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The valley of the Nile in the areas controlled by the kings of medieval Nubia is largely an oasis traversing the hyper-arid eastern margins of the Sahara Desert. However there is considerable diversity in the climatic regime between the Kingdom of Nobadia, its territory nowadays lying entirely within the 25mm isohyet and the Kingdom of Alwa, currently with rainfall varying between less than 68mm and over 468mm per annum.
 Although there is some dispute as to the exact rainfall regime pertaining during the medieval period, a regime which will have fluctuated in any event through the 1000-year history of these kingdoms, the conditions do not appear to have been radically different from those of the recent past. Records from the 20th century illustrate the not inconsiderable variations, both in the level of precipitation and in the volume of the Nile flood. The former was of critical importance to those dwellers in the southern parts of Nubia whose subsistence regimes were not based solely on the Nile, while the latter was equally, if not more, important to those dwellers in northern Nubia whose very existence depended on their utilisation of the river water. 

The presence of the Nile and the climatic conditions in Nubia have been fundamental factors in determining the settlement patterns at least from the onset of the present arid phase during the Neolithic period. Human settlement in northern Nubia has been, and continues to be, focussed on the banks of the Nile where the vast bulk of the population resides. In southern Nubia the increasing amount of rainfall offered much more flexibility although for sedentary occupation the river margins still offered many advantages.

Notwithstanding the fundamental factors just outlined there is diversity in settlement patterns which can be charted over the last several thousand years and this diversity offers the possibility of  assessing the role and nature of settlement. 

Continuity of settlement

It was during the 4th century AD that the power of the Kushite state entered a period of terminal decline and it appears to have fragmented before the end of that century. The centralised state was succeeded by a number of related, but independent, polities ruled by a Nubian elite as well as by the arrival of an intrusive element, the Blemmyes, into northern Nubia. During the 6th century the political situation is clear to us, the result of the interest taken in the region by the Byzantine ecclesiastical historians. Three states were then in existence controlling the whole of the valley from the First Cataract as far south as the region around the confluence of the White and Blue Niles and ultimately extending up the Blue Nile at least as far south as Sennar. 

As is the case with many features of the transitional period from Kushite to medieval Nubia, with settlements there is evidence both for continuity in some places and discontinuity in others. As in any discussion of the archaeology of the region we know, in general, much more about northern Nubia than about southern Nubia. The only settlement within the Kingdom of Alwa to have been excavated is the metropolis (Shinnie 1955; Welsby 1998b; Welsby and Daniels 1991), in Makuria the metropolis at Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  (Jakobielski 2001) and the nearby site at Hambukol XE "Hambukol"  (Anderson, J.R. 1994; 1997; Grzymski and Anderson 2001) have been, and continue to be, foci of excavation, while in Nobadia (the later Makurian province of Maris) the metropolis, a number of the other major centres and many lower-ranking settlements have been investigated. 

In Lower Nubia, according to the late Roman writer Olympiodorus XE "Olympiodorus" , who visited the area around 423, the Blemmyes, moving into the Nile valley from the Eastern Desert, were occupying the towns of Phoinikon (el-Laqeita XE "el-Laqeita"  in the Eastern Desert), Khiris which has not been identified, Thapis (Taifa XE "Tafa" ), Talmis (Kalabsha XE "Kalabsha" ) and Prima which has been identified as Qurta (Eide et al. 1998, 1127-8) XE "Qirta" . Some of these had been Roman into the 3rd century and thereafter may have been occupied by the Kushites. Kalabsha, with its temple dedicated to the god Mandulis, appears to have been the major religious centre in the region to the south of Philae XE "Philae"  and was probably the capital of the Blemmyan Nile state. The inscription of Phonen on the walls of that temple indicates the continuance of the Romanised cult life in at least one urban centre in the Dodekaschoinos and the presence of cult societies of the type known from Roman Egypt (Eide et al. 1998, 1137). A little upstream the Nubians were also occupying settlements which had been important under the Kushite regime, among them Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim" , Jebel Adda XE "Jebel Adda"  and Faras (Figure 1) XE "Faras" .
 

In the far south the inscription of the Aksumite king Aezanes, if it is correctly interpreted as relating to his activities in the Nile Valley, indicates that a Nubian group was occupying towns presumably wrested from Kushite control. It records that the Noba dwelt in masonry towns, that they owned temples and images and that they practised agriculture’ (Kirwan 1960, 164). It is generally assumed that the Noba were living in the Gezira XE "Gezira" , the triangle of land between the White and Blue Niles and that the Kasu of the inscription, who were the next victims of Aezanes’ army, were the Kushites.

The archaeological evidence for continuity of settlement in the south is sparse. The two major settlements to have been excavated are at Meroe XE "Meroe"  and Soba East (Figure 2) XE "Soba East" . Although Meroe appears to have been an important focus of the Kushite state into the mid 4th century, if the evidence for the rich burials in the western cemetery reflects the importance of the adjacent town, there is little evidence in the town for later occupation. Squatter occupation was found in Temple M.720. A post-Meroitic burial was noted set in among the ruins of a Kushite palace near the so-called Sun Temple, others were found within the settlement and a large cemetery of that date was excavated by Garstang in the plain to the west (Garstang et al. 1911; Shinnie 1984, 501, 503; Török 1997, pl. 87). It may be that the remains of the early medieval settlement, being most exposed to erosion, has been lost, but the rarity of artefacts of that period on the site of the Kushite metropolis must call this interpretation into question (cf. Bradley 1984, 211; Török 1997, 39-40). At Soba East there is very little evidence for later Kushite occupation (Welsby 1991; 1999). We thus have a hiatus between the thriving urban centre at Meroe in the later Kushite period and that at Soba East in the early medieval period of the 6th century.

In the north the Blemmyes, although well attested in the Nile Valley from the literary sources, are virtually invisible archaeologically, perhaps the result of the movement of these artefacturally impoverished desert dwellers into the artefact-rich riverine settlements. Although politically dominant the Blemmyes may have made little impact on the well established material culture. Only at Sayala XE "Sayala"  have graves which may be of the Blemmyes been recognised and some pottery found in Lower Nubia has parallels in the Eastern Desert (see Welsby 2002, 263, fn. 35). 

Further to the south the Nubians under their rulers, Kharamodeye and Silko among them, may have been based at Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim" , Jebel Adda XE "Jebel Adda"  and/or at Faras XE "Faras" , although Jebel Adda, close to their presumed burial grounds at Qustul XE "Qustul"  and Ballana XE "Ballana"  seems the most likely. Excavations conducted at Jebel Adda have yet to be published in detail (Millet 1963; 1964; 1966). The transition from the Kushite to the medieval period on that site was marked by the deliberate destruction of several monumental buildings including temples, although the excavator did claim that one temple on the site was the latest to be constructed in Nubia and, in the light of the evidence from Qasr Ibrim, one might suggest that the continued use of Kushite temples into the medieval period is entirely possible (Millet 1967, 55-7; Török 1988, 205). 

At Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim" , the site of major ongoing excavations, and probably a residence of the Nobadian king,
 the defences were apparently allowed to fall into disrepair during the course of the 5th – 6th centuries (Adams, W.Y. 1982, 28). The ‘remarkable homogeneity’ of the cultural assemblage extends from the later Meroitic into the early Christian periods. During this period there was a major rebuilding of the site with its transformation into a densely occupied settlement. Early Nobadian houses were stoutly built and of two storeys, provided with storage crypts beneath their floors and set along straight intersecting streets. The absence of internal domestic features has led to the suggestion that the ground-floor rooms were used for commercial activities although domestic accommodation may have been provided on the floor above (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 101). One of the distinguishing features of the settlement at this time was the vast amount of rubbish, within rooms and outside the buildings, up to 2m thick. This caused on occasion the blocking of ground-floor doorways, the ground floor then being used as an internal dump the living quarters being confined to the first floor. It appears to have been an age of profligacy, complete pottery vessels, some fine bronzeware, tools, and basketry were all consigned to the rubbish dumps. Among the new structures was a temple built at some time not earlier than the mid fourth century (Alexander 1999, 59) and the temple built in the 7th century BC by the Kushite king Taharqo appears to have continued in use, along with Temple 6 perhaps until the arrival of Christianity (Anderson, R.D. et al. 1979, 31ff.; Driskell et al. 1989; Plumley 1975, 16ff.; Plumley and Adams 1977, 43). Later more flimsy rooms were built onto the outer walls of the houses, upper storey rooms were subdivided and storage pits were extended (Plumley and Adams 1974, 224ff.).

