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Abstract

The Meroitic kingdom, which flourished in the Middle Nile Valley from the
third century BCE to the third century CE, was profoundly shaped by its
relationship with gold, both as a material resource and an ideological symbol.
Far more than a precious metal, gold served as a cornerstone of statecraft,
religious expression, and economic organization. This study investigates how
gold influenced the emergence of state power, the mechanisms of territorial
expansion, and the factors contributing to the kingdom's eventual decline. By
tracing the evolution of gold usage, from its sacred integration into early royal
ideology to its diminished presence in later funerary and architectural
contexts, the research identifies gold as a diagnostic indicator of Meroe’s
political and economic trajectory. Drawing on a combination of epigraphic
evidence and archaeological analysis, particularly the variation in gold
weights, including two unpublished objects housed in the British Museum
and the Petrie Museum, this study demonstrates how changing patterns of
gold visibility and institutional control mirror the transformation of Meroe’s
administrative and economic structures.

Keywords

Gold; Meroitic economy; long-distance trade; ritual use of gold; inscriptions;
Gold weights; Petrie Museum: UC 44298 a—c, UC 44230 a—d; British
Museum: EA 64423, EA65765; state development; political fragmentation;
economic decline.
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1. Introduction

Meroe originated as a city-state centered around a fortified royal capital and
gradually expanded its influence over a vast territory stretching from Jebel
Moya and Sennar in the south to the frontiers shared with Persian, Ptolemaic,
and later Roman Egypt. Strategically situated along active caravan routes,’
the city of Meroe functioned as a critical nexus linking the Nile Valley to the
Red Sea and extending westward across the savanna. Its geographic location
facilitated economic and cultural connections between Central Africa and the
Mediterranean world. The rulers of Meroe governed a network of settlements
and urban centers extending along the Nile, from Lower Nubia to Sennar on
the Blue Nile, as well as key sites in the Butana region.?

For centuries, the Meroitic state-maintained control over a complex and
strategically managed economic network. Trade routes were closely
monitored and protected, serving both economic and ideological purposes.
Trade not only ensured access to vital resources but also acted as a medium
for cultural transmission and elite consolidation. Within this context, trade
was shaped more by political authority than by market forces. Elites
controlled imports via redistribution systems, while exports, especially gold,
were extracted through tribute and taxation, reinforcing centralized
rule.’ Adams suggests that the wealth and authority of the Meroitic state were
predominantly sustained by long-distance trade and commercial
exchange. * This commercial system extended northward to Egypt and
southward through the savanna, positioning Meroe as a linchpin in
transregional trade in gold, ivory, and enslaved persons.’ Historically, the
state frequently relied on warfare and raiding, particularly along its
peripheries, as key mechanisms for resource acquisition. °The exchange of
gold played a pivotal role in this network, significantly contributing to the
accumulation of wealth by the rulers of Meroe.’

Gold in Meroe was far more than a precious metal, it served as a political,
economic, and spiritual cornerstone of both statecraft and religious ideology.®
Within the highest tiers of exchange systems, particularly in ceremonial gift
transactions, gold—esteemed as a prestige material—emerged as the
quintessential offering.® Regarded as a tangible manifestation of divine
essence, gold was associated with immortality, divine radiance, and cosmic
order (M3). It played a central role in temple construction, royal burials, and
cultic rituals.'? State-sponsored mining expeditions into the Eastern Desert—
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often coordinated with religious motivations, underscore the administrative
capacity and ideological investment of Meroitic rulers. Under strong
dynasties, gold extraction was seen as both an economic priority and a
spiritual act.!' The lower chronological boundary for this activity is likely
marked by the growing influence of the nomadic Blemmyes, who began to
disrupt mining operations in the Eastern Desert around 230 BCE.!?

From the third century CE, the kingdom experienced growing instability.
Tombs became smaller, temple activity declined, and state structures
weakened."

The contraction of long-distance trade, once concentrated in the hands of the
royal court, indicated the decline of state power, a development that paved
the way for the emergence of more locally based and regionally autonomous
policies. Gold production likewise appears to have diminished as Eastern
Desert tribes gained greater independence.'* In response, Meroe shifted from
a model of direct control to one grounded in barter-based exchange, adopting
a frontier policy reminiscent of Roman diplomacy, whereby both the
Blemmyes and the Noba were managed through alliance strategies that
mirrored Roman practices of subsidizing or resettling potentially hostile
frontier populations.!>The conquest of Meroe by the Kingdom of Aksum in
the fourth century AD constituted a pivotal turning point in the regional
balance of power in Northeast Africa. The rise of Aksum undeniably played
a decisive role in accelerating the economic decline of its Nilotic neighbor.
As Aksum expanded its influence and secured control over major trade
routes, it progressively undermined Meroe’s commercial preeminence. This
reconfiguration of power disrupted long-standing economic systems,
diverted trade flows and resources, and ultimately contributed to the
disintegration of the Meroitic state.'® Aksum’s strategic role in the acquisition
and distribution of high-value luxury commodities. These goods were
sourced either from regions under direct Aksumite control, obtained through
local trade networks, or transshipped from more distant areas. Notably, gold
imported from Sudan was exchanged for salt extracted from the Danakil
Desert.!” Aksumite expansion may have triggered population displacements
that disrupted Meroitic society, as suggested by records of a third-century
Aksumite military incursion into Meroitic lands.'®While direct evidence of
Meroe’s response is lacking, some scholars propose that the state encouraged

(4)
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the migration of Noba groups to reinforce agricultural and military capacity
in the south.!

By the mid-fourth century CE, the Meroitic capital was largely abandoned,
and centralized authority dissolved. Nevertheless, localized revivals,
especially in Lower Nubia, suggest that the decline was not uniform but
rather a fragmentation of the core.?’At the core of the kingdom, the urban
center of Meroe itself gradually lost its prominence, as public buildings were
abandoned and the site ceased functioning as a political and religious capital,
the construction of royal pyramid tombs ceased, and only a few rulers from
this era are securely attested, most notably King Teqorideamani in 253 CE.
Under his reign, official delegations led by Pasan took an active role in the
religious life of Philae, with Pasan himself performing rituals that were
traditionally reserved for the king. This growing Meroitic involvement
reached its peak in AD 260 with a formal agreement between Meroitic
envoys and the Philae priesthood, which granted the Meroites extensive
authority, most notably, the unprecedented right to appoint temple prophets.
This assertion of power was documented in both Greek and Meroitic
inscriptions, and one embassy even reinforced its authority visually through
temple imagery. Together, these records attest to a system of shared
governance over temple estates and religious functions in the
Dodecaschoenus.?'Later genealogical reconstructions suggest the presence
of several subsequent kings, but none appear to have ruled beyond 350
CE.*?Despite the broader state-level decline, Lower Nubia experienced
localized economic resurgence during the Late Meroitic period. This revival
has been linked to improved irrigation and renewed interactions with Roman
frontier economies. 2 Though often described as grassroots recovery,
archaeological evidence suggests central support may have played a role. The
fragmentation of Meroe thus did not equate to full collapse, but rather the
erosion of centralized control. In its northern provinces, regional officials
continued to administer local affairs, while the southern savanna regions
experienced relative expansion and connectivity. Ultimately, Meroe’s
decline opened a power vacuum that was exploited by King Ezana of Aksum,
whose campaigns targeted the Black and Red Noba, the Rhrhs, and the
Medjay.**This fragmentation eventually led to the rise of three successor
kingdoms, laying the groundwork for the Christian medieval Nubian
polities.?

(5)
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This study aims to examine how gold functioned as a central axis in the
political economy, religious ideology, and territorial administration of the
Meroitic kingdom. It investigates the relationship between gold production
and state formation, its symbolic role in legitimizing power, and the extent to
which changes in access to gold contributed to the kingdom's decline. By
synthesizing archaeological evidence, inscriptions, and historical sources, the
research seeks to assess whether gold can serve as a reliable lens for
interpreting the rise and fall of Meroitic state power.

2. Gold terminology

sparse. The Turin Papyrus Map mentions b3k nbw, meaning “gold mining”,
while the verb j<j nbw refers to “gold washing”, especially in the context gnr
n jj nbw, meaning “transport troop of the gold washers”, the leaders of these
transport troops held titles like hrj pdt “overseer of transport”. ?’
Goldsmithing in ancient Egypt was closely associated with the
"metalworkers" group". In most cases, ancient Egyptian texts refer to them
simply by the term "metalworker" (nbtj nbt k’t), unless more specific terms
such as "goldsmith" (hm n nbw) or "he who works gold" (irw nbw) were

used.?®

The Meroitic terminology [nbr (W V//Z) -7 gold/?° golden™] [Trans.

C/Tardif/ Tardif A].
Appear as a noun in:

- REM 0278/12-13
nbr (W £/ /ZQ with following adjective: (fig.1).3°

krorolo:absolowi:qorbtowi: nbr: wneli:iphetelo:wi
“gold (with the quality) wne”: activity of Netewitar: “the gold (with the
quality) wne, it is he, who makes it phe.””'

