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Abstract: The focus of the recent investigation lies 
on the cultural assignment and archaeological 

th century 

culture that was excavated during the different 

in the Second Cataract area. 
Keywords: th millen-

nium; cultural assignment; chronology; pottery. 

The A-Group of Lower Nubia represents the indig-

the 4th millennium BC (Fig. 1). The terminus tech-
nicus A-Group was introduced by G. A. Reisner.2 

-
ies and poorly preserved habitation sites and 
camp-sites from Kubania to the Wadi Halfa reach 
and the Second Cataract region.3 

is methodologically achieved by 1.) the cultural 

the archaeological sites – thankfully using the 
existing reconstruction of the A-Group with its 
chronological periods by H.A. Nordström as a 
model of cultural anthropology that presents a 

by 2.) showing the internal chronology of this cul-
tural group.4 The Nubian culture affords the scru-
tinising reanalysis of the object groups already 
published5

adapted artefacts by way of a descriptive typology, 

concerning the ecological, archaeological, and 
chronological aspect. The artefacts found on the 
sites (pottery, lithics, utility objects made of stone 

of the cultural remains on a wider extent, in order 
to identify the Nubian cultural elements in the 
contexts, the social development, the relationships 
with Egypt as well as the relative chronology of 
the A-Group. The chronological scheme of the 

A-Group, Middle A-Group and Terminal 
A-Group, which he revised later.6 In the new 
chronological scheme the Early A-Group corre-

-
da IIIb – early/mid-1st Dynasty. But also other 
chronologies published are known, which differ in 
the synchronisation of the three periods of the 
A-Group with the chronological stages of the 

7 With the relative chronological 
settings of the conventionally used periods of the 
A-Group in mind, the material culture needs to be 
reinvestigated, the various Nubian elements 

in Lower Nubia taken under more consideration 
also in respect of the socio-cultural dynamics of 
the archaeological group. With the help of the con-

-
al already published, there is evidence for a more 
detailed chronology of the A-Group that is based 
on distinctive stages and sub-stages within the 
three consecutive periods which will eventually 
show the cultural development and changes of the 
socio-economic and socio-cultural structure of the 
Nubian culture as well as the historical implica-
tions of the few pieces of artistic and glyptic evi-
dence in the Protodynastic and Early Dynastic era. 
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1 Indepndent researcher, Vienna.
2 REISNER 1910, esp. 5–6. 
3 JUNKER 1919, 4; NORDSTRÖM 1972, 17, 22, pls. 2–5; 2004, 

4 The issues of this article are a comprehensive presentation 
of the PhD by the author (University of Vienna, Institute 
of Egyptology). 

5 REISNER 1910; FIRTH 1912; 1915; 1927; JUNKER 1919; GRIF-
FITH 1921; STEINDORFF 1935; EMERY and KIRWAN 1935; NOR-
DSTRÖM 1972; WILLIAMS 1986; 1989; GATTO et al. 2009. 

6 NORDSTRÖM 14C-meth-
od); 2004, 140–142. 

7 TRIGGER 1965, 66, 68–79; WILLIAMS 1986, 13, tab. 3, 19, tab. 
1; GATTO 2006, 67; KAISER 1957. 
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The cultural assignment of the A-Group has since 
posed a problematic issue in the excavation publi-
cations of the early 20th century insofar that there 

was no clear line concerning the ethnic issue, and 

group as a cultural entity in Lower Nubia. The sci-

Fig. 1  Map of Lower Nubia with A-Group sites (after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 2). 



The heritage of the A-Group. A chronological and  cultural reinvestigation 201

the A-Group as a late Neolithic8 culture of the Ear-
-

ments9 that were imported from the Chalcolithic 

needs to be reconsidered in respect of the Predy-
nastic “proto-historic” and the Early Dynastic his-
tory of ancient Egypt.10 The discernible Nubian 
elements in the assemblages of the cemeteries and 
the few habitation sites in the Nile valley are nec-

culture; its cultural traits (Nubian Neolithic) reveal 
the homogenous structure of the A-Group. Any 
new modern reconstruction of the A-Group is 
based on the earlier approaches thereon.11 

The relative chronology of the varied and 
diverse material culture of the A-Group is method-
ologically based on the undisturbed funeral con-
texts and few habitation sites as well as the pres-
ence/absence of diagnostic Nubian items and 

-

analysis with several parameters such as burial 
customs, grave types and grave-goods (many – 
few, utility objects/utility pottery wares – prestige 
items/luxury pottery, local – imported goods/pot-

-
cance. These given facts of the archaeological evi-

-
ment remains. The imported Egyptian trade goods 
secure the basis for the dating of the archaeologi-
cal contexts. The relative chronology already 
established is a useful method wherever undis-
turbed assemblages are present, and thanks to 
cross-referencing from plundered and poorly dated 
or undated graves which form the main group of 
sites the amount of the graves and the artefact 

the combination of the pottery types allow the 
interpretation of the contexts on a local, regional 
and inter-regional basis. This study of the 
A-Group is meant as a comprising compilation of 
the funeral and settlement material. The aspect of 

continuity in the material culture of the A-Group 
is an eminent one besides the chronological one 
within a study concerning the A-Group as a cul-
tural entity. By means of ceramical series of the 
Nubian pottery type groups and the types within 
the pottery classes, the chronological attribution is 

