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The ArchAeology of The PAsTorAl 
NomAds BeTweeN The Nile  

ANd The red seA
Hans Barnard, University of California, los angeles

the archaeology of egypt has long been overshadowed by the wealth of textual sources, 
from monumental to informal, further augmented by the relatively early translation of hiero-
glyphic egyptian and the initial emphasis on finds of museum quality. initially, egyptian 
archaeology was perceived as a technique to find more texts and objects, while archaeological 
observations were readily explained from the textual data. only recently has the archaeology 
of egypt become a specialism in its own right, generating its own specific data, although 
often still haunted by legacies of the past. the latter also concerns the study of the pastoral 
nomads that regularly occur in the egyptian textual records, most famously the Medjay during 
the Middle Kingdom (1975–1640 b.c.) and the Blemmyes in greco-roman and Byzantine 
times (332 b.c.–a.d. 641). these groups are often associated with specific archaeological 
phenomena; the Medjay with the pan-graves, so called because they are shaped like a frying 
pan; the Blemmyes with eastern desert Ware, well-burnished hand-made cups and bowls 
with incised decorations.

a recent study of eastern desert Ware, which included chemical analysis of the ceramic 
matrix and the organic residues in the vessels, as well as ethnography and experimental ar-
chaeology, indicated that it was probably made and used by a group of pastoral nomads, but 
did not provide any evidence toward their identification nor an association with any specific 
group mentioned in the textual sources. such is further hampered by the scholarly interest in 
the remains left in the eastern desert by outsiders, miners, traders and quarry-men, while little 
research has been done on the pastoral nomads living in the area. the archaeological study of 
the latter requires a specialized approach, combining the study of ephemeral campsites and 
low-density surface scatters with data on the environment, the available resources, and the 
routes of the nomads. this methodology will be very similar for the study of pastoral nomads, 
mobile groups of hunter-gatherers, or sections of a settled population that have temporarily 
been displaced. specialists in these fields should work together to come to an archaeology of 
mobility to increase our understanding of people on the move.

HistoriCal BaCKgroUnd

egypt is not just a gift of the nile, as famously stated by Herodotus, but also of the deserts 
surrounding it (friedman 2002). at the end of the Holocene pluvial period (or Holocene “wet 
phase,” 8500–5300 b.c.) the desiccation of north africa drove most of the mobile herder-
hunter-gatherers inhabiting the area into the nile valley, where they settled and gave rise to 
the Pharaonic civilization (Kuper 2006; Kuper and Kröpelin 2006). the desert west of the 
nile, the libyan or Western desert, became all but uninhabitable save for a few oases (such 
as fayum, siwa, Bahariya, farafra, dakhla, Kharga, Kufra, and salima). in contrast, the 
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desert between the nile and the red sea, the nubian or eastern desert, has no oases but can 
support a small number of inhabitants due to shallow aquifers that are replenished by occa-
sional rainfall in the red sea Hills (Kaper 1998; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). as Pharaonic 
egypt developed, any communal memory of the past quickly disappeared and was replaced 
with respectful apprehension for the vast arid areas referred to as “dår.t” (desheret = red land) 
and a deep affection for “km.t” (kemet = black land), the fertile nile valley that was previ-
ously mostly avoided because of its marshes and dangerous wildlife (Butzer 1997; Kuper and 
Kröpelin 2006). as a consequence, the inhabitants of the desert were usually mistrusted. the 
fear for the desert and the marginalization of its inhabitants carried on into modern times, in 
egypt and beyond. on the other hand, there were frequent contacts between the population 
of the nile valley and the desert dwellers, at times hostile but more often friendly (adams 
1984; Barnard 2005; Cappers 2006; Christides 1980; dafaªalla 1987; dahl and Hjort-af-ornas 
2006; dijkstra 2008; eide et al. 1998; giuliani 1998; Hafsaas 2006; Kaper 1998; Krzywinski 
and Pierce 2001; lassányi 2005; sadr 1987, 1990; sidebotham, Barnard, and Pyke 2002; 
Updegraff 1988; Zibelius-Chen 2007). Cooperation included the employment of the desert 
dwellers as mercenaries, guards, or guides and their aid with the harvest, in exchange for part 
of the yield and the right to have their flocks graze on the stubbles afterward, leaving their 
droppings as fertilizer for the next crop. the desert dwellers are also known to have brought 
medicinal herbs, charcoal of the species acacia, and of course their animals to markets in the 
nile valley, as they still do today (Cappers 2006; dahl and Hjort-af-ornas 2006; Kaper 1998; 
Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; sidebotham, Barnard, and Pyke 2002).

