sites and numerous cemeteries. 

Most habitation sites are remains of small camps with no structures. Due to a behaviour that prevailed prior to the Nubian Campaign, most archaeologists paid them little or even no attention and so few have been excavated or even recorded. It has generally been assumed (a) that they were occupied «by a small band or extended family», (b) that «unsettled, almost nomadic conditions» were suggested (Trigger 1976  : 36), (c) that they «were mostly seasonal or temporary camps» and that «there were no villages … which can be pointed out as social or political centres» (Nordström 1972 : 26).

The cemeteries constitute the bulk of the excavated sites. They number about seventy-five according to Nordström (forthcoming) who qualifies them as village-sites. Indeed, all are small units including for most of them less than hundred graves and therefore they belong to human communities of a size that fits perfectly with what is known of the settlements. Nevertheless, contrary to the latter they have often been seen as indicating «that a band or extended family used the same cemetery over a considerable period of time» (Trigger 1976 : 36) and as pointing «to more settled life than … in earlier Neolithic times» (Adams 1977 : 123). 

Such evidence led most scholars to conclude to a society that was not differing very much from that of the late prehistoric sites described above. They suggested «a relatively loose organization around a framework of several large kin groups» (Nordström 1972 : 27), which «owned and exploited a specific territory adjacent to the river band» (Trigger 1976 : 36), in other words, as reported by O'Connor in a more speculative study, they «suggested that the A-Group people were politically fragmented, with power divided up among "local leaders" answerable to no other authority» (O'Connor 1993 : 20) viewing them therefore «as a people with simple, small-scale political systems» (O'Connor 1993 : 14).

However, a few particular discoveries were pointing to a more complex society than could be inferred at first sight, more particularly in the Terminal phase of the culture. This led to doubt some scholars, such as Nordström (1972 : 26-27) who considered «an open question whether the A-Group area was made up of a set of communities loosely held together by socio-economic bonds or more firmly organized as one or more political units». One of those sites, excavated at Sayala by Firth (1927 : 204-212) during the final campaign of the Archaeological Survey of Nubia (1910-1911) is an elite cemetery dated from the Middle/Classic A-Group, which raised much controversy. The second one is a settlement found at Afya in 1961 during the E.E.S. survey of Egyptian Nubia  (Smith 1962 : 59-61), excavated in 1962 by an Indian expedition (Lal  1967 : 104-109) which unearthed the foundations of rather large oblong stone structures -the largest covered 200 sq.m and included between six and eight rooms- and interpreted by Trigger (1965 : 77), from the fact that «In Egypt, rectangular houses developed later than circular ones, and they seem to be associated with an elite or urban class», as «Perhaps … the residence of a local ruler». But it is another elite burial site, Qustul cemetery L, discovered in 1964 by the Oriental Institute expedition and reported in a scholarly journal ten years later only, that changed thoroughly the approach of the A-Group social history, following the statement of its discoverer (Seele 1974 : 29) that «From the magnitude and contents of several of these L tombs, we felt convinced that they belonged to persons of great wealth and high, possible even "royal" rank».

It is not the place here to report about the stormy debate that arose when a further and provocative article titled «The Lost Pharaohs of Nubia» was published six years later in Archaeology (Williams  1980 : 21) with the challenging theory that in Lower Nubia «For nine generations or more … some twelve kings at Qustul participated with other kings in Upper Egypt in the creation of a unified culture. For Egypt, they helped fashion pharaonic civilization and thus a legacy for the First Dynasty … For Nubia, they established an early political unity and led that country to its first cultural distinction». But the full publication of the data some six years later in a volume entitled «The A-Group Royal Cemetery at Qustul : Cemetery L» that included a final chapter labeled «Conclusion : The Royal Cemetery of Ta-Seti» (Williams 1986) made it indisputable that the site was an elite cemetery displaying features that allowed it to be considered as royal.