(6)



2025 52151 /78 23 /39 alaa ?s Lekal) daala / Ia¥) IS /(Jinall g g0 Alna

Vol.39/ No.78 July. 2025 J.H.F / Faculty of arts / Minia University

MINIA UNIVERSITY

LG NI S KB IR SIS Y3 18
B SAHWIE SRABT WSS Tl
YS/5sC g :5&4«)‘«‘? w5

Y3/ 14ABLG L @ITE

4B/ /W w2 52558

HBI5I65 3433 AL I SIY

;;,a/g/jps1\ R S T E |

l 4B /55 4{1/4"43 WAy el I
:43'/451/}}';///:;0015:\
IO F LIS ESI I LSBT S
/45 <43 34433 .711'3{;«/1-/;,/4«//:915 <

(fig.1) Inscription Kar. 78, the offering table G.182 from Karanog.

-REM 1182/11
nbrlise (|11 9-5 w /ZQ -” of gold” [Tardif A]

[nbr (“gold”) + - [i (article)+ -se (genitive)]
kid: kisrise qgelile: nbrlise 1 belebel tore 1
gelile nbrlise —“a collar of gold” 3*
Gift of the Roman emperor Maximinus Daia*® (fig. 2).%*
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(fig.2) Stela & Facsimile from Tomb 8 of the 1928 Necropolis at Qasr Ibrim& facsimile
of the stela by Mohamed Ibrahim.

(7)



2025 sls1 /78 23 /39 Alaa Liial) daala / QoY) 4SS /Rl g g 1) Alaa

Vol.39/ No.78 July. 2025

% J.H.F / Faculty of arts / Minia University

MINIA UNIVERSITY

As adjective in:

-REM 1090/8-9:

Koro: nkb[i] t: wilowi: hibine: nb[rl:] yetmdelowi:petedew:
gr[eJtel:yetmd/[e]lowi:

The deceased, MNatemahar, is described as being in a yetmde’’-relationship
with the holder of thlS title:"golden Albine %(fig.3).>’

.

IR AT RS 'l)".\\lf‘_,x‘ﬂr" i
B O R ik A st
o ooy IR s i
o % Ay » 03 A g B
v Qewsg 224 AN <  Atel |
VRS s A T LS S el X
o i s _.._‘ ,.
| # Y
Jusmly SAIAYIIm WL AL A\ 8%

A€ vl o0 -’/‘K’k Lkt Fhe 2o B G ha, j

Jdvaris 22 Ashset PRI AT S v

-~ / § ye AR 13
[on v vermprgarces Gu |
PESIIT PSSR %;L/vl 78 W‘&“\"—
 Diffasilatnll § AR Suseliui R RN

,ou))wvv‘)uuz)ca\%‘ s5A H\/«‘

o
Ve
| B

THEIYNRS P 3wy ey 465 192 1A b ]
e sy

§

po
Ll Py

..‘ u;

1
N s
k- Ao AV C ity S \,le. 1
» . 5

S

1(-:/-5‘: '9///////& .')/0 )\/Qb g ¥
));‘M:b%-/} BSXs b LYI/5s X3 ')5///////,?

ko Mgy =

(fig.3) Fragments& Facsimile of a Stela from Tomb WT2 at Sedeinga & facsimile of lines 7, 8,9, by
Mohamed Ibrahim.

-REM 1091/4°®

nbrl (5w & /3\) -“the gold” [Tardif] [nbr (‘“gold”) +-Ii (article)]*®

kroro: nkblit: wilowi.: hlbine: nbrl: yetmdelowi: petedew: gretel:
yetmdelowi:
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The deceased, MNatemahar, is described as being in a yetmde-relationship
with the holder of this title:"golden Albine” (fig.4).*
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(fig.4) Lintel from Tomb W T 2 at Sedeinga, facsimile of inscription Sed. W 3,
facsimile of Lines 10,11 by Mohamed Ibrahim

3. Classical sources documenting Meroitic gold resources

The earliest known classical reference to Meroe’s association with gold is
attributed to Agatharchides of Cnidus, a 2nd-century BCE Greek writer
affiliated with the Ptolemaic court. He records that Ergamenes I was the first
Meroitic ruler to break away from the religious authority of the Amun
priesthood at Napata by executing all the priests*! within “the golden temple
of the Ethiopians.”** The Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, writing in the 1st

(9)
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century BCE, described the process of gold extraction as involving the
burning of hard rock to make it friable, and the breaking of softer rock using
iron tools. These operations were supervised by specialists who directed the
workers, although the labor itself relied more on brute strength than skill:
“The gold-bearing earth which is hardest they first burn with a hot fire,> and
when they have crumbled it in this way they continue the working of it by
hand; and the soft rock which can yield to moderate effort is crushed with a
sledge by myriads of unfortunate wretches. And the entire operations are in
charge of a skilled worker who distinguishes the stone and points it out to the
labourers, and of those who are assigned to this unfortunate task, the
physically strongest break the quartz-rock with iron hammers, applying no
skill to the task, but only force, and cutting tunnels through the stone, not in
a straight line but wherever the seam of gleaming rock may lead.”*

In the early Ist century CE, Strabo remarked that “the island of Meroe has
many mountains and large forests, and it is populated partly by nomads,

partly by hunters, and partly by farmers. There are also copper, iron, and
gold mines, and various kinds of precious stones.”*

By ca. AD 40, Pomponius Mela noted a reversal in value perception due to
material abundance. In Meroe, “gold is more abundant than bronze,” and
thus bronze became the more precious of the two, while gold was used for
mundane items or even fetters for criminals”.*

Around the mid-1st century CE, Pliny the Elder affirmed the region’s mineral

wealth, stating: “The intervening district between Napata and the coast is

notably rich in gold.”

Finally, in the early 3rd century CE, Philostratus recounted in his Life of
Apollonius of Tyana that “when Apollonius reached the border between

Aithiopia and Egypt at Sycaminos (modern Maharraqa), he encountered a

range of luxury goods, including ‘uncoined gold, linen, ivory, roots, perfume,

and spices.”

In the Alexander Romance, ca. AD 300, gold emerges as the central motif
symbolizing the economic prosperity and material wealth of the Kingdom of
Meroe. The narrative emphasizes Meroe’s affluence through the lavish gifts
Queen Candace sends to Alexander, including one hundred bars of pure gold,
golden crowns, and cultic statues—portraying the kingdom not only as
politically autonomous but also as economically advanced. The hyperbolic

reference to a river flowing with water and gold further underscores the

(10)
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image of a land rich in natural resources. The description of Candace’s
palace—with its gilded ceilings, gold-embroidered furnishings, and ivory-
inlaid furniture—points to a high level of artisanal development and access
to luxury materials. Even the mobile throne, drawn by elephants and adorned
with royal ornamentation, reflects the investment in visual displays of
economic power. Within this framework, gold functions not merely as a
symbol of royal legitimacy, but as tangible evidence of Meroe’s sophisticated
economy and abundant wealth as imagined in the Hellenistic worldview,* as
follows:

[7] “My ambassadors are bringing you 100 ingots of solid gold, 500
Aithiopian youths, 200 parrots, 200 apes (sphinx), 201 and for our god
Ammon, protector of the Egyptian frontier, a crown of emeralds and
unpierced pearls, 10 chains bearing seals 80 ivory caskets.”°

21[1] “for the apple trees glinted gold like the the lemon trees among the
Greeks, and there were bunches of grapes that you could not hold in one
hand, and pomegranates with the circumference of ...,205 larger than
melons”.

22 [2] “He saw (in Meroe) the palace shining with golden ceilings and
stone walls. There were beds with silken covers, wrought in gold, and
couches with feet of pearls and beryl. The head-rests were held together
with thongs of leather, [5] A river was flowing there, gushing forth water
mingled with gold, like another Pactolus. ™!

4. Archaeological evidence of gold as an indicator of state development
and decline in Meroe:

During the Meroitic period, Kush’s gold economy exhibited features
comparable to that of ancient Egypt, with ore likely processed near the Nile
and possibly refined at the Temple of Philae, where gold workers were active
and temples functioned as financial institutions.>* Gold remained a principal
export to Ptolemaic Egypt, and it is generally assumed that Egypt’s relations
with Meroe were motivated by the desire to secure access to both gold and
iron.>® Meroe’s gold wealth was sustained through a network of small mines,
the use of forced labor, and military control over gold-producing tribes;
however, both the volume of production and the technical sophistication of
its extraction declined over time. As in the late Ramesside period, the

(12)
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Meroitic kings lacked the military capacity to dominate the Eastern Desert
tribes, leading to the abandonment of high-risk mining zones and a shift
toward riverine gold sources or barter with local groups that retained control
over the desert mines, rendering the system politically fragile.>*

Archaeological evidence from Lower Nubia, including basin-like
installations within Meroitic territory, points to gold-processing activity
likely linked to nearby mines such as Wadi Allagi. > In a broader
chronological perspective, spanning from approximately 700 BCE to 100
CE, gold-mining operations in Nubia, extending from Napata in the south to
Wadi Allaqi in the north and across to the Nile Valley, were characterized by
the use of stone mills typical of the New Kingdom period. Many of these
grinding tools display signs of later reuse, often in the form of central
depressions on originally flat, oval surfaces, yet their distribution remains
largely confined to New Kingdom sites situated near the Nile. Although the
more efficient rotary quern, introduced to Egypt under Roman rule, might be
expected to have entered Nubian gold-mining technology through Meroitic—
Roman contact, no conclusive archacological evidence confirms its adoption.
If large-scale gold mining in remote desert regions required centralized
political control, its reestablishment in Nubia after the New Kingdom likely
did not occur before the rise of the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty around 700 BCE.>¢

