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Introduction:

Jebel Umm Marrahi lies on the west bank of the river Nile some
38km. north of Khartoum. 1t is a small flat topped sandstone hill facing
the river just north of Sheikh El-Tayib village and south of Shaheinab
(Fig. 1). The low hill, like others along the river bank rises abruptly from
the surrounding clay plains and stands at about 410 meter above sea level.
The archaeological sitc, mainly on the summit of the hill, was first
discovered by 0. G. S Crawford in 1951 when he undertook a survey to
record ancient monuments along the Nile in northern Sudan. In his
publication of the survey, Crawford mentioned Umnm Marraht only briefly
as essentially a Meroitic settlement indicated by remains of stone huts
foundations, graves and a fortress. He also referred to the presence of a
large stone enclosure which he identified as of Neolithic age. He
described the hill; “at all periods it must have been a place of resort, and
there are reasons for atiributing the walled enclosure to the Neolithic
period; Neolithic man certainly occupied the hill” {Crawford 1961: 39).
There is no mention, however, of Neolithic material apart from the stone
enclosure.

In 1977 Dr. A. Abu el-Gassim El-Hassan, then an M. A student at
the Depariment of Archaeology, University of Khartoum carried out
thorough survey and test excavations of the late Meroitic structures and
burial mounds at febel Umm Marrahi. In his deseription of the site he
refers to the conspicuous presence of “Neolithic™ artifacts covering a large
area inside the stone walled enclosure. While testing a late Meroitic hut
he came a cross a grave dug directly on an earlier ‘Neolithic® deposit. He
found that many of the graves werc dug on the site area, therefore causing
immense disturbance at some sections of it. The main Neolithic
occupation, however, covers most of the enclosure area (C. 150 x 100 m.)
and ‘Neolithic’ artifacts are also found extending beyond the southern
wall of the enclosure. Indeed “Neolithic’ materials can still be seen
scattered at the southern foot of the hill. His study has also demonstrated

-



that the enclosure itself belongs to late Meroitic settlement (El-Hassan
1979: 67-73, 112). Although what he called ‘Neolithic’ material was
outside the scope of his study neverthcless El-Hassan included a short
appendix describing Khartoum Mesolithic wavy and dotted wavy line
pottery iogether with stone artifacts such as cresents, blades and borers.
Animal and fish bones and shells were also reported. His excavations has
shown a onc meter deposit containing solely ‘Neolithic” materials (ibid:
190-191).

Due to this information and to personal observations we collected
while conducting a survey for the Archacology department of the
University of Khartoum at that time, we became interested in this site.
We anticipated that the prehistoric occupation could be a key site in
addressing issues of the Mesolithic/Neolithic culture tradition in central
Sudan.

In December 1980 (20th to 31%) we excavated a 2x2 m. trench to
test the site in what we believed to be undisturbed part of it. The
archaeological material was immediately analyzed and  iwo early C14
dates were eventually obtained. In the meantime the faunal remains wete
remitted to Dr. Gautier at laboratory of Paleontology, Ghent. Our initial
plan was to undertake a more extensive and systematic survey and
excavations in the area of Umm Marrahi. Unforturately, due to various
commitments and unavoidable circumstances that plan did not
materialize. The publication of the material had to wait for all these
years. Recently we began planning to organize a project to fulfill our
carlier aims and therefore, it became necessary 1o publish what we already
have. To do this we asked Dr. Gautier to provide us with his report on the
fauna to include in one joint paper. Eventually, he sentto us a list of the
identified species and their counts without commenting on them (Table
1). At a later date Dr. Gautier published independently the information he
has on the fauna from Umm Marrahi (Gautier et.al. 2002),

In the present paper we shall describe the archaeological material
including lithics, ceramics and data refevant to the subsistence economy
of prehistoric occupants of the site. New C14 dates will be published here
for the first time to be followed by a discussion of their significance in
placing the site in the Central Sudanese Mesolithic/Neotithic cultural
sequence.

The site of Umm Marahi as will be seen from the following
discussion is one of the early Holocene sites. otherwise known as
Khartoum Mesolithic. The location of such a site, however. emphasized
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from ¢, 50 cm downwards until it reaches maximum richness between 60
and 80 cm. below surface. In one comer of the square the excavation
revealed at ¢ 80) ¢cm below swrface, a burial of highly fragmented skeleton
of a child laid in a shallow bit about 10 cm. deep. Bone fragments were
lined with some cobbles probably to protect the once contracted burial.
The cultural material at this level is similar to what has been found in the
upper levels suggesting that this burial was contemporary with the
Mesolithic occupation. The same material continued down the deposit
and at 90 cm. another isolated skull of an adult was encountered. and
while the skeleton could not be found there were isolated scattered bone
fragments. The area where these bone fragments tic is littered with faunal
remains, ceramics and lithics. The same artifacts continued down to the
bedrock at about 115 cm., below surface. Despite the cccurrence of the

™ Dy, Gautier et.al. refer to our excavation area as sizeable of several square meters.
Apparently they were misled by secing an unauthorized slide of our dig provided to them
by one of our former students. The picture. in fact, shows both areas excavated by Dr.
[l-Hassan and us (Gautier et.al. 2002: 338).
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