What happened later was a reconsideration of the archaeological data in the light of what could be inferred from that astounding site. Sayala was "re-visited" by Smith (1994) who concluded that the Qustul graves «cover almost exactly the same period as the princes' burials at Sayala» and that his «own speculative preference would be for regarding «the Seyala princes as ruling a separate, if less powerful and less extensive, principality» (Smith 1994 : 376). More ordinary cemeteries, selected among the well-excavated Scandinavian sites of the Nubian Campaign published by Nordström  (1972) were in their turn "re-visited" by O'Connor (1993 : 16-20), who concluded from his analysis of cemeteries 277 and 401 that «in the A-Group cemeteries considerable social and economic differentiation is evident» and that «At least in their Classic and Terminal phases, the A-Group people display considerable social complexity», and by Nordström (forthcoming), who concluded from a «qualitative and quantitative ranking of A-Group burials and cemeteries in Lower Nubia (excluding the elite tombs at Qustul)» that «the A-group culture eventually developed a rather elaborate and mature social structure» and that «a persistent pattern of the A-Group cemeteries is certainly a shift towards a more complex structure characterized by material affluence and social inequality, evident during the Terminal A-Group».

Finally, taking into account the evidence from Qustul, O'Connor (1993 : 21-23) concluded (a) that «because no other Terminal A-Group cemetery approached the importance of the Qustul cemetery, its occupants likely controlled all of Lower Nubia, which would have formed a unitary political unit», (b) that «Already then, early in the Bronze Age, at least one part of Nubia was on its way to statehood, and was a "proto-kingdom" like those found a little earlier in Egypt», (c) that «earlier -in the Classic A-Group- there were also rulers, like the one buried in an elite cemetery labeled 137» and (d) that, «Whether such Classic A ​Group chiefs ruled only parts of Lower Nubia or all of it … political centralization was becoming a feature of Nubian society prior to the development of the royal cemetery of Qustul».

For his part, Nordström (forthcoming), concluding that «behind the social landscape one may perceive a political one», attempted a more comprehensive approach of the social evolution, starting with the Middle/Classic A-Group, «a sort of formative stage, a melting-together of elements of the Early A-Group in the north and the Nubian Neolithic (Abkan) in the south, with few elite burials, but … three discernible regions, one around the Aswan reach, the second around Dakka-Sayâla, and the third in the Wadi-Halfa reach» and «apparently a clear and unbroken continuation as regards traditions and social development [with] the subsequent Terminal phase». According to him «During the Terminal A-Group (Nagada IIIb and beginning of the First Dynasty) there is one wealthy area with elite burials between Sayâla and Gerf Hussein, while the most affluent area is between Qustul and Gamai, displaying a virtual explosion of an impressive number of rich cemeteries. … Cemetery L displays an average rank which is much higher than any other cemetery in the region, approaching a "royal" level and comparable with contemporary top-ranked tombs in Upper Egypt. The other elite cemeteries in the Wadi Halfa reach, at Faras, Serra and Debeira, may represent families subordinate to this emerging power centre, while Sayâla-Dakka may have formed a second chiefdom of somewhat lesser rank than Qustul. An important habitation site was investigated at Afia …, located between these presumed centers».

Thus, except possibly for Adams who, as far as I know, did not write about the subject since his «Doubts about the "Lost Pharaohs"», where he strongly criticized William's views, pointing out that a A-Group monarchy was something which he was «by no means prepared to admit» (Adams 1985 : 189), most scholars have accepted the idea that political units emerged in the A-Group area during its Middle/Classic and Terminal phases. Whatever the name they employ to designate them, such political units must have been by nature related to specific territories, a fact that none of them clearly mentions. If we follow Williams and O'Connor, the whole of Lower Nubia became unified under the leadership of the Qustul monarchy, while Smith prefers to see two contemporary principalities centered on Sayala and Qustul. Such a political an territorial duality is apparently also favored by Nordström who postulates two chiefdoms in the same area, the latter being of higher rank and including lower rank elite cemeteries that seem to indicate subordinate local subchiefs.

