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Introduction

G. MOKHTAR
with the collaboration of J. VERCOUTTER

The present volume of A General History of Africa deals with that long
period of the continent’s history extending from the end of the Neolithic
era, that is, from around the eighth millennium before our era, to the
beginning of the seventh century of our era.

That period, which covers some nine thousand years of Africa’s history,
has been, not without some hesitation, subdivided into four major geo-
graphical zones: :

(1) the corridor of the Nile, Egypt and Nubia (Chapters 1 to 12);

(2) the Ethiopian highlands (Chapters 13 to 16);

(3) that part of Africa often later called the Maghrib, and its
Saharan hinterland (Chapters 17 to 20);

(4) the rest of Africa as well as the African islands in the Indian
Ocean (Chapters 21 to 29). :

This division is governed by the present compartmental nature of research
into African history. It might have seemed more logical to arrange the
volume according to the continent’s chief ecological divisions, which offer
the same living conditions to the human groups inhabiting them without
any true physical barriers which serve to block cultural and other exchanges
within the region.

In that case we would have obtained an entirely different picture, which,
running from north to south, would have comprised what has been called
since the eighth century of our era the Maghrib island, largely Mediter-
ranean in its geology, climate and general ecology; and the wide subtropical
band of the Sahara and its tectonic accident, the Nile valley. Next would
have come the zone of the great subtropical and equatorial river basins,
with their Atlantic coast. Then, to the east, we would have had the Ethiopian
highlands and the Horn of Africa that looks towards Arabia and the Indian
Ocean. Lastly, the region of the great equatorial lakes would have linked
the Nile, Nigerian and Congo basins with southern Africa and its annexes
of Madagascar and the other ocean islands near Africa.

Such a division, more satisfying to the mind than the one that has had
to be used, was unfortunately impossible. The researcher wishing to study
the history of Africa in antiquity is, in fact, considerably impeded by the














































































Origin
of the ancient
Egyptians

CHEIKH ANTA DIOP

The general acceptance, as a sequel to the work of Professor Leakey, of
the hypothesis of mankind’s monogenetic and African origin, makes it
possible to pose the question of the peopling of Egypt and even of the
world in completely new terms. More than 150000 years ago, beings
morphologically identical with the man of today were living in the region
of the great lakes at the sources of the Nile and nowhere else. This notion,
and others which it would take too long to recapitulate here, form the
substance of the last report presented by the late Dr Leakey at the Seventh
Pan-African Congress of Pre-History in Addis Ababa in 1971.! It means
that the whole human race had its origin, just as the ancients had guessed,
at the foot of the Mountains of the Moon. Against all expectations and in
defiance of recent hypotheses it was from this place that men moved out
to people the rest of the world. From this two facts of capital importance
result:

(a) of necessity the earliest men were ethnically homogeneous and
negroid. Gloger’s law, which would also appear to be applicable
to human beings, lays it down that warm-blooded animals
evolving in a warm humid climate will secrete a black pigment
(eumelanin).? Hence if mankind originated in the tropics around
the latitude of the great lakes, he was bound to have brown pig-
mentation from the start and it was by differentiation in other
climates that the original stock later split into different races;

(b) there were only two routes available by which these early men
could move out to people the other continents, namely, the Sahara
and the Nile valley. It is the latter region which will be discussed
here.

From the Upper Palaeolithic to the dynastic epoch, the whole of the
river’s basin was taken over progressively by these negroid peoples.

1. Proceedings of the Seventh Pan-African Congress of Pre-History and Quaternary Studies,
December 1971.
2. M. F. A. Montagu, 1960, p. 390.





























































































Annex to Chapter 1: Report of the
symposium on ‘The Peopling of
Ancient Egypt and the Deciphering

of the Meroitic Script’!
Cairo, 28 January—3 February 1974

Summary report?

