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Preface

The final report for the excavations at the fortress of 
Dorginarti has been many years in the making, start-
ing with my initial study and 1992 dissertation and 
continuing now with the complete excavation report. 
The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago 
took part in the UNESCO1 Nubian salvage project ne-
cessitated by the building of the Aswan High Dam be-
tween 1960 and 1970, a multiyear campaign of survey 
and excavation activities throughout Lower Nubia. 
The published results from the extensive campaign 
have contributed greatly to the history of this region 
of southern Egypt and northern Sudan, and now the 
excavation report for Dorginarti can be added to the 
list of publications stemming from it. 

During this time, and more important to consid-
er, the residents of the region were relocated to plac-
es in Egypt and elsewhere in the Sudan or to newly 
created settlements at higher elevations, such as that 
at Wadi Halfa. It was not just a loss of the archaeolog-
ical remains and Nubian history along the river valley 
that was of concern, but also the loss of property and 
homeland for many Nubians.

When the Oriental Institute expedition finished its 
work at Serra East (1961–64), it concentrated on re-
covering the remains at Dorginarti. The fortress was a 
tumbled, waterlogged mess as a result of millennia of 
flood damage (pl. 1a), and it was assumed that it repre-
sented another Middle or New Kingdom establishment 
similar to the other Second Cataract forts, of which so 
much was already known. The site was not completely 
excavated in the limited time available, but the amount 
of work accomplished was admirable.

These excavations took place from the beginning 
of January 1964 under the overall direction of archae-
ologist and architect James E. Knudstad. Richard H. 
Pierce, the Egyptologist and epigrapher of the Oriental 
Institute expedition, oversaw the work at the site from 
January until the beginning of April with the assis-
tance of Wenche Pierce. When Dr. Pierce’s contract 
ended at the beginning of April and the work at Serra 
East was finishing, James Knudstad moved operations 
over to Dorginarti (pl. 1b). The excavation continued 
until June 8, 1964.

1 UNESCO is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization.

Between 52 and 131 workers were busy at Dorgi-
narti on any given day, including Egyptian, Nubian, 
Shilluk, and Nuba laborers, all under the direction of 
four to seven Egyptian Quftis. This number of work-
ers, and the mix of cultures, was a handful to manage 
on a daily basis. The job of moving the debris and silt 
from atop the outlines of the fortification and excavat-
ing the remains was immense. 

The pottery encountered was unlike any known 
types, but the intrusive Meroitic burials atop the Cen-
tral Sector and the scatter of pottery resulting from 
disturbance by thieves led to the initial belief that Lev-
el II was perhaps Meroitic. The date of Levels III and IV 
was believed to be late New Kingdom, and some of the 
pottery does indeed have comparisons with materials 
now dated to the early Third Intermediate Period. But 
late New Kingdom and first-millennium pottery was 
not well known at the time. William Y. Adams knew 
the Nubian pottery sequence better than most salvage 
archaeologists, and he ventured that it could date to 
the late New Kingdom or Napatan period.2 But there 
was no time to process the pottery in the manner of 
a normal excavation, for this was fast-paced salvage 
work. It is fortunate that the remains have waited 
some sixty years for their final publication, because 
knowledge of pottery development during this period 
is now better as a result of more recent excavations in 
both Egypt and Nubia during the 1990s and 2000s.

The results of the excavation have been presented 
in a number of publications, but only the initial site 
report by Knudstad in Kush 14 (1966), an unpublished 
but widely distributed dissertation, and a few short 
articles have considered the architecture and associ-
ated remains in any detail.3 While the present volume

2 Pierce 1964a, February 11; Knudstad 1963–64, p. 234. The 
Napatan period encompasses the time when the cemeter-
ies and capital of the Kushites were based at Napata—that is, 
from at least the ninth century bc until sometime during the 
fourth century. In this later period, they transferred their cap-
ital to Meroe. Since the pottery before, during, or just after 
the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty—and before the Meroitic period—is 
poorly understood, it is referred to herein as Napatan unless a 
firmer dating is known.
3 Knudstad 1966, pp. 178–86; Heidorn 1992a and 2013. See also 
Hoerth 1964b. For the Level II architecture and pottery, see Hei-
dorn 2018b.