Nubian vessels in most of the archaeological con-

repertoire of ceramics includes many types of the 
B-class in the older graves and prestige vessels 
such as well-known forms of the D- and W-class 
which proofs the existence of a far-reaching trad-
ing network from the beginning of the Early 
A-Group onwards.12 -
cation of the local types of the /BM 
ware as the regional distribution of the different 

younger Nubian type groups and vessel forms are 
cultural markers (BM ware, incised ware) and 
some of the Nubian wares are index fossils of high 

ware).13

types of the BM ware in his B-class and a few 
decorated vessels of Nubian origin in his P-class)14, 

-

types in Nubia.15

study mainly concerns the internal chronology of 
the A-Group. The pottery series of the 
mouthed ware (BM), the Rippled ware and the 
Sudanese Incised ware reveal morphological 

and innovative features (surface properties, modes 
of decoration), as well as different or new fabrics. 
Already in the Early A-Group there is a noteable 
variety of BM vessel types.16 The available data 
hopefully make the chronological layout clear, 
namely some distinctive stages of the established 
chronological periods of the A-Group. The pottery 

8 The cultural link with the Abkan (5th – early half of the 4th 
mill. BC) has to be considered as an important one, NORD-
STRÖM 1972, 17; 2004, 141; 2006, 37; LANGE and NORD-
STRÖM 2006; GATTO 2006, 66–67. 

9 E.g. FIRTH 1927, pl. 22.b. 
10 REISNER 1910, 300–332; JUNKER 1919, 2–5; NORDSTRÖM 

1972, 12–17, 17–32; GATTO et al. 2009; GATTO 2011; 2014. 
11 NORDSTRÖM 1972; WILLIAMS 1986; 1989; SMITH 1991; and 

see above n. 3 for the cultural theories of the early excava-
tors. 

12 REISNER 1910, 314–332; GATTO and TIRATERRA 1996, 331–
334; ROY 2011. 

13 REISNER 1910, 316–330; 
NORDSTRÖM 1972, 81–94, pls. 22–23, 36–48. 

14 PETRIE 1921, pls. I, II, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX, X.
15 PETRIE 1901a, frontispiece; 1921; 1953; KAISER 1957, 69–77, 

Taf. 15–26; HENDRICKX 1996; 1999; 2011; BUCHEZ 2011a. 
16 FIRTH 1912, pl. 44.a.; 1915, pl. 27.d.; GATTO 1998, 107–109, 
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Nordström, which includes the different fabrics 
(ID, IE, IIA, IIB/IIE, III), wares (H1 – H4), shapes 
and type groups of the Nubian vessels.17 Its sys-

essential in respect of the typology of the pottery 
classes and ceramical series. 

The interpretation of the archaeological evidence, 

entity in its regional and chronological distribution 
south of Gebel es-Silsila (Fig. 1). The richly fur-

-

burial customs and skeleton material clearly show 
homogenous cultural traits like subsistence and 
socio-economic structure already in the oldest 
graves of the Early A-Group.18 The indigenous 
development of the A-Group but also its cultural 
links (within the pottery and lithic assemblage) 
with the non-agricultural Abkan, a cultural entity 
located at the Second Cataract,19 and the relation-
ships with contemporary cultures testify its uni-

-

17 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 33–94, pls. 6–48. 
18 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 28; contradictory to GATTO and TIRATER-

RA 1996, 334; GATTO 1998, 109. For the very early graves 
and cemeteries with a clear chronological setting see REIS-
NER 1910, 114–141; FIRTH 1915, 97–104. 

19 MYERS 1958; 1960; SHINER 1968; NORDSTRÖM 1972, 12–17; 
2006, 36–38.

SMITH 1962, pl. VII). 



The heritage of the A-Group. A chronological and  cultural reinvestigation 203

ingly to the material culture. The material culture 
includes a characteristic repertoire of items and 
Egyptian imports that change in the stages of the 
Early A-Group as well as there are innovations in 
the Middle A-Group and certain cultural traits that 
unmistakably mark the Terminal A-Group. 

