Prehistoric settlements in Nubia from the 8th millennium to the 3rd millennia cal. BC

Problems concerning the state of preservation of prehistoric settlements

Prehistoric settlements are still badly known in Nubia today. They are frequently spread over vast areas yielding generally fragmented and eroded artefacts. Among the rare examples of preserved structures, hearths are the best represented. Storage pits are less common and architectural elements are truly exceptional. This situation is typical, not only of Nubian prehistory, but also of the prehistory of the entire Nile valley. In consequence, our understanding of these settlements is distorted and partial, whereas the cemeteries are abundantly documented because they are better preserved. The main factor responsible for this disparity is wind erosion, which has destroyed most of the occupation levels at prehistoric sites, leading to the loss of settlement structures and artefacts. The thickness of deposits removed by wind erosion can be considerable, and the most eroded sites have yielded only stone or lithic artefacts as all the other types of remains, such as pottery or faunal material, have completely disappeared.

The better-preserved sites must logically have been protected in one way or another from the action of the wind. According to observations of about forty sites in the Kerma region, three factors can improve preservation. Firstly, the remains can be covered by more recent archaeological structures. Such is the case for a Pre-Kerma settlement discovered in the middle of the eastern necropolis of the Kerma civilisation. Several funerary tumuli, built out of stone and mud, protected this village. Secondly, some settlements were covered by a protective layer of silt during ancient Nile floods. We have discovered some Neolithic sites preserved in this way. Although they have been eroded by the river, a deep layer of overlying sediment have spared them from total destruction. Finally, the third situation was observed at a settlement contemporary with the Early Khartoum horizon. The best-preserved artefacts were found in a small depression, protected from the dominant wind by a slight elevation to the north.

Prehistoric settlements in the Kerma region and comparisons with other Nubian sites

Over the last eight years, the mission of the University of Geneva concerning prehistoric settlements around Kerma has carried out excavations and surveys. Our main goal is to reconstruct the evolution of society from the last hunter-gatherers up to the emergence of the Kerma civilisation. In practice, we are attempting to construct a chronological and cultural framework for this region, while at the same time studying the occupation of this area and the best-preserved settlements. So far, thirty-seven sites predating the Kerma civilisation have been identified. Five of them have been radiocarbon-dated, and their artefacts are currently being studied. Among these sites, three settlements have been excavated more or less extensively. Dated respectively from around 7400 cal. BC (Early Khartoum), 4600 cal. BC (Neolithic) and 3000 cal. BC (pre-Kerma), they have provided crucial data on architecture and spatial organisation. Using these three examples, we shall try to summarise our knowledge of Nubian settlements between the 8th and the 3rd millennia cal. BC.

The Kerma region is situated in a vast alluvial plain where the course of the Nile shifted to the west during the Holocene. On the right bank, ancient settlements tend to be located on the edge of the plain in close proximity to the desert, whereas more recent settlements are found closer to the current course of the river. These lateral movements of the Nile and their consequences on the distribution of human settlements have already been observed elsewhere in the valley.

Early Khartoum settlements (around 7400 cal. BC)

The settlement dating from the Early Khartoum horizon was discovered at the edge of the alluvial plain. It is located on a slight elevation and consists of an area devoted to domestic activities, next to a cemetery dating from the same period. The remains, gathered from the surface, include stone artefacts (worked flint, grinding materials), pot-sherds and animal bones. The latter mainly consist of wild animals from an aquatic environment (hippopotamus, cat-fish, tortoise, crocodile). In one sector, over the archaeological layer was preserved a few dozen meters square, and we were able to carry out a superficial excavation which yielded a circular depression measuring about four meters in diameter and containing many artefacts. Although the investigation of this structure is still under way, preliminary results indicate that the depression seems to have been dug intentionally. It yielded many burnt objects, indicating the presence of a hearth which has not yet been uncovered. A few surrounding burials were discovered: they demonstrated a rather unusual funerary ritual with broken or disarticulated bones, displaced bones, and a double grave containing two individuals who were buried at different time, the first having been moved to one side.

The best-studied sites from the Early Khartoum horizon are located in central Sudan. The populations from this period practised an economy centred on fishing, hunting, and the gathering of wild plants. These populations tended to become sedentary over time, and this phenomenon is attested archaeologically by settlements yielding abundant remains, and cemeteries.