This leaves us with the need to identify the precise extension of such territories. No archaeological site has so far provided evidence that would allow us to establish their possible limits, except in the north where, as stated at the beginning of this paper, the building of a fort at Elephantine by the early kings of Egypt's First Dynasty indicates a sharp territorial cut between Egypt and Northern Lower Nubia in an area that, until then, had acted as a buffer zone where the relations between Egyptians and Nubians had been «almost symbiotic» (Seidlmeyer 1996 : 112). Elsewhere, archaeology does not provide clear indications, but site distribution reveals three concentrations that perfectly fit with the territories suggested above. Nordström's map (Nordström forthcoming) suggests for the Terminal stage a large southern territory stretching between Qustul and Saras, a less extensive central one between Gerf Husein and Sayala and a northern one, with no particular power centre, extending north and south of Elephantine. Yet we are left with empty areas, where poorer ecological conditions did not favor human occupation, more particularly between the southern and the central ones where, precisely, is located the Afia site. The location of Sayala and Qustul, which one would expect to occupy the centre of their territories, may indicate that those joined somewhere between, possibly inside the Korosko bend and probably with some overlapping. Finally, it is quite possible that the location of the bartering site of Khor Daud, near Gerf Hussein, which seems to have been controlled by Upper Egyptian merchants, marks the northern limit of the Sayala territory. I am also convinced that more detailed analysis of the material culture, for which we unfortunately often lack precise information, would help in getting closer to what the situation really was. It is perhaps the case for the well-known painted ware specific of the A-Group Terminal phase, which has only been found south of Koshtema and north of Gemai, in an area where it apparently indicates the sphere of influence of Qustul. It is indeed so common in cemetery L that it may have been produced in a particular workshop for the local rulers and, if this is the case, its spatial distribution may well have political significance.

In the course of the First Dynasty, the A-Group disappears from Lower Nubia where, except in the southernmost part of its occupation area, Nubian communities seem to have been absent for centuries. This has been considered as the result of Egyptian raids of the First Dynasty, of which one was commemorated by a famous inscription carved on Jebel Sheikh Suliman, a small hill in the northern borders of the Second Cataract, the heart of the Qustul "territory". Although its precise meaning has often been debated -a defective reading attributed it first wrongly to king Djer- all scholars agree that it is the most ancient historical inscription of Nubia, documenting the first attempt of Egypt to control its northern neighbour, and that it is the first unquestionable mention of Lower Nubia as Ta-Seti, the country of the bow, a name that, in other context, may be misinterpreted since it also designated the southernmost nome of Upper Egypt. If we relate it to the establishment of a fortified frontier site at Elephantine and to the frontier policy that prevailed in Egypt during the First Dynasty, it may also be considered as a marker -the first of its kind inside Nubia- indicating the southern limit of a vast territory that the Egyptian monarchy pretended to control. We unfortunately lack information about the later status of that territory, but it is clear that no Nubians settlers lived there any more. The foundation of an Egyptian establishment at Buhen, close to Jebel Sheikh Suliman, during the Fourth Dynasty and possibly as early as the Second Dynasty (Emery 1963; 1965 : 111-114), shows that, although Elephantine remained the official frontier post, Lower Nubia continued to be a vast uninhabited territory controlled by the Egyptian monarchy and that contacts with Nubians took place in a fortified outpost located just north of the rapids of the Second Cataract.

The lack of published data from the surveys and excavations carried out in the Batn el-Hagar during the Nubian Campaign does not allow a comprehensive approach of the area. We therefore do not know much about the cultural and social status of the southern marshes of the Qustul territory and of the Batn el-Hagar as a whole during that period and the succeeding centuries. 

But recent excavations at Kerma have revealed that while Lower Nubia was falling under Egyptian control and loosing its inhabitants, a complex society was emerging in the Kerma Basin. There, east of the Antique town of Kerma, in an area that became later its necropolis, the eroded remains of a settlement, which may have extended over 2 ha at least and which has been dated around 3000 BC, have been unearthed since 1986. The occupation layer is unfortunately very poorly preserved, hence the information on the material culture and subsistence patterns rather limited. But remains of features, mainly storage pits, hearths and postholes, allow a reconstruction of the internal arrangement of the site. According to Honegger (1999), who publishes a convincing plan, at this stage of the work precise recording of the postholes indicates, in the excavated areas, «around 50 circular huts which must have served as houses and, in the case of the smaller ones, possibly grain stores», «two rectangular buildings … possibly related to the administrative or religious systems of the community» and «numerous palisades». Some of the latter «seem to demarcate divisions of the interior habitation area», while «the majority … could constitute an encircling fortification» with «large bastions related to one of the entrances of the town, following a model known in the ancient city of Kerma».  Although there are some doubts about the actual function of those fences, because their form «evokes also a cattle enclosure», the size of the settlement, its internal layout as well as other data such as the use of wattle and daub and the durability of the occupation evidenced by regular reconstruction, point to a complex social organisation not met anywhere else for that time-period in Nubia. This would also involve a related territory that, as far as I know, has not yet been evaluated. Indeed such an evaluation would require an approach of settlement patterns and economic behaviour on a regional basis, that present information does not allow. Future research will certainly indicate a settlement of increasing size related to an expending territory that, as suggested by its discoverer (Bonnet 2000 : 10), was the forerunner of antique Kerma which, according to him, came into existence in about 2400 BC, when that settlement moved west near the main branch of the Nile.

Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period

It is precisely at about that time that the Egyptians retire from Buhen and that a Nubian population displaying a culture which, following Reisner's classification (supra), is known as the C-Group re-occupies Lower Nubia. It is also precisely at that time, in the course of the sixth dynasty, that Egyptian inscriptions, mostly graffiti carved in Nubia and biographies from high Egyptian officials' graves, inform us about contacts between Egypt and southern countries which they mention by their names. Those inscriptions add considerably to our knowledge of the social organisation of Nubia, which seems henceforth to be occupied by well-established communities controlling large territories. But, as is usual with such documents, they have given birth to controversial interpretation that have been revived recently (O'Connor 1991 & 1993). Nevertheless, although they partly contradict the archaeological record and raise numerous questions, they provide a lively view of Nubia, which, according to them, was divided at least into five territorial units named, from north to south, Wawat, Irtjet, Zatjou, Kaau and Yam. Whatever the precise extension and location of those territorial units, their existence seems all the more indisputable since Herkhouf, who apparently traveled at least four times through Nubia, explains in his biography how, on his third journey, he had to pacify the ruler of Yam who was chasing the desert Temehu, how, on his second journey, Zatjou and Irtjet had the same ruler whom he visited in his residence, and how, on its third journey, Irtjet, Zatjou and Wawat had unified under the authority of one ruler whose threat he had to face, with success thanks to an escort provided to him by the ruler of Yam (Roccati 1982 : 187-220). 

It also appears from Herkhouf's account that Yam was not only the southernmost of those territorial units but that it was for the Egyptians their favored trading partner. This is why, at the light of what is now known of the archaeology of the Kerma basin, most scholars agree to identify it to Kerma and its territory, and to locate the four other units north of it. Trying to evaluate their territorial limits would be too debatable (supra), but it seems reasonable to think that Wawat, Irtjet and Zatjou shared a territory covering the former A-Group area and to suggest that Kaau was centered around Sai island, which archaeological remains (Geus 1996) and later inscriptions point out as a major centre at that time.

No fieldwork will be carried out any more in Lower Nubia and it is unlikely that its territorial status during the sixth dynasty, hence during the early C-Group, will one day go over what has been guessed until now. But it is not the case for the rest of Nubia, where recent and future research will certainly allow reconstructing the evolution of that territory which, after Egypt's First Intermediate Period, eventually "unified" around Kerma as a capital city/royal residence and such places as Sai and possibly Kawa (Bonnet 2000 : 11) as "provincial" centers (infra).

Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate period

At that time, important changes had modified the picture in Lower Nubia, where, starting with the XIth Dynasty, Middle Kingdom Egypt practiced an imperial policy that reached its climax under the reign of king Senwosret III. The country was administered through powerful forts, where a «low level of interaction between the new colonists and their local neighbors» has been evidenced by archaeology (Smith 1995 : chapter 3) although they were located near the main population centers. From that time on, clear territorial markers, in the shape of fortresses and boundary stele, identified the limit between a northern area under Egyptian rule, that became considered as part of Egypt itself (Kemp 1983 : 162; Säve-Söderbergh 1991 : 11), and a southern one under Nubian rule that, from this time on, the Egyptians named Kush (Posener 1958).