in egypt, the enormous wealth of Pharaonic monuments and the early translation of 
egyptian hieroglyphs (in 1822–1824 by Jean-françois Champollion, partly based on the work 
of thomas young, Johan david Åkerblad, and the baron silvestre de sacy) have long over-
shadowed the archaeology of settlements and daily life. Historical and archaeological research 
each produces data sets that can be analogous, complementary, or contradictory (Bietak 1979; 
rosen 2006; Wendrich et al. 2006). these different sources of information should be pursued 
more or less independently, although their confrontation can serve as an additional heuristic 
tool, and one cannot replace the other, or be considered superior. the dearth of archaeologi-
cal data is all the more significant in areas not comprehensively covered by the texts, such 
as pastoral nomads or the eastern desert. Here we are confronted with extremely limited 
information, written by outsiders and strongly biased toward a settled life in the nile valley, 
which nevertheless dominates the interpretation of the relevant archaeological finds (table 
2.1). at the very beginning of his monumental work on the Middle nile region, adams writes 
that “egypt at the lower end of the nile has the longest recorded history in the world. inner 
africa, at the headwaters of the same river has almost the shortest. nubia, the land between, 
alternates for 5,000 years between history and dark ages” (adams 1984: 1). during that time, 
nubia was often perceived as a potential threat to the ancient egyptian universe and often 
amalgamated with the eastern desert, not only by ancient authors but subsequently also in 
the minds of modern scholars. the authority of the written sources is thus responsible for 
the ongoing ambiguous association of people, archaeological objects, and even places both 
with nubia and with the eastern desert (Barnard 2005; Burstein 2008). the fact that much 
of our current knowledge is based on research done within the framework of the UnesCo 
international Campaign to save the Monuments of nubia, working in lower nubia before 
it was lost under the water of lake nasser in the 1960s (Bietak 1966; ricke 1967; strouhal 
1984; Williams 1983), only adds to this confusion.
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MedJay and Pan-graves

three groups are usually associated with the eastern desert: the Medjay (in Pharaonic 
times), the Blemmyes (in greco-roman times), and the Beja (in modern times). the Medjay 
(md≤˙j.w, fig. 2.1; faulkner 1962; gardiner 1947) are mentioned in a number of egyptian 
sources, mostly dated to the Middle Kingdom and the second intermediate (Hyksos) Period 
(table 2.1), but they also feature in earlier and later texts (Bietak 1966; giuliani 1998; Hafsaas 
2006; sadr 1990; Zibelius-Chen 2007). from these, they appear to be part of a southern 
nilotic, “nubian,” and dark-skinned conglomerate (gardiner 1947; giuliani 1998; Hafsaas 
2006; Posener 1958), or to live as pastoral nomads in the eastern desert (Bietak 1966; Hafsaas 
2006; sadr 1990; smither 1945). elsewhere, especially in later texts, “md≤˙j.w” seems to refer 
to mercenaries (bowmen) or guards, often without obvious ethnic connotation (Bietak 1966; 
gardiner 1947; Zibelius-Chen 2007). such different modern interpretations of one ancient 
egyptian term could indicate changes over time (Bietak 1966; Hafsaas 2006; sadr 1990), or 
the simultaneous existence of different sections of the same ethnic group (sadr 1987, 1988, 
1990). More likely, however, it results from the ancient classification system, in which eth-
nic terms were differently defined and less static than expected from a modern point of view 
(Barnard 2007; Burstein 2008; dolukhanov 1994; Hutchinson and smith 1996; Jones 1997; 
Mayerson 1993; ratcliffe 1994; rosen 2006; sadr 1990; yinger 1994). instead of referring to 
an entity resembling a nation-state, “md≤˙j.w” was probably used in a way closer to modern and 
equally problematic terms like “gypsy” or “Jew” (Barnard 2005; Kershaw 1998: 563–72).

other ancient egyptian names of nomadic groups include “aamu” (now usually placed 
in the sinai and said to have survived by cattle raiding; Weinstein 1975), “jwntj.w” (Cairn-
people, although descriptive is believed to refer to a specific ethnic group, like the Medjay 
said to be bowmen from the eastern desert; Behrens 1982; lansing 1947; Meredith 1957), 
and “tjehenu” or “tjemehu” (now usually identified as libyans, but said to be at war with 
nubian peoples; Breasted 1962; Murray 1965). More general terms for (pastoral) nomads 
include “h ≥rjw.åª” (sand-people), “nmjw.åª” (sand-walkers) and “htjw.t˙” (vagabonds); these 
could possibly have been used for representatives of more than one of the peoples mentioned 
above. the existence of such descriptive terms suggests that the other terms, with no obvi-
ous meaning in ancient egyptian, are based on a foreign language. these terms could indeed 
have referred specifically to a certain people, like modern “Beja” (Barnard 2007; dahl and 
Hjort-af-ornas 2006). they could also have been related to the lifestyle of segments of the 
group, such as “Bedouin” (Cole 2003), or have a more complicated etymology like “barbar-
ian” (βάρβαρος), originally an ancient greek derogatory onomatopoeia with no previous 
meaning in any language; or “eskimo” (algonquian for “eaters of raw meat” or Montagnais 
for “speakers of a different language,” Mailhot 1978), a pejorative taken from the language 
of a third people.