4.1. Gold-washing basins

Archaeological discoveries in Lower Nubia have revealed numerous basin-
like installations, often interpreted as gold-washing facilities, suggesting a
phase of intensified gold extraction. “Ameni’s report indicates that gold
washing was already practiced in Nubia as early as the Middle Kingdom. °’
Although their function cannot be confirmed with certainty, their strategic
placement near the Nile and the Roman frontier indicates a role in ore
processing for trade with Egypt, supporting the view that the gold trade
between Meroe and Egypt, initiated under the Ptolemies, continued into the
Roman period. Gold from Wadi Allaqi is known to have reached Egypt, yet
the absence of Roman occupation evidence in the area suggests that control
remained with local desert tribes.>® Architectural features, such as lion-
headed spouts found at both Faras and Wadi el-Arab, reinforce a Napatan or
Meroitic date, further supported by finds at Wadi el-Arab,* including a

(12)
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Meroitic funerary stela (c. AD 250-300) and two ostraca from the 3rd century
AD.% The Faras basins likely also belong to the Meroitic period, consistent
with the adjacent settlement flourishing between the 1st century BCE and the
3rd century CE.®! Stations south of Maharraga may have served to process
ore for exchange with Egypt, where gold could be traded for Roman luxury
goods. % According to Diodorus Siculus, the process of gold washing
involved rubbing and rinsing the raw ore on a sloped surface, whereby the
heavier particles would settle at the bottom while the lighter, earthy material
was carried away by the flow of water.®> However, the design of these basins,
lacking repeated washing cycles, water recirculation, and suitable gradients,
would have hindered efficient processing, as noted by Vercoutter® and
Adams.® Their location far from known gold sources, along with the absence
of evidence for large-scale Meroitic mining nearby, suggests that post New
Kingdom gold processing in the region was modest, relying on simple tools
rather than specialized installations. Consequently, the interpretation of these
basins as purpose-built gold-washing facilities cannot be sustained.%¢

4.2. Inscriptions

Although Kush had been politically separate from Egypt since the end of the
25th Dynasty, the 2nd—3rd centuries CE, marked the political and religious
peak of Meroe in Lower Nubia during Phase II (c. 175-273 CE). In this
period, Meroe capitalized on the decline of Roman-backed Egyptian temples
to expand its influence, funding elaborate rituals at Philae with royal gold and
integrating religious devotion, political authority, and economic
investment. %7 Inscriptions in Demotic, Meroitic, and Greek from the
Dodekaschoenus record diplomatic and cultic missions tied to major festivals
such as Khoiak (commemorating Osiris, 27 November—26 December) and ‘g
the Festival of Entry (24-25 April), ®®often naming artisans and officials—
particularly goldsmiths—whose repeated presence underscores Meroe’s
sustained ideological engagement with sanctuaries that also served as
strategic geopolitical sites.®

Beyond the Nile Valley, inscriptions from mining sites in the Northern Atbai
Desert, including Egyptian, Greek, Latin, South Arabian, and Nabataean
texts, demonstrate broad cultural interaction, while the absence of Meroitic
inscriptions suggests that its script and elite administrative culture were

(13)
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largely confined to agrarian communities along the Nile. "°During the Roman
Empire’s Third Century Crisis (235-284 CE), a period marked by civil war,
external incursions by the Blemmyes, and plague—Meroitic rulers took
advantage of imperial instability to extend their administrative system
between the Second and Third Cataracts. By the mid-3rd century, however,
this system began to fragment: the north retained administrative continuity,
while the south declined under invasions by the Aksumites, Blemmyes, and
Noba, revealing growing regional disparities despite ongoing material
prosperity.”!

4.2.1. Royal Inscriptions

- Stela of King Harsiyotef from Year 35

First half of the 4th cent. BC. Cairo JE 48864 (fig.5).”* In this inscription, the
O o

quantity of gold originally expressed in uten units is converted into &I 1 |

pek according to a ratio of 1:128. This fractional value appears to result from

a series of successive halvings—Y2, %4, %, 1716, 1732, 1/64, and ultimately

11128.73

di=i (26) hr r3-pr Ipt-swt (26) wp-s(t) ht nbw dbn 40 irw nbw pg 51(27)20
I put (26) on the temple, Karnak, specification, 'total': gold, deben-weight’*
40; making: gold, thin sheets, (27) 5120.

di=i dit nbw hr p(3)=f hrwy 2 nbw dbn (30) 40
I had gold put on its two faces: gold, deben-weight (30) 40.

di=i dit m hnw n p(3)=f pr-hd nbw dbn 20

I had put in its treasury: gold, deben-weight 20.

irw nbw 100

making: gold, (deben-weight) 100.

twtw n Imn niwty nty msny n nbw

An image of Amun the city (god) which is made by the meseney-process in
gold.”

hn® 3 ntr (36) n nbw nty msny '2"

together with 'divine triad(s)' [—] (36) of gold, which are made by the
meseney process, 2.

(14)
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(37) hn® R nty msny It
together with a (statue of) We, which is made by the meseney-process, 1;
(38) hn® 'nh' n nbw 3
(38) together with mirror(s) of gold, 3;
hnt (39) wd3 n nbw 2
together with (39) pectoral(s) of gold, 2;
hn1-(40)b-r3-k3r3 n nbw 13 (41)4
together with b(40) eads of gold, 13(41)4;

i ===

ﬁ@r@g:m ah = .

Z:i %OG’%’:L.L
s wNZH‘&p =

AZﬁwd :
7 & oILi‘.smPl
‘l )’l} ALNEZTH

E“Jo?

P LI anq on ff"\ 5 . U.UL“

(fig.5) Facsimile of stela of King Harsiyotef, Cairo JE. 48864.

-Stela of King Nastasein from Year 8.7°

Second half of the 4th cent. BC. Berlin Agyptisches Museum 2268."’

In Section 8 (lines 33-39), depict the final stage of King Nastasein’s
coronation ritual, Amun of Napata emerges from his sanctuary on the
processional barque to consecrate Nastasen’s claim to universal rule, with the
gold offering serving as a tangible symbol of royal legitimacy. Section 9
(lines 39—46), present campaigns were directed against nomads, inhabitants
of the eastern Nile region, whose raids mirrored those carried out by their
forebears in previous centuries—most notably in the Kawa area. The records

(15)
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provide a detailed account of the spoils taken after each victorious campaign,
noting remarkable amounts of gold and cattle.”(fig.6).”

On the left half: rd wd3 n it=f Giving a pectoral to his father.

On the right half: di(=i) ir n=k nbw dbn n ibd sp 4

I had made for you a deben-weight of gold in.... (Repeat) four times.*
hms(=i) hr bt nbw and (I) sat on the throne of gold, the king is once again
depicted seated on the "golden throne".

‘'n-"n Hr nnbw 2

of Horus of gold: 2, deben-weight 3.

The King made donations from the war booty to the temple:

(58) nbw dbn 2000, gold: 2000 deben-weight.®!

(fig.6) Stela of Nastasein from Year 8,4th century BCE (Berlin AMP 2268).
-Kawa XIII, King Sabrakamani inscription (col. 6). 8
Dated to the first half of the 3rd century BC, the S. face of the N. jamb, T
temple. The inscription contains a list of donations.
[ ]————"deben12 " ——
9[ ] ————"12deben-weight — —"
The description of the ceremony concludes with a series of royal donations
to Amun of Napata: gardens and a vineyard in Napata, as well as additional
gardens in Meroe, together with various kinds of incense, perfumes, golden
statues, and ritual temple vessels.®’

(16)
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(1}
L

(fig.7) Fragment B, The British Museum, no.1777.

-Kawa XV. Fragment A of a stela of King Aryamani Years 9-24 (?)
From the first court of Temple A at Kawa. Early 3rd cent. BC.
Fragment A: British Museum 1777, (fig.7).%4

(3) nbw [ —] gold, [ —];*

Fragment B: at the site (in two pieces).

(four columns and eight lines, reading from right to left):
2)[...dil="i" n=k nbw "—"

(2)[...] T [give] to you gold, "— '8¢

-REM 1141 [QI 1964/1], Qasr Ibrim. Queen Amanisakheto and prince Akinidad.

The stele was found in church, north aisle, reused in church flooring, and now in
the British Museum, Inv.-Nr. EA 1836, dated to late Ist cent. BC early Ist cent.
AD.?7 It consists of 38 lines of Meroitic cursive inscription, cut into the sandstone
surface. The passage suggests that the mention of Isis in both Meroe and the Abaton
may have been intended to symbolize the full extent of the Meroitic kingdom.
While the inclusion of Amun remains uncertain due to text damage, the donation
list notably includes basic, abundant goods—Ilike ato water, asr meat, and other
everyday items—rather than precious materials such as gold. This indicates that
the purpose of the text was to record the practical establishment and maintenance

(17)
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of a cult for deities such as Amanap, Isis, Horus, and perhaps Mas. The context
aligns with the post-21/20 BCE peace treaty between Rome and Meroe, reflecting
the Meroitic rulers’ reassertion of religious and political influence,®¥or it may
indicate the beginning of a shortage of this product (fig.8).