The discovery during the Aswan High Dam campaign, of the cathedral within the site at Faras XE "Faras"  led to resources being concentrated on that building and hence little information was gathered on the settlement in general. We are, therefore, ignorant of the history of the site in the later Kushite and in the earlier medieval periods.

A number of the lower ranking settlements dating to this period have been investigated. Wadi el-Arab XE "Wadi el-Arab"  was probably first occupied in the late Kushite period, according to Török in the late 3rd – early 4th century. The buildings of this phase were destroyed by fire and replaced by poorer quality housing which the excavators considered remained in occupation into the early Christian period although the evidence is unclear (Emery and Kirwan 1935, 111).

Meinarti XE "Meinarti" , on an island at the foot of the Second Cataract, was extensively excavated by Bill Adams from 1963-64. He was able to chart the development of the later Kushite site, where official buildings played a prominent role, to a densely occupied village, presumably a farming community (Adams, W.Y. 2000). There was continuity of settlement but not perhaps of function although, as only 50% of the site was excavated, it is difficult to generalise about the layout and character of the settlement at any period. The major Kushite buildings went out of use; the ‘administrative building’ being destroyed by enemy action or demolition, the market building as a result of flood damage and flimsy domestic structures were built up against what earlier walls survived. A little later, with the construction of two stout-walled dwellings of a type seen in early medieval (Ballana XE "Ballana" ) levels at Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  and in what Adams describes as the ‘Meroitic settlements at Wadi el-Arab XE "Wadi el-Arab" , Karanog XE "Karanog"  and ash-Shaukan XE "ash-Shaukan" , there appears to be a renaissance in the village’s fortunes. Whether this dates to within the Kushite or early medieval periods is uncertain. In Adams’ phase 2 there was a total rebuilding of the site after a period of abandonment, perhaps between 425 and 474, during which 750mm of sand had covered most of the earlier floors. The new settlement was a dense concentration of flimsy walled dwellings with no trace, in the half excavated, of any official or public buildings (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 64-7, 99-102).

A not dissimilar change occurred at Arminna West XE "Arminna West"  which appears to have been an important administrative centre in the late Kushite period. Although some scholars have considered that it, like many other settlements in Lower Nubia, underwent a marked decline after the collapse of the Kushite state the excavations directed by Weeks indicated a marked degree of continuity from the Late Kushite into the early medieval period. Many of the Kushite buildings remained in use, and also appear to have retained their function (Weeks 1967, 5).
 One of the post-Meroitic houses consisted of small rooms set in the corner of an open courtyard, a house type also seen at this period at Wadi el-Arab XE "Wadi el-Arab"  (Török 1988, 204; Trigger 1967, 30ff.). Although, in the case of Arminna, the loss of its administrative function, and with it that component of its population subsidised by the town, region or state, must have impacted on the economy of the settlement, the same cannot hold true for all the other settlements thought to display a decline in their fortunes at this time (Adams, W.Y. 1977, 400). 

From the excavations at Karanog XE "Karanog"  it is difficult to build up a picture of the Kushite and medieval settlements and of the relationship between the two. Certainly some of the buildings considered to be of Kushite date were used into the medieval period, while others were constructed in the latter period including a church (Edwards 1996, 62-3; Woolley 1911). 

Abdallah Nirqi XE "Abdallah Nirqi"  appears to have been founded in the later post-Meroitic period but lay only a few hundred metres to the north of the Kushite town at ash-Shaukan XE "ash-Shaukan"  which itself may have continued in use into post-Meroitic times (see Edwards 1996, 63-4 with refs.). Little of the early settlement was revealed but it appeared to consist of many small rooms with rounded corners of dry-stone and mud-brick construction (Barkóczi and Salamon 1974, 291ff., figs 10-16).

A final report on the excavations at Gezira Dabarosa XE "Gezira Dabarosa"  has yet to appear. In the preliminary report there is no indication of continuity of settlement from the Kushite into the medieval period. A hiatus was also suggested between the occupation of the ‘post-Meroitic’ structures and those of the ‘Christian’ period, although the core of both building complexes consisted of substantial three-roomed dwellings to which had been added structures of more irregular and slighter construction (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 99-100; Hewes 1964, fig. 3).

A number of the later Kushite houses at Kasanarti XE "Kasanarti"  were used in the early medieval period, with occupation of that period generally 100-250mm above the Kushite floor levels. No new constructions or reconstructions dating to this period were noted. A little evidence for Early Christian occupation was noted on the highest part of the island, occupation elsewhere in the settlement may have been destroyed by flooding (Adams, W.Y. 1964, 220-1).

Meili Island XE "Meili Island"  has two phases of later Kushite occupation, the large house dating to the later of these continued in use into the early medieval period. Long after its abandonment a church occupied its site (Adams, W.Y. and Nordström 1963, 28)
At Sai XE "Sai"  occupation of the Later Kushite, post-Meroitic and Christian periods  was noted, levels B, C and D, built one upon another (Vercoutter 1958, 157-9). The earliest medieval occupation consisted of roughly built dwellings of mud brick. The buildings of the Christian period were similar and the excavator found it difficult in some cases to distinguish the two periods. There is no indication in the preliminary report whether there was continuity of settlement from the Kushite into the medieval periods although the character of one Kushite building, with its stout construction and regular plan is very different to what succeeded it.

Within the Kingdom of Makuria Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  (Figure 3) appears to have been a new foundation with its massive defences thought to date to the early 6th century, although the presence of earlier occupation on the little excavated Kom A remains a possibility. 

Town planning

Very few medieval towns and villages have been excavated to a sufficient extend to allow a detailed discussion of their overall plans to be undertaken. Only at Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi"  can we have any confidence that perhaps all the elements of the settlement are known to us (Figure 4). This site is specialised, as will be discussed below, being a planned fortified settlement. The needs for defence favoured a nucleated settlement pattern, minimising the length of the perimeter of the settlement. The plan of the settlement at Ikhmindi is dominated by the church which sits on the main axis of the site athwart the road from the north-east to the south west gate. The church approaches the canonical east-west alignment while the defences are a little askew. Buildings up against the inner face of the fortress wall are, perforce, aligned relative to it, while a number of the freestanding buildings are set at an angle between those of the church and the defensive walls. Most of the interior is built over; whether the open spaces are the result of lack of excavation or an absence of substantial buildings is unclear. At first floor level the settlement may have been even more dense as many of the streets are covered with vaults (Deichmann and Grossmann 1988; Marino and De Simone 2000, 46; Stenico 1960). The settlement’s plan with its regular layout indicates that there was remarkable continuity of occupation with a rigid adherence to the original ground plan, suggesting centralised control of the settlement, or that occupation was short-lived.

Although much less of the plan of Sheikh Daud XE "Sheikh Daud"  is known it was not dissimilar with ranges of rooms abutting the inner face of the defensive walls and freestanding structures within. Although all the buildings are laid out in a very regular manner the trapezoidal plan of the enclosure introduces two major alignments into the plan while the church, aligned roughly east-west, introduces a third (Presedo Velo 1963, 10).

Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  was an important religious centre in the Kushite period with its seven temples laid out along two main axes. In the early medieval period, although the temples remained in use many dwellings were constructed, arranged along clearly defined streets. With the arrival of Christianity churches were erected and the building of the cathedral on the highest point of the site, which necessitated the destruction of earlier houses (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 74), indicated that this was officially sponsored. Elsewhere houses were demolished and a piazza was laid out (Plumley 1975, 8). This remained a feature of the settlement until the Late Christian period when irregularly built stone houses encroached on it (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 31). Adams suggests that during the Classic Christian period the site was not a town, its domestic functions being relegated to the lower town by the Nile, it was occupied by churches, the piazza, a cemetery and the residence of the eparch (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 89). Although an elite centre in the Late Christian period the quality of house construction was lower than at many contemporary sites, itself probably the result of the utilisation of the readily available stone which was used for construction rather than the more usual mud brick which at Ibrim would have had to be brought up onto the hilltop from the river bank far below (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 42). Following on from the capture of the site by Shams ed-Dawla in 1172 the defensive possibilities offered by the hilltop location were once again utilised, the fortifications were rebuilt but, although some dwellings were constructed on the site, it may still have remained an administrative centre and many storage facilities were provided. In the late medieval period there were many open areas in which stood three castle houses (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 31).

The fortunes of the settlement at Arminna West XE "Arminna West"  took a marked upturn with the construction of a church and large well-built houses. These were densely clustered together (Figure 5); the extreme nucleation, it being suggested, resulting from the needs of a highly integrated society rather than from a need for defence (Weeks 1967, 6). However there were other areas close by where there are buildings not contiguous with the core of the settlement. Although most of the housing units are small there is one wall alignment 41m long turning at 90º for another 21m which suggests the existence of at least one much larger structure. There is little indication within the dense core of the settlement for public spaces, streets and alleyways.

Three main periods of occupation were noted at Abdallah Nirqi XE "Abdullah Nirqi" . In the earliest it was a dispersed settlement consisting of elongated buildings with thin, often curving, walls constructed of rubble and mud. Subsequently more substantial vaulted houses were added and then the settlement became more nucleated, perhaps in the 8th century with a new house type, the unit house, set alongside streets and passageways. In the 11th – 12th century the central part of the settlement was fortified, the curtain wall incorporating one side of the church into its line (Barkóczi and Salamon 1974). 

The apparently short-lived settlement at Serra XE "Serra"  was situated within, and extended beyond, the defences of the Middle Kingdom Egyptian fortress. All the houses were individual units at ground level although many were built up against the fortress walls. A number of the streets were vaulted, as at Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi" , offering the possibility of much greater integration at first-floor level (Knudstadt 1966, 166-170, pl. XIX; Mileham 1910, pls 29-31). Although there is clear evidence for a second storey in many buildings there is an absence of stairways and this should make us wary, at less well preserved sites, of dismissing the presence of an upper storey out of hand.

The settlement at Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  went through many phases of rebuilding, some separated by periods of abandonment. Through its life within the medieval period it was occupied by dwellings of peasant farmers. At some times the dwellings were flimsy and tightly packed, the latter perhaps a result of the need to cluster on the limited amount of higher ground available to escape danger from high Nile floods. At other periods there were substantial well-built houses (Figure 6). From around 660 the only permanent element in the town plan was the church although its associated cemetery was not immune to overbuilding in the late medieval period. As an addition to the pre-existing village it did not occupy a central position but was located on the eastern margins of the occupied area. By the end of the medieval period the church had been abandoned and a large castle house/granary/watchtower was the only ‘public’ building remaining (Adams, W.Y. 2000, figs 3 and 4; 2002, 97ff.).

The Late and Terminal Christian settlement at Abkanarti XE "Abkanarti"  was built on a rocky ridge and its layout was heavily influenced by the terrain. The dwellings are clusters of rooms, typically with two or three rooms, one of which was used for the housing of animals, but some units have as many as 20 rooms. They are highly irregular in size and plan, constructed with stout mud-brick walls although in some cases they are built up against rock outcrops (Almagro et al. 1965, 89-92; Presedo Velo 1965). The core of the settlement is defended by a wall against the outer face of which some buildings are constructed. The presence of a church indicates that this was a permanent settlement although it has, in other respects, the character of the refuge sites known in the area.

The plan of the late medieval village at Kasanarti XE "Kasanarti"  is remarkably regular. Although the walls of the individual unit houses vary considerably in orientation they all conform to the same basic alignment. However, according to the excavator, the settlement developed over a considerable period of time, the very limited space available and the economy of space utilisation resulting in the regular layout. At its greatest extent the settlement consisted of an estimated 25 housing units, one of which is thought to have been a watchtower/granary, another contained a bakery. A few narrow streets gave access through the village (Adams, W.Y. 1964, 218-222).

Tamit XE "Tamit"  is a collection of substantial mud-brick dwellings, with narrow vaulted rooms at ground level and, in some cases, certainly of two stories. These are set closely together possibly around an open square in the centre of the village (Figure 7). On the periphery of the settlement are seven churches. The dwellings are arranged in a haphazard manner and are frequently markedly trapezoidal in plan (Bosticco, et al. 1967, 18 and plan 2). Many abut their neighbours and there are many blind alleyways, perhaps the result of later buildings being constructed across the ends of earlier streets.

On the island of Kulubnarti XE "Kulubnarti"  are two settlements with well-built widely spaced unit houses along with a great variety of flimsy structures of the types found elsewhere on refuge sites (Adams, W.Y. 1994b).

The limited excavations within the fortified settlement at Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  on Kom A suggests the possibility of a densely occupied interior. Houses have been located immediately within the defensive walls, the earliest, probably contemporary with the defences, was superseded by two situated side by side abutting the curtain wall. In both periods these appear to have been at least two storeys in height (Godlewski 1997, 183; 1998). In the 10th century the houses were demolished and the area remained open, occupied by large silos for the storage of dry goods, until once again built over in the 14th century at a time when the defences were refurbished (Godlewski 1998, 178-9). A palatial structure is currently being excavated. One might suggest that a site towards the centre of the enclosure may have been occupied by a religious building and, considering the suggested date for the walls, this is more likely to have been a temple rather than a church. Presumably there was little space available within the defences in the later 6th  century when major churches were built in the plain to the north, one on the site of a very substantial pre-Christian monument (Godlewski 1992, 278).

Outside the defences most of the buildings excavated were of an ecclesiastical nature. There were many churches and two monasteries, although a small group of luxurious dwellings have also been investigated. The relationship of the religious buildings to their immediate surroundings in the urban landscape is unknown. Arab sources give conflicting reports on the appearance of the capital of Makuria. In the 12th century Abu Salih describes it as ‘a large city on the banks of the blessed Nile, and contains many churches and large houses and wide streets. The king’s house is lofty, with several domes built of red brick …’ (in Vantini 1975, 326) and the contemporary writer, ar-Rumi, mentions the ‘high, insuperable stone walls’ (in Vantini 1975, 343). El-Masudi, however, is quoted as saying that ‘Dongola has no brick houses, except the royal residence of the king; all the rest consists of houses built of reeds.’ (in Abu Shama, see Vantini 1975, 370).

Evidence for the construction of a large planned complex comes from en-Nuwayri who records that King David, after his campaign against Aidhab  built a ‘place’ (makan) where there were churches and houses and laid out a square where he exhibited paintings of his recent victories (in Vantini 1975, 472). This has not been located archaeologically nor has the courtyard ‘in the heart of your city’ where, as a stipulation of the Baqt treaty, a mosque was built (el-Maqrizi in Vantini 1975, 640).

The urban complex at Soba East XE "Soba East"  covers an area of 2.75 km² on the gently undulating plain cut by a number of shallow watercourses. Our information on the site comes from a detailed survey conducted in the early 1980s and excavations by Budge, Somers Clarke, Shinnie and the writer (Budge 1907, I, 325; Clarke 1912, 37; Shinnie 1955; Welsby 1998b; Welsby and Daniels 1991). Occupation is largely confined to the mounds which dot the site and may always have been separated by wide open areas (Plate 1). The mounds may in part be natural features, being chosen for the site of buildings on account of the protection their additional elevation may have offered from seasonal floods. Today the mounds fall into two distinct groups, those covering mud-brick buildings and those covering structures built of red brick. There are a minimum of 17, and perhaps a maximum of 29 red-brick covered mounds on the site of which four have been extensively excavated (Welsby and Daniels 1991, 29). One covered the remains of three churches, two others concealed the remains of a further two churches, while one covered the remains of a building of uncertain use and another thought to be a temple. 