Despite the many funerary contexts of the large 
necropoleis and smaller cemeteries which are 

located in the Nile valley, there are regretfully few 
settlement remains and it seems that the habitation 
sites in the Nile valley and abris are only tempo-
rarily used; the most important is the „archaic 
camp“ Meris Markos ASN 40:300 with Nubian 

south of the Korosko bend of the Nile with a 

Fig. 3  Bone and ivory objects from northern Lower Nubia (after REISNER 1910, pl. 66.a.b.). 
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chronological setting in the Middle (IIIa) and Ter-
minal A-Group (IIIb-c/early 1st Dyn.). The scarce 

and settlement remains (e. g. Dakka, Faras) show 
the spatial distribution of the sites in the A-Group 
territory.20 

-
tation of the contexts, the material culture is the 

prime criterion for the cultural assignment and 

of Nubian components: 
– Utility objects: works of bone and ivory (nee-

dles, awls, combs) (Fig. 3). 
– Lithics and stone tools: lunates, arrow-heads, 

hammer-stones, stone axes/celts, mortars, 
grinders (Fig. 4). 

20 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 20–21, 22–23; BIETAK and ENGELMAYER 
1963, REISNER 1910, 215–218; SMITH 1962, 58– 61, pl. VII; 
LAL 1967; STEVENSON 2012, 13–19; GATTO 2006, 66, tab.1. 

For Dakka and Faras see FIRTH 1915, 7, 9–10; GRIFFITH 
1921, 4–5. 

Fig. 4  Lithics from Khor Bahan ASN 17 (after REISNER 1910, pl. 62.a.b.). 
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– Personal adornment: pearls, amulets and pen-
dants made of semi-precious stones, faience, 
ivory and shell (Fig. 5). 

– Status/prestige items: e. g. ostrich feather fans, 

– -
rines, decorated ostrich eggs. 

– Pottery: hand-made bowls and jars made of 

different fabrics in Lower Nubia and Shale 
tempered fabrics (esp. in the Kubania region).21 

 

like the  pottery (polished and 
high-polished/unpolished), type groups AVII, 
AIX,22 the Rippled ware (RP: red-coated, pol-
ished, BP: black-polished ware, BM: red-coat-
ed, black-mouthed, polished), type groups AIV, 
AVI, AX, and the Painted Eggshell ware, type 
group AVIII (BM, polished) (Fig. 8a-d). 

The re-investigation of the A-Group in Lower 
Nubia is dealing with a cultural unit of the north-
ern Nile valley that regionally expands down to 
the Wadi Halfa reach and the Second Cataract 
region and as such has to be regarded as a north-
ernmost exponent of the Sudanese ceramic tradi-
tion of the Khartoum Technocomplex. The Suda-
nese Incised ware (type groups AI, AIII, AV, 
AVII, AIX) (Fig. 8d) with its predominate pres-

-
tory shows different decoration modes23 and is 
clearly derivative from the Abkan Nubian Neolith-

pottery production of the central Sudan and north-
ern Chad.24 The reconstruction of the cultural 
development and the socio-economic evolution of 
the A-Group derives its importance in the “histor-

period and in connection with the sociocultural 
-

early Old Kingdom. 

The relative chronology of the A-Group is founded 
on the diagnostic grave-goods and undisturbed 
contexts of the site assemblages.25 The small 
amount of graves of a period in the chronological 

marker of the Nubian A-Group. The contexts show 
a recognisable spatial distribution in Lower Nubia 
that enables a closer look on the chronological 
periods Early, Middle and Terminal26/Late 
A-Group. The funeral contexts and settlement 
remains represent undisputable facts. The artefacts 
that are to be systematically arranged within the 
artefact groups and object types and also within 

21 The Nubian pottery from the cemetery and settlement at 
Nag el-Qarmila can be divided in locally produced Shale 
ware and vessels with a fabric that corresponds to the Fab-
ric IIA (sand and ash-tempered), cf. GATTO et al. 2009, 

NORDSTRÖM 1972, 51. 
22 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 35–52, 58–66, 68–79, 81–90, pls. 6–26, 

36–45; GATTO et al
14–17 (Shale), 23–27 (Fabric IIA). 

23 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 74–77, pls. 24–26; WILLIAMS 1986, 

1989, 24, 31, pls. 34, 35. 
24 ARKELL 1949; 1953; NORDSTRÖM 1972, 12–17, 49–50, 

58–60, 80; 2004, 141; 2006, 36–38; GATTO 2006, 66– 67. 
25 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 28–31; 2004, 140–142; WILLIAMS 1986, 

13; GATTO 2006, 67. 
26 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 28–29; WILLIAMS 1986, 13, tab. 3. 

Fig. 5  Personal adornments made of semi-precious stones 
(after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 194). 
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27 
build up the sound platform for the internal chro-
nology. The analytically examined grave contents 
(here the author concentrates on the pottery mate-

rial) - and also on a minor scale the settlement 

object group as cultural elements, index fossils, 
and imports. Furthermore, the contingent of Nubi-

27 KAISER 1957, 69–77, Tab. 15–26; HENDRICKX 1996, 1999, 
2011; BUCHEZ 2011b. 

Fig. 6  Quartz palettes from the concession area of the SJE (after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 191). 
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an pottery in sites of southern Upper Egypt, e. g. 
in Hierakonpolis, is of chronological value.28 With 

-
tions29 -
tion. The constant and in many sites high percent-

age of Egyptian ceramic vessels is astounding, but 
the repertoire of grave-goods in the course of the 
Early A-Group as well as the Middle A-Group is 

ware, Rippled ware, Sudanese Incised ware). The 
contexts show recurrent combinations of Nubian 
items and pottery with Egyptian imports (non-
ceramical, ceramical) or pottery only (Fig. 9), or a 

28 Discussing the imports in Lower Nubia c.f. GATTO and 
TIRATERRA 1996; GATTO 1998, 107; 2003, 14–15; GATTO et 
al. 2009, 195–201. 