(25) k[e]lw:ato:a[p]esel: sdte:

“Water of the quality ape shall be offered” and meat asr of the quality ape shall be
offered” apesel p[lte] ”

(26) asr:apesel:-p[lte]: ato:e

“Meat of the quality ape shall be donated”. The text continues with another

nomination of ato — “water”.%’

(fig.8) REM 1141, Qasr rim, stela reused to repair the floor of the cathedral.
-REM 0119
Meroitic graffiti, belonged to king Yesbokhe-Amani found on the Hadrian
Gate at Philae reference his name, it is dated to 300/350 CE. These
inscriptions are positioned above a depiction of a king offering cultivated
lands¥ interpreted as symbolizing the revenues of the Dodekaschoinos—to
the goddess Isis. It is plausible that the king himself, or a designated official,
participated in religious ceremonies focused on the Abaton sanctuary,
however, gold is not attested as an offering in these texts (fig.9).”

(1) Yesebghemni (2) qo,, qoro,, mret (3) metet,, lo Wosselo,”!

(18)
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(fig.9) King Yesbokhe-Amani’s inscription, Philae Island. (REM 0119).

Table 1. Summarizes the changing patterns in the quantities of gold offered
by Meroitic kings and queens to temples over time. These variations—in
scale, frequency, and political significance—serve as indicators of Meroe’s
fluctuating economic capacity and its degree of control over gold resources,
as outlined:

Approx | Ruler/ Gold Type Economic Implication | Conclusion

.Date | Inscription Mentioned

380— Stela of Conversion Strong central Peak /

360 BC | Harsiyotef, of gold units | Votive + administration, recovery of

(Year Cairo JE 48864 | from uten Craft standardized weight Kushite state

35) — pek at production | measures, relative in late 4th
1:128; abundance cent. BC

(19)
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specified
amounts
(deben / thin
sheets)
335- Stela of Large Military and economic | Sustained
300 BC | Nastasein, votives War booty | mobilisation, gold strength after
(Year Berlin AM “gold 2000 | dedicated | inflow from Harsiyotef
8) 2268 deben”; to Amun campaigns (continued
gold + cattle peak)
as war
booty after
eastern
campaigns
Early Kawa XV, Votive lists Continuation of Early slight
3rd Aryamani (gold Temple offerings, but gold decline /
cent. fragments (BM | mentioned, | votives data less clear due to fluctuation in
BC 1777 etc.) but text damage quantitative
fragmentary evidence
Ist half | Kawa XIII, “.12 Ongoing votive system | Lower
of 3rd | Sabrakamani deben” ina | Temple but lower quantities stability
cent. donation votives and scattered compared to
BC list; references 4th cent. BC
fragmentary
text
Late 1st | Hamadab Long royal | Royal/relig | Strong royal presence | Shift towards
cent. inscription text, no ious but absence of precise | symbolic
BC (Amanirenas & | detailed document | gold figures over
Akinidad), BM | gold quantitative
EA 1650 amounts gold display
Late 1st | REM 1141, Donation Pragmatic ritual Signs of
cent. Qasr Ibrim list Cult funding, possible contraction /
BC - (Amanisakheto | dominated establishm | relative gold shortage | religious-
Early & Akinidad) by basic ent/mainte | or resource political
Ist goods nance reallocation repositioning
cent. (water,
AD meat...), not
gold
300- REM 0119, No gold Royal Indicates symbolic and | Late phase of
350 CE | Meroitic attested; offering territorial offerings Meroitic
graffiti of King | inscriptions | scene (land | rather than precious rule; gold
Yesbokhe- above scene | revenues) | metal donations; absent from
Amani on the of king reflects shifting recorded
Hadrian Gate at | presenting economic-religious offerings,
Philae cultivated priorities suggesting
lands limited
(revenues of availability

(20)
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Dodekascho ritual focus
inos) to Isis

The chronological sequence of royal inscriptions highlights the evolving role
of gold as both an economic resource and a medium of legitimacy. Early
monumental dedications gave way to symbolic references, reflecting the
transformation of Meroitic political authority and economic stability. a
trajectory clearly recorded in the following chart (fig.10).

4th c. BCE (Peak)

Peak |
Strong
Early 3rd c. BCE (Declining amounts)

Limited

Symbolic |

of Ritual and Political Significance

Late gst c. BCE-Early 1st c. CE{Basic goods focus)
9 Minimal}

3.2 3.3 3.4 3.5 3.6 3.7 3.8 3.9 4.0

Century CE
(fig.10) Chronological Progression of Royal Gold Inscriptions in Meroitic Period.

4.2.2. Goldsmiths Inscriptions

Goldsmiths occupied a pivotal position in the religious and political spheres
of the Meroitic kingdom, most notably through their involvement in annual
ceremonies that entailed the gilding of statues of Isis and Osiris in prominent
temples such as Philae and Dakka. This gilding was a sacred act within the
Meroitic religious calendar, especially during the ¢ procession, a rite
associated with kingship and renewal. Although gold smiths continued to
produce technically competent work during the reign of the Meroitic kings
from (438-278 BCD), their designs generally lacked refinement and aesthetic
sophistication.”?

Inscriptions from Phase II of the Meroitic period frequently mention gold,
gilding, and goldsmiths, reflecting their prominence in cultic practice. The

(21)
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Khoiak Festival, a funerary rite held at Philae, **involved transporting gilded
shrines—especially those of Isis—by boat to Biga Island (the Abaton),
regarded as the burial place of Osiris.** The ritual included libation offerings
symbolizing his resurrection and was performed by Nubian priests on behalf
of the Meroitic monarch, adding a royal dimension and allowing ‘g to be
interpreted as a “ceremonial entry of the king.” Graffiti inscriptions confirm
these processions, describing the gilding of shrines and public celebrations
sponsored by the Meroitic court, illustrating the integration of Nubian and
Egyptian religious traditions under Roman rule and reinforcing themes of
death, renewal, and divine kingship.”

Beyond their ritual duties, goldsmiths also undertook administrative and
economic responsibilities within temple institutions. Royal delegations often
included goldsmiths tasked with delivering gold for crafting cultic
equipment, supporting priesthood, and gilding divine images. Their frequent
appearance in inscriptions suggests they held institutional, possibly
hereditary, positions as intermediaries between religious devotion and royal
patronage. Many bore the title “agent,” °® indicating they managed cultic
finances, particularly for Isis and the Nubian god Arensnuphis, while also
collecting gold from Nubia, possibly Wadi Allaqi, transporting it to Philae,
and producing ritual items. Graffiti near depictions of Horus of Kubban,
whose cult center lay close to gold sources, further supports this
multifunctional religious and economic role.””’

-Sehel Island, Famine Stela, Dodecaschoenus. Early 2nd cent. BC.

The Famine Stela, though presented as an Old Kingdom inscription by King
Djoser, was likely composed under Ptolemy V in the 2nd century BCE to
serve political and religious purposes. It tells a fictional story of a famine and
Djoser's donation of the Dodecaschoenus to Khnum, aiming to legitimize
Khnum'’s traditional rights against the growing influence of the Isis cult at
Philae. Scholars see it as a Ptolemaic reworking of earlier texts, using
archaism to assert temple authority and historical continuity.”8(fig.11).”

(26) hn® di r-10 m nbw
And there shall be given one tenth of the gold,

(28) hn® msprtyw hn® wr-hmw hn® [hm] ww nbw
and the 'metalworkers' and the master craftsmen, and the goldsmiths,

(22)
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hn®, "hn” rw (29) hn, Nhsyw hn€, ist, prw
and the "prisoners”, (29) and the Nubians, and the crew of Apiru,

hn®wn mr hi tnw nbw hd hmt 3wt n m3t
And there shall be an overseer who measures the amount of gold, silver,

copper, and truly precious stones,
ht r.3b gnwtyw r hwt nbw
(i.e.) the things which sculptors requisition for the "compound of gold",

(31) <r>ms “hmw r she Sspw wn sh3
. : h d d.100
in order to produce sacred images and to restore statues that are damaged.