 Neolithic settlement (around 4600 cal. BC)

Around Kerma, several sites date from the Neolithic period, but only one of these has been excavated. It occupied the same location as the eastern cemetery of the Kerma civilisation. It was buried under several dozen centimetres of Nile silt, and could be uncovered in an area which had been revealed by wind erosion. This site is part of a group of several stratified Neolithic settlements. They had all been subject to erosion by the Nile, before being covered by flood silt, showing that this location was reoccupied on several occasions, and that it was not protected from Nile floods. These settlements may have been seasonal, and have been linked to populations practising animal husbandry who occupied the alluvial plain during the dry season seeking pastureland. The site yielded hearths and postholes, as well as pottery, stone objects (flints, grinders and grindstones) and faunal remains. The species represented consisted mainly of cattle and domestic caprines. An isolated human bone was also found, indicating that graves were dug nearby. The settlement structures can be reconstructed from the posthole alignments. They consisted of oval huts, rectangular buildings, wind-breaks located to the north of the hearths, and a series of palisades, some of which seem to have formed enclosures.

For the fifth millennium, excavated settlements are rare in Nubia and in the rest of Sudan. The best-documented examples are again located in central Sudan. They contained artefacts and hearths, but no structure outlined by postholes has been found, although we know that they existed in Egypt at this time. That this society practised animal husbandry has, already, been noted on several occasions, and the paucity of known settlements has sometimes been interpreted as reflecting the mobility of human groups.

Pre-Kerma settlement (around 3000 cal. BC)

Three Pre-Kerma settlements are known, and one has been extensively excavated over about ten years. It consists of a village, uncovered over an area of about one hectare, that was also located at the site of the eastern necropolis of the Kerma civilisation. Unlike the Neolithic sites, this settlement was not covered by Nile silt. Its floor was, in consequence, eroded over a large portion of the excavated area, and in general only negative structures such as pits and postholes have been preserved. Artefacts were discovered almost exclusively inside the pits. They consisted mainly of potsherds, and a few stone artefacts. Faunal remains were very rare. The pits numbered two hundred and eighty-five, and were concentrated in a specific area. They must have been used to store food, in particular grain, as suggested by other sites in the Nile Valley. The structures outlined by the postholes encircled the pit area. A living area was recognisable by its circular constructions, including huts, which had a diameter of one to seven meters. In some areas the huts were superimposed, indicating that there were several phases of construction. On the edge of this living area, several palisades outlined vast oval structures which must have represented cattle enclosures. These structures also marked the limit of the settlement, forming a kind of protective barrier. Two rectangular buildings, quite different from one another, were identified close to the palisades. They probably fulfilled a specific function, but it is difficult to imagine what this may have been as no artefacts were preserved at surface level. Finally, two graves were uncovered on the outskirts of the settlement.

Other Pre-Kerma or A-Group sites with settlement structures have been discovered between the first and the third cataracts of the Nile valley. Unfortunately, these have yielded precious little information concerning architecture or spatial organisation, though they are often represented by storage pits (Arduan, Sai, Khor Daoud). It would seem that the latter developed during a relatively late phase of Nubian prehistory, as this type of structure is not known at sites predating the second half of the fourth millennium BC. The appearance of these generally numerous and grouped pits could be linked to the rising importance of agriculture in the economy and, in consequence, to increasingly permanent habitation sites. Indeed, the settlement of the Kerma region, with its numerous phases of rebuilding and ample storage areas, seems to point to a permanent occupation lasting over several decades. Compared to the Neolithic, where animal husbandry played a major role, the Pre-Kerma and A-Group periods may have seen a progressive transformation, characterised by the increasing development of agriculture, even though animal husbandry still played an important role. This evolution of the subsistence economy was probably one of the conditions necessary for the emergence of more complex societies, such as the one present at Kerma during the second half of the third millennium BC.

To conclude, several parallels may be drawn between the Pre-Kerma settlement and the ancient city of Kerma, whose earliest structures date from around 2300 to 2200 cal. BC. This town displayed certain architectural traditions which were inherited from the preceding period, such as huts, storage pits and palisades. But this was the full extent of the similarities: the dominant architectural forms at Kerma were built of mud bricks, which were apparently unknown during the Pre-Kerma period. The buildings were generally rectangular and possessed internal subdivisions. This spatial organisation reveals a desire for urbanism, with monumental buildings and a system of hierarchised streets and passages. All these elements were new to Nubian architecture. We are still lacking the intermediate stages, and need to define the importance of influences from the Egyptian civilisation.
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