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WADI QITNA REVISITED

Hans BARNARD, Eugen STROUHAL!

Among its many treasures from all over the world the Naprstek Museum possesses an
almost unique collection of earthenware pots and potsherds from Egyptian Nubia. These
were donated to the museum by the Egyptian authorities out of gratitude for the Czech in-
volvement in the UNESCO Nubian Monuments Salvage Campaign in the early 1960's.
This Campaign entailed the famous lifting, above the expected level of the quickly rising
Lake Nasser, of the monuments at Kalabsha, Wadi al-Sabu'a, Amada and Abu Simbel but
also many rescue excavations. One of these was the expedition of the Charles University,
directed by the late Professor Zbynék Zéba, to the cemeteries of Wadi Qitna and Kalabsha
South in the spring of 1965 (Strouhal 1984, 1991). It was there that the vessels described
in this article were unearthed.

Hand-made vessels from Lower Nubia

Many of the potsherds found in the tumuli at Wadi Qitna and Kalabsha South, dating
from the 4th—5th centuries AD, were of cups and bowls made without the use of a pot-
ter's wheel. The vessels had often been highly polished and decorated with incised and im-
pressed decorations. The clay of which the vessels were made was mixed with sand rather
than the usual organic temper. Many of the decorations, frequently in strangely asymmet-
ric patterns, were enhanced with a white inlay or a partial red slip (Plate 1).

Very few parallels for this unusual type of pottery were known at the time of excava-
tion and publication. Kalabsha North, Sayala, Wadi al-Arab and Qasr Ibrim in the same
area, also known as the Dodecaschoinos (Fig. 1), had produced a few similar sherds,
among many from Egyptian and X-group vessels (Ricke 1967, Kromer 1967, Badawi
1976, Emery and Kirwan 1935, Rose 1992). ’

1 H. Barnard, Research Associate; Cotsen Institute for Archaeology at UCLA; PO-box 951510; Los An-
geles, CA 90095; USA and Professor E. Strouhal,; Institute for the History of Medicine and Foreign
Languages; Katefinska 32; 121 08 Prague 2. We would like to thank the Naprstek Museum, section
of the National Museum, Prague, for their immediate and enthusiastic assistance with our research.
This project would not have been possible without the financial and logistic support of Ms. A. A.
Barnard-Van der Nat.
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Fig. 1: Map of the desert between the Nile and the Red Sea in southern Egypt and northern Sudan.




Plate 1: Example of four sherds from Wadi Qitna and Kalabsha South

Given the special nature of the sherds, and indeed of the sites where they where found
in such abundance, they were studied in detail. A system for classification was created,
both for the shape of the vessels (H 1 — H 9) and the lay-out of the decoration (D 1 —D 9).
The chemical composition of the fabric of 61 sherds was analyzed by emission spec-
troscopy.2 Many of the vessels could be repaired and restored but with the vanishing of
Lower Nubia under the waters of Lake Nasser the prospects for the emergence of addi-
tional information seemed lost.

2By J. Cejka, E. Kapralova and Z. Urbanec using a Zeiss Jena Q24 prism spectrograph and a Zeiss
Jena SP2 spectrum projector. Their semi-quantitative results are given in Appendix Il where they are
compared with a quantitative analysis, in parts per million, by inductively coupled plasma mass spec-
trometry of twelve Eastern Desert Ware sherds from elsewhere (by S. Sakai, H. Neff and H. Barnard)
and ten sherds from the Egyptian Nile Valley (after Mallory-Greenough and Greenough 1998). See
Glowacki et al. 2002 for an discussion of these research techniques.
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Tab. 1. Revised classification of EDW according to vessel form and decorative pattern (after Strouhal 1984).

HO  Unknown H 1 Cup

H la  Cup with S-shaped profile H 1b  Carrinated cup

H lc  Cylindrical cup H 1d  Conical cup

H2  Bowl H2a  Globular bowl

H2b  Hemispherical bowl H2c  Conical bowl

H 2d Footed or suspending bowl H3 Jar / pot

H4  Goblet H5 Miniature

H 5a  Miniature cup H 5b  Miniature bowl

H S¢  Miniature jar / pot HS5d  Miniature goblet

H6  Beak-spouted vessel H6a  Beak-spouted cup

H 6b  Beak-spouted globular bowl H 6¢c  Beak-spouted hemispherical bowl
H 6d  Beak-spouted vessel with handle H7 Tubular-spouted vessel
H8 Ladle H9 Dish

H 10  Other

Tab. 2. Revised classification of EDW according to decorative pattern (after Strouhal 1984).

D0  Unknown / no decoration D) 1 Exclusively on rim

D2  Narrow, single band D)3 Multiple, horizontal bands
D4  Vertical with metopes DIS Vertical without metopes
D 6  Horizontal and vertical D7 Continuous diagonal

D 8  Unarticulated / asymmetric DEY Zoomorphic

D 10 Other

Pottery from the Eastern Desert

Almost thirty years after the expedition to Wadi Qitna, very similar sherds were dis-
covered in two unexpected places: Tabot, in the Eastern Desert of Sudan (Magid et al.
1995, Magid 1998, Barnard et al. in press), and Berenike, on the Egyptian Red Sea coast
(Rose 1995, Sidebotham et al. 2001, Barnard et al. in press). Unexpected because Berenike
and Tabot are not only far from Lower Nubia, and indeed the Nile Valley, but also over
500 km. of arid wasteland apart (Fig. 1). The same type of pottery has since then been
found, always in small quantities among numerous sherds from imported vessels, at many
other sites. Most notably among these are Wadi al-Tereif, in another area that will soon be
lost because of a dam across the Nile, and Mons Smaragdus (Fig. 1). This last site com-
prises a number of ancient beryl mines of which the Sth century AD Egyptian diplomat
Olympiodorus remarked that they could only be visited with the permission of the chief-
tain of the Blemmyans.3

