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The Pharaonic town on Sai 
Island and its role in the urban 
landscape of  New Kingdom 
Kush
Julia Budka

Introduction
The region of  so-called Upper Nubia (Kush), in particular 
the area between the Second and the Third Cataracts, is rich 
in archaeological remains and monuments datable to the 
New Kingdom. These Upper Nubian monuments are mostly 
stone temples like the impressive temple of  Soleb; however, 
these temples originally were integrated into settlements 
and fortified towns which are at present not fully explored. 
Consequently, our understanding of  the urban landscape of  
New Kingdom Kush is still limited. Various types of  records 
including rock inscriptions and stelae testify that the Egyptian 
involvement in Nubia was intensive during this period.1 

Sai Island, as one of  the most important New Kingdom 
sites in Upper Nubia, is the focus of  the European Research 
Council project AcrossBorders. The site can be understood 
as a prime example for settlement policy of  New Kingdom 
Egypt in Upper Nubia. The project aims to provide new 
insights on the lifestyle and the living conditions in New 
Kingdom Nubia thanks to new fieldwork and multi-layered 
research on Sai Island. The main hypothesis that has to be 
tested is whether the settlement on Sai Island can be consid-
ered as an Egyptian microcosm despite its location outside 
Egypt and its specific topographical, environmental and 
cultural situation. In order to do so, a detailed comparison 
of  two major settlement sites of  the 18th Dynasty located in 
Egypt proper is being undertaken: AcrossBorders explores 
the material culture and architectural remains from Abydos 
and Elephantine to provide direct comparisons for Sai. 

Since 2013, AcrossBorders has conducted fieldwork in 
the New Kingdom fortified town of  Sai. New excavation 
areas within the town were opened and added important 
knowledge concerning the general layout of  the town, its 
evolution and changing character. Together with resumed 
work in the pyramid cemetery SAC5, new archaeological 
evidence for reconstructing the establishment of  Pharaonic 
administration in Upper Nubia was discovered. Based on 
the fresh data from AcrossBorders’ excavations, this paper 
presents the current state of  knowledge regarding the evolu-
tion of  the Pharaonic town on Sai Island and its role in the 
urban landscape of  New Kingdom Kush.

1 See, for example, Fisher 2012, 25-33; Müller 2013, passim; Zibelius-
Chen 2013.

1. Sai Island and the Egyptian “re-conquest” 
of  Upper Nubia
At Sai Island, Egyptian ¥Aa.t,2 a large community of  Kerma 
Nubians is attested from the Kerma Ancien to Classique pe-
riods.3 With its prominent location just south of  the Batn 
el-Hagar, the island was probably the stronghold of  the 
Kerma kingdom in the north (Geus 1996, 1166; Davies 
2005, 51; Budka 2015a, 56). At the beginning of  the New 
Kingdom, several Nubian campaigns are attested by king 
Ahmose Nebpehtyra (Morris 2005, 70-71).4 That Sai was one 
of  the key sites for the Egyptians (Davies 2005, 51; see also 
Török 2009, 183), is supported by evidence from the island 
referring to Ahmose, principally a sandstone statue of  the 
king (see Gabolde 2011-2012, 118-120). A function of  Sai 
as a “bridgehead into Kush proper and a secure launching 
pad for further campaigns” (Davies 2005, 51) is very likely.5 

A number of  texts, including royal stelae at Tombos and 
Kurgus, refer to activities by Thutmose I in Upper Nubia.6 
The location of  fortresses (mnn.w) of  the king, mentioned 
in a stela set up by his son Thutmose II at Aswan,7 is dis-
puted. There are no corresponding archaeological remains 
at Tombos  (cf. Budka 2005, 113; Valbelle 2006, 45) nor at 
Jebel Barkal and the finds on Sai are not straightforward in 
this respect (see below).8 New finds at Dokki Gel indicate 
that one of  these Egyptian fortresses might have been in 
close proximity to the Nubian capital Kerma.9 