The symposium was held in two stages: the first took place from 28 to 31 January 1974
and concerned “The peopling of ancient Egypt’, the second dealt with “The deciphering
of the Meroitic script’ and took place from 1 to 3 February 1974.
The participants were as follows:

Professor Abdelgadir M. Abdalla (Sudan)

Professor Abu Bakr (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Mrs N. Blanc (France)

Professor F. Debono (Malta)

Professor J. Devisse (France)

Professor Cheikh Anta Diop (Senegal)

Professor Ghallab (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Professor L. Habachi (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Professor R. Holthoer (Finland)

Mrs J. Gordon-Jaquet (United States of America)

Professor S. Husein (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Professor Kaiser (Federal Republic of Germany) -

Professor J. Leclant (France)

Professor G. Mokhtar (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Professor R. El Nadury (Arab Republic of Egypt)

Professor Th. Obenga (People’s Republic of the Congo)

Professor S. Sauneron (France)

Professor T. Sive-Séderbergh (Sweden) .

Professor P. L. Shinnie (Canada)

Professor J. Vercoutter (France)

Professor Hintze (German Democratic Republic), Professor Knorossov, Professor
Piotrovski (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) and Professor Ki-Zerbo (Upper Volta)
were invited to the symposium but were unable to attend and sent their apologies.

In accordance with the decisions of the International Scientific Committee, Professor
J. Devisse, the Committee’s Rapporteur, was present and prepared the final report of the
symposium. ‘

Unesco was represented by Mr Maurice GIélé, programme specialist, Division of Cultural
Studies, representing the Director-General, and Mrs Monique Melcer, Division of Cultural
Studies. o :

1. This annex should have been inserted as an Annex to the whole volume and placed after
the Conclusion. '

2. The present report is an abridged version of the final report of the symposium. It
was prepared by the International Scientific Committee’s Rapporteur at the request of the
Committee, for insertion in this volume. The Proceedings of the Symposium have been
published in the series The General History of Africa — Studies and Documents No. 1,
Unesco, Paris, 1978. '














































































Pharaonic Egypt

A. ABU BAKR

The end of the glacial period in Europe brought major climatic changes
to the lands south of the Mediterranean. The decrease in rain caused the
nomadic peoples of Saharan Africa to immigrate to the Nile valley in search
of a permanent water supply. The first actual settlement of the Nile
valley may thus have begun in early Neolithic times (about —7000).
The Egyptians then entered on a pastoral and agricultural life. While
perfecting their stone tools and weapons, they also invented or adopted
pottery which has greatly helped us to reconstruct a complete schedule
of the different cultures of Egypt during the Neolithic period.!

Shortly before the dawn of history, the Egyptians learned the use of
metals? in what is called the Chalcolithic (or Cuprolithic) period, in which
metal gradually supplanted flint. Gold and copper also made their first
appearance, though bronze was not used until the Middle Kingdom and
the use of iron apparently did not become widespread until the closing
period of Pharaonic history.

Prehistory

Egypt, situated in the north-eastern corner of Africa, is a small country
compared to the huge continent of which it forms a part. Yet it
has produced one of the world’s greatest civilizations. Nature herself
divided the country into two different parts: the narrow stretches of
fertile land adjoining the river from Aswan to the region of modern
Cairo, which we call Upper Egypt, and the broad triangle formed in the
course of millennia from the silt deposits of the river flowing north into
the Mediterranean, which we call Lower Egypt or the Delta.

The first settlers did not find life easy and there must have been ﬁerce
competition among the different human groups to secure the land along
- the edge of the Nile and in the relatively restricted area of the Delta. Only

the strongest and most able could have survived. These people, coming
‘from the west and east as well as from the south, were doubtless of
1. See Unesco, A General History of Africa, Vol. I, ch. 25, ‘Prehistory of the Nile valley’.