29 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 29–31, 250–251; GATTO 2006, 66–67, 
tab. 1. 

Fig. 7  Qustul Incense Burner from tomb L 24 (after WILLIAMS 1986, pl. 38). 
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Fig. 8  a. BM pottery from SJE 277:49, 277:56, b. Rippled ware from SJE 332:44, c. Painted Eggshell ware from SJE 277:49, 
332:53B, d. Sudanese Incised ware from SJE 277:30 (after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pls. 165.1–2, 169.1, 175.3–4, 170.2). 

a

d

b

c
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fully Nubian grave furniture. The southernmost 
assemblage with a mixed repertoire of Nubian and 

30 The 
-

tery wares allow the establishment of a morpho-

of cultural markers like diagnostic vessel shapes 
of the pointed and nearly pointed BM31 jars (e. g. 
from ASN 17, ASN 76, 79, ASN 99, 102, 103)32 

A-Group with its distinctive stages that include 

stage of the Early A-Group (Ältere Frühe 
-

er stage of the Early A-Group (Jüngere Frühe 
-

al types of the B-class and BM pottery of the 
A-Group (in a limited number) are found together 
in graves at Khor Bahan, Shellal cemetery 7:200, 
and Dakka cemeteries 99, 102, 103, often in com-
bination with shist palettes of various types (rhom-
boid, boat-shaped, zoomorphic) and mace-heads. 

17:66).33 No maces were found. In Dakka the 
amount of the Nubian pottery is higher, there are 
morphological types of the BM ware which are 
clear precursors of the types known in the Middle 
A-Group.34 There are few examples of the RP 
ware, the few decorated vessels show types of the 
N-Ware (ASN 17:50, 17:89, ASN 99:68, ASN 
103:6.14.32.37)35 and seldom C-vessels (Kubania, 
ASN 17:6, 17:61).36 According to the material cul-

stage before the Middle A-Group that corresponds 

d. Since there are many graves in northern Lower 
Nubia with a new combination of grave-goods that 

(R 81 types, R 84d, R 85, P 40k, e, D 63a, D 67c, 

W 24-27, W 43b),37 it can be assumed that these 
belong to a transitional period that allows the 
alteration of the chronological scheme as follows: 
Early A-Group Ic – IIb/c, Transitional Stage IIc-d 

1–2. 
The rich graves that belong to this stage include 
diagnostic items in their sometimes rich funerary 

pottery forms of the P-, D-, W-, L-class and Nubi-
an pottery (e. g. ASN 17:15, 17:64/40, ASN 
136:3).38 The pit-and-side-chamber graves repre-
sent an innovative shaft type that appears to be a 
development of the round grave with the little 
round annexes in the Dakka cemeteries (ASN 
103:6, 12).39 The Transitional Stage is best repre-
sented in the fertile region of Gerf Hussein and 
Dakka, the number of grave-goods are few (mid-

recurrent diagnostic types. The graves in northern 
Lower Nubia that belong to this pre-formation 
stage of the A-Group are traditionally linked to the 
northern sites of Lower Nubia including Kubania 
north of the First Cataract, but they show new ele-
ments as mentioned above (cemeteries ASN 17, 
ASN 76, 78, 79, ASN 99, 101/102, 103, ASN 134, 
136). The level of formation of the Middle 
A-Group (e. g. in regard of the orientation of the 
dead) is not yet achieved; the thus analysed con-

individual chronological span of the Early (Ic – 
IIb(-c)), Middle (IIIa1-2) and Terminal A-Group 
(IIIb –early to mid-1st Dynasty; Hendrickx: IIIB-
C1-2). The Middle A-Group appears with its 
archaeological evidence as the formative stage but 
within the Terminal/Late A-Group there are more 
elements that may belong to two stages of the late 

graves to the early 1st Dynasty only. They include 
the Painted Eggshell ware, Heavy Incised ware,40 

30 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 22–23 (and bibliography); 2004, 140–141. 
31 REISNER  

69.70, 281.1–3.8, 285.1–6 (Early A-Group and Transitional 
Stage), 13–14, 286.1–5.7–15, 292.1–16.19–26 (Middle – 
Terminal A-Group); FIRTH 1912, pl. 44.a. 1.– 6. (Early 
A-Group – Middle A-Group); 1915, pl. 27.d. (Early 
A-Group – Transitional Stage); JUNKER 1919, 62–63, 
Abb. 22 (Early A-Group – Middle A-Group). 