two often cited ancient texts that mention the Medjay are the Biography of weni (Uni) and 
the semna dispatches, dated circa 2250 b.c. and circa 1800 b.c. respectively. the Biography 
of weni was carved into a slab of limestone that was part of the tomb or cenotaph in abydos 
for the high government official Weni, who served under Pharaohs teti, Pepi i, and Merenre 
(sixth dynasty). near the beginning of the text, Medjay are listed among the people recruited 
for the army of Pepi i, as part of a larger group, the nh≥syw, which is alternatively interpreted 
as “southerners,” “nubians,” or “colored people.” near the end of the text, the rulers of the 
Medjay are said to have provided some of the wood for the seven boats that Pharaoh Merenre 
requested of Weni (giuliani 1998; lichtheim 1975). the semna dispatches are a collection 

17



hans Barnard

of official missives from occupied nubia, written during the reign of Pharaoh amenemhet 
iii (seventh dynasty) and shortly afterwards copied onto a length of papyrus that was found 
in a Middle Kingdom tomb on the grounds of the ramesseum (near luxor) in 1896. Medjay 
occur in several of the dispatches, when they arrive from the desert or are encountered on its 
edge (sadr 1990; smither 1945). the latter source may indeed refer to (pastoral) nomads, 
but seems hardly consistent with the former, while neither provides a basis for the proposed 
link between the Medjay and the pan-graves.

Pan-graves were first described at Hu (ancient seshesh, the capital of the seventh nome of 
Upper egypt, between modern denderah and abydos) and later found in relative abundance 
in lower nubia, the nile valley between the first and second Cataracts (fig. 2.2; Bietak 
1966; Hafsaas 2006; sadr 1987, 1990). originally they were interpreted as atypical manifesta-
tions of the C-group (table 2.1), later they were recognized to represent a contemporaneous 
but distinctly different group: the Pan-grave Culture (Bietak 1966; säve-söderbergh 1941). 
Pan-graves are round to oval pits in which the body of the deceased is buried, in a crouched 
position, on its right side with the head either to the north or to the west (fig. 2.3; Bietak 1966; 
friedman 2001, 2004; Hafsaas 2006; sadr 1987, 1990; säve-söderbergh 1941). some graves 
are lined or covered with stones or have a simple superstructure, others preserve evidence 
that the burial was preceded by the application of resins or ashes to the floor of the grave 
(friedman 2001, 2004; Hafsaas 2006). grave goods usually include pan-grave pottery (fig. 
2.3), mostly hand-made bowls characterized by thin walls, thick rims, and cross-hatched inci-
sions (Bietak 1966; Kemp 1977; Williams 1983). other gifts include weapons, bracelets and 
necklaces of seashell beads, sometimes with characteristic “spacers” (Bietak 1966: pls. 32, 
36; Hafsaas 2006: pl. 7), and, often in a secondary pit, one or more painted skulls of goats, 
gazelles, or cattle (fig. 2.4; friedman 2001, 2004; Hafsaas 2006). Pan-grave cemeteries are 
usually small, although cemeteries with more than 100 pan-graves have been described at 
dibeira and ashkeit, near the second Cataract, and at Mostagedda (north of abydos). Most 
are some distance from the nile, others are located on the fringes of cemeteries of the C-group 
(Bietak 1966; Hafsaas 2006; sadr 1987, 1990).

scholars often connect the pan-graves with the Medjay (adams 1984; Bietak 1966, 1979; 
friedman 2001; Hafsaas 2006; sadr 1987; säve-söderbergh 1941, but see friedman 2004; 
sadr 1990), an association that is reflected in more popular scientific literature (Berg and Berg 
1998). this conclusion was originally based on the abundance of weapons in the pan-graves 
near the egyptian forts in lower nubia and the robust appearance of the bones, which led to 
the inference that these must be the graves of Medjay mercenaries known from the historical 
sources (Bietak 1966, 1979; sadr 1987; säve-söderbergh 1941). the fact that these Medjay 
were considered to be directly related to the pastoral nomads of the eastern desert was seen 
reflected in the shell beads, mostly of red sea nerita and conus sp., and the interment of 
animal crania (Bietak 1966; friedman 2001, 2004; Hafsaas 2006; Posener 1958; sadr 1987, 
1990).