2. ibid,, ch. 28, “The invention and spreading use of metals and the development of social
systems up to the fifth century before our era’.




















































































Pharaonic Egypt: society,
economy and culture

J. YOYOTTE

Economy and society

Fields and marshes

The establishment of the Pharaonic state around the year —3000 and
the little-known period that followed undoubtedly corresponded with great
economic development. We can see some evidence of this in the royal
and private tombs of the Thinite era: the buildings become larger and
the many objects d’art suggest increased luxury and the consummate skill
of the craftsmen. There is no means of knowing whether the need to
co-ordinate irrigation was the principal cause of the formation of a unified
state or whether the unification of the country under the Thinite kings,
together with the development of writing, made it possible to co-ordinate
the regional economies by rationalizing basic construction work and
ensuring the organized distribution of food resources. The fact remains
that, until the nineteenth century of our era, Egypt’s prosperity and vitality
were to be tied to the cultivation of cereals (wheat, barley). A system of
flood basins, which controlled and distributed the flood water and silt
inside earth embankments, endured until the modern triumph of year-
round irrigation: there is evidence that it existed as early as the Middle
Kingdom and we may assume that it had taken shape even earlier.!
Obviously, this system only permitted one crop a year; on the other hand,
the shortness of the agricultural cycle made plenty of manpower available
for the major operations on the construction of the religious and royal
buildings. The Ancients also practised year-round irrigation by raising
water from the canals or from pits dug down to the water table, but for
a long time human legs and human shoulders bearing yokes were the only
‘machines’ for raising water known, and watering by means of ditches
was used only for vegetables, fruit trees and vineyards. (It is possible,
however, that the invention of the shaduf during the New Kingdom made

1. Texts relating to irrigation techniques are very rare. The oldest positive reference
to irrigation by basins (hod) is found in the Middle Kingdom coffin texts: A. de Buck,
1935-61, p. 138, b—.








































































Egypt’s relations
with the rest of Africa

A. HAMID ZAYED
with the collaboration of J. DEVISSE

It is now commonly acknowledged that archaeological research has revealed
no decisive evidence of contacts between Egypt and Africa south of Meroe.
This does not, of course, rule out theories based on hypotheses, but they
must be con51dered as such untll evidence has lent them the necessary
weight. o

A few years ago, there was talk of the discovery of Egyptian objects
far away in the heart of the continent. A statuette of Osiris, dating from the
seventh century before our era, was found in Zaire on the banks of the
River Lualaba, near the confluence of the Kalmengongo; a statue inscribed
with the cartouche of Thutmose III (—1490 to —1468) was found south
of the Zambezi. However, a critical study of the circumstances in which
these objects were discovered makes it impossible at the present time to
conclude that they indicate the existence of relations in the seventh or
fifteenth centuries before our era between Egypt and the regions mentioned
above.” A. Arkell reached the conclusion, on the strength of not very
convincing evidence, that there were contacts between Byzantme Egypt
and modern Ghana.

However, this by no means signifies that we should conclude on the
basis of a stlentio reasoning that no links existed in ancient times between
Egypt and the rest of the African continent. Given the paucity of informa-
tion in this field and the conclusions sometimes drawn from inadequate
evidence, we should proceed with even stricter regard than usual for
scientific accuracy and rely solely on facts which we are confident have
been scxentlﬁcally established.

For instance, the influence, in certain respects of Egyptian civilization
on other African c1v1llzat10ns may be regarded by some as established.
Even if this were proved, this influence would not be a proof of ancient
contacts. Eva L. R. Meyerowitz takes the fact that the Akan have adopted
the vulture as the symbol of self-creation to be a proof of Egyptian
influence.? She also stresses the links between the god Ptah and the
Akan god Odomankoma, both bisexual, who, after creating themselves

1. See J. Leclant, 1956a, pp. 31-2.
2. E. L-R. Meyerowitz, p. 31.

























































The legacy of
Pharaonic Egypt

R.-ELL-NADOURY
with the collaboration of j. VERCOUTTER

Pharaonic Egypt’s valuable contributions to the world can be traced in
many fields including history, economics, science, art, philosophy. Specia-
lists in these, and many other fields, have long realized the importance
of this legacy, even though it is often impossible to determine in
what way it was passed on to neighbouring or subsequent cultures.