In a number of areas between the mounds, however, there is evidence for timber structures (Plates 2 and 3), both huts and enclosures (Welsby 1998b, 22-3; Welsby and Daniels 1991, 12 – (AE4), 21 – (MN8)). Such structures can only be located through excavation and locating them in sandy deposits which are found on many medieval sites, particularly further to the north, is extremely difficult. The importance of timber as a major construction material for walls as well as from roofs at Soba, and almost certainly elsewhere, should make us wary of envisioning medieval towns as agglomerations of isolated mud-brick and red-brick buildings, houses and churches widely spaced. Certainly as one moves upstream, and the availability of timber increases, a major component of medieval towns may have been constructed of timber in conjunction probably with straw, palm fronds and perhaps wattle and daub. A city such as Soba East XE "Soba East"  may have been densely settled, a situation which if far from obvious when observing the features visible on the surface today. However, in the present state of our knowledge we do have substantial buildings including many churches distributed across the whole area of the site. Towards the centre is a large complex of buildings which includes at least three churches, two of which are of considerable size, as well as a large palatial structure, thought to be either a royal or ecclesiastical palace (Figure 8). Small cemeteries have been found in association with many of the churches and have also been located to the east of unexcavated red-brick mounds, suggesting that those also cover the remains of churches.

Excavations and surface survey have suggested that the city reached its greatest extent at a very early stage in its development and that, by the Classic Christian period it occupied a much reduced area, although this may have been the result of the town becoming more nucleated rather than there having been a dramatic fall in population. Much too little of the site has been investigated in detail to allow any remarks on the overall town plan. There is no evidence that it ever had a defensive wall, notwithstanding Budge’s assertion that he found a stone gateway (Budge 1907, I, 325), and the dispersed nature of the settlement, even when at its most nucleated, would suggest that no defences were ever provided.

The function of medieval towns

A detailed discussion of the function of urban centres in Nubia is hampered by the lack of information on their interaction with their hinterlands. In many cases the urban centre is imperfectly known while we have no information whatsoever about the surrounding areas. 

In the Middle Nile valley, where the land suitable for agriculture is a thin strip along the river banks, a markedly linear demographic pattern is the norm with the dwellings being located as close to the fields as possible and today this linear settlement pattern is readily visible, the villages being strung along the edge of the irrigated land on the desert margins. Any concentration of population into a village, town or city must imply the importance of other than purely agricultural criteria. With the lower ranking settlements there may not have been a very clear division between the urban centre and its rural hinterland. Even in the major administrative centres, for example at Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim" , there is evidence in the Late Medieval period for the stabling of animals within the town and the presence of domestic animals penned within dwellings at Hambukol XE "Hambukol"  and Debeira West XE "Debeira West"  has also been observed (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 101; Grzymski 1990, 155; Shinnie and Shinnie 1978). Presumably many farmers will have lived in the settlements but have worked in their fields. 

Centres of power, control and administration

For the immediately post-Kushite period we often have to rely on the location of cemeteries to hint at the location of the associated settlements which themselves remain elusive. There are cemeteries containing tumuli, the size of which strongly suggest that they are covering the graves of an elite group. At Ballana XE "Ballana"  this was clear from the recovery of royal crowns, found still in situ on the heads of the rulers (Emery and Kirwan 1938). The exact status of the people buried under the other tumuli at Qustul XE "Qustul" , Gemai XE "Gemai" , Firka XE "Firka" , Kosha XE "Kosha" , Wawa XE "Wawa" , Hammur XE "Hamur" , ez-Zuma XE "ez-Zuma" , Tangasi XE "Tangasi" , Khuzeinah XE "Khizeinah" , el-Hobagi XE "el-Hobagi" , Sururab XE "Sururab"  and Jebel Qisi XE "Jebel Qisi"  is unclear.
 No major settlements of the early medieval period are known in the vicinity of these sites
 and most of them are far from centres of power of the preceding Kushite period.

In the transitional period between late Kushite and early medieval Nubia we appear to have a dynamic situation with a shift in the centres of power on more than one occasion. The people who coalesced to form the state of Nobadia were focussed in the Jebel Adda XE "Jebel Adda" /Qustul XE "Qustul" /Ballana XE "Ballana"  region while Faras XE "Faras" , 15 km upstream of the royal cemeteries, was to emerge as the capital of the kingdom at least by the time of the official conversion of the royal family to Christianity in the  mid 6th century. Faras, had a long history as a focus of settlement based perhaps on the agricultural potential of the area. It has been suggested that the presence of the western channel of the Nile at Faras will, at low water, have provided many thousands of hectares of arable land making it one of the richest agricultural areas in this reach of the Nile Valley (Adams, W.Y. 1961, 43).

In the south the impressive burials at el-Hobagi XE "el-Hobagi"  and immediately upstream of the Sixth Cataract signal a move away from the old Kushite capital and a move to the hitherto little occupied west bank of the Nile. Probably by the 6th century however, the centre of political power had moved yet again to Soba East XE "Soba East"  22km up the Blue Nile from the White/Blue Nile confluence.

In the reach of the Nile between Kawa XE "Kawa"  and Jebel Barkal XE "Jebel Barkal"  major Kushite towns are unknown, although the work of Bogdan Żurawski, with his discovery of a number of impressive temples, is beginning to change this (Zurawski 1998; 1999; 2000). As yet no Kushite town is known in the vicinity of Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  which is particularly surprising in view of the favoured situation it enjoyed. It stands on a readily defensible hilltop right on the banks of the Nile dominating  movement along the river. It also lies very close to the fertile Letti Basin XE "Letti Basin"  where sufficient produce could have been grown to maintain the many administrators, clergy, craftsmen and other artisans associated with the seat of the royal court and the ecclesiastical centre of the Kingdom of Makuria. It is also at the point where the Wadi Howar joins the river. The discovery of a fortress (Galu Abu Ahmed XE "Galu Abu Ahmed" ) 108km up the Wadi Howar, which although possibly of Kushite rather than of Medieval date, does indicate that this may have been a major artery for trade between the far west of Sudan and the Nile (Kröpelin 1993, 137-40; Kuper 1988; Welsby 1998a, 165).

The changing location of the centres of power suggest the factors involved in the choice of a particular location for settlement. As far as we know between the 4th and 6th centuries there were no dramatic climate changes or alterations in the behaviour of the Nile which can have stimulated the abandonment of pre-existing urban centres and favoured the rise of others. However we know that politically the period was turbulent with the collapse of the power of the Kushite elite and the rise to prominence of the Nubians. It is to political factors that we must turn to explain the new settlement pattern of the upper ranking settlements. The rise of the el-Hobagi XE "el-Hobagi"  region signals the change over of control from the Kushite to the Nubian elites although, if the tumulus noted by Lepsius at Meroe XE "Meroe"  (Lepsius 1853, 212-3) is comparable to those at el-Hobagi, it may suggest that initially Meroe was important under the new regime. 

What factors favoured the rise of Soba East XE "Soba East"  are unclear. Does this reflect a further move of the new Nubian elite from the region of the 6th cataract or the rise to prominence of a rival faction who assumed control of what was to become the state of Alwa and thereafter favoured their ancestral home? The location of Soba East would appear to have little to recommend it. There are no major topographical features which can have influenced its choice. It is at the mouth of the Wadi Soba but this is hardly a dominant feature of the landscape. Of prime importance in the early stages of its development may have been an intimate association with the rise to prominence of particular inhabitants who will then have disproportionately favoured their birthplace setting in motion the development of that settlement. 