there are obviously several problems with this interpretation (Bietak 1966; sadr 1990). 
first is that the Medjay feature in the ancient sources from the old to the new Kingdom, while 
most pan-graves were relatively securely dated, by associated finds, to the second intermediate 
Period (table 2.1). this could be explained by assuming that pan-graves and the associated 
material culture went in and out of fashion among the Medjay. funerary practices, however, 
are usually an essential part of the cultural heritage or ethnic identity of a people and tend 
to be preserved throughout their history. second is the distribution of the graves (fig. 2.3), 
which were mostly found in or very near the nile valley, on both the east and the west bank, 
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and not in the eastern desert proper. intensive archaeological surveys in the Kassala area of 
eastern sudan (fig. 2.3) have revealed many potsherds with great similarity to those of the 
Pan-grave Culture (sadr 1987, 1988, 1990). these were dated to around 1500–1000 b.c., 
just after pan-graves and Medjay disappear from the egyptian archaeological and historical 
records. the producers and users of these vessels were identified as the Mokram group, after 
Mount Mokram near Kassala. this shows that archaeological research of the pastoral nomads 
in this area, although at times logistically and politically vexing, is technically eminently 
possible (Bar-yosef and Khazanov 1992; Chang and Koster 1994; Cribb 1991; sadr 1988; 
veth, smith, and Hiscock 2005; Wendrich and Barnard 2008). the relationship between the 
Mokram group and the Pan-grave Culture of the archaeological record, or the Medjay of the 
historical sources, however, remains unclear (sadr 1988, 1990). third, as discussed above, 
“md≤˙j.w” may not have referred to a political, ethnic, or cultural entity that can be connected 
one-to-one with a corpus of archaeological finds. finally, there is no evident reason to connect 
the archaeological finds with the Medjay, rather than with the aamu, “jwntj.w” or the tjehenu 
(tjemehu), or even the “h≥rjw.åª,” the “nmjw.åª,” or the “h≤tjw.t˙.” there may have been a 
group of people in ancient egypt that was specifically identified, or identified themselves, as 
“md≤˙j.w” and it is possible that the pan-graves were indeed constructed by groups of pastoral 
nomads, but their equation can only be assumed and is, so far, quite tentative.

BleMMyes and eastern desert Ware

an argument remarkably similar to that on Medjay and pan-graves above can be made 
concerning the proposed connection between the Blemmyes (Βλέμμυες or Βλέμυες) of the 
greco-roman sources on egypt and its hinterland, dating from 332 b.c. to a.d. 641 (table 
2.1), and eastern desert Ware (fig. 2.5; Bietak 2006; rose 1995; sidebotham and Wendrich 
1996, 2001). the Blemmyes appear in the historical record between 620–600 b.c., on the 
enthronement stele of King anlamani, and a.d. 500–600, in the so-called “Blemmyan docu-
ments” (Barnard 2005, 2007; Burstein 2008; Christides 1980; dafaªalla 1987; eide et al. 
1996, 1998, 2000; Krall 1900; lassányi 2005; Updegraff 1988; vycichl 1958; Zaborski 
1989). they are depicted as “nomads and neither many nor warlike” (strabo 17.1.53–54) 
and are “reported to have no heads, their mouths and eyes attached to their chests” (Pliny the 
elder, natural history 5.46). More comprehensive sources, such as Procopius’ de Bellis, 
Priscus (fragment 21), and olympiodorus (quoted in Photius, Bibliotheca 80, 62a9–26), 
describe the Blemmyes as living in a kingdom (or chiefdom) in lower nubia (dijkstra 2008; 
Updegraff 1988), but somehow controlling the Mons smaragdus region in the eastern desert 
(fig. 2.6), or as brigands raiding egypt and lower nubia (presumably from the surrounding 
desert). this again illustrates both the confusion between nubia and the eastern desert and 
the problems with understanding ancient ethnographies from a modern perspective (Barnard 
2005, 2007; Burstein 2008; dolukhanov 1994; Hutchinson and smith 1996; Jones 1997; 
Mayerson 1993; ratcliffe 1994; rosen 2006; sadr 1990; yinger 1994). Many more names of 
people that appear to live a nomadic life in the eastern desert are mentioned in the written 
sources, including adulites, akridophagoi (locust-eaters), annoubades, Balahau, Bougaites, 
Catadupians, elephantophagoi (elephant-eaters), ichthyophagoi (fish-eaters), Kreophagoi 
(Meat-eaters), Kynamolgoi (dog-milkers), nobatai, noubades, noubai, rhizophagoi (root-
eaters), spermaphagoi (seed-eaters), strouthophagoi (ostrich-eaters), troglodytes (Cave-
dwellers), and trogodytes (Barnard 2005, 2007; see also Murray and Warmington 1967).
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only few contemporary texts have been preserved that may contain reliable informa-
tion on the Blemmyes (Barnard 2005, 2007; eide et al. 1998, 2000). two often cited are 
the inscription of silko and the letter of phonen, dated to around a.d. 450. the inscription 
of silko is incised in the west wall of the forecourt of the temple of Mandulis at Kalabsha 
(ancient talmis near aswan). it celebrates the victories of silko, “little King (βασιλίσκος) 
of all aithiopians,” over the Blemmyes and the noubades, allowing him to occupy their cit-
ies (eide et al. 1998). the letter of Phonen, found in 1976 in Qasr ibrim (in lower nubia), 
is written on papyrus in poor greek which makes it rather difficult to interpret (eide et al. 
1998). it was written by Phonen, who identifies himself as King (βασιλεύς) of the Blemmyes, 
and is addressed to abourni, King of the noubades, and his sons. Phonen acknowledges the 
conquering of talmis (Kalabsha) by silko and abourni respectively and claims this city back, 
together with its temple and surrounding lands, in exchange for a ransom of silver, sheep, 
and camels (part of which has apparently already been paid). this letter is a rare instance of 
self-definition as Blemmyes, probably because Phonen, writing in a language that was obvi-
ously not his own, chose this convenient term to classify himself, much like a Chief of the 
navajo may identify himself as indian, native american, navajo, or as an inhabitant of diné 
(the navajo nation), arizona or the United states of america, all depending on the context. 
it is more remarkable that Phonen claims to be king, with all the implications associated 
with such a title, and demands his belongings back, notably a city in the nile valley. all this 
seems hardly concurrent with the notion of the Blemmyes as pastoral nomads and marauders 
roaming the eastern desert and it certainly provides no basis for the proposed link between 
the Blemmyes and eastern desert Ware (edW).