Recent archaeological work at major early New Kingdom 
sites in Upper Nubia (Sai Island, Sesebi, Tombos, Dokki 
Gel) illustrates that by the time of  Thutmose I the Egyptian 
presence in the area is greater than previously thought (cf. 
Morkot 2013, 947; Valbelle 2014, 107). In the region of  the 
Third Cataract, Egyptian influence remained unstable and a 
Nubian rebellion is attested during the reign of  Thutmose 
II.10 During the reign of  Hatshepsut, new Pharaonic build-
ing activity at Dokki Gel and other sites is attested.11 The 
Egyptian conquest of  Upper Nubia came to an end with 
the final victory of  Thutmose III against the kingdom of  
Kerma – the realm of  Egyptian domination now reached as 
far as to the area of  the Fourth Cataract and Kurgus (Smith 

2 For the toponym ¥Aa.t see Devauchelle and Doyen 2009, 33-37.
3 Attested by huge Kerma tumuli graves on the island, see Gratien 
1986, passim.
4 For Ahmose’s activities in Nubia, see most recently Davies 2014, 9-10.
5 Vercoutter 1973, 7-38; see also Török 2009, 158-159; Morkot 2013, 
913.
6 Davies 1998, 26-29; 2001, 47-50; Budka 2005, 108-109; Valbelle 
2014, 107.
7 Valbelle 2006, 44-45; Török 2009, 161 with note 32; see also Gabolde 
2011-2012, 136 with note 77.
8 As proposed by Gabolde 2011-2012, 135-137. See also Budka 2015a, 
70; 2015b, 68.
9 Valbelle 2006, 49; 2012, 447-464; 2014, 107. See also Gabolde 2011-
2012, 135-136.
10 Bonnet 2012, 71; Zibelius-Chen 2013, 138 with references; Valbelle 
2014, 107.
11 Valbelle 2006, 45-50 with further references and fig. 9 (map of  Nubian 
sites with activities by Hatshepsut).
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1995, fig. 6.1; Török 2009, 165; Zibelius-Chen 2013, 138). A 
change of  power hierarchies and an increased Egyptian pres-
ence after the defeat of  the Kerma kingdom can be traced 
archaeologically at Sai.

2. AcrossBorders and settlement archaeology 
in Kush
The rural occupation and smaller villages of  Kush are difficult 
to trace (see Edwards 2012, 66-74), but the better-understood 
New Kingdom settlements all fall into the category of  so-
called Nubian temple towns. Following Kemp, these are newly 
built fortified towns with an enclosure wall and a prominent 
temple within the settlement area (cf. Kemp 1972; Morris 
2005, 5; Graves 2011, 63). The last few years have seen an 
increase in archaeological fieldwork at these sites. Excavations 
at Amara West (see, e.g., Spencer 2010; 2014a; 2014b), Sesebi 
(Spence and Rose 2009; Spence et al. 2011) and on Sai Island 
(Devauchelle and Doyen 2009; Doyen 2014; Budka 2011) 
have been resumed after long periods of  neglect. 

The ongoing archaeological fieldwork in Upper Nubia has 
much potential for a better understanding of  settlement pat-
terns in the region. Eventually, it should be possible to assess 
the diachronic and regional development of  the settlements in 
the area as well as the local properties of  the individual sites 
at a synchronic level (cf. Budka 2015a, 58-59). There is still 
no common understanding regarding the social interconnec-
tions and power hierarchies of  Egyptians and Nubians in the 
Egyptian towns in Upper Nubia. Entanglement, mixture and 
acculturation with important impact by indigenous elements 
are the phenomena currently thought to be most relevant. 
These new approaches to the social stratification of  the sites 
contrast with the terms of  separation and Egyptocentric 
views of  earlier archaeologists.12

Modern technical advances have become highly relevant 
for settlement archaeology in Nubia; at most sites the envi-
ronmental settings are being explored.13 Various aspects of  
archaeometry are conducted by the missions working in the 
field. Especially geoarchaeological and interdisciplinary ap-
plications like soil sampling, micromorphology and isotope 
analysis are common and the analysis of  the material culture 
is undertaken from a multi-perspective level, including various 
scientific analyses (e.g. iNAA) and different approaches.14

With this current status of  Nubian settlement archaeology 
in mind, AcrossBorders follows the classical approach for the 
investigation of  settlements developed by Herbert Jankuhn 
(1977, 75-76, fig. 24). The topographical, environmental and 
cultural situation of  Sai and its occupants during the New 
Kingdom are the key questions. 

