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Preface

by Salah Eldin Mohamed Ahmed

General Coordinator of  
the Qatar-Sudan Archaeological Project

When my colleague and friend Vincent Rondot called me before 
Christmas 2023 to ask if I would write the preface to these proceedings, we had 
entered the ninth month of the war in Sudan that began on the morning of 
15 April 2023. Along with my colleagues and friends, I found myself in a state of 
shock at the destruction of our country’s infrastructure, the looting of property, 
and the killing, rape and forced displacement of inhabitants, driven to various 
regions in Sudan and abroad. Vincent’s call coincided with the war’s sudden 
expansion hundreds of kilometres south of Khartoum. As archaeologists we were 
doubly grieved: by the loss of a country and its people and by the danger incurred 
by the cultural heritage of this region of the Nile Valley – what could happen, or 
has happened, to our museums in Khartoum, Nyala, El-Geneina and the city of 
Wad Madani in Al Jazirah, and the devastation threatening our archaeological 
sites throughout this territory so rich in remains.

In the midst of all of this fear, distress and frustration, our colleague Vincent’s 
call provided a glimmer of hope at the end of the tunnel. It made me aware 
that there were still friends working for the good of this country where they had 
lived, mingling with its inhabitants and appreciating its history; and where they 
had spent decades conducting excavations of archaeological sites and research in 
libraries and laboratories, in an effort to discover and preserve the heritage of this 
part of the Nile Valley.

The focus on Sudan of the 14th International Conference for Nubian Studies 
held in Paris in September 2018 brought together hundreds of specialists from 
around the globe; and Sudan remains ever present in the minds of these friends, 
whose love for this country is not swayed by the current bleak situation. This 
conference was an extraordinary academic event. Let us note the remarkable pres-
ence of a large number of Sudanese researchers, made possible through generous 
financial support from the Qatar Museums Authority, which has funded over 
forty archaeological missions in Sudan in recent years. The conference centred 
on the work of the Qatar-Sudan Archaeological Project (QSAP), launched in the 
winter of 2013–2014.
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Today, I am delighted to be writing the preface to the proceedings of this 
conference, the fruit of a successful partnership between the Musée du Louvre 
and Sorbonne Université. These proceedings, in two volumes, will be a tremen-
dous addition to the bibliography of Sudanese antiquities and history. We are 
even more delighted that our Paris colleagues decided to publish this work in 
volume XX of the journal Kush, which, since its first publication seventy years 
ago, has been a precious heritage resource for the Sudanese National Corporation 
for Antiquities and Museums. These two volumes, including contributions by 
more than seventy specialists, represent a major scholarly achievement in the field 
of Middle Nile Valley heritage, and will be accessible to hundreds of research-
ers and students. They encompass the results of multi-year efforts by dozens of 
researchers, who undertook fieldwork, laboratory and office studies covering all 
periods of Sudanese history, from Prehistory to the contemporary period; studies 
on museum collections, the management of archaeological and cultural sites and 
of heritage sites in general; and other additional specialised studies. This publica-
tion includes a list of references summarising the works of hundreds of researchers 
spanning more than a century. We are deeply grateful to the International Society 
for Nubian Studies, which, for more than half a century, has brought together 
specialists from around the world to present their latest research on the antiquities 
of this part of Africa to the global scientific community.

This achievement adds to the list of French contributions in Sudan, from 
the travels of Linant de Bellefonds and Frédéric Cailliaud in the first quarter of 
the 19th century, to the campaign to safeguard Nubian antiquities in the 1960s; 
numerous Sudanese sites at Mirgissa, Batn-el-Haggar, Sai Island, Sedeinga, 
Soleb and Kerma (with the Swiss mission), Kadruka and Gism Arba; and the 
resettlement sites related to the Merowe Dam Archaeological Salvage Project 
(2003–2009) at El-Multaqa, Berber, Wadi El-Makabrab, El-Hobagi, El-Hassa, 
Muweis, Wad ben Naga, Soba, Al-Jerif East, Ariab in the Red Sea Hills, and 
Kordofan. A number of French institutions will live on in the memory of Sudanese 
archaeologists for their long-standing contributions to the discovery and preser-
vation of the country’s cultural heritage, and to training generations of Sudanese 
archaeologists who have gone on to manage this heritage and teach in Sudanese 
universities and institutes. These include the Lille and Sorbonne Universities, the 
Louvre Museum, the French National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS), 
the International Centre for Earthen Architecture (CRAterre) at Grenoble 
University, the French National Institute for Preventive Archaeological Research 
(INRAP), the French Institute for Oriental Archaeology (IFAO), and lastly, 
the French Section of the Sudan Antiquities Authority (SFDAS, also known 
as French Unit). For over fifty five years, the SFDAS has been the only foreign 
archaeological institute permanently established in Sudan. Despite the war, its 
work has not stopped: it continues to carry out its mission from Cairo, along-
side Sudanese antiquities authorities displaced to Egypt. The French Ministry 
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of Foreign Affairs and its embassy in Khartoum have been a cornerstone of this 
cooperation for decades.