eastern desert Ware vessels are hand-made cups and bowls that are usually smoothed or 
burnished and frequently decorated with impressed or incised decorations (fig. 2.5). their 
remains have been found in fourth to sixth-century a.d. contexts in the nile valley between 
the first and the fifth Cataract, as well as in the eastern desert between there and the red sea 
coast (fig. 2.6). eastern desert Ware invariably forms only a small percentage of the ceramic 
finds, the majority being the remains of Cream Ware and red Ware associated with the late 
Meroitic nubia (table 2.1; Barnard 2007; strouhal 1984), or with egyptian red slip a and 
B associated with late roman egypt (table 2.1; Barnard 2007; tomber 1998, 1999). eastern 
desert Ware has now been studied in some detail (Barnard 2006; Barnard and rose 2007), 
including chemical analysis of the ceramic matrix and the organic residues in the vessels 
(Barnard, dooley, and faull 2006; Barnard and Magid 2006; Barnard and strouhal 2004), as 
well as ethnographic and experimental archaeology (Barnard 2008). it was concluded that 
eastern desert Ware was probably made and used by one of the indigenous groups in the area 
at the time, which is concurrent with earlier assumptions based on more cursory studies of the 
material (luft et al. 2002; ricke 1967; rose 1995; sidebotham and Wendrich 1996, 2001). 
the identification of this group with the Blemmyes, however, remains problematic for the 
same reasons that the pan-graves cannot readily be associated with the Medjay.

like the Medjay, the Blemmyes feature in the historical sources well before and after 
eastern desert Ware appears in the archaeological record (Barnard 2005, 2007). furthermore, 
eastern desert Ware is found far outside the area in which the written sources seem to place 
the Blemmyes, near or in the nile valley between the first and second Cataracts (fig. 2.6; 
Barnard and rose 2007; Burstein 2008; dijkstra 2008; Updegraff 1988). obviously, pottery 
can be traded over long distances (tomber 1998, 1999), either for its contents or its intrinsic 
value; and production methods, shapes, and styles can change rapidly without an evident 
relation to historical events (adams et al. 1979). on the other hand, the highly recognizable 
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appearance of eastern desert Ware, which comprised mostly serving vessels, would have set 
its users apart and it may well have functioned as a cultural or ethnic marker (Barnard 2007; 
Barnard and rose 2007; smith 2008). like “md≤˙j.w,” Βλέμμυες did probably not refer to a 
political, ethnic, or cultural entity, but was more likely used as a convenient term to talk about 
outsiders (Barnard 2005), or to outsiders if the need for that occurred (as, for instance, in the 
case of Phonen). and again, there is no apparent reason to connect the archaeological finds, 
including the tumulus graves (sometimes referred to as ekratels) in the desert (Krzywinski 
and Pierce 2001; sadr et al. 1994; strouhal 1984) in which eastern desert Ware has been 
found and several enigmatic petroglyphs in the eastern desert (Barnard 2007; Huyge 1998; 
Winkler 1938), with the Blemmyes rather than with any of the many other groups mentioned 
in the ancient sources.

MedJay = BleMMyes = BeJa?