Wayvekive family inscriptions:

The Wayekiye family was a prominent Nubian lineage of priests and civil
administrators who held significant authority in both the religious and
political structures of Lower Nubia during the mid-second century AD.!"!
Spanning eight generations, its members occupied influential positions
within temple hierarchies and royal bureaucracies, operating at the
intersection of Meroitic and Egyptian institutions. They collaborated closely

(23)
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with Egyptian priests at major cultic centers such as Dakka and Philae, while
simultaneously serving as officials of the Meroitic crown. Their enduring
prominence is attested by a substantial corpus of multilingual inscriptions—
written in Demotic, Greek, and Meroitic—that document their sustained
involvement in ritual and administrative affairs. The Wayekiye maintained
their power through a carefully cultivated bicultural identity that integrated
Egyptian and Nubian traditions. They adhered to a dual system of
inheritance, combining Egyptian patrilineal descent with Nubian matrilineal
succession—particularly the transmission of office from maternal uncles to
nephews. Strategic intermarriage among elite families further consolidated
their position, enabling the accumulation of multiple priestly and
administrative titles. Their ability to navigate both cultural systems made
them key figures in the governance of Meroitic Nubia and in the assertion of
political and religious authority within the Roman-controlled
Dodekaschoenos. 192 A central aspect of their religious function was the
annual “work” involving the gilding of statues of Isis and Osiris. This ritual
act—attested in Phase II Nubian inscriptions—was more than a decorative
procedure; it represented a sacred obligation carried out by Nubian
delegations sent from the royal court of Meroe. These missions brought gold
offerings specifically designated for the production of cultic equipment, the
financial support of the temple priesthood, and the gilding of divine images
at Philae and Dakka. The act of gilding was a key feature of the Nubian
religious calendar, especially during the celebration of the ao-procession for
Osiris. The importance of gold in these rituals is underscored by the repeated
mention of gold, gilding, and goldsmiths across the epigraphic record,
highlighting the family's deep involvement in sacred material culture and
their role as intermediaries between royal power, religious tradition, and the
divine realm.'®

-Dakka 33 First half of the 3rd cent. AD.'%

The Demotic inscription located outside above west door of the Sanctuary,
likely dating to the reign of a Roman emperor whose name is now lost, can
be chronologically framed by the presence of the epithet nf xw alongside the
names of rulers such as Alexander Severus and Valerian. The first attestation
of the ‘g-procession in Nubian graffiti dates to the second generation of the
Wayekiye family, when Paese’s son, Bek, recorded his performance of the
rite at Dakka.!®® The Demotic graffito of Bék, provides valuable evidence for

(24)
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a centralized religious-administrative system operating in the
Dodecaschoenus region during the Roman period. Bék, son of Paése, who
held the titles goreri and "agent of Isis," played a key role in overseeing
temple restoration works and organizing rituals for Thoth of Dakka on behalf
of Peqéreni, suggesting his subordinate status within a structured priestly
hierarchy. The recurrence of similar titles in contemporary inscriptions, such
as those from the Augustan period, reflects the long-term stability of this
administrative framework. B&k’s offices were inherited from his father, in
accordance with the hereditary transmission of religious roles typical of
Egyptian temple institutions. He was a member of the prominent Wayekiye
family, further underlining the significance of lineage in the continuity of
temple service (fig.12).10

(2) ...—]tnBks3P3-Istp3kw “rnynlst p3rtnlstir hbr p3 kwe n P3
ntr 3

...] - to Bék son of Paése the géren of Isis, the agent of Isis, to work on the
shrine (?) of the great god.

(3) [Dhwti n P3-nb]se iw=f hd=f n nb n r¢ 8" (r-) dr=f
[Thoth of the Pnub] S, gilding it with gold of “one eight" all over,

(5) dd 1,ir py Y 3¢ Dhwti n P3-nbse (6) [r dit n=] f “h® ki i3yt 3t nfrt irm te=f
hmyt irm ne=f hrtw §—d.t

That this great divinity, Thoth of Pnubs, should (6) [give hi]m long life, great
and good old age,

with his wife and his children forever,

iw dbe hpr iw w3h=f hd (7) P kwe n rn=fr d3d3 st 200

for that he had gilded (7) the shrine in question on 200 places.

(25)
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(fig.12) Facsimile of Dakka 33, Outside above west door.

Dok 33

-Ph. 254, (lines 7-13)

Demotic graffito of Wyte from Generation 6 of the Wayekiye family, dated
to the reign of Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos (80-52 BC),!" refers to a gilded
statue of Osiris, inscribed on the southwest wall of the Pronaos (PM 267),
specifically on the pilaster south of column one, which also forms the
northwest face of the Second Pylon near the stairway leading into the pylon:

iw=y ir n 3 wp.t n twt nls.t hn® p3 twt n Wsr hn t3 md.t rmt n ntr iw=y iry.w
ddrir=tin.t=n hr rnp.t nb(t) mtw=t ti n=nhh n “nh iw w3h=y hd=w n nb hn¢
p3 twt n Wsr nt hn n py “wy gbh (fig.13).!%

“I doing the work of a statue of Isis and the statue of Osiris out of my piety;
I doing them that thou bring us each year and give us much length of life, I
having gilded them with gold together with the statue of Osiris which is in
this House of Coolness.” 1%

(26)
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Ph.254

(fig.13) Facsimile of Ph.254.

- Dakka.30. Dated to Mid-3rd cent. AD

Hieroglyphic and Demotic graffito of Hornakhtyotef 1, located outside over
west door. Hornakhtyotef I, a senior priest from the Wayekiye family, held
hereditary titles including /esonis of Thoth at Dakka and chief ritualist at the
Meroitic court. Trained in astronomy and magic, he played a dual role in
temple administration and royal ritual service. His inscriptions, particularly
Graffito 251, indicate that during his tenure he received five royal letters from
Meroe, demonstrating Meroitic control over the Dodecaschoenus. His
celebration of the Isis festival at Philae “on behalf of the kings” further
confirms his official status as a Meroitic priest acting within Egypt. This
reflects a political-religious compromise in which Meroitic priests held
delegated authority in Lower Nubia (fig.14).''°

(6) iw=n hd=fn nb r d3d3 n st 500

(6) overlaying it with gold on 500 places,'"!

(27)
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(fig.14) Facsimile of Dakka 30, outside over west door.

Wrs family inscriptions:

The family of Wrs should be placed roughly in the second half of the 3rd
century.!'!?

There is an inscription from Wr$’s father dated to AD 265,'"* and several
from his son—some found at Philae and one from the quarry at Girtas
(Qirtassi). This artisan appears to have worked under a Meroitic king, who is
named in the hieroglyphic portion of inscription Ph. 68 as part of the dating
formula.!'*

-Ph. 68, (lines 1-13)

The graffito inscribed on the stairwell wall of the eastern wing of the Back-
First Pylon and associated with the Khoiak festival at Philae temple, it is a
bilingual text composed in red ink, with the initial ten lines rendered in
hieroglyphic-hieratic script and the subsequent lines in demotic. "> The
inscription commemorates P3-di-p3-hwte, '’® son of Wrie, a prominent
goldsmith and cultic official, who held titles such as “Master of the Masters
of Isis,” “Bearer of the Epiphany of the God,” and “Gilder of His
Monuments.” It records his ritual anointing in the 20th regnal year of a
Meroitic king named B'w n Q% Biunqash—a ruler otherwise unattested but
whose name includes the toponym Kush—on the 24th of Choiak, according
to the Egyptian calendar. The demotic section includes a conventional
benediction, invoking the eternal preservation of P3-di-p3-hwt good name.
The name of his great-grandmother, T3-p3-Mrwe.t, suggests a Meroitic
lineage,'"(fig.15).11®

(28)
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rn=f p3 n nfr nn(2)sgw iw nhh dt p3 ti p3 (3) hwty s3 n wrse(4) p3 hry.w n3
hry.w n 3s.t dj.t ‘nh nb.t 3-wj r3k (5) hnw.t nfr.t nb.t 3-wb iw=f thb hsb.t
rn=s(6) n hm n nb.w(?) h'w p3 ntr 3w n nb.w mntj=f(7) hsb.t 20 n K-5y(8)
‘nh-dt mr 3s.t ibd 4 3h.t(9) 24 n rmv n kmt

The inscription continues in demotic:

(11) n P3-ti-p3-hwte s3 n Wrse (12) p3[hry] hryw n €S.t... (13) hn® ne-f...sn-
w(?)...

“This his good name remain un (2) destroyed forever and eternity:
Petep(3)howt, son of Wersh (4) the master of the masters of Isis, giver of life,
lady of Philae (5) good mistress, lady of the Abaton; he being anointed in the
year named (6) as (?) gold-worker, bearer of the epiphany (?) of the god,
gilder of his monuments, (7) in year 20 of Biunqash (8), ever-living, beloved
of Isis; Choiak (9) 24 of the Egyptians (10).................... (11) for
Petephowt son of Wersh (12) [master of the masters] of Isis.....(13) with
his... brethren(?)...”!"?
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(fig.15) Ph. 68, Facsimile of Ph.68, Philae. The first pylon.
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-Ph. 305

The graffito located on the Second Pylon, south wall of bridge, records a
formulaic invocation for the enduring remembrance of P3-ti-p3-hwte—son of
Wrse identified as a goldsmith. "May his name remain here year by year",
before a possibly deified concept or localized divinity associated with

"refreshment" (Qbhe?) (fig.16).1%°

rn-f £ ty hr rnp-t bh p §y n p [gbhe?] P[-ti-p3-hw]te s Wrie p hme nb.
“May his name remain here year by year before the divinity of the
[Refreshment (?)]—Pete-phowt, son of Wershe the goldsmith.”

/I’ s~ ’
I 2% e s dmg 31

(fig.16) Facsimile of Ph.305, Philae, Second Pylon, south wall of bridge.

Asklepiades family

Agatharchides description of Aithiopia, 2nd cent. BC.!?! The artisan family
of Asklepiades, inscription Ph. 303 of Asklepiades II serves as a connecting
link and also as a valuable dating reference for the family of Wrs§, who
belonged to the same professional group. Wrs appears together with
Asklepiades II in Ph. 303——certainly his colleague.'*

-Ph. 303 (line 1-2)

(1) Rn-f mn ty Sglypyte sy n P3-ti-p3 hwt (2) irme Wrse s3 P3-ti-r-hms-nfr.
“May his name remain here: Asklepiades, son of Petephowt, together with
Wershe, son of Peteahmensnefer” (fig.17).!%

rl//A')X/AﬂZnRWA',‘.‘. '"/m.z%nxf 51—.37'1’;_
(oMbt Gl | Tttt/ K

(fig.17) Facsimile of Ph.303, Philae, Second Pylon, south wall of bridge.