We are confident that the current situation will not last, and that friends 
from around the world will come together once more in a safe Sudan, to continue 
to preserve the archaeological heritage of the Middle Nile Valley through major 
projects such as the Qatar-Sudan Archaeological Project.
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Acknowledgments

by Marie Millet, Vincent Rondot,  
Frédéric Payraudeau, Pierre Tallet

This publication is the culmination of a commitment made in summer 2014 
when, at the concluding session of the 13th International Conference for Nubian 
Studies in Neuchâtel, it was announced that the conference’s 14th edition would 
be held in Paris in four years. A partnership between the Musée du Louvre 
and the Sorbonne Université was sought from the outset for its organisation. 
Additionally, the bilateral cooperation programme between Sudan and Qatar that 
had been launched in 2008 was set to end after a decade, and the Qatar Museums 
Authority accepted an agreement in principle to fund travel to France for a num-
ber of Sudanese colleagues. Thus, from 10  to 15 September 2018, researchers 
from around the world gathered in central Paris at the Louvre Michel Laclotte 
Auditorium, the Grand Amphithéâtre of the Sorbonne and the lecture halls of the 
Institut National d’Histoire de l’Art, for the first conference of this scale ever held 
by our national museum. From the start, the idea of the conference was endorsed 
and supported by Jean-Luc Martinez, consistent with the initiative put forth by 
Henri Loyrette in 2006 for the Musée du Louvre to play an active role in inter-
national archaeological and museum research in Sudan. This commitment has 
taken two forms: firstly, the archaeological excavations undertaken in the Meroe 
region at Muweis (2007–2019) and, since 2020, at El-Hassa, twenty-five kilo-
metres south of the pyramids of Meroe; and secondly, training programmes in 
Sudan and France for Sudanese museum personnel in the fields of collections care 
and conservation. This scientific collaboration with the National Corporation for 
Antiquities and Museums resulted in exceptional loans from the Sudan National 
Museum in Khartoum for two exhibitions devoted to Sudan at the Louvre: 
Méroé. Un empire sur le Nil, held in 2010 and Pharaon des Deux Terres. L’épopée 
africaine des rois de Napata, held in 2022. Today, the Louvre is intent on uphold-
ing this commitment through a cooperation that is all the more important given 
the sudden return of instability in recent times. It is vital at this time to support 
our colleagues – in heritage departments, museums and universities – in order to 
maintain the international quality of research on collections and archaeological 
sites, to promote enhanced understanding of the history of the Middle Nile Valley 
and in this way, to participate in the preservation of heritage. Featuring fifty-five 
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contributions by more than sixty-five authors spanning from Prehistory to the 
contemporary period, the proceedings of the 14th International Conference for 
Nubian Studies in Paris are an exemplary representation of the Louvre’s mission 
of international cooperation, and of the institution’s pride in always striving for 
the universalisation of knowledge.

This publication would not have been possible without the support of our 
institutions, colleagues, students and volunteers. The teams from the Musée 
du Louvre, the Sorbonne and its Centre de recherches égyptologiques, the UMR 
Orient et Méditerranée, and the Section française de la Direction de antiquités du 
Soudan, were of great help in the organisation of the conference and the prepa-
ration of these proceedings for publication. We extend our heartfelt thanks to all 
involved in this undertaking. We are particularly grateful to the staff of Louvre’s 
Département des Antiquités égyptiennes, whose involvement in 2018 was invalua-
ble, as was their moral support during the proceedings editorial process, so vital 
to finalising this volume.

Salah Eldin Mohamed Ahmed, our interlocutor at the Qatar Museums 
Authority, and the author of the preface, was one of the architects of the conference, 
and the link enabling Sudanese museum and heritage service professionals to be 
present at the Paris conference. Ibrahim Musa, Director-General of the National 
Corporation for Antiquities and Museums, was consistently encouraging, despite 
the circumstances, during the final stages leading up to the publication of these 
proceedings, and throughout their preparation; Violaine Bouvet-Lanselle, Head 
of the Publications at the Musée du Louvre, provided the unwavering support so 
necessary to the publication of these proceedings. The Institut français d’archéo‑
logie orientale, as well as its printing house, which had produced volume XIX of 
the journal Kush, responded very favourably to the proposal for the publication 
of this XXth volume.
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The bibliographic system adopted for this volume is adapted from that of 
PRIMIS, 2018; the abbreviations follow those of IFAO which are available on line 
(Mathieu, Abréviations, 2023, https://www.ifao.egnet.net/uploads/publications/
enligne/IF1324.pdf). The “Harvard System” has not been used, but the indication 
of the date of publication for each reference is maintained, and the references relating 
to each author are arranged according to the date of publication in order to faciliate 
navigation between the two systems. 

In the same spirit, we have chosen to maintain the individual bibliography 
of each contribution within which the titles of articles and other works are given 
in extenso when the reference publication is only cited once, and in abbreviated 
form with the full reference title given in the general bibliography for references 
appearing at least twice. Museum and exhibition catalogues are classified sepa-
rately at the beginning of the general bibliography.

ABBREVIATIONS

AAALiv Annals of Archaeology and Anthropology (Liverpool)
AAR African Archaeological Review. University Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology (Cambridge)
ABK Amtliche Berichte aus den Königlichen Kunstsammlungen (Berlin)
Achet Achet. Schriften zur Ägyptologie (Berlin)
ÄAT Ägypten und Altes Testament (Wiesbaden)
Aegyptus Aegyptus. Rivista italiana di egittologia e di papirologia (Milan)
Aeragram Aeragram. Newsletter of the Ancient Egypt Research Associates (Boston)
Afriques Afriques. Débats, méthodes et terrains d’histoire (Institut des mondes 

africains, Aix‑en‑Provence, Aubervilliers) 
AfrPraehist Africa praehistorica (Cologne)
ÄgLev Ägypten und Levante. Zeitschrift für ägyptische Archäologie und deren 