The political dimension at Soba East XE "Soba East"  is highlighted, on the one hand by the absence of major settlements in the vicinity in the preceding Kushite period, and on the other by a similar absence in the succeeding periods of Funj and Turko-Egyptian control. There may have been a Kushite centre at Defeia near modern Bahri (Khartoum XE "Khartoum"  North) close to the Nile confluence (Vercoutter 1961) while in the post-medieval period the major centres in the region were in the same area, at Halfiya XE "Halfiya" , Omdurman XE "Omdurman"  and Khartoum. Sites, if relying heavily on their resident elites for their raison d’être, were particularly vulnerable to changes at a political level. The Kushite towns at Napata and Meroe XE "Meroe"  and the Alwan capital Soba East may have been among the victims of these political changes. 

Although at a number of sites their political and administrative importance seems clear from their size if nothing else, rarely is physical evidence for these functions found. The metropolises presumably contained one or more residences of the king. Excavations of a palatial structure began a few years ago at Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  within the early defensive circuit but little has yet been published. It is thought to date to the 7th century and had a monumental stairway and finely plastered red and mud-brick walls (Godlewski 2000, 205).

The best known palatial structure is that at Soba East (Figure 8) XE "Soba East"  where, immediately adjacent to what may have been the main ecclesiastical complex in the town, a large mud-brick building was excavated between 1982 and 1986. Originally a minimum of 46.1m in length by 18.6m wide, it was extended attaining minimum dimensions of 55 x 47m (Welsby and Daniels 1991, 93ff.). The core of the building consisted of a range of long narrow and low rooms with timber roofs, a feature reminiscent of the lower storey of the Kushite palace of Amanishakheto at Wad ben Naqa XE "Wad ben Naqa"  constructed almost a millennium earlier (Vercoutter 1962). At that building it is clear that these functioned as storerooms and were designed to support the palatial apartments at first floor level (and above?). The Soba building may have been arranged in a similar way. Apart from its plan and scale there is nothing further to indicate that it was a palace, nor, if it was a palace, whether it was that of the king or of the bishop of Soba. The very close association with the churches immediately to the west suggests that the latter is a possibility.

The 13th – 15th century palatial structure at Jebel Adda XE "Jebel Adda" , perhaps the residence of the Kings of Dotawo, consisted of several conjoining buildings constructed over a period of time and with a large monumental entrance. It had rooms at ground floor level which could only be entered from above, a typical feature of domestic architecture in the Late Christian period (Millet 1967, 62). Nothing remained to suggest the character of the upper palatial quarters if indeed the building is correctly identified as a palace. 

Two other structures which may fall into the category of palatial are known at ed-Dabayba Um Tobe XE "ed-Dabayba Um Tobe"  (Plate 5) and Khor Shingawi (Plate 6) XE "Khor Shingawi" . Both are isolated, the former is over 3km to the west of the river 35km to the north of Omdurman XE "Omdurman"  and 5km from the fort at Jebel Umm Marrihi XE "Jebel Umm Marrihi"  while the latter is 12.5km from the river on the left bank of the Nile at the Fourth Cataract. The building at ed-Dabayba Um Tobe has been excavated by the University of Khartoum XE "Khartoum"  although no details have been published (Hakem 1979, 155). It is approximately square, constructed of red brick and is a complex of small rooms. The building at the Khor Shingawi (Welsby 2002, pl. 7.1) is rectangular, is built of stone, and is divided into three parts with a total of 20 rooms and corridors. In the centre is a courtyard at ground level with ramps leading up to the rest of the building which is set on a podium approximately 1m high. Flanking the courtyard to the east is a range of three pairs of rooms aligned across the short axis of the building, to the west a range of three narrow long rooms aligned along the long axis connected by a corridor running along the rear of the courtyard. A suite of several small rooms projects from the back wall of the main complex. The isolated positions of these buildings indicates that they were neither the focus of, nor a component of, settlements and their function remains unclear. Neither was defensive.

At Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  the building (Plate 4) converted to a mosque in 1317, it has been suggested, functioned as the Throne Hall of the Makurian kings. Constructed probably in the 9th or 10th century, like the Soba building it has long narrow rooms at ground level which are 6.5m high and these rooms, having few windows, can only have been suitable for such mundane functions as storage. It is the first floor rooms which will have been used for whatever official function the building was designed (Godlewski and Medeksza 1987). At that level it consists of a square hall surrounded by an arcaded loggia on three sides and with additional rooms to the west flanking the stairway. The ‘throne hall’ 7m square had a shallow apse in the centre of its east wall opposite the main doorway and had a coffered timber roof supported on four columns, the central part of which may have been carried up to form a clearstorey. To the rear of the hall in the east wall of the loggia is an unusual feature, a vertical shaft extending down to ground level where there is an external doorway. The arguments for its use as a Throne Hall are not compelling  (Godlewski 1982) but its association with an official function, whether civil or ecclesiastical, seems likely. 

The abundant correspondence to have survived from medieval Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  conform that that site was the headquarters of the eparch of Nobadia, the most important civil and military official in the northern part of Makuria at least in the later medieval period. Although the site has been extensively excavated no trace has been found of the buildings which may have housed this extremely important official and his entourage. Indeed most of the correspondence comes from a number of private houses, which appear to have been residences of eparchs. The earliest, House 763, dates from around 1050 and was occupied for the next 250 years. The two-storey building was constructed throughout of stone up to first floor level and above that probably in mud brick. The quality of construction was poor and the layout of the building was irregular. There was little to distinguish it from other buildings on the site apart from its size. Its use appears to have been as slovenly as in other less exalted dwellings yet fragments of texts found within it indicate that it was the residence of the eparch Isra’il in the 12th or 13th century (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 42ff.). Adams suggests that, rather than being the official residence of the eparch, it was a family residence, one of whose members rose to eparchal office at which time he used his residence for official functions (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 47). These eparchs’ houses are of a not dissimilar size and have a similar number of rooms at ground floor level as the residence of an eparch identified at Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  which is several centuries earlier in date (Godlewski 1991).

Literary sources also refer to the eparch of Nobadia as resident at Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  in the later medieval period. Within the 50% of that settlement excavated no palatial dwellings were found but the excavator considered that Building II-III was the official residence of the eparch comprising both domestic and public spaces with reception areas - large rooms decorated with murals - where business could be conducted (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 22, 28, 32, 41, 45). 

Other substantial mud-brick buildings, some of which were probably multi-storeyed, are known at several sites. Two survived until the middle of last century within the Kushite and medieval town at Karanog XE "Karanog"  although their date is far from certain. The best preserved stood to a height of over 8m and three storeys. Although usually considered to be of Kushite date the presence of wall paintings, which may be of the medieval period, and of artefacts of that date, indicates its continued use (Woolley 1911, 15-25). At Faras XE "Faras"  the so-called Northern and Southern palaces are separated by a narrow alleyway. They are both substantial structures, one almost square, 12.7 x 12.2-13m, the other rectangular 14 x 19m. Both were certainly at least two storeys in height. Although built of mud brick they had carved stone portals and their ground floor rooms were decorated with murals. They date to the 7th century (Godlewski 1992, 286-7). Two not dissimilar buildings have been excavated at Debeira West XE "Debeira West"  on sites R-8 (17 x 9m ) and R-60 (c. 13 x 11m). The former has two staircases flanking the entrance, one of which is accessed from outside the building. The entrance into the central room was through a stone arched doorway, the only stone construction of this type in the settlement. The building at R-60 originally stood to a height of at least 8m. Like the buildings at Faras they are of early medieval date (Shinnie and Shinnie 1978, 3-6, 33-37). The prominent position of the stairways in these buildings, some of which lay immediately within the main entrance, suggests the importance of the upper storey or storeys.