Nevertheless that territorial limit has been a moving one, depending on Egypt's frontier policy hence on governmental strength in Egypt. The re-occupation of Lower Nubia, mentioned now in Egyptian inscriptions as Wawat, was carried out during the beginning of the XIIth dynasty, a period of raising royal authority in Egypt. It reached Buhen under Senwosret I, Mirgissa under Amenemhat II and finally, Semna, the heart of Batn el-Hagar, under Senwosret III, who built there a powerful group of forts -the so-called Second Cataract Forts- and erected, in his eighth year, a stela that proclaimed the place boundary between Egypt and Kush. The determination of the king was re-stated eight years later in twin boundary stele, erected in Semna and Uronarti, which bear an inscription, a masterpiece of Ancient Egypt royal literature, that concludes as follows : «As for any son of mine who shall maintain this boundary which My Majesty has made, he is my son and was born to me … but he who shall destroy it and fail to fight for it, he is not my son and was not born to me» (Gardiner 1964, 135).

The king's willingness was satisfied since for generations, until the second half of the XIIIth dynasty, when Egypt entered the Second Intermediate Period, the boundary between the two territories remained at Semna. It then moved again to its original place, on the First Cataract where, however, it was seen as a political and not a territorial one. This is evident from late Seventeenth Dynasty inscriptions, which show that Lower Nubia was then considered as Egyptian territory ruled by the king of Kush (Kemp 1983 : 162). Indeed, to take Kemp's words, meanwhile «Kush had emerged as a kingdom of considerable strength and importance» controlling a territory that, at the end of the Seventeenth dynasty, reached the First Cataract.

Nevertheless this does not seem to have been the result nor the cause of Egypt's withdrawal from Lower Nubia. All available evidence tends to point out that, for a while, that area became an open territory where Egyptian expatriates, settled in the Middle Kingdom fortresses, and C-Group natives lived together with eastern desert immigrants, the so-called Pan Grave people. Considering that «Lower Nubia passed through a complex and eventful period of history», Kemp (1983 : 172) sees «a fragmentation of society, exarcebated by immigration, with ultimate authority eventually passing to a dominant power from outside, the kingdom of Kush». What has been the status of the territory involved during that period is therefore obscure, although some Egyptian inscriptions seem to indicate the «establishment of an independent kingdom by Egyptians who had once belong to the garrisons» (Kemp 1983 : 168). But it is clear from both epigraphy (Kemp 1983 : 160; Smith 1976 : 72-76, 80-85) and archaeology (Smith 1995 : 107-136) that the king of Kush soon controlled it with the full support of the Egyptian settlers.

Consequently, Kush appears during the Second Intermediate Period as a kingdom experiencing territorial expansion, as a well established state centered around Kerma where, during the last twenty-five years, careful excavation has brought to light remains of «a substantial city, the earliest and largest in Africa outside Egypt» (Davies & Friedman 1998 : 123) that definitely appears as its capital and royal residence. 

Nevertheless if its northern expansion is rather well documented, its southern territorial extension and its inner organisation remain imprecise. For the former, we still depend on inadequate archaeological data, based mainly on the distribution of its more typical pottery wares, but the recent development of field archaeology in the Nile valley south of Kerma may soon provide more significant information. For the latter, we have to take into consideration Middle Kingdom Execration Texts (Posener 1940) and inscriptions which, beside Kush and Wawat, mention for Nubia several place names that cannot be localized. The only exception is Shaat, identified as Sai Island which, since its ruler's name is also mentioned, must have been the centre of a vassal kingdom (supra). This would suggest an internal division into sub-territories that has still to be worked out. As stressed by Kendall (1997 : 28-29) «None of these texts reveals whether Kush was a district composed of many autonomous peoples or whether it was a single political entity. None explains … what cities or territories lay within it …», «the Egyptians recognized Kush not only as the dominant power in Upper Nubia but also perhaps as the head of a coalition of united districts, each composed of several towns and each with its own sub-king». Here also, it may be hoped that current work in Kerma and the southern Middle Nile will soon generate new information about the actual organisation of the territory (Bonnet 2000 :11; Gratien 1999; Gratien forthcoming).

New Kingdom

The Second Intermediate Period was followed in Egypt by an imperial policy that affected Nubia for about five centuries. Kamose, the last king of the Seventeenth Dynasty apparently re-occupied Buhen (Säve-Söderbergh 1991 : 1-2; Vandersleyen 1995 : 195-196 & 226), re-establishing control over an area that was considered as part of Egypt (Säve-Söderbergh 1991 : 11). His successors of the Eighteenth Dynasty extended it up to the Fourth Cataract, which became, during the reign of Thutmose III, the southern limit of a vast territory that was placed, as from Kamose's reign, within the jurisdiction of a king's deputy, the King's Son of Kush. That period has therefore been one of moving boundary, that resulted in an expanding territory for the Egyptians and in a decreasing one for the Kushites who eventually lost every part of it. Contrary to what had happened during the Middle Kingdom, the Egyptian domination led to an acculturation of the Nubian population, more particularly to the north of the Third Cataract.