Nachgebiete (Vienna)
AJHIS Athens Journal of History (Athens)
AJHB American Journal of Human Biology. Onlinelibrary.wiley.com
AJP American Journal of Philology (Baltimore)
AJPA American Journal of Physical Anthropology (Philadelphia)
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AmAnt American Antiquity. Society for American Archaeology (Washington)
AmAnthr American Anthropologist (Lancaster)
AmJHG American Journal of Human Genetics (Chicago)
AnHB Annals of Human Biology: Journal of the Society for the Study of Human 

Biology (London)
AncEg Ancient Egypt (and the East) (London, New York)
AnIsl Annales islamologiques. IFAO (Cairo)
ANM Archéologie du Nil Moyen. Association pour la promotion de l’archéolo-

gie nilotique (Lille)
ANRW Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt. Geschichte und Kultur Roms 

im Spiegel der neueren Forschung (Berlin, New York)
Anthropologie L’Anthropologie (Paris)
AnthrAnz Anthropologischer Anzeiger (Stuttgart)
Antiquity Antiquity. Quarterly Review of Archaeology (Newbury, Cambridge)
AOAT Alter Orient und altes Testament (Kevelaer, Neukirchen‑Vluyn)
Apocrypha Apocrypha. Le champ des Apocryphes (Paris)
ARA Annual Review of Anthropology (Palo Alto)
Arabica Arabica. Journal of Arab and Islamic Studies (Leiden)
ARAM‑Period. ARAM Periodical. ARAM Society for Syro‑Mesopotamian Studies 

(Leuven)
Archaeology Archaeology. An Official Publication of the Archaeological Institute of 

America (Boston)
Archaeometry Archaeometry. Bulletin of the Research Laboratory for Archaeology and the 

History of Art. Oxford University (Oxford)
ArchAnz Archäologischer Anzeiger. Jahrbuch des deutschen archäologischen Instituts 

(Berlin)
Archéo‑Nil Archéo‑Nil. Revue de la Société pour l’étude des cultures prépharaoniques 

de la vallée du Nil (Paris)
ArchPol Archaeologia polona. Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology of the 

Polish Academy of Sciences (Warsaw)
ArchVer Archäologische Veröffentlichungen. Deutschen archäologischen 

Instituts, Abteilung Kairo (Berlin, Mainz)
AREEF Archaeological Reports of the Egypt Exploration Fund (London)
ArOr (C) Acta orientalia. Societates orientales batava, danica, fennica, norvegia, 

suecica (Lund, Copenhagen)
ArS Archäologie im Sudan (Muenster)
ASAE Annales du Service des antiquités de l’Égypte (Cairo)
ASEg Archaeological Survey of Egypt (London)
ASN Archaeological Survey of Nubia (Cairo)
ASN Bull. Archaeological Survey of Nubia Bulletin (Cairo)
Azania Azania. British Institute in Eastern Africa (Nairobi)
AWWS Akademie der Wissenschaften in Wien Sprachenkommission (Vienna)
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CCE Cahiers de la céramique égyptienne. IFAO (Cairo)
CCoptEnc Claremont Coptic Encylopedia, Torjesen K. J., Gabra G., Takla H. N. (eds.), 
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Natakamani Palace at Jebel Barkal
Old information and news on B1500*

by Emanuele M. Ciampini 

During the 2016 and 2017 seasons, the focus of the Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Sudan at Jebel Barkal, has been the monumental Palace of Natakamani 
(B1500), whose structure represents the core of the whole Meroitic district of 
Napata. The general plan and the architectural features of the palace are now clear 
enough. Year by year our understanding of the complex has been enriched by new 
data unearthed during the excavations in a new sector of the building, as well as 
in an area already investigated. Thus, during these two seasons, and as a result of 
the 2015 excavations, the Italian Mission has focused not only on the structure of 
the palace, but also on new data, represented by evidence of a pre-palatial period 
widely dispersed across the Meroitic sector of Napata.1

The discovery of architectural remains, most of them characterized by an 
impressive monumental nature, forces us to write the history of this part of the 
site anew; what we could state in the conclusion of this text represents a prelimi-
nary attempt to reconstruct the use of the area, with its complex stratification of 
buildings and their uses.

*	 The Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal, is supported by several insti-
tutions: the National Corporation for Antiquities and Museums, the Italian Ministero degli 
Affari Esteri, the Università Ca’ Foscari di Venezia and the Qatar–Sudan Archaeological Project 
(project number: QSAP.A.34). The activity of the mission was presented in the Exhibition: Il 
Leone e la Montagna. Scavi Italiani in Sudan (October 2019 – February 2020: Rome, Museo 
di Scultura Antica Giovanni Barracco – Venice, University Ca’ Foscari, Ca’ Bottacin) with the 
main financial support of the Qatar–Sudan Archaeological Project.

1	 This new data has already been announced at the Congress of Meroitic Studies, held 
in Prague (Ciampini, Salvador, Bąkowska-Czerner, The Meroitic Royal District at Napata: 
Perspectives in the Digging of the Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal). For a new 
update of the palace of Natakamani, and more generally, of the Meroitic royal city, Cat. ex. Il 
Leone e la Montagna, 2019.
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A COOKING COMPOUND AND OTHER PRE-PALATIAL  
EVIDENCE IN B1500 

In the 2015 season, the investigations brought to light the first evidence of 
pre-palatial structures. We were dealing with massive walls, built with the same 
masonry and the same technique recognised in the architecture of the palace.2 In 
the following season (2016), the investigations moved along the western perime-
ter wall. The aim of the excavations was to reach the inner area of the monumental 
western gate, where previous excavations had brought to light, in the debris of 
the casemate foundations, several tokens and clay-sealings. Here, the building 
structure is ruled by two large N/E–S/W mud brick walls, that enclosed a wide 
casemate. This area, already present in the old plan of the palace, was supposed 
to have been the foundation level of an open court; nevertheless, deeper digging 
offered us some more information about its features and use. Indeed, just under 

2	 We can also note that the size of the bricks is perfectly coherent with the traditional 
ones used in the palace B1500. Technical and architectural features let us suppose a little bit 
earlier date of the pre-palatial foundation, maybe less than a couple of centuries, before the 
Natakamani royal city.