The substantial mud-brick building (Plate 7), designated Building A-1, at Hambukol XE "Hambukol"  is unique and there is nothing about its plan, or among the artefacts found within it, to suggest its function. In the absence of specific evidence the excavator suggested that it may have functioned as a public meeting hall rather than as a palace (Zurawski 2001, 43-4). As originally built it was square and was entered by a wide doorway from the south flanked by rooms to either side. The core of the building was a large rectangular hall; additional rooms lay to the north and east, one of which was a latrine. Later modifications extended the building to the west and included the addition of a stairtower and the insertion of another latrine. 

Another highly unusual building is to be found at Tamit XE "Tamit"  about 150m to the north east of the settlement. It is a multi-roomed structure (Figure 9) with vaulted roofs which Monneret de Villard described as a palace (Monneret de Villard 1935-57, I, 162, figs 130 & 143). There are at least 16 rooms, one of which contained a ‘bath’, a basin set on a platform and approached by a short flight of stairs, another contained a stairway leading to an upper storey or to the roof. It was set within a roughly rectangular walled enclosure with projecting rectangular towers at the north and south angles and entered through a tower gate towards the centre of the south-east wall. The enclosure wall was approximately 1.2m thick. It was demolished during the medieval period and graves, of what Monneret de Villard termed the Central Cemetery, extended over its ruins.

In the late medieval period the castle-house makes its appearance at least along the valley from Qasr Ibrim upstream to Firka if not as far south as the Third Cataract (Adams, W. Y. 1994a; Edwards and Salih 2000, 64). Adams has suggested that these were designed for the safe storage of goods and also as the residence of local officials, perhaps the tot attested in medieval documents (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 107).

In the Kerma, Pharaonic and Kushite periods one aspect of the administration is suggested by the presence of magazines which are known at a number of sites. The presence and the size of these must reflect the need to store large quantities of goods. Many were associated with temples and palaces suggesting that there was a redistributive network in operation, produce being collected by the state, or the organs of the state, into centralised storage places for redistribution at a later date. Some of these magazines were very large. Within the New Kingdom town at Sesebi XE "Sesebi" , which covered a total area of 5.4 ha, a sizeable part of the walled town was occupied by granaries (Kemp 1972, fig. 1). At Sanam Abu Dom XE "Sanam Abu Dom"  the so-called Treasury consisted of two rows of 17 equal sized rooms ranged either side of a central dividing wall, a total length of  256m long by 45m wide.
 Other buildings perhaps connected with control of state resources are also to be found at Faras XE "Faras" , the western palace (Griffith 1926, 21-4), and at Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 36ff.).

Few similar buildings have been found dating to the medieval period although whether this reflects the real situation, or is result of the limited archaeological work, is unclear. As already noted at Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  in the very early medieval period storage appears to have been important but each storage installation was small and associated with individual houses. Among the  correspondence of the eparchs discovered at Qasr Ibrim are many letters referring to disbursement of grain either from the public stores or from the eparch’s personal store. The scale of this activity, however, appears to be very limited, in many cases the recipients are individuals and the amounts are small (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 226-7). In the later medieval period, following the short-lived occupation of the site by Shams ed-Dawla, storage again became important, in underground crypts, both within and outside houses, and in specialised above ground storage facilities (Adams, W.Y. 1996, 62ff.). 

During the medieval period the movement of goods and their redistribution is evidenced by large deposits of mud bungs which have been found at some sites. At Soba East XE "Soba East"  they were found deposited into the ground-floor rooms of the palatial structure and adjacent to it (Plate 8) (Allason-Jones 1991, 151-7; Welsby and Daniels 1991, 166). The jars which they had sealed were presumably emptied here and, as the jars were not found, they were presumably returned for refilling. At Abdallah Nirqi XE "Abdullah Nirqi"  the bungs were surprisingly found in the nave and sacristies of a church (Schneider 1970, 91). Also in the palatial building at Soba were large deposits of pilgrim flasks, the contents of which were either consumed or redistributed from the building (Welsby and Daniels 1991, 177). The ground floor of the Soba palace may have been a centralised storage facility of the types noted above in the Kerma, Pharaonic and Kushite periods.

Public buildings are a rarity in medieval Nubian towns and villages with the single exception of the church.
 Most settlements contain at least one church and some appear to have many more churches than their estimated population appears to warrant. Tamit XE "Tamit"  is the most extreme case (Figure 7) with eight churches for a population thought to have been in the order of 200-400 people (Adams, W.Y. 1977, 488, 743, fn. 112). At Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  14 churches are known so far (Jakobielski 2001) and Abu Salih records the presence of 400 churches in and around Soba (in Vantini 1975, 326). At Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi"  and Sabaqura XE "Sabaqura" , to be described below, the church occupies a prominent place in the centre of the settlement. Although churches would certainly have been centres of worship it is unclear what role the Church played in the administration of the State. The close relationship between the Church and the ruler is clear, the king was himself able to celebrate the liturgy if he had not shed human blood. In the absence of official state buildings in most settlements did the church play a role in the local administration? A number of monasteries are known within towns, including two at Old Dongola, although others appear isolated in the countryside as at Qasr el-Wizz XE "Qasr el-Wizz" , el-Ghazali XE "el-Ghazali"  and el-Ugal XE "el-Ugal"  (Scanlon 1970; 1972; Shinnie and Chittick 1961; Welsby 2001, 21-25). Their role as production centres will be discussed below. They may also have played a role in administration.

The need for defence

One new factor influencing settlement in the early medieval period was the need for defence. The function of fortifications demanded that they be of massive construction and are hence often well preserved. Kushite defended sites are almost unknown and none of the major Kushite towns were walled. In the transitional period from Kushite to medieval Nubia we see defence becoming an important factor on the Middle Nile. Two defensive systems were put in place, one in Alwa, the other in Nobadia. 

The Alwan system, as known to us, consists of four installations between Jebel Umm Marrihi XE "Jebel Umm Marrihi"  (Plate 9) a little upstream of the Sixth Cataract to Kurgus XE "Kurgus"  downstream of the Fifth. At each site there is a heavily defended enclosure approximately 72m square with boldly projecting angle towers and a single interval tower in the centre of each side, one pierced by an angled gate passage. Those on Jebels Umm Marrihi (Crawford 1953, 39-40) and Nakharu XE "Jebel Nakharu"  (Crawford 1953, 17-19) enjoy extensive views along the Nile and served to dominate their surroundings. Kurgus, although not as dramatically located, also is well placed to observe movement along the river and on its banks. Abu Nafisa XE "Abu Nafisa"  is rather different being situated on the flat ground at the edge of the flood plain only a few kilometres to the north of Jebel Umm Marrihi. Little work has been conducted on these sites. Kurgus appears to have been intensively occupied with many buildings within its mud-brick defences although many of these may not have been part of the original layout of the fort (Welsby Sjöström 1998; 2001). The others do not appear to have been intensively built over. Jebel Nakharu XE "Jebel Nakharu"  (Plate 10) has a large annex to one side. The function of these installations is unclear, whether they served as refuges in times of danger, control points for the State along the river or strongholds of local rulers under the general suzerainty of the Alwan king is unknown.

In Nobadia the fortified sites are of a different character. They are larger and have more the character of fortified settlements rather than of forts. They range in size but all have a number of similar features suggesting that they are part of single masterplan. The defended enclosure at Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi" , was built, according to the dedicatory inscription, ‘for the protection of men and beasts’ by Tokiltoeton, King of the Nobadae (Donadoni 1959; 1969, 26-30). 

Table 1. Fortified sites of early medieval date in Nobadia.