32 REISNER 1910; FIRTH 1912; 1915.
33 REISNER 1910; FIRTH 1915. 
34 FIRTH 1915, pl. 27.d; also FIRTH 1912, pl. 44.a. 
35 REISNER FIRTH 1915, 49, 

c.f. GLÜCK 2007, 9–41. 

36 JUNKER 1919, 48–49, Abb. 8–9; REISNER

280.4. 
37 The detailed results are presented in my PhD (University 

of Vienna, Institute of Egyptology). 
38 REISNER FIRTH 

1927, 201. 
39 FIRTH 1915, 97, 98. 
40 This ware is found in post-A-Group contexts in northern 

Lower Nubia (ASN 77), the ware is of chronological sig-

forms and decoration patterns of the C-Group, c.f. GLÜCK 
2005, 131–138. 
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Sudanese Incised ware, BM ware, BM Rippled 
ware and imports like L-bowls, small L-jars and 
storage jars of the L-class (SJE 298:9, 15, SJE 
332:42). The initial stage of the Terminal A-Group 
is represented by examples of the Painted Eggshell 

ware, Sudanese Incised ware, BM ware, BM Rip-
pled ware, RP pottery, and imports like necked 
jars of the type series L 53, cylindrical vases with 
and without net-pattern, and the type series L 30, 
L 36.41 The typologically different repertoire of the 

41 NORDSTRÖM 1972, pls. 36–45, 46–48, 68–69, 88–89. 

Fig. 9  Burials SJE 322:43, 53A-B, 42 (after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 146). 
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type groups and their combinations clearly con-
-

al distribution, e. g. the marked predominance of 
sites of the Early A-Group in northern Lower 
Nubia, whereas the younger stages of these sites 
and additional places down to the royal cemeteries 
of Qustul in the Terminal A-Group are situated in 
the southern part of Lower Nubia. Vice versa there 
is a shift in the spatial distribution of the incised 
pottery that is found in the tombs of the Middle 
and Terminal A-Group from the Second Cataract 

42 
The graves (Fig. 10) themselves are of cultural 

relevance. The graves are simple pits; the round, 
oval and sub-rectangular shafts are dug into the 

khors on a terrace covered with Nile mud. The 
beehive graves are known from the Early A-Group 
(ASN 78)43 and show some alterations in the Ter-
minal A-Group and post-A-Group when the interi-
or walls are mud-plastered and furnished with 
stone slabs. Rectangular pits are known in the Ter-
minal A-Group mainly in the north of Lower 
Nubia. In the Middle and Terminal A-Group many 
of the documented sub-rectangular and rectangu-
lar pits are covered with stone-slabs. The pit-and-
side-chamber grave represents the early and small-
er version of the monumental tombs of the kings at 
Qustul L (Fig. 11).44 The oldest examples of this 
grave-type belong to the Transitional stage, these 
early examples are known from the cemeteries 99 
and 103 at Dakka and ASN 136 at Sayala. Grave 
ASN 99:68 dating to stage IId also is already cov-
ered with stone slabs.45 The shafts of the main bur-
ials in many of the cemeteries are constantly 
increasing in their dimensions with diameter/
length from 2 m to 3 m and more, they are round or 
sub-rectangular (e. g. ASN 17:50, 17:66, ASN 
137:1, ASN 142:1, SJE 298:23, SJE 332:42).46 

grave-size, burial goods, burial customs, and the 

culture and the differences in comparison to other 
assemblages. The analytically studied contexts 
give a clear impression of the social structure of 
the A-Group with its elite, chiefs, and the so-
called kingdom of Qustul in the Terminal 
A-Group. The most important of the re-investigat-
ed cemeteries are Khor Bahan (ASN 17) and Dak-
ka (ASN 99, 102, 103) in the Early A-Group, Gerf 
Hussein (ASN 76, 79) and Sayala (ASN 136, 137, 
142, 148) in the Transitional Stage,47 Middle and 
Terminal A-Group, and Qustul V, W, S, Q and 
Qustul L in the Terminal A-Group.48 The modern 
reconstruction of the A-Group culture means the 
thorough analysis of the sites (cemeteries, abris, 

object groups, and mostly also the chronological 

42 NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 2. 
43 FIRTH
44 REISNER JUNKER 1919, 

27–30, Taf. V–XII; EMERY and KIRWAN

451, 453 (type B.1, B.3); NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 57. For the 
pit-and-sidechamber tombs, see FIRTH

45 GLÜCK 2007, 18, 32–33, Abb. 3. For the site documentation, 
see FIRTH

46 REISNER 1910, 117–120, 130–132; FIRTH 1927, 207–208; 
NORDSTRÖM 1972, 154–155, 178–179, pls. 73, 89. 

47 The new investigation of the archaeological material of 
several sites in Lower Nubia makes it possible to set up a 
period of time between the Early A-Group and the Middle 