Fig. 1. Palace B1500, 2016 season: the kitchen compound, with the massive walls that 
outline the casemate (A: south; B: north). © Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel 
Barkal–Martino Gottardo.
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the ground level, excavations identified an area for cooking, probably connected 
with the storage sector of the palace. The small structure, comprising an oven (see 
below), is probably dated to a late phase of the palace, as testified by its founda-
tion levels, coherent with the casemate walls of the foundations (Fig. 1).

The empty interior of the room still preserves a layer of ash, which testifies to 
the presence of fire. The evidence for cooking is given by a smaller compound, 
directly added to the corner of the room. Here, a thin wall encompassed a narrow 
space, where multiple hearths were located (Fig. 2). It consisted of three large, 
upside down jars, with three other smaller pots in the interior, and some more 
pots were added beside the main hearth. In close connection with this hearth 
complex, the investigation found massive evidence of charcoal and ash mixed 
with sand and furthermore, the surface of the pots show traces of fire. Despite this 
clear evidence of use, the total lack of any animal bones or vegetal seeds mixed 
with the remains of the fire (i.e. charcoal and ash) is noteworthy, and on the con-
trary, a massive presence of stone fragments probably belonging to millstones or 
other similar tools.

The chronology of this cluster, comprising the open room and the three-fire 
hearth, seems to be coeval with the palace. More precisely, the arrangement of 
the area outlined by the casemate walls probably belonged to a second period 

Fig. 2. Palace B1500, 2016 season: the three-fire hearth, view from south. © Italian 
Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.
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of the palace’s use, as confirmed, for instance, by the masonry of the hearth’s 
walls, which were smaller and probably built in the inner area of the already 
existing casemate. If this interpretation is correct, we can suppose at least two 
main periods in the use of the palace, with a second one that could represent a 
new arrangement of specific clusters of the palatial structure, such as the stor-
age of goods and cooking. We may be dealing with a service compound close 
to the western entrance, clearly separated from it by means of the wall, built 
in correspondence with the massive northern foundation of the casemate. The 
same small wall of the aforementioned compound also defined the passage to the 
inner part of the main western gate. In the same area, we recognised evidence 
of the remains of another smaller structure, whose date is older than the palace 
(phase I) (Fig. 3).3 Its (very poor) masonry, does not fit with the monumen-
tal pre-palatial walls unearthed in the 2015 season, and may represent another 
phase in the use of that area, before the development of the new plan of the 
Natakamani architects (see below).

3	 It is noteworthy the alignment of the small wall of this structure, marked as A–B in the 
Fig. 3, which testifies to the coherence of this high probably smaller building, sealed by the later 
foundations.

Fig. 3. Palace B1500, 2016 season: the phase I, with the small walls under the foundations of the 
kitchen compound. © Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal–Martino Gottardo.
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The archaeological context of this small room with its three-fire hearth fits 
with the interpretation of the palace of Natakamani as a temporary residential 
place.4 From this perspective, the Napatan–Meroitic palace should represent a 
fundamental support in royal propaganda, being at the same time a place for offi-
cial ceremonies, as well as a seat for the presence of the king and his court. The use 
of the room as a cooking compound, just south of the western gate, should testify 
to a continuity of use in that area. Indeed, during the same season, and besides the 
evidence of the cooking room, other interesting structures were brought to light. 
Under the ground level of the cooking room, excavations unearthed a double row 
of pots (Fig. 4), which seem to be partially coherent with the plan of the service 
area. The typology and size of the pots are similar, with a maximum diameter of 
about 30 cm. which means that we are probably dealing with a storage sector, 
dated to the pre-palatial period. The date of these pots is probably the same as the 
small wall of the phase I (see Fig. 3), and the lack of any evidence of fire might 

4	 The function of the royal palaces in the main cities of the kingdom, at first Meroe and 
Napata, has been stressed by Maillot, BIFAO 115, 2015, partic. 290‑291; for a wider pres-
entation of the palaces in the Meroitic kingdom, see Maillot, Palais et grandes demeures, 2016.

Fig. 4. The pre-palatial row of jars, south of the kitchen compound. © Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.
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confirm their use for storage. However, a careful analysis of the archaeological 
data led us to suppose a long history of use and organization of the area and of 
the pots rows as well. Indeed, beside them, other similar pots were discovered in 
other locations in the same small room and in other areas (see, for instance, the 
pot found in the sounding undertaken north of the western gate).5 All these other 
pots had a particular position, being left under the foundations of the casemates 
of the palace, in correspondence with the northern wall, and under the founda-
tion of the small room as well (Fig. 5).

The use and the date of this storage installation is far from sure: with our 
current knowledge, the information seems to connect it with the monumental 
pre-palatial foundation, already identified under other parts of the platform foun-
dation. We should also note that the area retained a service function in the second 
Natakamani period, when this cluster was reorganized for cooking. Coeval to 
this last phase could be the transformation of a mud brick wall, aligned with the 
southern wall of the casemate (Fig. 6): it might belong to the first plan of the 
palace, later transformed into a new structure. Part of it was destroyed in order to 
create a flat surface with an unknown use, perfectly covered with fragments of red 
bricks, still clearly recognisable.

