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EGYPTIANS VERSUS KUSHITES:
THE CULTURAL QUESTION OF WRITING OR NOT

Florence DOYEN and Luc GABOLDE

Abstract

Evaluating the question of the relationship between
Egyptians and Nubians, this article discusses the atti-
tude of the Kushites towards writing. At Sai, the Egyp-
tians left, from at least the reign of Amenhotep I
onwards, inscriptions such as the great proclamation
stela S3, which constituted landmark-proclamations.
They were the precursors of the monumental figures
and inscriptions that stressed the progression of the
New Kingdom Egyptian armies through the territories
under Kerma control. But one can wonder for whom
these triumphal figures and inscriptions were intended.
Were these addressed to the Kushite populations, who
did not know the writing and did not speak the same
language as the Egyptians and who, therefore, could
not read and understand them? On the other hand, in a
Kushite context, an oral tradition appears to remain
prevalent. The rejection of a writing system was thus
reflecting a specific conception of the universe which
was closely related to a pastoral way of life in a par-
ticular environment. This conception, based on oral
transmission, is also encountered among other pastoral
people such as the Libyans, the Medjay or, later in
Eurasia, among the Mongol tribes. Here might lay the
start of an explanation of the cultural question of writ-
ing or not.

' Ongoing research on Sai Island was initiated by the Sai Island

Archaeological Mission (SIAM) of Charles-de-Gaulle — Lille IIT
University (Prof. Dr. Didier Devauchelle) and continues with the
European Research Council project AcrossBorders (directed by
Dr. Julia Budka, under the auspices of the Austrian Academy of
Sciences). For recent results see Budka 2011; 2012; Budka and
Doyen 2012-13. Florence Thill, Jean-Frangois Carlotti and Luc
Gabolde have undertaken the publication of the Thutmoside
temple and the related fragments spread over the site.

The Egyptian seizure of Sai'

The long periods of Kerma Ancien, Moyen and
Classique occupation of Sai Island have left the impres-
sive necropolis situated in the southern part of the
island (Gratien 1975; 1986). The island, though men-
tioned under Senwosret I,> was conquered and occu-
pied by Egyptian troops only from the beginning of
Dynasty 18. Though it remains possible that Nebpehtira
Ahmose, on his way to Kajbar, founded a small struc-
ture at Sai Island during his Nubian expedition,* the
epigraphic remains which have survived on the site
seem, so far, to attest only a posthumous worshipping
of this king, possibly in memory of some victorious
deeds or initial foundation (Gabolde 2012, 117-26).
With Amenhotep I the Egyptian presence on the island
is textually ascertained by architectural remains and
also by a great proclamation stela (Fig. 1), alas nowa-
days very damaged by weathering and the engraving of
cupules into its surface. It was later joined by a rock
inscription of Thutmose I, now lost, which had been
seen by J. H. Breasted (1908, 100) and may have
looked like those of this king carved at Tombos.

These kinds of triumphal inscriptions functioned as
landmark-proclamations and heralds and were the pre-
cursors of the monumental figures and inscriptions that
stressed the progression of the New Kingdom Egyptian

2 Stela from Buhen, now Florence, Museo Egizio inv. 2540. Old

copy by Ricci: H. S. Smith 1976, pl. LXIX, 1. On the Middle
Kingdom execration texts with reference to Sai, see Posener
1987, 47, pl. 4, no. 63955, 1. 4; 24-5, pl. 7, no. 63958, 1. 4.
Synthesis, see Devauchelle and Doyen 2009, 34-5.

Ceramic evidence analysed by Julia Budka points to an early
New Kingdom Egyptian presence; see Budka 2013, 82; this
volume.
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Fig. 1: Stela of Amenhotep I on Sai Island, S.3.
Photo: L. Gabolde © Sai Island Archaeological Mission
(SIAM) of Charles-de-Gaulle — Lille 3 University.

Kemp 1978, 8 considers that they belong to the religious sphere
as theological documents ascribed with apotropaic power.

One can wonder, for example, if the statement of Senwosret II1
on his Year 16 stela at Uronarti (see below) is reflecting this
perception?

