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ABSTRACT 

 

The 4th and 5th cataract of the river Nile has abundant archaeological remains dating 

back to the Middle Palaeolithic period. Despite its strategic location for researching 

hominid dispersal and early farming, the area hasn’t received enough focus. This paper 

aims to focus on the scope of geoarchaeological work that could be carried out here 

which can enhance our knowledge of human-environmental relationship. 
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Introducción 
 

The 4th and 5th cataract of the river 

Nile is geologically located in northern 

Sudan. The islands here are marked by 

abundant archaeological remains from 

several periods which date back to as 

early as the Middle Palaeolithic. The 

place, however, has been neglected 

archaeologically, despite the presence 

of many potentially significant 

archaeological sites within the strategic 

north-south communication path of the 

Nile (Fig 1). These sites, we know next 

to nothing about and of particular 

importance is their environmental 

context.  

 

 

Fig 1: The proposed study (within the red 

square). 

 

Reconnaissance survey carried out by 

the author in some of these islands, 

especially in that of the Mograt Island 

has shown a rich palaeoenvironmental 

record in addition to an abundant multi-

period archaeological record. These 

demonstrate that the region has 

experienced many environmental 

changes which have immense potential 

to provide important evidence for major 

human shifts. These include the 

important questions related to the 

human dispersals from the Hominid 

heartland in east Africa during the 

middle Pleistocene and the role of 

climate and environment in these 

processes and the shift to an agricultural 

economy in the early Holocene. It is 

clear from fieldwork already carried out 

that important evidence relating to these 

questions is almost certainly preserved. 

If investigated this evidence would 

provide a localised case study, which is 

very much needed, to complement 

regional studies which are in general 

based on dispersed and fragmentary 

evidence. 
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Human and Environment 

 
It is very important to rectify the bias of 

human evolution. Further 

geoarchaeological work, including 

systematic survey and laboratory 

analysis, should focus on several other 

parts of the island to enable a complete 

understanding of the environment and 

landscape evolution of the whole island. 

In particular, buried land surfaces, 

redundant, filled in river channels and 

palaeo-lakes should be targeted for this 

research. These will provide an 

environmental context for the rich 

archaeological record of this part of the 

Nile basin and the author is confident 

that they hold evidence with which to 

construct the nature of the environment 

over time.  The objective is to place 

these long-occupied archaeological sites 

in their environmental contexts and to 

understand the nature of the site 

formation. The survey work should take 

the form of test pitting and hand auger 

profiles, as well as opportunistic 

findings of exposed and available 

sections and quarry pits. At each profile 

loci, the stratigraphy should be 

identified, recorded and photographed 

and old land surfaces sampled as 

appropriate. Soil samples should be 

taken: intact block samples for 

micromorphological analysis (after 

Courty et al. 1989; Murphy 1986; 

Bullock et al. 1985; Stoops 2003), and 

small bulk samples for physical 

characterisation (pH, particle size 

analysis, organic content using loss-on-

ignition, multi-element analysis) (after 

Milek and French 2007; Wilson et al. 

2008).  These methods are routinely 

used be sedimentologists and 

Quaternary scientists for understanding 

geomorphological changes. 

 

The surface findings from between the 

4th-5th cataract included lithics and pot 

sherds from Middle Palaeolithic, 

Neolithic, Bronze Age and Kerma 

cultural period. The sites here appeared 

like a mound, often surrounded by dry 

wadi beds (Glennie 2010). It was 

obvious that the objects from the sites 

were often not in their primary contexts, 

and had been moved by the erosive 

action of water and wind. A walk and 

examination of the landscape and the 

stratigraphic context revealed that the 

landscape has been subject to complex 

modifications by aeolian and water 

processes. Remnants of parallel ridges 

(parallel to the river too) of hard 

volcanic and metamorphic rocks, 

mainly granites (of various 

composition), gneiss, gabbro and 

schists, highly weathered mainly by 

columnar weathering, stood apart from 

the low, adjacent, very narrow valleys. 

The bedrock of these narrow valleys 

was composed of more easily weathered 

limestone. This features backed by the 

presence of wind-grooved rocks 

scattered everywhere suggested the 

landscape to be a yardang, not unlikely 

in a desert landscape (Edgell 2006; 

Small 1966). The dry valleys showed 

evidence for pans or crusting, 

suggesting the accumulation of shallow 

water in channels formed during the 

rainy season. The natural northward 

facing slope, on the other hand, led to 

the rise of several northward facing 

wadis, the dry valleys of which show 

Holocene alluvial deposition. The 

landscape therefore was a juxtaposition 

of wadis and more resistant mound like 

uplands with Holocene alluvium.  

 

The site area of MOG 106 (Dittrich 

2015) revealed Mesolithic deposits 

along with a mixture of Mesolithic-

Neolithic deposits at places. The site 

106 was interestingly located on the 

older and the higher Nile terrace on the 

slope facing the modern river. The 
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leeward side of the terrace, which 

appeared like a mound, shadowed the 

dry bed of a palaeo-lake. This profile 

conformed to the stratigraphy observed 

in the NE Section and also revealed the 

presence of at least two dry lake beds 

(Dittrich 2015). This could suggest the 

presence of a palaeo-lake or swamp. 

Higher Granitic outcrops probably 

marked the limit of this palaeo-lake, 

now superimposed by a dry wadi bed. 

This, however, suggest that this palaeo-

lake and subsequent development of 

soil around this terrace enabled human 

activities during the Mesolithic and the 

later periods. The pre-Holocene and 

Holocene Nile sediments mainly 

comprise gravely channel deposits and 

fine-grained floodplain sediments and 

commonly show soil formation 

processes. Pale yellow calcitic silt and 

very fine sand with calcitic nodules 

mark drier environmental conditions. 

The stabilised ‘B’ horizons within this 

soil profile may represent old land 

surfaces and palaeosol. These palaeosol 

and the alluviated narrow floodplain 

areas in the island would have provided 

a naturally and seasonally replenishing 

soil and groundwater system available 

for agricultural use with both nutrient 

and fine soil additions and a seasonally 

high groundwater table. This is 

probably the essence of the 

sustainability of the agricultural system 

in this region since at least the Neolithic 

times (Dittrich 2015). 

 

 

Further Scopes 
 

It is clear from this evidence that there 

have been profound climatic and 

environmental changes in the vicinity. 

Lakes preserve very good 

environmental records in the form of 

pollen and other biological data which 

will be very important in understanding 

changes in the environment during the 

past. It is unclear at present when these 

changes took place, but a program of 

dating sediments using radio carbon and 

OSL will elucidate this presently 

unknown factor. 

 

With the allowance of scientific 

research, perhaps relevant data will 

come on stream with which to answer 

long standing questions concerning the 

dispersal of early hominids and 

important questions of early farming in 

east Africa. The outcome will provide 

environmental reconstruction for the 

region in question which will provide an 

important new corpus of information. It 

will highlight the environmental context 

for the Pliestocene and the Holoecene 

and its primary value will be the context 

of behavioural aspects of the 

hominids/hominis and hence, the 

potential of this research is immense. 
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