In conclusion, the information derived from the 2016 season testifies to at 
least two phases of the palace, with the new organisation of a service cluster, rep-
resented by the cooking area. At the same time, this compound is located in an 
area that was probably used for storage in the pre-palatial period.6 We are dealing 
with a particular connection between the use of the area before Natakamani, and 
the foundation of the royal city, a connection which is still to be well defined and 
studied, but that could represent a kind of architectural continuum.

THE FOUNDATIONS IN THE CENTRE OF THE PALACE

One of the most characteristic and impressive features of the Natakamani 
palace in Napata is the monumental system represented by the northern entrance 
court, the hypostyle hall and the peristyle court. The three structures have often 

5	 This pot discovered during the season 2013 in the south-western area of the palace 
platform and supposed at the first sight to have been part of a post-meroitic phase (Ciampini, 
in Nubian Archaeology, 2018, 403‑404 and fig. 18), might better belong to the same (or to a 
similar) storage compound; this should testify to a wider pre-palatial storing area, reused in 
the foundation of the building. In a long period programme, the mission should aim to plan a 
sounding in some sectors of the platform, in order to outline the profile of other remains of this 
older storing compound.

6	 We may wonder whether this coherence in using during the two phases (pre- and pala-
tial period) could depend on the natural feature of the sector, which could ensure the safety of 
the storage structure.
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been analysed as example of a Meroitic interpretatio of some specific architectural 
patterns, such as the Hellenistic model of the royal palace.7 The history of its 
study is entirely connected with the activity of the mission: indeed, the central 
court was already visible on the ground during the first steps of the investigation. 
In recent years, the central part of the palace has become a new focus for research. 
The discovery of the pre-palatial structures under the foundation of the western 
perimeter wall, and the necessity of investigation just at the south-west of the 
peristyle, led us to plan an excavation in the area corresponding to the massive 
perimeter wall of the central court.

7	 Ciampini, in Nubian Archaeology, 2018, 405.

Fig. 5. Some pre-palatial 
jars sealed in the kitchen 
compound and in the 
foundation of the palace 
casemate. © Italian 
Archaeological Mission 
in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.

Fig. 6. The double level 
of foundations in wall 
A of the casemate dug 
in the 2017 season. 
© Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Sudan–Jebel 
Barkal.
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Fig. 7. Palace B1500, 2017 season. © Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal–
Martino Gottardo.

Fig. 8. The double level of the foundations in the casemate wall at north of the field 2017. 
© Italian Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.



431

Natakamani Palace at Jebel Barkal

The new excavation was begun in the 2017 season, with a trench in the south- 
western corner of the platform (Fig. 7). Here, the main feature is a couple of founda-
tion walls (A and B in the plan), connected to each other by a system of other walls, 
creating the typical net structure of the casemate; their regular size, about 135 cm 
wide, confirms the organic unity of the plan, also evident in the use of the traditional 
building technique using vertical mud bricks. This typical Meroitic masonry can 
alternate with the oblique foundations in the pre-palatial walls, found in the same 
context. The foundations show a particular arrangement in the vertical mud brick 
of wall A, which seems to have joined at least two different sections (Fig. 8): a first, 
eastern section (Fig. 8, A), where the foundations are in a higher level, and a second, 
western section (Fig. 8, B), just after the cut of the pre-palatial wall (see below), where 
the foundations are in a deeper level. This architectural arrangement may testify to 
the careful plan of the Meroitic architects, who built the foundations not in a flat 
area, but rather on sloping ground. The original topographical context was marked 
by a small hill, maybe a result of the pre-palatial structures that were removed during 
the work for the royal city. This small hill corresponds with the central peristyle court, 
whose foundations make us suppose a system of massive walls in order to ensure 
stability to the structure. Indeed, as well as the double level in the foundation walls 
of the casemate just mentioned, the investigation brought to light other pre-palatial 
evidence used in strengthening the basement of the central platform.

The evidence for the pre-palatial foundations at the south-west of the peristyle 
represent another result of the 2017 season. Right next to the central court, the 
masonry preserves the evidence of a massive older structure, framed in the sys-
tem of the palace walls (Fig. 9, wall C). The foundation levels of the pre-palatial 
walls are deeper than those of the palace, with the first layer of bricks in a vertical 
or oblique position. The result of this pre-palatial and palatial plan is a unique 
net of walls, with the aforementioned double-level foundations. Besides these 
architectural features, the investigations revealed the regular cut of the pre-pa-
latial wall during the building of the palace (Fig. 10). This could mean that the 
new walls had no direct connection with the old ones: thus, the sections of the 
pre-palatial structures may not have been preserved as foundations, but rather as 
reinforcement in the sloping side of the mound. If this suggestion is correct, we 
are dealing with a refined architectural project for the palace, whose basement was 
strengthened by means of the casemate system, as shown by the different levels of 
the vertical layers of mud bricks, and with the use of the older structures as well.

According to this reconstruction, the plan of the great palace sealed an archi-
tectural situation, whose main features can also be recognised by means of the 
archaeological investigation. The evidence of the walls under the foundation of 
the western perimeter enclosure fits with the similar structures encapsulated in 
the casemates just described, and which are only a part of a probably more com-
plex history. In the middle of the northern casemate, for instance, excavations 
discovered a massive mud brick structure, which does not seem to have been 
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Fig. 10. The cut in the joint of the pre- and palatial foundations. © Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.