% Valbelle 2004b, 92-9. Nubian control was apparently established
over Upper Egypt in the mid-4th millennium BC: Williams 1986,
163-5. Egypt then appeared more or less peripheral to the
Nubian world: Ehret 2001, 242. During the Second Intermediate
Period, the Kushites entered Egypt and seem to have reached
Elkab, see W. V. Davies 2003; 2005, 49-56. On the other hand,
Egyptians launched victorious campaigns in the course of

armies through the territories under Kerma control, as
far as Kurgus (see W. V. Davies, this volume [Kurgus]).
But one can wonder to whom these triumphal figures
and inscriptions were addressed and for whom they
were intended.* Were they addressed to the Kushite
populations, who did not know the writing, who did not
speak the same language as the Egyptians and who,
therefore, could not read and understand them?> With
this in mind, a closer examination of the general atti-
tude of the Kushites towards writing, when compared
to that of the Egyptians, is potentially instructive and
worth exploring.

A long-lasting neighbourly relationship

It is well known that Egypt and Nubia had a long
history of frequent contact.® Yet, down to the beginning
of the 2nd century BC, there was no attempt on the part
of the Kushites to adopt, like the Egyptians had, a writ-
ing system for their own idiom or to borrow that of
their neighbours (Gratien 2006, 115). In that respect,
Buhen stela 691, if it were to actually represent a Kush-
ite ruler — an identification which was challenged by
Knoblauch’” — would be quite instructive as to the atti-
tude of the Kushites towards writing, as the sovereign
was obviously not accompanied by any inscription.®

The absence of writing in Kush

There is no doubt that seals, stamps and tokens were
used by the Nubian populations. Societies of the
A-Group adopted them (Bjorkman and Save-Soder-
bergh 1972; Torok 2009, 44) and they are still found
in Kerma cities during the Second Intermediate Period
(Gratien 1991; 1993; 2006; Torok 2009, 130-1). But
this primitive system of recording accounts or identities
never turned into writing. Such a step is, however, not

the Old Kingdom (see Obsomer 2007), achieved the occupation
of the Kushite lands up to Buhen and Mirgissa during the
Middle Kingdom and, again, implemented a more extensive
campaign throughout Dynasties 18 to 20.

Knoblauch 2012, 89. His proposal is extremely well presented
but in no way definitive as there remain arguments for the alter-
nate theory.

Torok 2009, 108 notes: ‘the absence of an inscription on the
stela points towards the influence of a different cultural tradition
and reinforces the identification of the royal figure as a ruler of
Kush’. An Egyptian ruler deprived of inscription would indeed
be extremely surprising.
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Fig. 2: Assembled blocks, Sai F2015-S.573a-b. Photo: L. Gabolde © Sai Island Archaeological Mission (SIAM) of
Charles-de-Gaulle — Lille III University.

necessarily automatic, nor mandatory.’ Token and clay
seals constitute a kind of symbolic labelling, which
need in no way reflect a spoken language and its gram-
matical complexity, nor intend to render it. They bear
very limited information, mainly dealing with account-
ing (Schmandt-Besserat 1991), identification or owner-
ship. Quite significant too is the fact that tokens and
seals are known in Mesopotamia as far back as 8000—
7000 Bc, and for around four millennia their use was
not transferred into writing.'”

The Kushites seem, on many occasions, to have
behaved as if they paid almost no attention to the great
victory stelae, graffiti and inscriptions set up by the
pharaohs along their Nile territory, though these were
intended to proclaim Kushite defeats. They apparently
did not attempt to chisel out the figures and inscriptions
on these monuments, which fiercely proclaimed their
subjection, whereas Akhenaten’s agents did actually
attack the names and depictions of the banned Amun
on Sai Island, at Soleb, at Dokki Gel (Valbelle, this

® Hyman and Renn 2012, 80-1: ‘This early writing (= seals and
tokens) was hardly, and possibly not at all, related to the struc-
ture of spoken language. It thus did not represent the meaning
of words or sentences nor did it reflect grammatical structures
of language, but rather meanings related to specific mental mod-
els of societal practices such as accounting’. See the similar
statements by Damerow 2012, 155-61. See also Baines 2004,
169.