-

48 REISNER 1910, 114–141, plan XIV; FIRTH 1927, 199–212, 
WILLIAMS 1986; 1989. 

Fig. 10  Types of graves (after NORDSTRÖM 1972, pl. 57). 
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Fig. 11  The royal cemetery Qustul L (after WILLIAMS 1986, pl. 4). 
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order to reveal the transition between the three 
consecutive periods. The chronological markers or 
index fossils (e. g. Rippled ware, Painted Eggshell 

the function of revealing the cultural development 
of the A-Group, diagnostic items in the pottery 
series are valid for a certain period of time. Some 
items like lithic tools are in use for a longer period 
of time. The grave-types and their grave-goods, 
the site assemblages and the settlement pattern 
reveal changes of the material culture or a cultural 
change between one culture and another, the latter 
is not the case with the A-Group in Lower Nubia. 

The semi-pastoral population of Lower Nubia 
lived on animal husbandry (cattle, sheep, goat), 

is well-established together with a thoroughly 
organised distributive system of trade and trans-
port.49 The centres of the Early, Middle and Termi-
nal A-Group communities shift in the consecutive 
stages from northern to southern Lower Nubia, 
and there are several districts that show a concen-
tration of sites: Khor Bahan – Dakka to Sayala, 
Amada – Qustul and the Second Cataract region.50 
The innovative socio-economic structure of the 
Middle A-Group with chiefs at Sayala and other 
places in the south enables economic contacts with 

population that inhabits the Nile valley, the wadi 
zones and the savannah-like hinterland -
ya region).51 In Nubia cattle-herding is supposed to 
form the main economic basis, these animals are 
used both as meat supply and trade goods – as 
well as prestige goods. Furthermore, the represen-
tations of cattle and wild animals (lions, giraffes, 
elephants, crocodiles) at Sayala and Korosko hint 
at a religious function of domesticated and wild 
animals.52 

-

northern Lower Nubia – Kubania (JUNKERs ceme-
tery and Nag el-Qarmila cemetery and settlement), 
Khor Bahan and Dakka to mention the most 

include diagnostic Nubian elements like lunates, 
decorated tusks, jewellery, stone palettes and 

 pottery (BM). These very rich and 
rich assemblages and the diagnostic items of the 
earliest graves point to an interesting cultural trait, 
and methodically pass as a parameter of the very 
early A-Group near the First Cataract region. It is 
missing further south in the contemporaneous 
graves at Dakka, where the characteristic BM 
ware is the predominant pottery class in the 
graves.53 With the great number of wealthy burials 
we can assume that trade was becoming a decisive 
subsistence pattern of the A-Group people in the 

resulting from the trade connections with Upper 
-

perity in Lower Nubia. Nubian pottery is found as 
far north as Hierakonpolis and further to the 
north, but on a smaller scale than Egyptian 
imports are attested in Lower Nubia.54 It can be 
argued that the economic contacts with the polity 

55 and 
the Horus-kings of Dyn. 0 – 1 encouraged the turn 
to a more sedentary life of the A-Group in the Nile 
valley and in the wadis (Kubania, Khor Daud), an 

material of the increasing number of the sites after 
the Early A-Group.56 The small cemeteries with 30 
graves and 30 to 90 graves (SJE 198, 292, 332, 
277) as well as the larger necropoleis with 100 and 
more burials of the Middle and Terminal A-Group 
(ASN 101/102, Faras) show some degree of  social 

49 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 19–26; TAKAMIYA 2004, 57, n. 57, 58; 
ROY 2011. 

50 NORDSTRÖM

Korosko there are new places of socio-economic impor-
tance dating to the Middle and Terminal A-Group: Amada 
– Toshke, EMERY and KIRWAN 1935; Aniba, STEINDORFF 
1935; Qustul, WILLIAMS 1986; 1989; Faras, GRIFFITH 1921. 

51 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 25–26; LANGE 2003; 2004; 2006; 2006 – 
2007; LANGE and NORDSTRÖM 2006; GATTO 2011, 91–92; 
2014, 49. 

52 BIETAK and ENGELMAYER 1963; SMITH 1962, 79–90. 
53 NORDSTRÖM 1972, 28; REISNER 1910, 114–141; FIRTH 1915, 

46–104. 
54 GATTO 1996; 2003; 2006, 64; see also the vessels of the 

N-class from the cemeteries of Diospolis and Abydos U, 
GLÜCK 2007. 

55 C.f. WILKINSON 2000. 
56 WILKINSON 2000; TAKAMIYA 2004. 
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cultural trait in the investigation; the funeral con-

types of the graves, the amount of the deposited 
goods, the types of the Nubian pottery, the pres-
ence of luxury and/or prestige goods, and the 

there is also a regionally limited repertoire of one 
or more segments of the material culture (Early 
A-Group: low, Transitional Stage: high(?), Middle 
– Terminal A-Group: low/high), periodically there 
is a marked class distinction to be noted (e. g. 
Transitional Stage (ASN 136:3) and Middle 
A-Group (ASN 137:1, 142:1), graves at Qustul L). 