That vast territory was subdivided into two provinces which, following the old territorial distinction between Lower Nubia and Upper Nubia, were named Wawat and Kush. There, temple towns acted as an economic and/or administrative network and as the markers of Egypt's sovereignty. But we also know that some specific territories were given, at least at some periods, particular treatment. This is well documented at Debeira, near the Second Cataract, where for generations a local egyptianized princely family governed a small territory known as Teh-Khet (Säve-Söderbergh 1991 : 7, 190-211). The same may also have been the case in other places, such as Miam/Aniba (Simpson 1963) but this is far to be sure since, as stated by Säve-Söderbergh (1991 : 13), «the princedom of Teh-Khet has no parallels in Lower Nubia in the available evidence and may therefore represent an exception from the overall pattern. (The nature of the princedom of Miam/Aniba-Toshka in the reign of Tutankhamon is less known)».

On the other hand, no New Kingdom temple town has ever been identified between Kawa and Karima, a vast river stretch that seems therefore to have escaped actual Egyptian control. The archaeological information available for that area remains very poor and it is to be hoped that the recent development of field research, already stated above, will help understanding its cultural and social status during the New Kingdom. Lying away from the main north-south road, it may well have constituted a side territory where Nubian traditions survived.

This leads us to the epigraphic evidence, which could have on record names of such areas. Indeed, during the New Kingdom, African countries familiar to the Egyptians, such as Irem, Miu and Karoy, are frequently mentioned in lists of foreign enemies carved in temples and in royal inscriptions. Unfortunately, they are not of great use since, as stated by O'Connor (1983 : 254-255) «the locations of most of the toponyms -even the most important- remains a matter of debate». The suggestion of the same scholar (O'Connor 1993 : 66) (a) that «a constellation of Nubian regions, named Irem, Gawerses, Tiurek, Weresh or Weretj, and perhaps Tirawa» lay in Southern Nubia, upstream the Fourth Cataract, (b) that «Some, and perhaps all, had a separate ruler, and hence each was a polity of some kind -a simple or complex chiefdom, or even a state» and (c) that «the Southern Nubian polities, like Irem, were military powerful, centrally organized, and wealthy» should be considered with the greatest caution since not only their degree of social development but even their geographical location and territorial extension are unknown.

However, more accurate information arose recently from the most impressive territorial marker of the whole period, Hagr el-Merwa/Kurgus, upstream the Fourth Cataract, where royal inscriptions witness territorial claims of Thutmose I and Thoutmose III (Arkell 1950). So far, we lacked precise information about their actual history and meaning, but recent work of the SARS and British Museum has considerably clarified its numerous inscriptions. In a recent report, Davies mentions two newly established inscriptions of high historical interest. The first one, dated from Ramesses II, represents «the first in situ inscriptional evidence for post-Thutmose III activity upstream of Gebel Barkal and for Ramesside penetration this far … perhaps to be connected with campaigns against the land of Irem» (Davies 2001: 53). It shows consequently that New Kingdom Egypt had a durable territorial policy upstream the Fourth Cataract. The second one, dated from Thutmose III, «places the Hagar el-Merwa/Kurgus firmly in the land of Miw and the land of Miw at least partly in the Abu Hamed Reach» (Davies 2001 : 52). By establishing the location of Miw, the Kurgus inscription adds considerably to our knowledge of the territories located south of New Kingdom Nubia. It allows a re-evaluation of the available topographical data and opens the way to new debates. It already led Davies (2001 : 52) to conclude that Irem was «a territory probably contiguous to Miw, possibly, though not certainly, to be located in the Berber-Shendi Reach and Northern Butana». It is hoped that field research, which is currently developing south of Abu Hamed, will allow a clarification of that problem by providing reliable information on the territorial and cultural status of that part of the Nile valley during the third and second millennium BC.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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