volume) and elsewhere. Some reconstructed scenes
from the Temple of Amun at Sai bear clear scars of the
Atenist desecration, whereas the boastful royal or
divine claims of victory were left untouched (and the
royal figures as well) by the vanquished (Fig. 2).!!
Chiselling-out was without doubt an effective
method of rendering Egyptian images and texts power-
less. The attitude of the Egyptians towards writing and
figurative representation, which were both closely
interweaved (Fischer 1977, 86, 89, § 32), was pervaded
with magical conceptions (Lacau 1913; Beaux 2009).
Valbelle (2004a) has noted, on the other hand, the
extreme rarity of human representations among Kushite
societies, suggesting that their relationship to the image
was much more distant than that of the Egyptians.
After the conquest of Kerma at the beginning of
Dynasty 18, and the implantation of Egyptian garrisons
along the Nile up to Napata/Jebel Barkal, the two cultures
cohabited. Perforce, several employees of the Egyptian
administration were necessarily bilingual and many of

10 Schmandt-Besserat 1991. The authors stress that writing, which
appeared between 4000 and 3000 Bc, developed very quickly
and on its own.

The desecration of the tomb of one of the last kings of Kerma,
characterised by chiselling out and smashing into small pieces
(as noted by Bonnet 2011, 254), appears quite Egyptian: ‘La
maniere dont la destruction de la tombe a été opérée fait la
preuve que rien ne devait rester d’un souverain qui avait osé
défier la puissance de I’Empire.’
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them probably native to Kerma (Gratien 1991, 23; 1993,
30; Morkot 2013, 923—4). Egyptian script then spread
over the Kushite territories, whereas previously only few
rare documents — sourced mainly by trade or looting'?
— had reached it.

Yet there is a broad array of evidence to show that
Kushite culture remained quite assertive and strong, as
emphasised within the Kushite architecture of Dokki
Gel, which compared in grandeur with Egyptian formal
architecture, and eventually influenced the architectural
vocabulary of Kerma, as has been brilliantly brought to
light by the work of Charles Bonnet.!? In this context,
mutual influence apparently never turned into an over-
all acculturation, and the need for writing did not
develop on the Kerma side, which remained a strictly
oral culture.

It is such a circumstance that may have inspired
Senwosret 111, on his Uronarti stela, to proclaim the
following:

ES0A NN

ERE =\ DTN F=S) N

=
WETELAT
= a1 I =)
‘Since the Nubian obeys to the (first) word, it’s the one
who answers him who makes him turn back’'*

This does not mean that the Nubians were impervi-
ous to Egyptian influence. In Lower Nubia, at Toshka,
and again further south at Debeira, the well-known

12 Valbelle 1990, 95-6; 2004b, 87. Inscribed material and precious
stone vessels were certainly considered luxurious booties and
constituted funerary gifts of high quality.

See Bonnet 2012; this volume. Quite remarkable, among other
examples, are the Nubian features which pervade the architec-
tural vocabulary of Thutmose I’s palace at Dokki Gel.

Janssen 1953, 51-5 and accepting the improvements of Licht-
heim 1973, 119-20, n. 2 and of Mathieu 2014, 86.

The Egyptianisation of the Nubian princes had no doubt a coer-
cive dimension, as these were perforce driven to Egypt after their
countries had been defeated: Aswan stela of Thutmose II, Urk.
1V, 140, 12-14; Gabolde 2004, sp. 142. See also the text of
Thutmose III: Urk. 1V, 172/8. For this policy, see Sive-
Soderbergh 1941, 151-2. In the Old Kingdom, Pepinakht records
that he brought back from his second expedition in Nubia the
rebel chiefs alive, as prisoners. Their fate is then unknown,
though it is said that they had been ‘selected for the Residence,

funerary assemblages of Heqanefer under the reign of
Tutankhamun (Simpson 1964), and of the Princes of
Teh-khet, Djehutyhotep and Amenemhat, under the
joint reign of Thutmose III and Hatshepsut (Sdve-
Soderberg 1991), show that acculturation to Egyptian
customs had to some extent pervaded Kushite society."
These cases are nevertheless rare and were seemingly
restricted to the close entourage of local rulers: Egyp-
tian scripts at Debeira remained scarce in contexts other
than the Princes’ tombs (Sidve-Soderberg 1941, 151-2).
Moreover it should be noted that the adoption of writing
remained restricted to the Egyptian language it had been
created for, and was in no way extended to transcribe
the Kushite language. Quite often, too, Egyptianised
Kushites retained features of their ethnic identity such
as costume elements or names,'® though the same indi-
viduals or others were occasionally represented like
Egyptians, with Egyptian names, and could hardly be
distinguished from native Egyptians (Schneider 2006).