(30)
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-Girt.1, no.185

Another Demotic inscription for the same individual situated approximately
12 miles south of Debod, the kiosk at Kertassi!?* is the sole surviving
structure of what was once a temple dedicated to Hathor and "Isis of the

Quarry."(fig.18).!%

P3-ti-p3-hwte s3 n Wrse

“Petepehowte, son of Wreshe, '?° was left by a master craftsman and

goldsmith serving under a Meroitic king”.'?’

Dem. 185.
r;r_' A KSJ s X

(Girt.1, no.185), Kertassi

FC A /(&f K’IAS)(/V[N

(fig.18) The niche with the figures and inscriptions from the east & facsimile by Mohamed Ibrahim.

-Ph. 416, Demotic graffito of Pasan AD 253.1%%

This inscription of Pasan, a high-ranking Meroitic envoy, inscribed at Philae
in AD 253, placing it in the second half of the third century CE, carved on
the south side of the western fagade of Hadrian’s Gateway at Philae, it is
housed in the Louvre, sq. No. 27a.'? It documents two official visits he made
on behalf of King Teqorideamani (Tagereramani). During his second visit,
he was ceremonially received by the priests and people of Philae, offered
royal gifts and personal donations, and performed rituals typically reserved
for the king. The delegation stayed for several months, participating in
festivals, likely the Choiakh festival of Osiris. Pasan was joined by other
Meroitic officials, including Wayekiye and Abratoye (the peseto or viceroy
of Lower Nubia), who also brought gifts. The graffito includes a prayer in
which Pasan asks for a safe return to Meroe and expresses hope to return to
Egypt with another envoy, hr-w3. The text mentions delivering royal gifts to
"Caesar" (likely Emperor Trebonianus Gallus), probably through the Prefect

(31)
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of Egypt, and possibly refers to the appointment of a Meroitic high priest at
Philaec. The theological language emphasizes Isis as a divine helper,
reflecting Kushite religious influence and the role of Philae as a key site of
Meroitic-Egyptian-Roman interaction.!*® The inscription consists of twenty-
six long lines inscribed on a single block of stone. *! This was a period
marked by political and economic instability in Roman Egypt, alongside
increased Blemmyan activity and the gradual weakening of Roman control
in the south — conditions that created more space for direct Meroitic
engagement with Philae. It records substantial quantities of silver and gold—
supplied by the Meroitic king, his son, and high-ranking officials, fashioned
into finely crafted cultic vessels and presented at Philae.

(9) p3(=y) dnf (n) n3 nbw r.(10) di=w p3=y pe(=y) tsy3

(9) my portion of the (pieces of) gold that (10) my lord gave me,

(10) iw= n iry=w n w® kbhe n nbw
(10) and made them (the gold pieces) into a libation jar of gold,

iw n3 nbw nrn=w (11) ir n lytret 4t 1/2
the (pieces of gold) in question (11) amounting to four- and one-half pounds
(litras)'32,

(11) w3h Wyngy3, p3 ms® n p3 mw dit in=w nb lytret 2t
Weyenegeya, the general of the water, had had 2 pounds (litras) of gold
brought,

(1) w=wiry=wnsgtnnbrfiy hryt3 h3tn Ist np; 3 sw-10

and they were made into a golden sistrum to be raised before Isis during the
three tenth days of the month,

w3h P3-Sn hn® Krny3 p3=f sn ‘n (12) dit in=w nb lytret It

Pasan together with Qé&ren, his brother, too, (12) had sent one pound (litra)
of gold,

(14) w3h=y dit nbw lytret 2t "1 /12" (15) r w€ phylet
I had given 2 "1 / 27 pounds (litras) of gold (15) for a phialé,

(32)
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in=f ki wsb It (16) n nbw iw w3h Tkrrmn dit in=s s r hwt-ntr n 'Ist
He brought another wesheb-vase (16) of gold, which Teqorideamani had sent
to the temple complex of Isis,

Iw=firnlytrt 3t 1/2

and which amounted to 3 1 /2 pounds (litras),!*
irm ki lytrt 3t

and another 3 pounds (litras),

iw=firy=w n Shtpt n nbw

“which he made into a golden incense vessel”,

The gold pieces (10) that my master had given me, intended as offerings
before his mother Isis, were supplemented by an additional contribution,
which we fashioned into a golden ewer and inscribed with the name of our
Master. The total weight of these gold pieces (11) amounted to 4'2 pounds.
Wayankiye, the strategus of the water, presented two pounds of gold, which
were crafted into a golden sistrum to be carried before Isis during the three
decades. Furthermore, Pasan and Qg@refi, his brother (12), contributed one
pound of gold, which was fashioned into a keso-vase for libations to Osiris
Onnophris, the great god. From Choiak day 1 to Pharmuthi day 1, during the
festival in the temple of Isis—celebrated with our brethren (13), the géreris
of Isis, the prophets, and the seers (G.M.) of the priesthood—we spent eight
days feasting on the dromos of Isis, with wine, beer, and meat. The people of
the entire city joined in the merriment (14), honoring the king as their
sovereign and sharing in our own banquets, which we had prepared despite
our poverty, in the name of the king, our Master. On this occasion, I donated
2% pounds of gold (15) for a protome bearing the face of Isis. On Pharmuthi
day 1, Abratoi, the king’s son, arrived in Philae, and we celebrated with him
in the temple of Isis. He brought a weshbe-vase (16) of gold, sent by
Teqirramane to the temple of Isis, weighing 3'4 pounds, along with another
three pounds, which he fashioned into a golden censer (fig.19).!3*

(33)
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(fig.19) Philae. Gate of Hadrian, Ph.416 south jamb.

Abaryte family

-Ph.252, (line 5)
The Demotic graffito of Teos (Dd-hr 3), located on the inner face of the west
tower of the Second Pylon at Philae, stands adjacent to a relief depicting
Ptolemy VIII pouring milk over an altar laden with offerings before Osiris
Wennefer and Isis. Authored by Teos the Elder (Djed-hor) in the fourth
regnal year of Emperor Aurelian (AD 273),'% it includes a postscript by
Abaryte, a Meroitic artist and goldsmith of Isis, who describes himself as the
son of another goldsmith from a lineage spanning 303 generations. The
graffito records a journey in AD 273 that included visits to Philae and the
Abaton, likely undertaken during the Osirian Khoiak festival, indicating a
religious pilgrimage. *® A previously proposed alternative dating to AD
363—based on the name L‘wlyne, interpreted as “Julianus”—is rejected, as
Greek regnal year dating fell out of use after AD 306.1%7
(5) mhete 3bryte hme-nbw n Ist (6) $r hm nbw §—d.t (7) m©303.
(5) commemorates Abaryte goldsmith of Isis (6) son of a goldsmith forever
(7) for 303 generations. (fig.20).!®

(34)
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(fig.20) Ph.252, the northwest face of the Second Pylon near the stairway leading into the pylon, Philae.

- REM 0101 Philae, north wall of the 'Meroitic chamber'!*’

Dated to second half of the 3rd cent. AD., (fig.21).'%° It is considered a letter
authored by one of the members of the diplomatic mission, describing the
offerings presented to the deities at Philae and at the Abaton, and referring to
the royal patrons who had dispatched the delegation.!'#! The inscription,
likely records a key diplomatic episode and mentions royal names
(Malogorebar and Lakhideamani), whose identities and relationship remain
debated. A representation of Mastaraq(ye), a Meroitic envoy and member of
the diplomatic mission led by Manitawawi and Bekemete accompanying the
inscription.'#?

(1)tdhe,, Mloqorebr,, qo(2)ret [=qoresel ?] Lhidmni Ptrotrise(3)Ilw Armte,,
kw,, sdrtelh 2 (4)do 6 atmi wese 12 keti (5)2 Arite wil,, 1 Wos Pil(6)getel he
1 Wos Tebwetel (7)he 1 tdbto,, Wos Arol,, t(8)rot,, t sdrte,, do,, 5 kerit
[=kenisel] (9)hi 10 keii Aro trot het (10)twdto Asori Pilgeteleb (11)tbho,,
yinithebto Asori Te(12)bweteli yinithelo,, pki Wos (13)Pilgeteliti
[=Pilgeteliselil],, wi Wos Tebwe(14)teliti wi asy,, ahe,, mrhe(15)bto hbhil,,
qorises Mstr(16)q,, qo,, yetebhe,,'*
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(fig.21) Facsimile of the inscription REM. 0101 of the Meroitic chamber, Philae.

By the late third and early fourth centuries CE, the weakening of Meroe’s
political authority and its inability to control primary gold sources made it
increasingly difficult to trace gold production and circulation through
inscriptions. The epigraphic record from this period becomes fragmentary,
reflecting both the kingdom’s economic contraction and the reduced scale of
royal-sponsored cultic donations. This era also corresponds to the uncertain
final phase of Meroitic rule, when figures such as Aryesebokhe—attested
only by a single offering table (REM 0815)—and several others known solely
from offering tables with royal formulae (e.g., Amanikhedolo,
Mashagadakhel, Amanipilade) may have been regional elites or princes
rather than sovereigns. Their adoption of royal titles suggests attempts to
assert legitimacy in a politically unstable context. The atypical architecture
of Aryesebokhe’s presumed tomb (Beg N 16) and the burial of an unnamed
queen in Beg N 26, possibly the “Lady Queen” of a contemporary Latin
graffito, further illustrate the transitional and fragmented nature of Meroe’s
final century.!'*
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Table 2. Outlines how gilding practices in Meroitic temples changed over
time, reflecting shifts in their scale, frequency, and political importance as
indicators of Meroe’s economic strength and control over gold as follows:

early 2nd cent. BC:
detailed allocation of
gold to craftsmen,
priests, Nubians, and
temple restoration.

precise allocations;
centralized control
over production and
temple distribution.