Fig. 9. The profile of the pre-palatial wall (yellow lines) framed by the palatial walls. © Italian 
Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.
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part of the pre-palatial wall system: it is an isolated element (something similar 
to the small platforms, well known in the Natakamani architecture), built on at 
least two small hearths in correspondence with its two corners at the western side 
(Fig. 11), that resemble a sort of foundation. Its nature has not been defined, but 
if its designation as a platform is correct, it could have played some ceremonial 
role in the context of the pre-palatial organization of the area.

THE PALACE OF NATAKAMANI: AN ARCHITECTURAL PALIMPSEST

All the information derived from the previous seasons lead us to suppose 
a careful work in planning the whole structure by the Meroitic architects. The 
plan of the edifice clearly testifies to at least two different pre-palatial phases (see 
above, the small structures in the kitchen compound, season 2016) and several 
palatial periods of use. All of these data represent the relative chronology of the 
buildings of the Natakamani royal city. This archaeological evidence suggests a 
use of the area before, during and after the reign of Natakamani. Indeed, exca-
vation has recovered evidence of a constant presence on the site of scattered 
people who irregularly dwelt in the remains of the royal city (hearths, post holes, 
etc.), exploiting what survived of the ancient structures after the collapse of the 
Meroitic kingdom.

Fig. 11. The pre-palatial platform, encased by the casemate foundations. © Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.
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OLD EXCAVATIONS AND NEW INFORMATION

In this part of the paper, I would like to report on some data that emerged 
during the 2017 season, that provides an update in our comprehension of the 
palace and a confirmation of the necessity of a new approach to the investiga-
tions. During that season, the mission made two surveys (Fig. 12): the first was 
undertaken in correspondence with the northern façade of the palace, just east of 
the “Lion Gate” (A), while the second investigated the north-western corner of 
the peristyle (B).

The small platform joining the northern façade of the palace. On the northern 
façade of the palace, the excavations undertaken by Sergio Donadoni brought 
to light a small platform with stairs, lying just west of the “Lion Gate” (Fig. 13). 
The structure was supposed to have been a secondary access to the palace, close to 
the monumental northern entrance. The new excavations posed several questions 
concerning the use and the date of the platform: it consists in a square building, 
with a narrower lateral ramp of stairs, open to the east. Absolutely remarkable is 
the absence of the typical vertical mud brick foundations, while all the structure 
was built with red bricks, in part removed from older buildings, as proved by 
some plaster covering on some of them.

The original interpretation of the platform as a secondary entrance, proposed 
by Donadoni, is now difficult to accept. The lack of any evidence for an entrance 
in the perimeter wall of the northern façade, despite the severe destruction of it, 
and also the new platform discovered in front of the western entrance (2012 sea-
son), make us suppose a different use. This platform and its staircase seem to have 
been built after the decoration of the façade, and could belong to a second phase 
of the palace, even though all the platforms of the four monumental gates were 
added after the complete decoration of the building. Probably, this small structure 
was part of the ceremonial arrangement of the northern façade, being the most 
representative part of the building open to a kind of dromos. The arrangement of 
this wide area is confirmed by the presence of a monumental pavillion (B3200), 
just north-east of the “Lion Gate”. If this interpretation is correct, we could sup-
pose that the platform was used as a ceremonial place for the royal appearance, 
connected with the decorative programme of the monumental entrance, ruled by 
the presence of lions.

The sondage in the north-western corner of the peristyle. A second noteworthy 
result of the same season has been a small excavation in the north-western corner 
of the central court. This part of the palace represents the core of the edifice, 
joining the several clusters that formed the architectural unity of the building. 
The new sondage aimed to confirm the setting of the foundations in the area of 
the peristyle, but its result was more significant. Indeed, the excavation brought 
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Fig. 12. The two soundings in the 
palace of Natakamani, 2017 season. 
© Italian Archaeological Mission in 
Sudan–Jebel Barkal.

Fig. 13. The platform built in relation 
to the northern façade of the palace. 
© Italian Archaeological Mission in 
Sudan–Jebel Barkal.
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to light a massive foundation wall (Fig. 14), which represents a new element in 
the plan of the court. This wall was not seen during the previous investigations, 
and its position lets us suppose a foundation joint between the eastern and west-
ern side of the court: the new plan stresses the compact foundation net of the 
peristyle court. The reason for this architectural system obviously depends on the 
necessity of strengthening the central part of the palace, built at the top of a small 
hill. It means that we must approach the peristyle’s architectural structure from a 
new perspective (Fig. 15). The east-west orientation of the colonnade foundation 
(Fig. 15, A, marked in red), is probably the same as that which is found in the 
southern part of the court (Fig. 15, B, marked in blue), and denotes a careful 
structure of the masonry. This new perspective must also involve other areas of 
the palace, namely the hypostyle hall and the open court, just north of the peri-
style. In this sector of the building the mission is planning new surveys in order 
to complete the plan of the central part of the palace.

IN QUEST OF DATING

The chronology of the palace and of the pre-palatial structures in the area of 
the excavations is a crucial issue for the Italian Mission. The unique epigraphic 
information concerning the owner of the palace consists in the stela, now kept 
in the museum of Karima, mentioning the queen Amanitore and the prince 
Arikankharor, while the royal name Natakamani which was at the top of the 
inscription, has now disappeared.8 At the end of the 2017 season, some organic 
samples were exported and processed by the Poznan Radiocarbon Laboratory. 
The results of this analysis confirmed the general dating proposed for the reign 
of Natakamani, with the time span 1st century BC–1st century AD, with a higher 
probability of the later date (two of the three processed samples). The chrono-
logical data derived by the analysis fits perfectly with the Meroitic cultural trend, 
represented by the coeval royal city at Napata. We are dealing with a productive 
period, during which the Meroitic mind flourished, creating that “eclectic style” 
marking the reign of Natakamani.9

8	 First edition of the text: Tiradritti, VicOr 8, 1992; for the chronology of Natakamani 
and his family, now dated to the 1st century AD, see FHN III, 1998, 896‑907; on the royal 
couple Natakamani and Amanitore, and the relationship with the other members of the family, 
see Rilly, in Hist. civil. Soudan, 2017, 270‑274.