Indeed, that legacy or, at least, the evidence we have of it, which is
so important for the history of mankind, was transmitted in large
part by classical antiquity (first by the Greeks and later by the Romans)
before passing to the Arabs. Now, the pre-Hellenes and Greeks did not
come into contact with Egypt before —1600 or thereabouts and close
ties were not established until the seventh century before our era, with the
spread of Greek adventurers, travellers and, later, settlers into the Mediter-
ranean basin, particularly into Egypt. At the same time, the Greeks and
their forerunners in the second and first millennia before our era were in
contact with the civilizations of Asia Minor and through them, with the
ancient Mesopotamian world of which they were the continuation. It is,
accordingly, often very difficult to ascertain the exact cultural milieu,
whether Asian or Egyptian, both so closely linked, in which this or
that invention or technique first appeared.

In addition, the difficulty of establishing the chronology of the remote
periods of antiquity makes attributions of the paternity of ideas very
hazardous. Carbon 14 datings are too vague to determine to the nearest
century or two whether, in a milieu where knowledge was always rapidly
transmitted, it was the Asian or African world that was the originator.
Lastly, the possibility of convergences cannot be disregarded. To cite but
one example: there is good reason to believe (see the Introduction) that
writing was discovered at about the same time both in Egypt and Meso-
potamia without there necessarily having been any influence of one civiliza-
tion on the other.

For all that, the legacy bequeathed by Egypt to succeeding civilizations,
and to the ancient civilizations of Africa in particular, is not to be
underestimated.























































































Egypt‘ in the
hellenistic era

H. RIAD ,
- with the collaboration of J. DEVISSE

At the death of Alexander the Great, his empire comprised Macedonia, a
large part of Asia Minor, the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, and
Egypt, extending into Asia to the east as far as the Punjab. After his
death in —323, three dynasties founded by three of his generals were
already well established to control the empire: the Antigonids in Macedonia,
the Seleucids in Asia in what had been the Persnan empire, and the
Ptolemies in Egypt.

The Ptolemies reigned over Egypt for three centurles, mmatmg a period
that was very different from preceding periods in the country’s history,
at least in the outward aspects of its life and political geography. Egypt
was subsequently to fall under Roman domination.!

A new type of state in Egypt

Under rather more than a dozen Ptolemies, Egypt was mmally strongly
marked by the stamp of the foreign rulers and the demands of the new
policy, with subsequent slow assimilation, as before, of the new masters?
of the Delta.3 ,
The forward defence of the capital which, probably from the time of
Ptolemy II onwards, was situated on the sea coast for.the first time in
Egypt’s history, in Alexandria, necessitated military and naval ascendancy
in the eastern Mediterranean. The twofold danger of attack from their
Syrian rivals and from the Nubians compelled the Ptolemies to adopt a
very costly military policy. First, they had not only to distribute land to
the mercenaries but also to meet heavy expenses in cash; and, secondly,

1. These are conventional limits. See: W. Tarn, 1930, pp. 1ff.; M. Bieber, pp. 1ff. gives
~ 330 to —300 as the limit; she mentions other authors such as Droysen (from -280 up
to the time of Augustus) and R. Lagueur, who gives — 400 as the beginning of the period.

2. This was particularly true under the founder of the line, Ptolemy Soter I (—367 to
—283), his son Ptolemy II Philadelphus (—285 to —246) and Ptolemy III Euergetes (—246
to — 221), who were the most remarkable warriors — and possibly the most remarkable
statesmen as well — of the entire line.