although the eastern desert continues to desiccate and human activity has caused consid-
erable ecological degradation during the last century (Colston 1879; floyer 1893; Krzywinski 
and Pierce 2001; vermeeren 1999, 2000), the region can still support a number of nomadic 
and semi-nomadic inhabitants (Cappers 2006; dahl and Hjort-af-ornas 2006; Hobbs 1990; 
Keimer 1951, 1952a–b, 1953a–b, 1954a–b; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Magid 2008; Murray 
1935; Paul 1954; Wendrich 2008). Many of them are considered, and also consider them-
selves, part of the Beja confederacy; others are Maªaza or rashaida Bedouin, who came 
from the arabian Peninsula during the eighteenth and nineteenth century a.d. (Hobbs 1990; 
Paul 1954). the Beja conglomerate is an amalgam of clans and tribes, including the ababda, 
amarar, arteiga, ashraf, Beni amer, Bishareen, fellata Melle, Hadendowa, Halenga, Hamran, 
Hassanab, Kammalab, Kimmeilab, Melhitkinab, Morghumab, shaiab, and the sigolab (fig. 
2.6, table 2.2). Many speak arabic as a first or a second language, others the Cushitic (afro-
asiatic) Beja language (to-Badawi) or the semitic tigre (Xasa). some are pastoral nomads, 
herding sheep, goats, and camels; many others are semi-nomadic cattle herders, settled agri-
culturalists, or day-laborers. it is often stated that the Beja are the direct descendents of the 
Blemmyes and the Medjay and have lived in the eastern desert since time immemorial (dahl 
and Hjort-af-ornas 2006; Zibelius-Chen 2007). this seems to be supported by elements of 
their material culture (fig. 2.7), but in fact replaces the “tyranny of texts” (rosen 2006), dis-
cussed above, with a “tyranny of ethnography” (Wobst 1978), as this point of view is based 
on the misapprehension that the mobile groups in the past were identical or very similar to the 
pastoral nomads in the desert today (Bernbeck 2008; Burstein 2008; Khazanov 1984; saidel 
2008; Wobst 1978). our annotations and connotations with words like “nomad,” “Bedouin,” 
“tribe,” and “clan” may be too much influenced by modern biases (abu-lughod 1989; Bar-
yosef and Khazanov 1992; Barnard and Wendrich 2008; Cole 2003; Porter 2002; ratnagar 
2003; salzman et al. 1999; veth, smith, and Hiscock 2005), effectively denying the modern 
pastoral nomads at least 4,500 years of ethnic, cultural, and historical development, while at 
the same time freezing the people of the past in both space and time. 

the iconic Bedouin “black tent” ( , bayt al-shaªar), although not often seen in 
the eastern desert, may be a relatively recent phenomenon (saidel 2008), whereas the Medjay 
did not raise camels, the Blemmyes did not drink coffee, and neither adhered to the Muslim 
faith. there has been a constant influx of people into the area (Christides 1980; dafaªalla 
1987; dahl and Hjort-af-ornas 2006), Maªaza Bedouin and Banu Kanz from the north (the 
arabian Peninsula and Mesopotamia; adams 1984; Hobbs 1990), rashaida Bedouin from the 
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east (the arabian Peninsula; Paul 1954), tigre speakers and funj from the south (erithrea and 
the sudd; adams 1984), and possibly also groups from the nile valley, such as the Medjay 
(sadr 1987, 1990). others seem to have left for the nile valley, as reflected in the historical 
sources, and presumably also elsewhere. Cultural developments include the constant adjust-
ments of the inhabitants of the eastern desert to the changing climate and ecology of the region, 
their conversion to Christianity and later islam, and the introduction of camels, coffee, the 
arabic language, and, more recently, plastic containers, cars, and cellular telephones into the 
area (Krzywinski and Pierce 2001; Wendrich 2008). Contacts with the successive kingdoms, 
empires, and governments must have also left their traces on the desert communities (table 2.1; 
adams 1984; Barnard 2007). even if the modern dwellers of the eastern desert have preserved 
remnants of the past (fig. 2.7; Cappers 2006), these are appreciated very differently now then 
they were during a previous era, like our Christmas trees and easter eggs. the difficulties with 
the interpretation of the data have led some to denounce the use of ethnoarchaeological research 
and parallels in the study of ancient mobile people (Bernbeck 2008; Wobst 1978), whereas oth-
ers urge to do so only with great caution (Bar-yosef and Khazanov 1992; Cribb 1991; saidel 
2001; Wendrich 2008). one thing that may be inferred from comparing the present and the 
past is that the ethnic and cultural landscape of the eastern desert was always a patchwork of 
interlinking groups and that the history of the region is far more complex than that of the three 
static groups now usually associated with the area (tables 2.1–2).

it is also often maintained that the current (nineteenth–twentieth century a.d.) Beja culture 
is disappearing because of the increasing influence of the outside world (Cappers 2006; dahl 
and Hjort-af-ornas 2006; Krzywinski and Pierce 2001). such remarks echo the notion of the 
“noble savage” and implicitly deny the Beja access to their cars and telephones, but also modern 
education and health care (Barnard 2007; Wendrich 2008). the fact that the culture of the Beja 
can “disappear” or, in more positive terms, adapt and develop, illustrates how similar changes 
happened in the past and will continue to happen in the future. the society of the dwellers of 
the eastern desert was never frozen in time or more rigid than that of the inhabitants of the nile 
valley (table 2.1). like the Medjay and the Blemmyes and all other groups mentioned above, 
the Beja deserve the recording and study of their culture and history, but they also deserve to 
be the principal agents of their own destiny.