	
	Dimensions
	Area
	
	Dimensions
	Area

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kalabsha XE "Kalabsha" 
	207+ x 147m+

	?
	Sheikh Daud XE "Sheikh Daud" 
	77.5-104 x 72-99m
	0.7ha

	Sabaqura XE "Sabaqura" 
	143-148 x 40-68m
	0.8ha
	Faras XE "Faras" 
	107-196 x 296-310m
	4.6ha

	Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi" 
	116-122 x 91m+
	1.1ha
	
	
	


Trigger has suggested that they may have been used as caravanserais, located near the termini of desert caravan routes (Trigger 1965, 146). Within the defences at Ikhmindi XE "Ikhmindi"  and Sheikh Daud XE "Sheikh Daud"  the plans of the buildings are remarkably regular. Ranges of two-roomed apartments back onto the inner face of the defensive wall and are separated by a narrow street from rectangular block set within the enclosure. A church occupies the central position, suggesting that they were built after the conversion of Nobadia to Christianity. Their regular planned interiors indicates that we do not have here a pre-existing town being provided with defences but purpose-built fortified settlements laid out with reasonable precision. 

The character of these settlements with their massive defences and planned interior arrangements of buildings and streets is reminiscent of those fortresses constructed as far upstream as Semna XE "Semna"  during the Egyptian Middle Kingdom and the fortified settlements founded during the New Kingdom of which the best known is Sesebi XE "Sesebi" , at 5.4 ha in size a little larger than the defended enclosure at Faras XE "Faras" . At Sabaqura XE "Sabaqura"  the settlement subsequently expanded along the river bank to either side of the defended enclosure with buildings constructed against the external face of the enceinte which will have significantly reduced its defensive capabilities (Stenico 1962, fig. 4 – plan by Monneret de Villard).

In Makuria no similar system can be seen. There are a large number of fortresses known although frequently these are not closely dateable within the medieval period. That at Bakhit (Plate 11) XE "Bakhit" , with defences enclosing an area of 2.7ha, and with a church towards the centre, may be compared with the Nobadian fortresses. The rectangular fortress at Suweiqi West XE "Suweiqi West"  may also have a church in its interior. Many of the fortresses are of irregular although usually rectilinear plan. Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  is exceptional with its walls following the contours of the hilltop and describing an oval, 350 x 150m in size (c. 4.75ha). These walls are thought to date to around the early 6th century.

In the late medieval period in many settlements defence does not appear to have been a civic responsibility. A type of fortified dwelling, known as a castle-house, which may have had its origins in the modified unit-houses of the14th century (Adams, W. Y. 1994a; Adams, W.Y. 2002, 41), appears in northern Nubia, between Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  and the Third Cataract, as an alternative to the construction of a defensive wall around the whole settlement and this even became the preferred method of defence on the hilltop at Qasr Ibrim (Adams, W. Y. 1994a). It was a family rather than a community response to the threat posed by the repeated incursions into Nubia and perhaps reflects the inability of the State and its institutions to protect its citizens.

An alternative mode of defence was to occupy hilltop locations frequently on islands in inhospitable reaches of the Nile. Sites of this type, with crudely constructed stone huts, abound at the Second Cataract and were presumably used as refuges in times of danger but were not permanently occupied (see Adams, W.Y. 1977, 510-14; Adams, W.Y. and Nordström 1963, 42).

Centres of economic activity

In the medieval periods the major urban centres were centres of production of goods some of which were widely disseminated to all levels of society. The best documented of these is pottery owing perhaps largely to its survival in large quantities in the archaeological record. It was produced at Faras XE "Faras" , Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  and Soba East XE "Soba East"  among other sites (Adams, W.Y. 1961; Pluskota 1994; 2001; Welsby and Daniels 1991, 105). Although other production centres are known the high quality of some of this material does suggest that it was made in a limited number of centres. Other classes of objects were also probably made in the urban centres but there is little archaeological evidence to substantiate this. Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  in the early medieval period was a centre of manufacturing of pottery, basketry, spinning and weaving, fancy joinery and leatherwork although the scale of these activities, whether at a domestic or industrial level, is uncertain (Adams, W.Y. 1982, 28). Adams is of the opinion that Ibrim at this time served as a trade entrepôt (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 101-2). 

By this urban based production the towns were fulfilling a generative function stimulating the production of a surplus in the rural communities which could then be exchanged in the urban centres for specialised goods. There will have been a great difference between the local economies of the regions around the administrative centres and those surrounding the rural settlements. The administrators will not have been primary food producers and, therefore, a food surplus will have been a necessity to maintain them. Among this group must be included the clergy and those individuals concerned with security, although the nature of the medieval armies, particularly in a peacetime scenario, is entirely unknown. The upper echelons of society will also have had the wealth and wish to acquire some of life’s luxuries and will themselves have supported a range of craftsmen and artisans all of whom would be fed from the food surpluses. Transportation of bulk foodstuffs will have been a last resort
 and we can assume that major urban centres developed in areas with sufficient agricultural resources close at hand to provide most of the necessities of life. In this respect Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  was well placed to utilise the rich agricultural land of the Letti Basin XE "Letti Basin"  (Plate 12) and Faras XE "Faras"  was similarly favoured. 

The importance of towns as centres of a market economy, however, is difficult to evaluate. The large amounts of pottery produced in the major pottery centres and the wide distribution of those wares indicates that a mechanism did operate to allow these products to move from their places of manufacture into the hands of the consumers, many of whom appear to have been operating at a low level in society. Was this a market economy where goods were exchanged? The economy was certainly not a monetary one so presumably barter was the transaction method.
 Adams has identified a number of structures at Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  as souks and suggests this may be connected with the transhipment of cargoes at Meinarti, which is located at the foot of the Second Cataract (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 18). The evidence he adduces for this is based on an interpretation of structures and there appears to be no artefactual material to substantiate it. In a modern souk in Nubia many of the structures are of a temporary nature and of wood. The identification of these in the archaeological record would be based on the location sometimes in the centre of a settlement, but by no means invariably, of an open area where one might expect to find deposits of spilled and discarded produce, broken pottery, and animal dung. In no medieval town is there clear evidence for this type of area.

On the Middle Nile the role of trade may have been decisive as a catalyst bringing about the abandonment of a subsistence economy by at least some sectors of the population, a situation favouring the development of urban centres. In this process the role of the powerful and rich state in Egypt is of paramount importance. Egypt is seen as the engine fuelling the rise of trade and hence was responsible for creating conditions suitable for the rise of urbanism immediately beyond its borders to the south. The presence of a Muslim community as far upstream as Soba East XE "Soba East" , presumably a community of traders (Ibn Selim quoted by el-Maqrizi in Vantini 1975, 613), indicates the wide-ranging trade contacts at this time. Adams has claimed that Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  was an entrepôt at the point on the river where goods would be transferred from the larger boats to smaller vessels to negotiate the Second Cataract and Batn el-Hagar under the supervision of the most important official in the region , the eparch of Nobadia (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 19, 94). He considers Building II-III to have been used for storage and exchange of these trade goods between Egyptian merchants and the Nubians but, if this was the case, the installations associated with it remained in use for only a short period of time.

Notwithstanding their stimulus to the economy the large towns and cities were artificial creations only beneficial to a minority of the population yet supported by all. 

Religious centres

In early Nobadian times Qasr Ibrim XE "Qasr Ibrim"  was a pagan pilgrimage centre as indicated by the many votive offerings of coins found. In one temple, trodden into its secondary mud floor, were over 150 bronze coins the latest of the early 5th century. The excavator suggested that these may have remained in circulation for up to half a century and indicate the continuing use of the temple into the later 5th century (Plumley 1975, 16-17). 

The large number of churches at Tamit XE "Tamit"  may indicate that it also had a special function although whether as a place of pilgrimage or not is unclear. At Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  the individuals buried in the crypts beneath the successive churches on the site of Building X indicates their continued veneration (Godlewski 1992, 278-9). At Faras XE "Faras"  the cathedral remained a place of pilgrimage into the late 15th century even when it was almost totally engulfed by sand (Jakobielski 1974, 304).  