3. C Preaux, 1950, p. 111, rightly draws attention to the Delta’s quite unprecedcnted
importance in Egypt’s foreign relations.








































































Egypt under
Roman domination

S. DONADONI

Rome: from alliance to domination over Egypt

Egypt passed from the rule of the Ptolemies to that of Rome almost
imperceptibly. Relations between Alexandria and Rome had for a long
time, since Ptolemy Philadelphus, been very friendly. He was the first of
the line to sign a treaty of friendship with Rome and send an embassy
there, in —273. Half a century later Ptolemy Philopator had remained
friendly to Rome during its war with Hannibal (—218 to —201) and Rome
‘had reciprocated by saving Egypt’s independence when Antiochus III
invaded it in —168. Nevertheless, after establishing that position the
republic had in practice become able and accustomed to control Egyptian
affairs in a way that became all too obvious in the Ptolemies’ last
years. The aim of Cleopatra VID’s intrigues with Roman generals between
—51 and —30 had probably been to make them espouse her kingdom’s
interests, but her unconditional support of her friend Mark Antony lost
her the throne for good as soon as Octavian conquered him in —31.
The attitude towards Egypt of its new master showed clearly the
importance which Rome attached to this new province of its empire. It
stationed three legions there, nearly 15 0coo men. Their duty was to restore
control over the country, in which anarchy had raged during the
Ptolemies’ final reigns and led to the destruction of Thebes in —88. The
first Roman prefect, Cornelius Gallus, led troops into Upper Egypt beyond
the First Cataract. After him the prefect Petronius reconquered the
province of Lower Nubia called the Dodecaschene (because it measured
twelve schenes), about 120 kilometres from Syene (Aswan) to Hiera
Sycaminos (Muharraqa). It had belonged to the Ptolemies, but the rulers
of Meroe (now in the Sudan) had long since added it to their kingdom.
The excessive trust that the prefect Gallus, the Roman emperor’s confidant,
placed in his successes finally cost him his life, an event which proved the
very special importance that Octavian, by then called Augustus, attached
to its conquest. He very jealously retained the province of Egypt under
his direct administration, and gave the senate no jurisdiction of any
kind over it. Later, in fact, senators were expressly forbidden even to set
foot in it, a rule that was very severely enforced. The Roman emperor






















































The importance of Nubia: a
link between Central Africa
and the Mediterranean

S. ADAM
with the collaboration of J. VERCOUTTER

A glance at a physical map of Africa is enough to bring out the importance
of Nubia as a link between the Great Lakes and the Congo basin of Central
Africa on the one hand and the Mediterranean on the other. The Nile
valley, much of which runs parallel to the Red Sea down the Nubian
‘Corridor’, with the Sahara to the west and the Arabian or Nubian desert
to the east, brought the ancient civilizations of the Mediterranean into
direct contact with black Africa. The discovery of a fine bronze head of
Augustus at Meroe, less than 200 kilometres from Khartoum, need cause
no surprise.

Although the Nile is a reliable means of crossing these desert regions,
the journey is not as easy as it might appear at first sight. From Aswan
almost to Omdurman, the cataracts make north—south progress up the Nile
difficult, and at times navigation is quite impossible. Moreover, the river’s
two enormous bends add greatly to the distance and are sometimes a major
difficulty in themselves: between Abu Hamed and Wadi al-Malik, for
example, the Nile flows south-west instead of north, so that for much of
the year upstream traffic has to struggle against both wind and current,
though the downstream trip is, of course, much easier. Farther south lie
the extensive marshlands of the Sudds which, though not impassable, do
not facilitate cultural or economic exchange.

Nevertheless, all things considered, Nubia is one of the regions of Africa
where contacts are very easy, not only between north and south but also
between east and west. In the southern part of Nubia, the Blue Nile, the
Atbara and their tributaries, the piedmont plains of Ethiopia and the
depression which strikes down from the Red Sea coast offer convenient
access to the Ethiopian highlands and also to the Red Sea and the Indian
Ocean. To the west, Wadi al-Malik and Wadi Huwar, now dry but not
so formerly, join the Nile between the Third and Fourth Cataracts and,
with the Kordofan and Darfur plains, provide Nubia with an easy route
to the Chad depression, and thence to the valley of the Niger and West
Africa. :