Quite significant too is the fact that the Kushite
kings of Dynasty 25, once they withdrew back to
Napata, restricted the use of the hieroglyphic writing
system to Egyptian sacred or propaganda texts, com-
posed in the Egyptian idiom (Fig. 3). This was then
employed, for around 500 years, as a purely liturgical
language and writing,'” and was apparently never used
to transcribe the Kushite idiom.

Egyptian language and writing: a religious medium

The Egyptian language and writing system func-
tioned in Nubia as a genuine mediator, used to com-
municate with another sphere: it was a language for the

with the children of the governor and of the director of the troop
who was with them’ (Roccati 1982, 210).

16 Taylor 2003, 350; see also Heganefer in Huy’s Theban tomb
40: N. de G. Davies and Gardiner 1926, pl. XXVII. See how-
ever the statement of Séve-Soderbergh and Troy 1991: ‘Finally
it should be emphasized that the two complexes in the SJE con-
cession area which are the most Egyptian in character belong to
the Princes of Teh-Khet who undoubtedly were not Egyptians
but Nubians’. See also Simpson 1964, 27: ‘The most striking
feature of Hekanefer’s material is the totally Egyptian character
of the tomb and his equipment in sharp contrast to the Nubian
origin of the prince, which is particularly obvious in the tomb
of Huy.’

17" As Latin was for the Christians, Hebrew for the Jews in the
diaspora or Arabic for the Muslims outside the Middle East (see
Millet 1974).
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Fig. 3: Jebel Barkal, east wall of the vestibule of the Mut temple B 300. After LD V, pl. 5.

hereafter covering the walls of funerary chambers and
chapels, as Napatan royal funerary customs show. It
was also a language for the gods housed in the temples,
able to convey prayers from earth to heaven. Even the
great propaganda texts and stelae must primarily be
regarded as religious documents (Kemp 1978, 8). The
Egyptian deities could only understand or read the
Egyptian language.

The adoption of Egyptian language and writing
should therefore be regarded as a genuine feature of

18 This paramount religious dimension of so-called acculturation is

not often discussed, except by S. T. Smith 2003, 134, 155-68;
it is also evoked by Torok 2009, 297 in his comment on the
Katimala inscription at Semna. The commonly accepted defini-
tions of ‘acculturation’ imply a conception of culture that
includes, among the areas of human endeavour, politics, eco-
nomics and religion (Toral-Niehoff 2012).

religious conversion.'® Obviously the spiritual beliefs
and netherworld conceptions of the Egyptians were, as
time passed, more and more widely shared by the Kush-
ite populations, starting with the religious commitment
of the elites. In this context, it would probably be fruit-
ful to consider Egyptianisation not as a real form of
acculturation but as a mere religious shift.!” Kushites
kept many, if not most, of their ways of life and their
language remained, we assume, vibrant — albeit
restricted to communication between the Nubians in a

19 The different aspects of Egyptianisation and the related question
of acculturation have been thoroughly explored and have gener-
ated fertile discussions: Torok 2009, XVI-XIX. Redford (2004,
44-5) considered it a coercive process with limited reach. See
also the analysis of Lohwasser (2006), although the specific cri-
teria she selects (fusion, acceptance, adaptation and resistance),
while explaining ‘how’ acculturation occurs, are less suited to
explain ‘what’ acculturation involves.
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strict oral tradition.?° It is well established that the intro-
duction of a writing system in a society modifies sub-
stantially its vision of the world (Baines 2007, 13). Con-
sequently, the rejection of such a system is also
meaningful.

Pastoralism and oral traditions

The reasons behind the reluctance of the Kushites to
adopt a writing system must have been varied and com-
plex, and may themselves have reflected a very specific
conception of the universe. Without entering into con-
siderations about the diversity and parentage of the lan-
guages spoken in Nubian societies or about the ques-
tions of ethnicities or cultures, it has to be noted that
all of them, from the A-Group to the C-Group, from the
Medjay or Pan-Graves people to the Kushites — with
or without geographical identity — share the absence
of a writing system (Liszka 2012, 42-57).