The demise of medieval settlements

Various factors led to the establishment or maintenance of urban settlements in the medieval period and a similar range of factors governed their survival or brought about their abandonment. Ecological factors in some cases resulted in the demise of settlements. At Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  a series of high Nile floods appears to have led to the abandonment of the settlement on at least two occasions (Adams, W.Y. 1964, 239; 2000, 9). In the later medieval period Faras XE "Faras"  was overwhelmed by sand even though attempts were made to still allow access into the cathedral as late as 1485 when an inscription of King Joel of Dotawo was scratched onto the walls within the building (Jakobielski 1974, 304). By that time the building was largely subterranean. The problem of the wind-blown sand it thought to be the result of the drying up of the Nile channel to the west of the site which had hitherto served to trap the sand and protect the town (Adams, W.Y. 1961, 43; Trigger 1965, 153-4). Arminna West XE "Arminna West"  was abandoned at the end of the Classic Christian period. It also appears to have suffered at that time from wind-blown sand and it has further been suggested that its economic base may have been removed owing to the activities of the river (Trigger 1967, 78-9). The Nile is a dynamic river which is continually sculpting its banks and the alluvial islands within its course. It can very rapidly remove the fertile alluvium from one area, sometimes re-depositing it elsewhere. For any rural settlement, whose economy will have been almost totally reliant on agriculture, the loss of the fertile alluvial belt, either through fluvial action or the result of it being covered by wind-blown sand, will have been catastrophic. The needs for defence in the Late Christian period may have led to the abandonment of other settlements. However, although the literary sources imply considerable insecurity in the later 13th and 14th centuries in northern Nubia, the inhabitants of the undefended site at Meinarti, for example, seem to have been able to maintain a stable and prosperous lifestyle throughout this period (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 94).

The abandonment of Old Dongola XE "Old Dongola"  was the result of a political decision to remove the royal seat to a more secure location. Old Dongola had been frequently conquered by armies sent from Egypt and in 1365 was devastated by an attack by the Bani Ja’d (el-Maqrizi in Vantini 1975, 698ff.). The natural advantages of the site, however ensured that it again rose to prominence in the post-medieval period (MacMichael 1922, 201).

As noted above Soba East XE "Soba East"  was not especially favoured by any topographical features and, if its rise to prominence was resultant from it being the seat of a local family who assumed political power in the 6th century, then its abandonment may have been a direct result of the loss of its position as the seat of the Alwan royal family. The major churches seem to have been in an advanced state of decay by the late 12th  – early 13th century when squatters were occupying Church A (Welsby and Daniels 1991, 62). By 1523 when the traveller David Reubeni passed through the site all traces of its former glories had vanished. 

At a number of sites it seems clear that the history of the church or churches within a settlement need not reflect the history of the settlement itself. At Meinarti XE "Meinarti"  the church was abandoned around 1365 yet the settlement was still occupied by people professing Christianity whom may thereafter have utilised the nearby church on the west bank at Abd el-Qadir XE "Abdel Qadir"  (Adams, W.Y. 2000, 7; 2002, 107). Squatter occupation within Church Seven at Jebel Adda XE "Jebel Adda"  also seems to have been by people professing the Christian religion (Millet 1967, 61). Clearly the church was not an essential feature of these settlements which had prospered in some cases before the arrival of the church and continued in occupation after its demise.

The collapse of the administrative machinery of medieval Nubia, and the increasing lawlessness resulting from the long term conflicts with Egypt and the incursions of Arabs from the deserts, which will have brought trade to a standstill, further affected the well-being of settlements on the middle Nile. Meinarti seems to have been one of the casualties. Although there appears to have been some occupation into the 16th century the site had by then lost all its economic and strategic importance (Adams, W.Y. 2002, 107).

Although we can see evidence for the abandonment of settlements at various times during the medieval period, and most dramatically in the 14th – 16th centuries, we have no information as to what happened to the population of those settlements. Some settlements, such as those at Old Dongola and Soba East in their heyday, must have contained the dwellings of a considerable number of people. By the end of the medieval period the number of their inhabitants must have dropped dramatically if they were not totally abandoned. The loss of life resulting from the sustained periods of conflict will account for some of this missing population. However there must have been sizeable groups of people who were forced to move elsewhere. In the absence of new settlements or the increase in size of pre-existing settlements to accommodate these people, it may be assumed that many of them either turned to a nomadic lifestyle, and hence largely vanish archaeologically, or they left the region. 

In conclusion it may be remarked that the number and vitality of the settlements in medieval Nubia demonstrate that urbanism must have played an important role. The nature of the environment, particularly in the riverine areas in the arid north, indicates that non-agricultural factors must have influenced the location of those settlements which did not simply contain the dwellings of the local farming community. Although the existence of major centres of population was predicated on the availability of a sufficient food surplus in the vicinity, political factors may have been of paramount importance in the rise to prominence of certain centres and the demise of others.  Clearly significantly more excavation is required to understand the form, development and function of medieval settlements. All too often it has been the major public buildings, the churches, and the monastic building complexes on which investigations have been concentrated. The sheer size of the major centres in itself makes the collection of sufficient data to give an overview of those sites impossible in the short term. Even with the smaller settlements the amount of work involved to excavate the whole of the site is daunting. Any conclusions garnered from the selective excavation of areas  within a settlement cannot be realistically evaluated. Even with the most extensively excavated medieval settlement, that at Meinarti XE "Meinarti" , Adams was only able to excavate 50% of it. We have absolutely no idea what lay in the northern half of the settlement. It is salutary to note that if Adams had chosen to excavate the northern half he would have been dealing with a vibrant settlement occupied for a millennium but, apparently, without a church!
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� Based on average figures for the period 1951-1980 at Atbara and Sennar � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Walsh 1991, fig. 25)�.


� For a discussion of the evidence for medieval settlements away from the river see � ADDIN ENRfu ��Welsby 2002, 86ff.�


� The figures and plates are not included in this web version of the paper.


� A letter from Phoenon, King of the Blemmyes, to Aburni, King of the Nobades, has been discovered on the site � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Hägg 1986; Rea 1979; Skeat, et al. 1977)�.


� Török considered that most of the well-built Kushite houses were abandoned, only one of those excavated appears to have remained in use � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Török 1988, 204)�.


� The Muslim sources imply that the construction of the mosque was an original stipulation of the treaty enacted in 652 although some scholars consider that this is a later modification to that treaty � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Vantini 1975, 640, fn. 45)�.


� Lepsius recorded the presence at Meroe� XE "Meroe" � of one of these very large tumuli  � ADDIN ENRfu ��(1853, 212-3)�. Its exact location is unknown. Bogdan Żurawski has recently been investigating tumuli at Hammur a little upstream of Old Dongola� XE "Old Dongola" � which should perhaps be added to this list.


� Bonnet has noted extensive remains of a settlement at Tangasi� XE "Tangasi" � associated with sherds of beer jars (pers. comm.).


� Irene Liverani, who is conducting excavations within this building, considers that the rooms never had an external wall. Griffith had explained the absence of an external wall being the result of erosion � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Griffith 1922, 114ff.)�. 


� At Meinarti� XE "Meinarti" � the excavator has identified the only public toilet known in medieval Nubia � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Adams, W.Y. 2002, 24)�.


� Why the defended enclosure at Hosh el-Kafir is located several kilometres from the river close to el-Hobagi� XE "el-Hobagi" � is unclear � ADDIN ENRfu ��(see Lenoble 1992)�.


� The extent of these defences are far from clear and some of the area they enclose is very steeply sloping and will have been unsuitable for settlement � ADDIN ENRfu ��(see Curto, et al. 1965)�. 


� Note the import of food to Soba East� XE "Soba East" � � ADDIN ENRfu ��(el-Maqrizi in Vantini 1975, 615)�.


� The rarity of coins at Qasr Ibrim� XE "Qasr Ibrim" �, apart from in the temple area (Plumley et al. 1977, 43), indicates that coins were not used for worldly transactions. 


� For a discussion of the factors responsible for the demise of medieval settlement see � ADDIN ENRfu ��Adams, W.Y. 2002,108�.