9	 In a broader perspective, the style of the royal city of Natakamani in Napata fully 
corresponds with the concept of “Meroitisation”; the contributions that have sedimented over 
time, from the Pharaonic to the Kushite period, are enriched with a strong southern imprint, 
a reflection of State decorum with several Mediterranean and Hellenistic contributions: Yellin, 
in The Oxford Handbook of Ancient Nubia, 2021.
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Fig. 15. Hypothetical reconstruction of the foundations of the peristyle colonnade. © Italian 
Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal.

Fig. 14. The new wall in the foundations of the colonnade of the peristyle. © Italian 
Archaeological Mission in Sudan–Jebel Barkal–Silvia Callegher.
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مقدمة

لمكتبــة آثــار وتاريــخ الســودان. وســعداء أكثــر أن قــرر الزمــاء فــي باريــس نشــر هــذا العمــل 
باســم العــدد٠٢ مــن مجلــة كــوش )Kush XX( ، هــذه المجلــة التــي أصبحــت إرثــا لهيئــة الآثــار 
الســودانية وقــد مضــي علــي إصدارتهــا الأولــي نحــو ســبعين عامــا. ويعتبــر هــذان المجلــدان 
اللــذان يحتويــان علــي مســاهمات أكثــر مــن ســبعين متخصصــا انجــازا أكاديميــا عظيمــا فــي 
تــراث وادي النيــل الأوســط و ســوف يكــون فــي متنــاول مئــات الباحثــن والطــاب إذ يحتــوي 
ــال  ــوا بالأعم ــن قام ــن الذي ــد لعشــرات الباحث ــن الجه ــدة ســنوات م ــج ع ــي نتائ ــدان عل المجل
الحقليــة والدراســات المعمليــة والمكتبيــة فــي كل فتــرات تاريــخ الســودان منــذ فتــرات مــا قبــل 
التاريــخ حتــي العصــر الحديــث ودراســات المجاميــع المتحفيــة وإدارة المواقــع الأثريــة والتــراث 
الثقافــي بشــكل عــام والدراســات المتخصصــة المســاعدة الأخــري. ويحتــوي هــذا العمــل علــي 
قائمــة مراجــع تعتبــر عصــارة أعمــال مئــات العلمــاء عبــر أكثــر مــن قــرن مــن الزمــان. فالشــكر 
والإمتنــان للجمعيــة العالميــة للدراســات النوبيــة والتــي ظلــت وعبــر أكثــر مــن نصــف قــرن تجمــع 
المتخصصــن مــن شــتي أنحــاء العالــم ليقدمــوا للمجتمــع العلمــي العالمــي أحــدث أبحاثهــم حــول 

آثــار هــذا الجــزء مــن أفريقيــا.
ــذ رحــات  ــي إنجــازات المهتمــن بالســودان مــن الفرنســيين من ســوف يضــاف هــذا الجهــد إل
ــة إنقــاذ  لينانــت دو بلفونــد و فريدريــك كايــو فــي الربــع الأول مــن القــون التاســع عشــر وحمل
ــي مرقســا  ــع الســودان ف ــن مواق ــر م ــرن الماضــي والكثي ــن الق ــي الســتينات م ــة ف ــار النوب آث
ــة السويســرية( وكدركــة  ــب وكرمــة )مــع البعث ــرة صــاي وصادنقــا وصل وأرض الحجــر وجزي
وقســم أربعــة ومواقــع إعــادة التوطــن المرتبطــة بحملــة إنقــاذ آثــار ســد مــروي )٢٠٠٣ ـ ٢٠٠٩( 
فــي الملتقــي وفــي بربــر وفــي وادي المكابــراب وفــي الهوبجــي وفــي الحصــا والمويــس وود 
بانقــا وســوبا والجريــف شــرق وأريــاب فــي جبــال البحــر الأحمــر وفــي كردفــان. هنالــك قائمــة 
مــن المؤسســات الفرنســية ســوف تبقــي علــي الــدوام فــي ذاكــرة الآثاريــن الســودانيين حيــث 
ــال  ــب أجي ــاد الحضــاري وتدري ــي إرث الب ــاظ عل ــي الكشــف والحف ــدوام ف ــي ال أســهمت عل
مــن الآثاريــن الســودانيين الذيــن تحملــوا مســئولية إدارة هــذا التــراث وتعليمــه فــي الجامعــات 
ــل  ــة شــارل ديجــول ـ لي ــر جامع ــن ذك ــا م ــد لن ــي هــذه الســانحة لا ب والمعاهــد الســودانية. وف
ــز  ــز الفرنســي للبحــث العلمــي )CNRS( والمرك ــر والمرك ــة الســوربون ومتحــف اللوف ٣ وجامع
ــة  ــي للبحــوث الآثاري ــد الوطن ــل والمعه ــة جرونوب ــة ) CRAterre( بجامع ــارة الطيني ــي للعم العالم
ــرا وليــس آخــرا وحــدة  ــار الشــرقية )IFAO( وأخي ــة )INRAP( والمعهــد الفرنســي للآث الوقائي
الآثــار الفرنســية الملحقــة بمصلحــة آلاثــار )SFDAS( والتــي ظلــت علــي مــدي أكثــر مــن أربعــن 
عامــا المعهــد الآثــاري الأجنبــي الوحيــد المقيــم فــي الســودان بشــكل دائــم ولــم يتوقــف عطــاءه 
ــب مــع  ــي جن ــا إل ــة القاهــرة جنب ــدلاع الحــرب إذ واصــل أداء رســالته مــن مدين ــي بعــد إن حت
مســئولي الآثــار الســودانية الذيــن نزحــوا لجمهوريــة مصــز العربيــة. وتبقــي وزارة الخارجيــة 
الفرنســية وســفارتها فــي الخرطــوم همــا الدعامتــان الاساســيتان لإســتمرار هــذا التعــاون عبــر 