The interments of the Early A-Group in ASN 17 
are explicit examples of a demographic segment 
that can be interpreted as leaders, hunters and/or 
warriors of the A-Group in contrast to the contem-
poraneous funeral contexts in the Dakka plain, 
and the graves of the chiefs and their families in 
ASN 137, 142, 148 that date to the Middle and the 
Terminal A-Group. The graves of the chiefs and of 
the elite/nobility in the Middle and Terminal 
A-Group show exclusive examples of metal 
objects, maces and some other prestigious items.57 

The tombs of the nobles are remarkable. The 
greater measurements of the graves, a visibly 
enlarged amount of pottery, and prestige and/or 
status items etc. are features of wealth and distinc-
tion. The assemblages include local and foreign 

palettes, D-vessels, W-vessels, ....) and luxury 
goods (Painted Eggshell ware) that reveal the sta-
tus of the buried person. The highly complex 
A-Group is established in the Nile valley with a 

burials are a special cultural phenomenon in the 
Middle A-Group and Terminal A-Group. The 
small elite cemeteries in the south like Qustul V, 
W, L, Faras 3, Serra SJE 298, Ashkeit SJE 332 

distribution.58 Already in the Early A-Group the 
Nubian burials are easily differentiated by their 
rich combination of pottery and other valuables. In 
the Middle A-Group the two maces with the gold-
plaited handles in the large tomb (2,85 × 1,50 × 
1,70 m) of a chief at Sayala ASN 137:1 are diag-
nostic items59 and seldomly attested pieces in 
Lower Nubia. The grave contains status and pres-
tige items including large-sized Egyptian slate pal-
ettes, copper tools like axes, adzes, chisels and 
harpoons, Nubian vessels, Egyptian pottery, and 
Egyptian stone vessels. The excavated grave-
goods and their combinations make a chronologi-

1(–2) possible. Another 
pear-shaped mace was found in Qustul L 24-14.  
The royal burial is dating to the later Terminal 
A-Group (IIIc1-2/1

st Dynasty).60 Both cemeteries are 
small, they include about 30 graves. The ceramic 
and stone vessels and their contents (oil, cereals, 

57 REISNER 1910, 114–139, plan XIV, pls. 60, 62–66; FIRTH 

58 WILLIAMS 1986; 1989; GRIFFITH 1921, 4–18, pls. I–V; NORD-
STRÖM 1972, 145–151, 172–182, pls. 65–69, 83– 93, 146–
147. 

59 FIRTH -
ered with a decoration depicting several wild animals in 
relief. 

60 FIRTH

21a.c. 22.b.; SMITH WILLIAMS 1986, 
357–375, pls. 64c, 65a. 

Fig. 12  Mace from Sayala ASN 137:1 (after FIRTH 1927, 205 
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cheese, beer and honey) are to be regarded as valu-
able goods. 

The expansion of the Middle and Terminal 
A-Group as far south as the Second Cataract down 
to Saras in the Batn el-Hagar is considered as a 
sort of formative stage that brings the Abkan to an 
end.61 The population of Lower Nubia is described 
as indigenous.62 Kaiser postulated – in contradic-
tion to Reisner – that there are no traces of a united 
Predynastic culture in the northern Nile valley in 
the early 4th millennium.63 The economically 
important A-Group in Lower Nubia has to be 
looked upon as a highly complex archaeological 

its socio-economic and socio-cultural aspects the 
exchange system of Pre- and Protodynastic Egypt. 
The trading patterns seem to have undergone a 
change during the Middle A-Group and the Termi-
nal A-Group due to economic changes in the 

64 therefore the varying 

implements), of luxury goods (Rippled ware, 

prestigious items (ostrich feather fans, incense 
burners) in the burials of the A-Group has to be 
taken into account. The general distribution of 
some pottery type groups, vessel forms and items 

fundamental wealth among the A-Group people. 
The material culture shows a noteworthy develop-
ment of craft specialisation and its spatial distribu-
tion hints at a well-organised distributive system 
on a regional and inter-regional basis. A detailed 
analysis of the sites in connection with a clear 

can hopefully show the characteristic elements of 
the A-Group within its internal chronological stag-
es and periods and with the historical aspect in the 
Early Dynastic Period. It is obviously clear, that 
the archaeological, economic/inter-regional and 
historical aspects of the material culture – despite 
the few attempts to reconstruct the A-Group cul-
ture by Säve-Söderbergh, Nordström and others – 
remain to be investigated.65 

The far-reaching trade connections founded a 
steady prosperity of the inhabitants of Lower 
Nubia. It seems, however, that especially in the 
Middle A-Group and Terminal A-Group trade is 
of utmost importance for the stability of the socio-
economic system. In the Terminal A-Group the 
socio-cultural structure of the A-Group changes to 
the kingdom of Qustul with cemetery L as the roy-
al necropolis and administrative centres in north-
ern Lower Nubia (Siali ASN 40) and near the Sec-
ond Cataract (Faras, Ashkeit SJE 332, Saras-
West). In each site a seal with locally engraved 
motives was found (Fig. 13), and we can be sure 
that the A-Group participated in the trade and 

