Unearthing 6th-century
CE occupation on the

fringes of the Nile Valley
Closing the PalaeoAffad Project
in the Affad Basin (Sudan)

Abstract: Archaeological sites located on the fringes of the
current Nile river valley, 7 km inland, in the Affad Basin (Northern
Province, Sudan), explored by the PalaeoAffad Project in the final
season of fieldwork under the current grant project, revealed
cultural affinities with pastoralism in a semi-desert environment
dated to the period between the Meroitic and Makurian
kingdoms. Excavated structures included possible drinkers for
animals and an infant’s grave found under a stone tumulus.
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The PalacoAffad Project, which started fieldwork in the
Affad Basin on the Middle Nile in Sudan [Fig. 1] roughly
a decade ago, implementing research under two succes-
sive grants from the National Science Center in Poland,
has now run to its end. The 2022 ficld season, following
a two-year break due to the pandemic, closes research
in the field. Moreover, the termination of archacologi-
cal research in this microregion is related to extensive
state investment in industrial agriculture, which has ir-
retrievably destroyed any extant archacological remains.
Industrial farms have covered the entire terrace area
available for cultivation and there is reason to believe
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that investment will extend beyond it
into the desert. The only “positive” ele-
ment, albeit non-archacological, is the
return of herds of cactle to Affad after
almost five millennia (Osypinska et al.
2021). The enormous fields have turned
out to be a great place to graze animals,
while the huge canals provide enough wa-
ter for both plants and animals.

The main goal of the PalacoAffad Pro-
ject was interdisciplinary research on the
adaptation strategies of human commu-
nities inhabiting the Middle Nile Valley
in the Pleistocene and early Holocene
and, in the opinion of the principal re-
searchers, exhaustive studies of related is-
sues have been concluded (see Osypinska
et al. 2016, Osypinska et al. 2019). In 2022,

in view of the progressing agricultural in-
vestment in the region, which had taken
place during the two years since the pre-
vious field season, it was assumed that
undertaking further research at Pleis-
tocene sites located on the former river
terraces would not be feasible. Thus, the
team ventured to explore several sites of
indeterminate chronology, presumed to
be of a funerary nature, situated at the
edge of the Mesozoic sandstone plateau
enclosing the Affad Basin from the north
and recorded earlier by the SDRS sur-
vey (Zurawski 2003) and the PalacoAffad
Project over the past ten years. The results
of a survey made upriver in the Fourth
Cataract region suggested a temporal
horizon for these sites in the latest pre-

Fig. 1. Southern Dongola Reach and location of the Affad Basin and the Banganarti Archaeological
Station; currently explored sites marked with red triangles (PalaeoAffad Project | measurements and
mapping P. Wiktorowicz)

1 Ten-years’ worth of finds from the PalacoAffad Project are now in storage at the Banganarti
Archacological Station (BAS), established by Bogdan T. Zurawski from the Polish Academy
of Sciences in Warsaw. The BAS facility offers office and ficld lab space conducive to further

studies of this collection.
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history, that is, the Kerma period (e.g.,
Osypinski 2010). So far, no sites of this
chronology have been recorded in the Af-
fad region, and there is a kind of “hiatus
of Kerma settlement” between the Letti
Basin and the Fourth Cataract region. It
is generally assumed that relics of late-

prehistoric occupation could reach well
into the desert, beyond the scope of cur-
rent archacological prospection. Hence
the decision to explore more extensively
two sites, Afd135 and Afd138, and to rec-
onnoiter the immediate area in search of
additional loci of a similar nature.

i

Grid: Adindan/UTM Zone 38N
o -stone structures
- wenches

‘$> ? 109m

Fig. 2. Hipsometric map of the area with location of sites Afd135 and Afd139 (PalaeoAffad Project |

measurements and mapping P. Wiktorowicz)
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SITE AFD135

Rectangular structures resembling stone
boxes are scattered over a fairly large
area (approximately 300 m by 100 m),
in a slight depression between the rocky
hills. They are spread out rather than
clustered[Fig. z]. Reconnaissance in the
area indicated that the structures even
reached a separate site in the neighbor-
hood (Afd139).

The structures are approximately
2.00 m by 1.00 m in size, oriented in-

consistently and built of boulders up to
0.40 m in diameter, set in sand. A group
of four distinct stone structures was ex-
plored [Fig. 3]. Orthophotographic doc-
umentation of cach arbitrary level that
was cleared in the course of the excava-
tion failed to reveal any cuts. No skeletal
remains were found. A negligible set of
animal bones, fragmentary ceramics and
charcoal was recovered from a trench area
of 10 m by 10 m.