They share also, to various degrees, another common
feature in their way of life: they all have strong pastoral
roots, though a closer examination reveals slight differ-
ences and evolutions (Liszka 2012, 114-9; Bonnet
1991, 113-4). From prehistoric times this pastoral (and
often nomadic or semi-nomadic) way of life is a char-
acter of the North Sudanic societies.?! The importance
given to cattle, and to cattle-owning, is paramount in the
Nubian people from the earliest times (Reinold 1991,
22-3)* and permeates their funerary customs (Williams
1991, 74; Torok 2009, 45-7, 64, 146-7). The nature of
the warning that the pharaoh addressed at Kurgus to the
Nubians is significant: ‘the sky shall not rain for him,
his cattle shall not calve’ (W. V. Davies 2001, 50; this
volume [Kurgus]). This threat specifically concerns
herdsmen living in steppe-pastures who were dependent
on rainfall. One of the very rare potential representa-

20" One can wonder to which degree they may have also considered
that their native language presented an opportunity to commu-
nicate in secret from the Egyptians.

Pastoralism may be associated with nomadism, though it is not
always the case. For early pastoralism in Nubia see Caneva
1991, who sees an evolution, due to climatic changes in Neo-
lithic times, from sedentary and semi-permanent settlements
along the Nile to a semi-nomadic way life and to the creation of
the basic state institutions of a pastoral society, highly organised
and hierarchised. She observes moreover that two millennia
later, the Meroitic population had still the same basic pastoral
way of life, witnessed also in the analysis of strontium levels
in bones. Gatto (2011) perceived this fundamental pastoral back-
ground throughout archaeological field data, especially among

21

tions of a genuine Kushite deity features a bull (Val-
belle 2004a, 177; Bonnet 1990, 155 n. 34). The obser-
vation of Chaix (2010, 526) on the subject remains
entirely relevant when he concludes, for later periods,
‘the absolute pre-eminence of cattle. The latter occupy
the first place not only in the animal economy, but also
in the religious sphere, being present in temples as well
as occurring at royal funerals’.

The remarkable set of paintings found in tomb K XI
at Kerma provides a series of animal depictions. Some of
them are set under cattle lists (repeated figures of the
same animal) comprising at least four bulls; forty-six hip-
pos and eleven giraffes are also shown.”* These may
show the possessions of the sovereign in the context of a
society of hunters and herdsmen. It also seems likely that
the Nubians saw in certain wild animals natural expres-
sions, if not embodiments, of powerful divine entities.

The recent results gained by W. V. Davies (2001,
49-50 and fig. 4; this volume [Kurgus]) from his new
study of the Kurgus rock inscriptions have shown,
among many innovative conclusions, that the Egyp-
tians, under the commands of Thutmose I and III,
selected and emphasised the animal figures which per-
vaded their hieroglyphic and figurative messages when
addressing the Kushite populations: falcon Horus of the
serekh for the king, the brand new ram-headed depic-
tion of the god Amun, the exaggerated size of the
kz-bull in the writing of the name Amun-Ra-Kamutef
and, last but not least, the impressive figures of lions
(see also Gabolde 2009, 78, n. 15). The importance
given by the Egyptians to the ram-headed figure of
Amun, adopted at the time of the conquest of Nubia by
Thutmose I from an ancient local ram-deity (Wildung
1984, 181-2; Bonnet 1986, 8, 44-8; 2000, 26-8, 53),
was certainly a subtle way to enhance the syncretism of
Egyptian and Nubian beliefs, focused on the god Amun.

funerary items. See also Cavalli-Sforza 1996; Héiland 1995;
Sadr 1991. For the nomadic way of life in Upper Nubia:
Peressinotto et al. 2004. For the non-sedentary character of
the C-Group: Trigger 1976, 36 and Nordstrom 1972, 26. The
influence of the pastoral way of life has been scrutinized by
Emberling (2014).
David Edwards (pers. comm. 2013) notes that Sudanese graffiti
scattered over the rocks along the Nile and in the deserts (mostly
cattle, a few herdsmen or hunters, and also a few boats) appear
around ten times more frequently than the Egyptian inscriptions.
23 Bonnet 2000, 65-102; esp. 95 for the interpretation of owner-
ship. Whereas Bonnet suggests a possible Egyptian influence
(2000, 101-2), Torok (2009, 151) rather rejects it.