Culture.66 

3. Conclusion 

The formative process of the Middle A-Group is 
of particular interest regarding the ecological and 
demographic aspect of this culture in comparison 
with the other cultures of the northern Nile valley 
as well as in its chronological aspect. The lack of 
centralised authority in Upper Egypt and in the 

long-distance trade along the Nile and via desert 
routes to the north and south; the A-Group traded 
raw materials (cattle, ore/gold, aromatic oils, ani-
mal skins, ....) northward in return for Egyptian 
products (cereals, beer(?), cheese, slate palettes, 
stone vessels, metal objects, ....) or charged Egyp-
tian traders transit duties.67 In the time of the 

frontier at Gebel es-Silsila was established at 
Aswan. In the Terminal A-Group the kingdom of 
Qustul has to be considered as an evident econom-
ic factor south of the realm of the Protodynastic 
rulers (Iri-Hor – Hor-Aha) and the early pharaohs 
of the 1st Dynasty.68 The trade-goods found in the 

-
ological?) bond with Egypt. In the Terminal 
A-Group few locally produced Nubian representa-

61 MYERS 1959; 1960; SHINER 1968; NORDSTRÖM 1972, 12–17; 
2004, 140–141; 2006, 36–38; GATTO 2011, 88– 89; 2014, 
47–48. 

62 JUNKER 1919, 2–6; TRIGGER 1976, 32–34; ADAMS 1977, 118–
119; NORDSTRÖM 1972, 28; SMITH 1991, 92. 

63 KAISER 1957, 74; REISNER 1910, 319.
64 KAISER 1990, 294. 
65 SÄVE-SODERBERGH 1941, 5–10; NORDSTRÖM 1972; WILLIAMS 

1986; 1989. 

66 WILLIAMS NORDSTRÖM 1972, 117–
118. For the exchange systems and trade in the Predynastic 
and Early Dynastic Nile valley see TAKAMIYA 2004; ROY 
2011 

67 TRIGGER 1976, 44–46; ADAMS 1977, 136–137; NORDSTRÖM 
1972, 25–26. 

68 C.f. TAKAMIYA 2004, 58, n. 60; ROY 2011. 
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tions in connection with the royal and/or funeral 
sphere are known from glyptic examples like seal 
impressions found on jars in burials (Fig. 13) and 
the Qustul Incense Burner. Despite the change 
from relative to historical chronology in Egypt 
there is little written evidence from Early Dynas-
tic objects mentioning “Ta-Seti”, furthermore, 
warlike activities in Nubia are reported (ivory tab-
let of Hor Aha, Gebel Sheikh Suliman) that leaves 
us with a period nearly void of people in Lower 
Nubia.69 

exchange system in Nubia was brought to an end 
in the course of the early 1st Dynasty. At the same 

Lower Nubia70 due to the almost total break-down 

of the demise of the socio-economic structure but 

kings may have led to a partial incorporation of 
the Nubian population in the territory of the Two 
Lands, where the A-Group leaves unmistakable 

Pharaonic state: 
-

tion for obtaining prestige goods and exchang-
ing exotic materials (the system of reciprocity 
is well-integrated in the social structure of the 
A-Group). 

-
mal skins ....). Only in the Old Kingdom Egypt 
took over the economic organisation to carry 
on direct trade with the south. 

In the early 1st Dynasty 
-

ure of centralised transac-
tions and welfare (as well as 
the Horus-kings before Hor-
Aha) may have incorporat-
ed the A-Group of Lower 
Nubia in the system of 
political order, since the 
Terminal A-Group was an 
era of marked prosperity 
recognisable in the sites, 
also in the spatial distribu-
tion of the settlement sites 
especially in the far south. 
Administration centres and 

and Buhen are in existence 
in the Early Dynastic peri-
od and the early Old King-
dom (Buhen) respectively.71 

69 SÄVE-SODERBERGH 1941, 7–8, n. 3, 4, 6 (= PETRIE 1901b, pls. 
III.2, XI.1; QUIBELL 1902, pl. LVIII); ARKELL 1950; WIL-
LIAMS

70 The virtually desolated region of Lower Nubia after the 1st 
Dynasty is generally explained by Egyptian military raids, 
c.f. the mentioning of  in Early Dynastic histori-

cal texts, SÄVE-SODERBERGH 1941, 6–8; for the collapse of 
the trading-network of the A-Group, c.f., NORDSTRÖM 1972, 
31–32. 

71 SMITH 1962, 58–61; LAL 1967; GATTO 2006, 66, tab. 1; GRA-
TIEN 1995; O’CONNOR 2014. 

Fig. 13  Ivory seals from Siali ASN 40:43, Saras-W, Qusturl L 17, Faras  
(after WILLIAMS
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