Period Key Inscriptions / Gold Activity Economic
Evidence Interpretation
4th — 2nd century BC | Famine Stela (Sehel), | High quantities, Golden peak — strong

centralized economy,
large-scale temple
patronage.

Early 3rd century AD

BEk, son of Paése
(Dakka 33, Ph.254):
gilding of Thoth’s
shrine with 8 parts
gold; hereditary
offices; organized
priestly hierarchy.

Substantial but
targeted use of gold
for cultic projects, tied
to specific rites.

Still significant temple
economy, though
focused on specific
high-status projects.

Mid-Late 3rd century
AD

Wr§ family
inscriptions (Ph.68,
Ph.305): gilding in
multiple places;
hereditary goldsmith
roles; linked to royal
patronage.

Evidence of continued
craftsmanship and
gilding, but on a
reduced scale.

Signs of contraction
— skilled artisans
active, but gold use
more symbolic and
limited.

Late 3rd century AD

Abaryte inscription
(Ph.252): mentions
goldsmith lineage
over 303 generations,
no actual gold
amounts recorded.

Gold references
symbolic, focused on
lineage rather than
material quantities.

Shift towards
symbolic continuity
amid reduced
resources.

Mid—-3rd century AD

Pasan’s missions (AD
253): delivery of gold
pieces (litras) for cult
objects; royal and
diplomatic context.

Measured, diplomatic
use of gold; quantities
smaller than in earlier
centuries.

Diplomatic-symbolic
economy — gold as
prestige gift rather
than economic driver.

Late Meroitic (4th
century AD)

REM 0101 (Philae,
'Meroitic chamber'):
numerical donations,
but no genuine gold
references.

Absence of true gold
evidence despite
ceremonial context.

Collapse phase — loss
of direct gold control,
economy reliant on
symbolic acts.

This chart synthesizes archaeological, epigraphic, and metrological evidence
to provide a graded sequence of development for Meroitic goldsmith. A
trajectory clearly recorded in the following chart (fig.22).
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Chronological Progression of Meroitic Goldsmith Gilding Practices
Early-Mid 3rd c. CE (Peak)
Peak -

Mid 3rd c. CE (Stable but narrowing)
Strong -

Late 3rd c. CE (Contraction)
Limited

Late 3rd c. CE (Heritage emphasis)

Level of Ritual and Pelitical Significance

Symbolic -

4th c. CE|(Ritual survival only}
Minimal -

40 39 38 37 36 35 34 33 32
Century CE

(fig.22) Visual timeline chart showing the progression from Peak — Contraction — Symbolism in
Meroitic gilding practices by author.

4.3. Weights

Archaeological findings indicate the occurrence of Egyptian weight forms
within ancient Sudanese contexts,'* with examples dating to the Predynastic
Period and specifically associated with the Nagada culture, discovered in
[possibly Qasr el-Sagha or Qasr Ibrim—Ilocation identification remains
uncertain due to textual ambiguity]. Reisner uncovered three inscribed gold
weights at Uronarti, near Semna, marked respectively as (a) "gold 7," (b)
"gold 6," and (c) "gold 5," corresponding to actual measured masses of 92.43
g, 86.26 g, and 61.43 g. %6 These values reflect an average unit closely
aligned with the ancient Egyptian beqa standard (~13.28 g), in use since the
Thinite Period. Similar weights from the same era were also found at Quift, a
significant gold-working center.'*” A Middle Kingdom example of gold
weights is represented by the unpublished artefact EA65765, preserved in the
Department of Egypt and Sudan at the British Museum. This rectangular
limestone weight, inscribed with the hieroglyphic symbol for gold, is

(38)
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attributed to the Middle Kingdom and was excavated by Professor Walter B.
Emery at Buhen in Nubia (Sudan). The piece measures 5.10 x 2.50 cm and
weighs 105 g. It is in good condition but is currently not on display. The
weight entered the Museum’s collection in 1959 as a donation from the Egypt
Exploration Society.'**(fig.23).

e
PR e L LA

(fig.23) Weight no. EA65765, British Museum, photo by author& facsimile by Mohamed Ibrahim.

Egyptian weights continued in use at Meroe, albeit with certain variations in
their values. These were most likely small fractional weights employed for
the precise measurement of high-value materials—particularly gold—within
a fractional system based on a unit of approximately 13 g, as evidenced by
archaeological research on early gold-weighing practices. Analysis of their
dimensions and values provides important insight into the cycles of economic
prosperity and decline experienced by the kingdom, as follows:

-Weight no. EA64423

The unpublished artefact EA64423, housed in the Department of Egypt and
Sudan at the British Museum, is a ring-shaped object of diorite with tapering
edges, tentatively identified as a weight, it was recovered from the site of
Jebel Moya in the Blue Nile province of Sudan.'* The piece measures 14.70
cm in maximum diameter and 1.80 cm in maximum thickness, weighs
approximately 408 grams, and is preserved in fair condition. Currently not
on display, it entered the Museum’s collections in 1946 as part of the bequest

of Sir Henry Wellcome and is recorded under registration number
1946,1012.23'%%(fig.24).
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(fig.24) Weight no. EA64423, British Museum, Photo by author& facsimile by Mohamed Ibrahim.

-Weight n0.3795

Shaped in the distinctive form of a mace head and carved from grey syenite,
this weight registers 1503.5 grains (= 97.5 g) and standard corresponding to f ‘ 3
approximately 10 gedet,"'distinguished by its notable aesthetic g 4
quality'>?(fig.25).153

-Weight no.3943a
Fashioned from breccia in the form of a mace head, this weight measures

approximately 924 grains (~59.9 g)'**and is likewise associated with the 6.6
gedet standard'>® (fig.26).!%¢

It is important to note that small fractional weights were used for the precise
measurement of high-value materials-, particularly gold, within a fractional
system based on the early gold deben unit (~12.9-13.0 g),'>” as demonstrated
by the following example:

-Weight no. UC 44230 a—d

The group UC 44230 a—d in the Petrie Museum comprises four polished stone
objects, likely used as weights, originating from Meroe and dated to the
Meroitic period. The assemblage includes: (a) a red jasper cylinder weighing
4.14 g, (b) a brown stone cylinder weighing 2.25 g, (c) a brown pyrites (?)
cube weighing 2.40 g, and (d) a black pyrites (?) cube weighing 3.02 g. All
pieces are probably from findspot M4.101, excavated by Garstang in 1913
and formerly part of the Wellcome Collection;!*® piece (a) bears a pencil
inscription “990.” The materials are identified as jasper and possible pyrites,
with dimensions ranging from 0.8—1.5 cm in height and 0.9-1.2 cm in
width."*This group of objects has not yet been published in the scholarly
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literature and is known primarily through the Petrie Museum Collection
Online Database (University College London, UC 44230 a—d. (fig.27).
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(fig.27) Weight no. UC 44230 a—d, Petrie Museum, photo by author&
facsimile by Mohamed Ibrahim.

Table 3. Presents the measured weights of objects (UC44230a series) and
their calculated equivalents in the Egyptian weight system. The conversions
are shown against both the gedet (=9.1 g) and deben (=91 g = 10 gedet)
standards.

Object Measured (g) | Qedet Equivalent (~9.1 g) Deben Equivalent (~91 g)
UC44230a 4.14 ~0.45 gedet ~0.045 deben
UC44230b 2.25 ~0.25 gedet ~0.025 deben
UC44230c 2.40 ~0.26 gedet ~0.026 deben
UC44230d 3.02 ~0.33 gedet ~0.033 deben

-Weight no. UC 44298 a—

The group UC 44298 a—c in the Petrie Museum comprises three stone objects,
likely used as weights, originating from Meroe and dated to the Meroitic
period. The assemblage includes: (a) a stone piece weighing 9.85 g, (b) a
stone piece weighing 5.10 g, and (¢) a stone piece weighing 4.23 g.'%* All
items were acquired by Garstang in 1911 and are recorded as part of the
former Wellcome Collection, stored in a small box marked “Meroe II, 116
and listed as part of M2.116 in the Wellcome book (Petrie Museum of
Egyptian Archaeology, UC 44298 a—c, Collection Online Database,
University College London'®! (fig.28).
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(fig.28) Weight no. UC 44298 a—c, Petrie Museum, photo by author& facsimile by Mohamed Ibrahim.

Table 4. Presents the measured weights of objects (UC44298 a series) and
their calculated equivalents in the Egyptian weight system. The conversions
are shown against both the gedet (=9.1 g) and deben (=91 g = 10 gedet)
standards.