toWard an arCHaeology of MoBility

further research on the available archaeological material and data is unlikely to pro-
duce significant new insights into the history of the eastern desert and, unless substantial 
new textual sources are discovered, the historical research on the region seems exhausted. 
archaeological research in lower nubia, between the first and second Cataracts, is no lon-
ger possible and the same is true for the area between the fourth and fifth Cataracts after 
the Merowe High dam near Hamdab will be closed in 2008. the data collected during the 
rescue excavations in this area, similar to the UnesCo international Campaign to save the 
Monuments of nubia, will be published in the near future and shed more light on life in the 
eastern desert in ancient times (Welsby and anderson 2004). Much more can be expected, 
however, from additional archaeological and ethnographic work in the eastern desert itself 
as the archaeological research in this area has so far mostly concentrated on the quarries, 
mines, settlements, roads, and petroglyphs left by outsiders, while much of the ethnographical 
research has looked for the simplistic parallels discussed above.
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during the past decades the anthropological theory on the relationship between the settled 
majority and the mobile minority in the near east has developed from the permanent conflict 
reflected by the historical sources to the more symbiotic relationship that can be deduced from 
archaeological and ethnoarchaeological data. our current terminology, with fixed categories 
for mobile and sedentary groups, is no more applicable to the ancient situation, in which these 
groups were even more intertwined, than to the present situation. Much like the ancient ethnic 
names, such as Medjay and Blemmyes, do not correspond with our modern use of similar terms, 
so may our understanding of words like “clan,” “tribe,” “Bedouin,” or “nomad” not correspond 
to reality (abu-lughod 1989; Bar-yosef and Khazanov 1992; Barnard and Wendrich 2008; 
Cole 2003; Porter 2002; ratnagar 2003; salzman et al. 1999; veth, smith, and Hiscock 2005). 
it has recently been appreciated that nomadic people are not archaeologically invisible (Childe 
1951; finkelstein 1992, but see rosen 1992), but leave traces that are discernible and often spe-
cific for a nomadic way of life (Bar-yosef and Khazanov 1992; Barnard and Wendrich 2008; 
Chang and Koster 1994; Cribb 1991; Haiman 1995; rosen and avni 1993; veth, smith, and 
Hiscock 2005). new archaeological tools and techniques (such as googleearth, geographic in-
formation systems, chemical residue analysis, and fingerprinting, etc.), and techniques adapted 
from other scientific disciplines (such as geology, paleontology, climatology, statistics, etc.) 
will dramatically increase the amount of sites and artifacts, as well as the information gleaned 
from them (Barnard, dooley, and faull 2006; Barnard and strouhal 2004; sadr 1987, 1988, 
1990; sadr et al. 1994; Wendrich and Barnard 2008). only after such an archaeology of mobil-
ity has been developed, applied to the eastern desert as well as to selections of finds from that 
region, and confronted with the historical sources in a heuristic rather than a bellicose fashion 
(Bietak 1979; rosen 2006; Wendrich et al. 2006), can the above issues be comprehensively 
addressed and more convincing associations be made between the Medjay, the Blemmyes, and 
the archaeological record of the eastern desert. Until then, the inadequate links between mate-
rial culture and historical terminology must be severed to allow each discipline to freely expand 
and interpret its own specific data set. We must keep in mind that archaeology, ethnography, 
and history are independent disciplines that will produce different narratives. inferring links 
between those is often too simplistic to be heuristic and we must be prepared to find that it may 
prove impossible to pinpoint the material culture of all the groups mentioned in the historical 
sources, or to connect all archaeological finds to a specific name from those sources. 
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table 2.1. general Chronology of the lower and Middle nile region from 500,000 b.c. to 1956, also 
indicating the three groups generally Believed to Have inhabited the desert between the nile valley 

and the red sea (after adams 1984; Baines and Malek 2000; Barnard 2007) as well as the finds 
usually associated with them. note the extremely limited differentiation in the History  

of the eastern desert (on the far right)
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table 2.2. selection of Known ethnic names associated with the dwellers of the desert between 
the nile valley and the red sea Coast at Present (on left) and in the Past (on far right). the social 

organization in ancient times May Prove difficult to reconstruct from the  
Historical and archaeological records

Beja clans and tribes  
(after Murray 1935: 423; Paul 1954: 137–39; Wendrich 2008: 513–15)

ancient desert dwellers  
(after eide et al. 1996, 

1998)Clan (aila, wasm) triBe (qabila, bayt)

ababda(?) Bilalab ªamirab aamu

Batranab adulites

firhanab
akridophagoi  

(locust-eaters)

Jahadab annoubades

Jidalab Balahau

Kiriab Blemmyes

rajabab Bougaites

saadallab Catadupians

selimab
elephantophagoi 
(elephant-eaters)

tamanab h˘rjw.åª (sand-people)

Zeidab h¯tjw.t˙ (vagabonds)

Haranaab
ichthyophagoi  
(fish-eaters)

Hareinab Hareinab
jwntj.w 

(Cain-people)

nafaiab
Kreophagoi  

(Meat-eaters)

ªibudiyeen
Kynamolgoi  

(dog-milkers)

Jileiliyeen Medjay

Meleikab Meleikab nmjw.åª (sand-walkers)

fuqara nobatai

Muhammedab ªabdeinab noubades

ªamranab noubai

ªatiyaiab
rhizophagoi  
(root-eaters)

ªadwallaiab
spermaphagoi  
(seed-eaters)

edidanab
strouthophagoi 
(ostrich-eaters)

faraiab tjehenu

fishaiab tjemehu

Hameidab
troglodytes  

(Cave-dwellers)

