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Rescue Excavation of  a
Late-Meroitic Tomb at
Botri, south of  Khartoum.
Preliminary Report
Mahmoud Suliman Bashir

Introduction

The National Corporation for Antiquities and Museums
(NCAM) Sudan received a police report concerning the dis-
covery of an ancient burial at Botri, in the vicinity of the
capital Khartoum. The burial was found whilst digging a
hole for a water tank, inside a resthouse. Two pottery jars
and four bowls, one of them broken, were found inside the
hole. NCAM decided to carry out a rescue excavation and
survey the area surrounding the burial.1

The Site Location

Botri (N 15º 28.507’  E 32º 40.728’) is a village situated on
the left bank of the Blue Nile, 23.5km to the south of
Khartoum, located almost on the border of the Gezira
State. It lies directly south of  Soba West and across
the Blue Nile from the Medieval settlement at Soba
East.

The Fieldwork

Survey on foot was carried out around the dis-
covered burial. The main archaeological features
found were clearly visible mounds located on
the northern side of the modern Muslim cem-
etery at Botri. Two other features were re-
corded, in addition to the mounds. The first
consisted of a concentration of pottery sherds
around a sandstone grinding base and the sec-
ond was a circular structure of red bricks
with pottery sherds on the surface (Figure
1). The pottery sherds on the surface were
not datable.

Eight mounds, covered with pottery sherds,
red-brick fragments and remains of bones
were recorded and have been identified as a
Late Meroitic, or post-Meroitic cemetery.
Similar mound-graves were found in the ar-
eas of  es-Sururab, Geili, Kabbashi and el-
Ushara in the region of Khartoum (Chittick
1957; Mahmoud et-Tayeb 1999). These

mounds vary in size, but they are generally large in diam-
eter and high in elevation.

The largest mound at Botri is circular in shape and 28m
in diameter. Some of  the Botri mounds were disturbed by
later Christian and Islamic burials, as well as by the modern
construction of  red-brick structures.

The rescued burial (Grave 1) is located in the eastern
part of  the cemetery, close to cultivated land. The modern
pit is 3m deep and 3m in diameter. The level at which the
pottery was found was 2m below the surface.

An excavation trench was laid out on the ground surface
on the southern side to allow the burial to be reached. While
the rescue excavation was in progress, loose sand around
the burial collapsed. Therefore, our work concentrated on
removing the sand in order to reach the depth of the grave
floor where the pottery was found.

1 The NCAM team members who participated in this work were
Mahmoud Suliman, Yassin Mohammed (surveyor), Amal Hassan, Amal
Awad, Rihab Khidir (antiquities inspectors), and Mohammed Saad
(student). Figure 1. The site at Botri (scale 1:1000).
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At a depth of 2.27m human skeletal remains were
recovered. They seem to have been in situ before their dis-
turbance by the recent digging activity. The upper part of
the skeleton was intact but the lower part had been affected
badly by the digging of  the hole.

The articulation of the bones indicates that the body was
buried in a contracted position, laid on its right side, with
the head to the south, resting on the hands and facing east
(Plate 1).

Another tomb (Grave 2) was found uncovered. After
checking, it was identified as that of a Muslim.

The archaeological finds in grave 1

In spite of the damage, several objects were
found in this burial, which indicate its rich na-
ture. Besides the six pots mentioned above, iron
weapons, a granite archer’s loose and faience
and stone beads were recovered.

One of the two pottery jars was light brown,
measuring 450mm in height, 400mm in diam-
eter, at its girth and 100mm in diameter at the
rim. The second was dark brown 350mm in
height, with a maximum diameter of 270mm
and 80mm in diameter at the rim. Both are
beer jars. The four bowls were black, their size
ranging between 90-180mm in diameter and
100-120mm in height. The two beer jars have
matt impressions on their exterior surface. The
interior surfaces of the bowls, immediately
below the rim, were decorated with wavy in-
cised lines (Plate 2).

The ceramics recovered from this burial are

typologically similar to those excavated at Meroe, and to
those found in graves that were excavated in the region
south of  Khartoum (Mahmoud et-Tayeb 1999). These pot-
tery types date to the period between the 4th and 5th centu-
ries AD.

The iron weapons consist of a spearhead and group of
corroded arrowheads, three of them complete. The iron

Plate 1. The skeleton in the rescued burial, Grave 1, at Botri.

Plate 2.  Pottery from the rescued burial at Botri.

Plate 3. Iron weapons and granite archer’s loose from the rescued burial at Botri.
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arrowheads are similar to those of the Late Meroitic style
with a single barb and a tang (Mahmoud Bashir 2006).

One of the most important finds in this burial, related to
the iron weaponry, is the granite archer’s loose, which was
found in situ on the thumb of the left hand, beneath the
head (Plates 3 and 4).

The faience beads were found concentrated around the
neck of the skeleton. In addition, three larger beads, made
from stone, were found near the lower part of the left leg;
they had probably been used as an anklet (Plate 5).

A preliminary osteological analysis to allow an estimation
of age, and an assessment of the sex of the skeletal
remains recovered from this tomb, was made by Husna
Taha.2  The skeleton was that of  an adult female (35-50
years old). The majority of the bones were found, although
most of  them were fragmentary.

Conclusion

On the basis of the recorded archaeological features, the
site of Botri was used as a cemetery during several histori-
cal periods including the Late Meroitic, Post-Meroitic, Chris-
tian and Islamic periods. On the basis of  a typological com-
parison of the pottery recovered, we believe that the burial
belongs to the Late Meroitic period some time around the
4th century AD.

Archaeological research conducted in the region of Khar-
toum has provided similar kinds of  Meroitic pottery, much
of  which was probably made locally. The pottery from Botri

is similar to that found at es-Sabeil recorded by Mahmoud
et-Tayeb, and both are similar to pottery from Meroe exca-
vated by Garstang, dating to the 4th century AD (Mahmoud
et-Tayeb 1999).

The Botri burial, on the basis of similarities in grave goods
compared with other cemeteries such as Geili, es-Sabeil, es-
Sururab and el-Gereif East, provides further evidence for
Meroitic rural communities in the region of Khartoum
(Caneva and Vincentelli 1999).

The existence of  Post-Meroitic and even Meroitic occu-
pation, along the Blue Nile south of Khartoum, has been
supported by evidence from different archaeological sites
in this region. At Soba East, a very small amount of pottery
similar to Meroitic types was recorded in Building G (Welsby
1999), although evidence for a Meroitic site there is
extremely slim.

Pottery types have been recorded within burials in the
region of  Khartoum, which are comparable to Meroitic types.
Iron arrowheads found with archer’s looses are another com-
mon feature of  these burials. The Botri burial contained
iron weaponry in spite of  it being that of  a female. Strabo,
the Greek Historian from the 1st century AD, records that
the Meroites were famous as archers and that they even
armed their women (Török in Eide et al. 1998, 816). The
nature of the burial and of the associated grave goods,
suggests that it dates back to the Late Meroitic period.

Further archaeological investigation may provide more
Plate 4. The granite archer’s loose.

Plate 5. Ornaments from the rescued burial at Botri.
2 Teaching assistant, Department of  Archaeology, University of  Khar-

toum.
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clarification for dating and tracing the funerary traditions
employed in this cemetery. A proposal for a second season
of  excavation has been submitted to NCAM’s fieldwork
section.
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