Object Measured (g) | Fraction Qedet Deben Base Unit (g)
Equivalent Equivalent
UC44298a 9.85 3/4 ~1.08 gedet | =0.108 deben 12.9
UC44298a 9.85 3/4 ~1.08 gedet | =0.108 deben 13.0
UC44298b 5.1 2/5 ~0.56 gedet | =0.056 deben 12.9
UC44298b 5.1 2/5 ~0.56 gedet | =0.056 deben 13.0
UC44298¢ 4.23 1/3 ~0.46 gedet | =0.046 deben 12.9
UC44298¢ 4.23 1/3 ~0.46 qedet | =0.046 deben 13.0

Table 5. Relationship between form, material, and chronology of weights
and their alignment with distinct metrological systems (with a focus on the
gedet standard for gold )from the Petrie Museum.'®?

No. Object Type Name Material | Chronology | Probable Weight
Description (Petrie) System
(Photo)
1 Red Cylinder Red jasper | Amratian— Qedet
cylindrical e~ Gerzean (Egyptian) for
: period, later gold, unit
reuse approx. 13.64 g
2 Brown Cylinder brown Same as Qedet probable
cylindrical stone above part of the
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system
Brown cube cuboid Brown Sharp edges Stater (Attic)
(sharp/rounded stone (Dyn. 1), unit 8.6 g,
Pyrites | rounded introduced to
(Dyns. 4-6), | Egypt via Greek
sharp again influence
(Dyn. 12)
Black cube Dark stone | Dyns. 22-30, Sela
Pyrites common in (Phoenician)
the “Sela” unit approx.
standard 1133 g
Light green Bronze | From Dyn. 3, | Qedet Egyptian
oblong peak in Dyn. gold standard
18
Dark green Bronze | Influenced Qedet, same
mottled by Syrian Egyptian
oblong models, peak standard
in Dyn. 18
Small dark | Oblong (small) Bronze | Fractional Qedet fraction of
green P unit of the a full unit
oblong B gold
standard
Conclusion

The textual and material evidence demonstrates that the prosperity of Meroe
was fundamentally based on its ability to control, extract, and redistribute
gold. From the fourth to the second centuries BC, royal inscriptions such as
the Famine Stela and the donations of kings (Harsiyotef and Nastasein)
reflected a phase of centralized power and abundance, in which gold was
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directed toward temples, priests, and royal projects, becoming the tangible
medium of authority and religious legitimacy. Craft practices such as gilding
and fine goldsmithing further enhanced the image of wealth and power,
underscoring gold’s role as both an economic and symbolic foundation of the
state.

With the prosperity of the Meroitic kingdom and the expansion of gold’s role
in religious rituals and monumental architecture, the kingdom consolidated
its cultural and political identity. Yet subsequent changes reveal a clear
trajectory of decline: the archaeological record indicates a reduction in the
scale and quality of goldworking, while the Meroitic weights document a
shift from a precise metrological system based on a fixed unit (c. 13 gm) to
the proliferation of smaller fractional weights (%4, ¥, Y%). This contraction
reflects a decreased flow of gold and shrinking networks of exchange,
pointing to a gradual economic downturn.

The graffiti of Philae, especially Demotic and Meroitic, add another
dimension to this transformation. They highlight the continued presence of
artisans and goldsmiths into the fourth century CE, though with a stronger
emphasis on symbolism and hereditary identity rather than substantial
production. These inscriptions also reveal a shift in Meroe’s economic
strategies: reliance on gold was progressively replaced by an increasing focus
on agricultural resources, integrated into religious legitimacy through the cult
of Isis. This adaptation illustrates how the state responded to the loss of direct
control over gold mines by adopting alternative policies such as agricultural
management and its deployment as an instrument of authority.

Taken together, these strands of evidence, inscriptions, craft practices, and
weights, demonstrate a progressive trajectory: from centralized abundance
that enabled Meroitic kings to undertake large-scale projects supported by a
stable metrological system, to a symbolic phase where large quantities were
replaced by smaller, more representative elements. Gold, therefore, was not
merely an economic resource in Meroitic history but a critical interpretive
lens through which both the rise of central authority and its gradual erosion,
culminating in the kingdom’s collapse in the fourth century CE, can be
understood.

Tracing the material and symbolic trajectories of gold not only illuminates
the economic and political structures of Meroe but also opens promising
avenues for future research into the relationship between natural resources

(44)



2025 52151 /78 23 /39 alaa e 4, Lekal) daala / Ia¥) IS /(Jinall g g0 Alna

% J.H.F / Faculty of arts / Minia University

MINIA UNIVERSITY

Vol.39/ No.78 July. 2025

and religious-political legitimacy in the Nile Valley. Renewed investigation
of mining sites, the study of unpublished weights and coinage, and expanded
analysis of Meroitic and Demotic inscriptions could together provide a
broader framework for understanding the dynamics of rise and decline in
Meroe, and their connections to wider regional and transregional
developments in antiquity. Nevertheless, the precise sources of gold
referenced in inscriptions from the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty and subsequent
periods, as well as those associated with archaeological finds in Kush, remain
unidentified, and it is not yet possible to estimate with accuracy the volume
of gold exported during this era.

This study thus highlights the importance of integrating archaeological,
epigraphic, and metrological evidence in reconstructing ancient economies
and political systems. It also calls for interdisciplinary approaches,
combining archaeology, philology, and material science, to further explore
how resources like gold shaped, sustained, and ultimately failed to preserve
state power in ancient Nubia.
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Scholars have long debated the function of the Lower Nubian basins, offering various
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secular interpretations such as cisterns, public baths, gold-washing stations, or
winepresses. However, these theories fail to fully explain the basins’ consistent
architectural features, associated water channels and wells, and strategic placement near
seasonal watercourses like wadis. This placement suggests a deliberate interaction with
the Nile’s inundation, implying a more symbolic or ritual function. Supporting this
interpretation is the presence of sculpted lion figures at water-related Meroitic sites such
as Basa, Umm Soda, and Musawwarat es Sufra, which scholars interpret as apotropaic
guardians marking sacred spaces. Their association with water installations hints at a
symbolic link between lions and the life-giving flood of the Nile. This connection is
reinforced by lion-shaped waterspouts found in the Lower Nubian basins, which
resemble full-bodied crouching lions with water issuing between their forepaws—a
style rooted in Egyptian, not Classical, traditions. A key comparison is the so-called
“Royal Bath” at Meroe, which Torok reinterpreted as a “Water Sanctuary” used for
libation rituals connected to the inundation, featuring leonine spouts and animal
protomes. Smaller tanks in the Royal Enclosure mirror this sanctuary’s design,
suggesting a standardized ritual function. Taken together, the architectural and

symbolic parallels between the Lower Nubian basins and the Meroitic water structures

(51)


https://acrossborders.oeaw.ac.at/the-gold-of-kush/
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Emery%2C+Walter+B.+%28Walter+Bryan%29%2C+1903-1971%22

2025 52151 /78 23 /39 alaa e 4, Lekal) daala / Ia¥) IS /(Jinall g g0 Alna

% J.H.F / Faculty of arts / Minia University

MINIA UNIVERSITY

Vol.39/ No.78 July. 2025

support the theory that these basins served not secular purposes, but ritual roles linked
to the Nile’s inundation and associated ceremonies, see: Henry C. Bishop-Wright:
“Reconsidering the Lower Nubian ‘winepresses and their Leonine Spouts,”Sudan &
Nubia,23, 2019, p.158ff.

%Diodorus, Siculus, Library of History, Volume II: Books 11.35-1V.58. Translated by
C.H. Oldfather. Loeb Classical Library 303, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1935; repr. 2007, Book III, 14.1-3.

%4 Vercoutter, “The Gold of Kush”, Kush, 1959, p.122.

65 Adams, W. Y., “Sudan Antiquities Service Excavations at Meinarti 1963-64", Kush
XIII, 1965, p.163-164.

% Henry C. Bishop-Wright: “Reconsidering the Lower Nubian ‘Winepresses’ and their
Leonine Spouts”, Sudan & Nubia,23, 2019, pp.162-163.

%7 The Nubian inscriptions in the Dodecaschoenos region are divided into three distinct
chronological phases:

e PhaseI: ca.10 BC —ca. AD 57.

o Phase II: ca. AD 175 —273.

o Phase III: AD 408 — 456.

The first evidence of Nubian epigraphic presence at Philae appears in the early Roman
period, particularly in legal agreements inscribed on the First Pylon. The individuals
mentioned in these agreements are identified as Nubians based on their non-Egyptian
names and foreign titles. During Phase I, the term "Nubian" refers to local officials from
Lower Nubia who were active participants in cultic associations within the temples of
the Dodecaschoenos.

In Phase II, the Nubians mentioned were priests serving the Meroitic kings but belonged
to an elite family from Nubia—the Wayekiye family—attested at sites such as Medik
(near Sayala) and Gebel Adda (further south near Abu Simbel). These individuals were
not local to the Dodecaschoenos but lived nearby, which gave them greater familiarity
with Egyptian language, culture, and religion than the Meroitic kings they served.
Thanks to this cultural competence, Nubian priests could perform temple rituals on
behalf of the Meroitic rulers, while administrators—often from the same Wayekiye

family—acted as political envoys at Philae. See: Ashby, Solange, Calling out to Isis:
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162 The present table has been compiled by the researcher, drawing upon the classifications
and descriptions presented in thesis of Petrie, Ancient Weights, 1926, p.4,5, 6,31,36,40.
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