Jaralab trogodyte
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Beja clans and tribes  
(after Murray 1935: 423; Paul 1954: 137–39; Wendrich 2008: 513–15)

ancient desert dwellers  
(after eide et al. 1996, 

1998)Clan (aila, wasm) triBe (qabila, bayt)

Jubranab
jwntj.w 

(Cain-people)

Malakab

rahalab

siedanab

shafab

sheinab

shuweimab

shanatir

“Broken 
tribes”

anqaraiab

Hamei

Heteimiyah

Hukm

Kimeilab

Qireiab

amarar amarar esheibab

fadlab

otman ailaib arfoiab

Keilab

Manfolab

Minniab

gwilai
abdel  

rahimab

abdel  
rahmanab

Musiab

omar  
Hassanaiab

sindereit

Kurbab

nurab

arteiga

ashraf

beni amer egeilab

Hadareb ad al Khasa

ad Kokoi

Beit awat

Beit goreish
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Beja clans and tribes  
(after Murray 1935: 423; Paul 1954: 137–39; Wendrich 2008: 513–15)

ancient desert dwellers  
(after eide et al. 1996, 

1998)Clan (aila, wasm) triBe (qabila, bayt)

Beit Musa

Hadoigoboiab

labat

libis

sinkatkinab

sogaiet

nabtab

tigré abhasheila

ad fadil

aflanda

almada

asfada

Hamasein

Meikal

rigbat

targeila

Wilinnoho

bishareen Umm ali alaib

amrab

Hamadorab

shinterab

Umm nagi adloiab

Batran

eiraiab

garab

Hammadab

Madakir

Mansurab

Mashbolab

nafiºab

Wailaliab

fellata 
melle(?)

hadendowa Beiranab

Buglinai

Bushariab

emirab

gemilab
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Beja clans and tribes  
(after Murray 1935: 423; Paul 1954: 137–39; Wendrich 2008: 513–15)

ancient desert dwellers  
(after eide et al. 1996, 

1998)Clan (aila, wasm) triBe (qabila, bayt)

gerºib

gurhabab

Hakolab

Hamdab

Kalolai

Meishab

rabamak

samarandowab

samarar

shaboidinab

sharaºab

tirik

Wailaliab

halenga

hamran

hassanab

Kammalab

Kimmeilab

melhitKinab

morghumab

shaiab

sigolab
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figure 2.1. Md¯˙j.w (Medjay; faulkner 1962; gardiner 1947) is Written with the Bound Prisoner or 
the throw stick and seated Man determinatives (top), in this Context signifying enemies of egypt 
(redford 1963), or with the foreign land determinative (bottom), indicating a geographical area 

outside the egyptian Heartland (the nile valley north of aswan)

figure 2.2. Map of southern egypt and northern sudan, showing the distribution of Pan-graves 
(after Bietak 1966: 66; sadr 1987: 266), as well as the approximate territories of the Modern 
Bedouin tribes in the area (after Hobbs 1990; Magid 2008: 442; Paul 1954; sadr 1988: 386)
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figure 2.3. layout of a typical Pan-grave (B/8 in sayala, lower nubia, now lost  
under lake nasser) with associated finds (after Bietak 1966: pls. 21, 29)

figure 2.4. Bucranium (41.5 ≈ 75.0 cm) decorated with Blocks and Bands of red and Black Paint, 
White dots Have Been applied to the red areas. found in a Pan-grave at abydos in Contexts dating 
to the second intermediate Period (1630–1520 b.c.), now in the Metropolitan Museum of art (new 

york), roger fund 1916 (16.2.23). image courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of art
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figure 2.5. examples of eastern desert Ware (edW), KHM 76918 is from sayala (courtesy of the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, vienna), edW 17 is from Berenike, P 840 is from Wadi Qitna (courtesy 
of the náprstek Museum, Prague) and edW 234 is from Wadi sikait in the Mons smaragdus region 

(after Barnard 2008: fig. 19.1)
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figure 2.6. Map of southern egypt and northern sudan, showing the distribution of eastern desert 
Ware (after Barnard 2006; Barnard, dooley, and faull 2006; Barnard and Magid 2006; Barnard 

and rose 2007; Barnard and strouhal 2004), as well as the approximate territories of some of the 
Modern Bedouin tribes in the area (after Hobbs 1990; Magid 2008: 442; Paul 1954; sadr 1988: 386)
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figure 2.7. the Headrests Used by the Beja show great similarity with those found in ancient 
egyptian tombs and Have Been interpreted as evidence for Cultural Continuity (Cappers 2006; dahl 
and Hjort-af-ornas 2006; Hafsaas 2006; Keimer 1951, 1952a–b, 1953a–b, 1954a–b; Krzywinski and 
Pierce 2001; Zibelius-Chen 2007), despite evidence to the Contrary (Barnard 2005, 2007; Burstein 

2008; Christides 1980; Cole 2003; dafaªalla 1987; Wendrich 2008). Photograph Courtesy of the 
edaPP/Bayt al-ababda Museum (after Wendrich 2008: fig. 23.7)
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