22
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The deep geographical discrepancies between Egypt
and the Sudan provide some clues to understanding the
context in which the development of writing appeared
(Edwards 2003, 142-8). The extremely arid Egyptian
deserts, almost uninhabited in the 3rd millennium, con-
trast with the Sudanese steppe and, to the south, the
savannah, watered by annual rains and therefore favour-
able to cattle grazing. In such an environment, cattle
are grazed over large areas (Ehret 2001, 229), which
generally have a low population density, while the need
to regularly move cattle to fresh grazing leads to a
semi-nomadic or nomadic way of life. On the other
hand, the cultivable areas in the Egyptian Nile flood
plain are obviously much wider than in Sudan, allow-
ing intensive and productive agriculture, creating
denser populations, and leading to sedentary and gre-
garious accretion. Density of population multiplies
exchanges, creates regulations, administrations and
hierarchies, and rapidly leads to the need for writing.
Sudanese populations, with less cultivable land and
more steppes available for grazing, developed sparse
temporary dwellings and a way of life that mixed pas-
toralism and agriculture, together with some aquatic
subsistence along the river (Ehret 2001, 229).24

When the Kingdom of Kush grew into a highly
organised sacral state, the agricultural basin of Kerma
allowed it to support a rather densely populated land-
scape (Welsby 2001) and the capital became an active
trade centre. Nevertheless pastoralism was never
entirely abandoned in the conservative Kushite soci-
ety, as witnessed eloquently in funerary customs:
hecatombs of bucrania around tumuli, and paintings
of cattle and wild animals in funerary complexes
(Dubosson 2011). Sedentism among the Kushite
populations was, in fact, not deeply anchored in the
customs of the society. As Caneva illustrated, refer-
ring to the Mesolithic culture of the Saggai region
(1985, 427-8), sedentism was, once before, aban-
doned after one millennium in favour of a semi-
nomadic way of life.

24 Interestingly, Ehret 2001, 231 also quotes traces of vocabulary

linked to the raising of domestic animals in the proto-Northern
Sudanic languages: ‘to drive to water’, ‘to milk’, ‘cow’, and for
the agricultural side terms such as ‘flour’ or ‘grindstone’, but
nothing really related to the cultivation of grain.

23 Kemp 2006, 44 characterised the Libyans, at least in the New
Kingdom, ‘as a pastoral people’ used to travel ‘with their wives,
children, other leaders, a large number of followers, and with
herds of animals, including cattle. They had tented camps

Closing remarks

The reliance on oral transmission which also charac-
terises Nubian society is again encountered among
other pastoral people: it has been acknowledged among
the Libyans in the Western Egyptian desert,> or the
Medjay from the Eastern desert (Liszka 2012, 182-3).

It appears that the primacy of oral tradition in a
civilisation gives to speech a fundamental social func-
tion which implies also a sacred dimension: it relies on
truth, confidence, and the absolute value of oaths, or
word of honour, in communications between individu-
als.?¢ The native Kushite language offered to the Nubi-
ans the guarantee of an authentic statement, a property
that justified its subsequent longevity. Egyptian lan-
guage and writing was mainly intended to address
the divine sphere, where gods appeared to speak,
understand and read only the Egyptian idiom.

Here might lie the start of an explanation of the
cultural question: to write or not? Though the matter
certainly deserves further research, and the conclusions
might be refined, the link between the Nubian cultures,
pastoralism and oral tradition seems to constitute a suit-
able basis of reflection. Moreover, viewing the adop-
tion, by the Kushites, of Egyptian customs, languages
and writing as a religious conversion, rather than as a
true acculturation process, seems to be an appropriate
framework to explain the specific way that Egyptian
culture spread in the Sudan.
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(which the Egyptians burnt)’. Colin (1996, 183), evokes too
their ‘nomadisme pastoral’ and their common language, which
was never written; see also further comments in Colin 2005.
See the conclusions drawn from the communications at the Paris
conference: Auzépy and Saint-Guillain 2008, with especially,
among others, the contributions of Dumezil (2008) on contradic-
tory oaths, of Aigle (2008) on the prevalence of orality at the
enthronement of Baybars, or of Mottahedeh (2008) dealing with
the legal value given to an oath.
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