Nubia thus stands astride an African crossroads; it is a meeting-place
for civilizations to the east and west, to the north and south of Africa,

























































Nubia before Napata
(— 3100 to —750)

N. M. SHERIF

The A-Group period

Around the end of the fourth millennium before our era there flourished
in Nubia a remarkable culture known to archaeologists as the A-Group.!
The copper tools (the earliest metal tools so far discovered in the Sudan) and
the pottery of Egyptian origin unearthed from A-Group graves show the
flowering of the A-Group culture to have been contemporary with the
first dynasty in Egypt (—3100). This culture is denoted, as are also some
other Nubian cultures, by a letter of the alphabet because it ‘was non-
literate, no specific references to it exist on the part of literate peoples, nor
can it be associated with any particular place of discovery or important
centre. Yet it was a period of prosperity marked by a considerable
increase in population. ,

Definite A-Group archaeological remains have so far been discovered in
Nubia between the First Cataract in the north and Batn-el-Hagar (Belly
of Stones) in the south. But pottery similar to that of the A-Group has been
found on the surface in various sites farther south in the northern Sudan.
A grave near Omdurman Bridge’ yielded a pot indistinguishable from
another pot found at Faras in an A-Group grave.?

Ethnically the A-Group was very similar in physical characteristics to the
predynastic Egyptians.* They were semi-nomadic people, probably
herding sheep, goats and some cattle. They usually lived in small camps,
moving whenever a pasturage became exhausted.

The A-Group belongs to the Chalcolithic culture. This means that
essentially they were Neolithic, but with a limited usage of copper tools,
all of which were imported from Egypt. One of the important characteristics
of the A-Group culture is the pottery found in the graves of the people
associated with it. Several types can be recognized but the ‘constant feature

G. A. Reisner, 1910-27,

A. J. Arkell, 1949, pp. 99, 106 and Plates g1—100.
F. L. Griffith, 1921, No. 8, pp. 1-13.

W. B. Emery, 1965, p. 124.
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Nubia before Napata (— 3100 to — 750)

FIG. 9.3 Types of A-group burials (afier W. B. Emery, 1965)

of the A-Group pottery is the skilful craftsmanship and the artistic
decoration and design, which set this ceramic art high above that of most of
the contemporary cultures’.® Typical of the A-Group culture is a fine thin
pottery with a black-burnished inside while its outside has red-painted
decoration in imitation of basketwork. With this type of pottery are also
found large bulbous jars with a pointed base® and pots with ‘wavy ledge’
handles and deep pink ware conical jars of Egyptian origin.”

As for the burial customs of the A-Group people, two types of grave are
known to us. The first type was a simple oval pit about 0-8 metres deep
while the other was an oval pit 1-3 metres deep with a sunk chamber on
one side. The body, which was enclosed in a leather shroud, was placed
in a contracted position on the right with the head normally to the west.
Besides pottery, articles deposited in the grave included stone palettes in
the form of oval or rhomboid plates, ostrich-feather fans, alabaster
grinding-stones, copper axes and borers, wooden boomerangs, bone
bracelets, female idols made of clay and beads of shell, carnelian and
blue-glazed steatite.

5. B. Schonbick, p. 43.
6. W. B. Emery, 1965, p. 125
7. ibid., p. 125.
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Nubia before Napata (— 3100 to — 750)

rectangular pits, often with rounded corners and sometimes lined with
stone slabs. A third type, which is later in date, is also found among the
C-Group. Now we find brick chapels often built against the north or east
of the stone superstructures. Burials were commonly oriented north to
south. Animals were buried in the graves. Sometimes skulls of oxen or
goats painted with patterns in red and black were placed all around the
superstructures. The grave-goods consisted of different forms of pottery,
stone, bone and ivory bracelets, shell ear-rings, bone and faience beads,
leather sandals, mother-of-pearl discs for armlets and Egyptian scarabs.
Sometimes bronze mirrors as well as weapons (daggers, short swords and
battle-axes) are found in the C-Group graves.3*

Despite increasing contact with Egypt, the C-Group culture continued
to develop along its own lines, adopting neither Egyptian technology, nor
religious beliefs, nor literacy. One of the most important characteristics of
this culture is its pottery. It is handmade and is normally in the form of
bowls, frequently decorated by impressed or incised geometric patterns,
which were often filled with a white pigment. A typical C-Group stone
tool is the polished colt of green stone (nephrite).