Fig. 3. Excavated area at site Afd135 (PalaeoAffad Project | orthophoto and processing R. Lopaciuk)
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These structures resemble the su-
perstructures of Christian burials (box-
graves), but the inconsistent orientation
and grouping of several such boxes over
a fairly large area indicate that it was
not a medieval burial ground. Moreover,
no parallels have been found among the
known cemeteries from late prehistory in
the region. Since the funerary purpose of
these structures has not been confirmed
in any way, they could be related to hu-

man occupation, either as dwellings or
drinkers for animals. Both interpreta-
tions are possible considering the nature
of the small finds.

Among the pottery finds there is
a fragment of a bowl decorated with
a metopic ornament (see Philips and
El-Tayeb 2003) and several fragments
of objects made of sherds of handmade
kicchen pottery [Fig. 4]. These objects
can be related most likely to the early

Fig. 4. Pottery finds from Afd135 (PalaeoAffad Project | photos M. Osypiriska, J. Kokolus)
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Makurian period. Radiocarbon dating
of the charcoal found between elements
of the stone structures fully confirms
these assumptions: Pos-153048, 1520 + 30

BP = 530-608 calAD (95.4% probability).
The meagerness of the finds and obvious
reuse of items (broken pottery sherds) in-
dicate the nomadic character of the users.

SITE AFD138

The site encompasses a complex of heav-
ily damaged stone structures which are
of roughly circular shape, with a diam-
eter up to 3 m. Unlike Afdi13s, they were
located on the tops of a small range of
hills. Exploration of the immediate area
around the site revealed the presence of
a number of other analogous loci. In the
case of these structures, they were provi-
sionally aceributed to the Kerma horizon.

The first structure that was explored
looked like a plundered burial. However,
the stones scattered on the surface did

not conceal any kind of burial chamber.
Neither were there any finds, like pottery,
for example, which could enable a dating
of these remnants. It should be assumed
that it was a structure somehow related
to settlement in the area.

The other explored feature was con-
firmed as a funerary structure. In this
case, stones were piled in a mound,
measuring approximately 3.00 m in di-
ameter and 0.50 m in height. This super-
structure did not seem to be plundered
[Fig. 5]. Underneath was a small chamber

P e

Fig. 5. Stone tumulus at Afd138 before exploration

(PalaeoAffad Project | photo P. Bobrowski)
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of oval shape, hollowed in bedrock, with
a small dromos approaching it from the
north. Lying at the bottom of the cav-
ity was a fragmented skull of an infant,
clearly facing west [Fig. 6]. It was not ac-
companied by any equipment or body
ornaments.

Taking into account the form of the
burial, it should be associated with the
post-Meroitic horizon, although this
identification could not be confirmed
for lack of any small finds whatsoever.

The presence of post-Meroitic pastoral
cultures is fairly well confirmed in the re-
gion, unlike the Kerma Culture horizon,
although so far most of the large tumulus
cemeteries have been found much closer
to the river (Zurawski 20073; El—Tayeb
2003).

One should not exclude a temporal
and functional relationship between
the two studied locations (Afdi3s and
Afd138), as well as other, very similar sites
in this zone.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The unexpected data deriving from the
final season of fieldwork in the PalacoAf-
fad Project highlight the way in which the

valley fringes were used as pastoral areas

in the mid-1st millennium CE. In the re-
searchers’ experience from the first years
of the project, groups of camels number-
ing a few animals were observed to pen-

Fig. 5. Burial of a child under a stone tumulus at site Afd138 (PalaeoAffad Project | photo
P. Osypinski)
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etrate the zone, but they apparently did
not stay there permanently, and moved
to the river for watering. The presence of
pastoral installations so far away from the
river valley, as attested by the results of
current explorations, shows that it was
possible to collect water locally (during
the rainy season?). The number of these
installations clustered in one spot sug-
gests that the herds consisted of more
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than a few animals. Assuming this was
the case, the results from Afdizs could
markedly contribute to a reconstruction
of animal management patterns at the
dawn of the Makurian period. Long-dis-
tance trade, including cattle, has been
confirmed by the latest isotope and ar-
chacozoological studies of faunal material
from Banganarti, Selib and Old Dongola
(Osypinska et al. 2022).
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