The occurrence of the pottery coincides with an influx of a large number of people from
outside. Miners, traders and quarrymen temporarily settled in the desert and provided an
infrastructure that may have facilitated the production of pottery and has certainly enabled
its accumulation and current study. Recent residue analysis by one of the authors,4 has
shown that the vessels had been used for food and were therefore most likely utilitarian and

3 Olympiodorus 1.37 (see Eide et al., 1998, No. 309 for a translation and discussion). Our other major
historical source on the Blemmyans are the writings of the military historian Procopius who described
the Roman retreat from the Dodecaschoinos in 298 AD, almost three centuries after he supposed
these events took place (De Bellis 1.19.27-37; Eide et al., 1998, No. 309, No. 328).

4 Using the Micromass GCT gas chromatographer and EI/CT TOF mass spectrometer, acquired
through NSF grant CHE 0078299, of the Pasarow mass spectrometry laboratory at UCLA with the

kind assistance and support of Alek N. Dooley and Dr. Kym F. Faull (see Charters et al. 1995 or

Malainey et al. 1999 for an introduction in this research technique).




not primarily grave goods. With this pottery so different from the pottery produced in the
Nile Valley at the time, in both production technique and decoration, it must have served
as a strong cultural and maybe even ethnic marker for those using it. A preliminary inter-
pretation of the chemical (Appendix III) and microscopic analysis of their fabric seems to
indicate that they were made in a large number of geologically different places. Combined
with the geographical distribution of the finds, this has led to the conclusion that the ves-
sels may have been made and used by the more or less permanent dwellers of the desert
(Rose 1995, Barnard 2002). Today the region can support roughly 30—40 000 pastoral no-
mads and there are reasons to assume that this might have been even more in the 4th—6th
centuries AD.

The identification of these desert dwellers as the Blemmyans of the historic sources, as
has been suggested, remains uncertain. Not only are the sources incomplete and ambiguous
at best,> but they seem to indicate that the Blemmyans inhabited a smaller area over a longer
period of time (Eide et al. 1998). Perhaps the name should be understood more like the mod-
ern 'gypsy' or '‘Bedouin'. Given all these certainties and uncertainties the pottery was pru-
dently named 'Eastern Desert Ware (EDW)' and a research group was formed to study the
material in further detail.® One of the tasks this group set itself to do is the study of Eastern
Desert Ware in museum collections and this article is one of the results of that.”

Eastern Desert Ware in the Naprstek Museum

A selection of 64 of the 190 EDW sherds currently kept by the Naprstek Museum were
selected for further study, 54 from Wadi Qitna and 10 from Kalabsha South. The 110 re-
paired and reconstructed vessels were excluded, as were sherds that did not appear prom-
ising of yielding much information. Of the eight most typical reconstructed vessels,
however, a full circle of 18 digital photographs was taken, each after rotating the vessel
20°. This enabled the creation of a three dimensional image for future reference.8 Four of
the selected sherds had been published before (Strouhal 1984).9 All sherds were pho-
tographed and drawn in a formalized way aimed at reconstructing the vessel on paper
(Plate 1, Figs. 2-8). The original circumference of the rim or the base was established, with
arim gauge, as was the thickness in several places along the break line. The average thick-
ness and the percentage of the rim or base that was actually preserved, the 'estimated ves-
sel equivalent', were noted down as indicators of the accuracy of the reconstruction. As

Sltis, for instance, difficult to say how remarks like ‘the Blemmyans are reported to have no heads, their
eyes and mouth being attached to their chests (Pliny the Elder, Natural History 5, 46)' should be in-
terpreted.

6 This research group now consists of Dr. Anwar Abdel-Magid Osman (University of Madrid), Dr.J.L.
Bintliff (Leiden University), Dr.J.F. Borghouts (Leiden University), Dr.S.M. Burstein (CSU Los Ange-
les), Dr.J.H.F. Dijkstra (Groningen University), Dr.J.W. Eerkens; (UC Davis), Dr.A. Manzo (Napels
University), Dr.H. Neff (SCU Long Beach), Dr.P.T. Nicholson (University of Wales), Dr.R.H. Pierce
(University of Bergen), Dr.C.C. Rapp (UC Los Angeles), Dr.P.J. Rose (Cambridge University), Dr.S.A.
Rosen (Ben-Gurion University), Dr.S.E. Sidebotham (University of Delaware), Dr.S.T. Smith (UC San-
ta Barbara), Dr.R.S. Tomber (University of Southampton), Dr.J. van der Vliet (Leiden University),
Dr.W.Z. Wendrich (UC Los Angeles), Dr.K.A. Willemse (Erasmus University), Dr.G. Pyke, Dr.M. Ser-
pico and the authors.

7 More general information and some more results can be found at the project's website
www.barnard.nl/EDWdata

8 One of the animated version of these can be viewed at the project's website www.barnard.nl/EDW-
data while the remainder is stored at a pass-word protected part of www.archbase.org

9 These were identified as P 1126 (here EDW 168), P 1202a (here EDW 181), P 1237b (here EDW
192) and P 1277 (here EDW 205).
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