FiG. 9.5 Typical C-group graves (after Steindor(})

34. ibid., pp. 49-50.
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FIG. 9.6 Types of C-group pottery
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FIG. 9.8 Types of Kerma pottery
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The empire of Kush:
Napata and Meroe

J. LECLANT

Though today the region is extremely isolated behind a barrier of deserts
and the difficult hurdles of the Second, Third and Fourth Cataracts of the
Nile, Dongola and the adjacent basins of the Middle Nile were formerly
the centre of rich and powerful political structures. In the first half of the
second millennium the so-called Kerma culture marked a rich and
prosperous kingdom, the Kush of the Egyptian records. The extremely
patchy archaeological prospection of this still little-known zone is quite
inadequate for fixing the history of this sector after the brilliant but
relatively short phase of Egyptian domination under the New Empire
(—1580 to —1085); for nearly three centuries, the link between Africa and
the Mediterranean world seems to be broken and almost total silence
blankets Nubia. But from the end of the ninth century before our era we
get a re-awakening: G. A. von Reisner’s excavation of the El-Kurru
necropolis! near Napata below the Fourth Cataract revealed the tombs of
a succession of princes: initially mounds and later masonry structures of
mastaba type.

Sudanese domination in Egypt:
the twenty-fifth or ‘Ethiopian’ dynasty

These are the royal ancestors of the line which effected the union of
Egypt and the Sudan, known in general history as the twenty-fifth or
‘Ethiopian’ dynasty of Egypt.?2 It was long thought that this dynasty
descended from Egyptian refugees from the Theban region, on the strength
of the similarity of certain names and the position of the god Amon and his
priesthood. Later some arrow-heads of Saharan type led to a belief in the
dynasty’s Libyan origin. In actual fact it sprang from the soil and may
perhaps represent the succession of the ancient sovereigns of Kerma.
The names of the earliest rulers are unknown. Then one Alara was
succeeded by Kashta, whose name seems to be formed from ‘Kush’, and
his Egyptian-style cartouches appear on a stele discovered at Elephantine,

1. D. Dunham and O. Bates.
2." J. Leclant, 1965b, pp. 354—9.




























































The civilization of

H H Napata and Meroe

A. A. HAKEM .
with the collaboration of 1. HRBEK and
J. VERCOUTTER

Political organization

The nature of kingship

The most outstanding feature of political power in Nubia and central Sudan
from the eighth century before our era to the fourth century of our era
seems to have been its remarkable stability and continuity. Unlike many of
ancient kingdoms, the country escaped the upheavals associated with
violent dynastic changes. Indeed one can say that basically the same royal
lineage continued to rule uninterruptedly under the same traditions.

Until recently theories prevailed that the Napatan dynasty was of foreign
origin, either Libyan® or Egyptian derived from the High Priests of
Thebes.? But the arguments on which these theories are founded are weak
and most modern scholars are inclined to consider the dynasty as of local
origin.? Apart from the somatic features depicted on statues of the kings*
many other traits — the system of their election, the role of queen-mothers,
burial customs and some other indications — clearly point to an indigenous
culture and origin uninfluenced from outside.

Some of these traits are significant in helping us to sketch the character
and nature of the political and social structure of the empire of Kush.

One of the peculiar features of the Meroitic political system was the
choice of a new sovereign by election. Classical authors, from Herodotus,
fifth century before our era, to Diodorus of Sicily, first century before our
era, express their surprise about this usage, so different from that in other
ancient kingdoms, in their accounts about the ‘Aethiopians’