عشــرات الســنين.
كلنــا ثقــة فــي أن مــا يحــدث الآن ســوف ينجلــي وســوف يلتقــي الأصدقــاء مــن كل أنحــاء العالــم 
ــة  ــل الأوســط تحــت مظل ــوادي الني ــاري ل ــي الإرث الآث ــاظ عل ــة الحف ــن لمواصل ــي ســودان آم ف

مشــروع عمــاق كالمشــروع القطــري ـ الســوداني للآثــار.  
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عندمــا إتصــل بــي الزميــل والصديــق فانســا رونــدو )Vincent Rondot( قبيــل أعيــاد الميــاد 
للعــام ٢٠٢٣ طالبــا منــي كتابــة مقدمــة هــذه الوقائــع، كنــا قــد دخلنــا فــي الشــهر التاســع لحــرب 
الســودان التــي بــدأت فــي صبيحــة ١٥ أبريــل ٢٠٢٣. وقــد كنــت وكل زملائــي وأصدقائــي تحــت 
ــا ومــا أصــاب أهــل البــاد مــن نهــب  ــة فــي بلادن ــة التحتي ــذي أصــاب البني صدمــة الدمــار ال
ــار لشــتي أنحــاء ا لســودان وخارجــه.  ــزوح قســري مــن الدي ــل وإغتصــاب ون ــكات وتقتي للمتل
وتزامــن إتصــال الزميــل فانســا مــع إتســاع الحــرب بشــكل فجائــي لمئــات الكيلومتــرات جنــوب 
الخرطــوم. لقــد كانــت حســرتنا نحــن قبيلــة الآثاريــن مضاعفــة فهــي حســرة علــي ضيــاع البــاد 
وأهلهــا وحســرة علــي الإرث الحضــاري لهــذه المنطقــة مــن وادي النيــل وخوفنــا علــي مــا يمكــن 
أن يحــدث أو يكــون قــد حــدث بالفعــل لمتاحفنــا فــي الخرطــوم وفــي نيــالا وفــي الجنينــة وأخيــرا 
فــي مدينــة ود مدنــي فــي الجزيــرة والخــراب الــذي يمكــن أن يحــل بمواقعنــا الأثريــة فــي شــتي 

أنحــاء هــذه الأرض الغنيــة بمخلفاتهــا الآثاريــة. 
وســط كل هــذا الخــوف والتوجــس والإحبــاط كان إتصــال الزميــل فانســا خيــط مــن ضــوء وأمــل 
ــي  ــاد الت ــن أجــل هــذه الب ــون م ــاء يعمل ــك أصدق ــه لا زال هنال ــق. شــعرت بأن ــة النف ــي نهاي ف
ــة  ــا فــي المواقــع الأثري ــون تنقيب ــوا يعمل ــوا تاريخهــا وظل عاشــوا فيهــا وإختلطــوا بأهلهــا وإحب
وبحثــا فــي المكتبــات والمعامــل لعشــرات الســنين مــن أجــل الكشــف والمحافظــة علــي إرث هــذا 

الجــزء مــن وادي النيــل. 
ــس  ــي باري ــم ف ــاع العال ــن شــتي بق ــات المتخصصــن م ــه مئ ــن أجل ــع م ــذي تجم الســودان ال
فــي المؤتمــر الرابــع عشــر للجمعيــة العالميــة للدراســات النوبيــة فــي ســبتمبر ٢٠١٨ لا زال فــي 
وجــدان هــؤلاء الأصدقــاء الذيــن لــم يتخلــوا عــن حبهــم لهــذه البــاد رغــم الظــروف العصيبــة. 
لقــد كان ذلــك المؤتمــر تظاهــرة أكاديميــة إســتثنائية. وقــد كان حضــور عــدد كبيــر مــن الباحثــن 
الســودانيين أمــرا لافتــا وقــد تحقــق هــذا بفضــل مســاهمة ماليــة كريمــة مــن متاحــف قطــر والتــي 
ظلــت عبــر الســنوات الماضيــة تقــوم بتمويــل أكثــر مــن أربعــن بعثــة أثاريــة تعمــل فــي الســودان 
وقــد كان جــزءا كبيــرا مــن أعمــال هــذا المؤتمــر مخصصــا لأعمــال )المشــروع القطــري ـ 

ــي شــتاء ٢٠١٤/٢٠١٣. ــدأ ف ــذي ب ــار( وال الســوداني للآث
واليــوم نحــن ســعداء بكتابــة مقدمــة وقائــع هــذا المؤتمــر والــذي كان شــراكة موفقــة بــن متحــف 
اللوفــر وجامعــة الســوربون. هــذه الوقائــع التــي تجــئ فــي مجلديــن ســوف تكــون إضافــة مقــدرة 
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