1. The environmental conditions/the setting on Sai Island. 
The first task is to investigate the landscape of  the island in 

12 Cf. Morkot 2013, 936-937; van Pelt 2013; Smith 2014; Smith and 
Buzon 2014; Spencer 2014a. 
13 See Spence and Rose 2009, 43-45; Spencer et al. 2012. Cf. Edwards 
2012, 67.
14 See below and cf. Spencer 2014b, 482; Spataro et al. 2014. 

New Kingdom times in order to understand the location of  
the Pharaonic town. Of  prime interest are the course of  the 
Nile and the ancient shape of  the sandstone cliff  towards 
the east of  the site.

2. The internal structure of  town. Following on from the 
above, the focus is on the size and shape of  the Pharaonic 
town. Aspects of  its social organisation will be addressed 
as will be the microhistories of  individual building units. In 
order to do so, stratigraphic investigations and new excava-
tions within the town are necessary.

3. The outer settlement structure. To understand Sai in 
the macrocosm of  New Kingdom Egypt and Kush, the in-
tegration of  the site in regional settlement patterns, its rural 
hinterland and its facilities plus cemeteries will be explored. 
Of  special interest is the development over time and potential 
differences between the 18th Dynasty and the Ramesside era.

In respect to AcrossBorders’ major aim to reconstruct 
‘standards of  living’ on Sai to allow comparison with Abydos 
and Elephantine, a special focus is placed on the material 
culture and here on the question of  the lifestyle. Whether 
objects refer to the cultural identities of  their users or reflect 
more complicated processes will be investigated. 

2.1 The location and environment of  the                
Pharaonic town on Sai 
The fortified Pharaonic town was built on the eastern bank 
of  the large island of  Sai in the New Kingdom. The geology 
of  Sai comprises several types of  metamorphic Precambrian 
rocks and Nubian sandstone, largely covered by thin layers 
of  comparably much younger Nile sediments (cf. Geus 1996, 
1170-1171, fig. 5; Draganits 2014, 20). Flat terraced surfaces 
dominate the entire island and only the Nubian sandstone 
of  Jebel Adu rises as an inselberg, located c. 1.7km south of  
the Pharaonic town (Geus 1996, 1170; van Peer et al. 2003; 
Draganits 2014, 20-21).

Little is known about the eastern part of  the New King-
dom town and it was usually assumed that the eastern wall 
had collapsed into the Nile.15 Recent fieldwork and geological 
surveys of  the sandstone cliff  have allowed a modification 
of  this assessment. According to Erich Draganits, from the 
geoarchaeological point of  view severe erosion in this part of  
the island is unlikely. This is mainly based on the observation 
of  the low incision rate of  the Nile (Draganits 2014, 22). Ad-
ditional arguments are the existence of  a broad Nile terrace 
east of  the Pharaonic site and the presence of  Nubian sand-
stone without indications for slope failure below the town.16 
The state of  preservation of  the 18th Dynasty remains close 
to the river is very poor, but the eastern town wall probably 
ran along the cliff. A maximum width of  120m east-west for 
the town can be assumed and will be investigated by means 
of  future excavations (Figure 1) (cf. Budka 2015a, 60).

15 Geus 2004, 115, fig. 89 (based on the reconstruction by Azim 1975, 
94, pl. II). 
16 AcrossBorders’ geoarchaeological research was conducted by Erich 
Draganits in 2014 and by Sayantani Neogi in 2015.
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In order to ascertain whether there was a harbour or 
not during the Pharaonic occupation, a thorough coring in 
transects was undertaken in the riverine alluvial platform 
adjacent to the town in 2015. This survey did not reveal the 
presence of  any potential harbour. The nature of  the soil and 
the adjacent cliff, however, suggest that there was perhaps a 
simple landing ground, sheltered by the steep sandstone cliff. 
Soil block samples have been collected to provide further 
investigation of  this hypothesis.

At present, it seems as if  the New King-
dom town of  Sai was founded at the perfect 
place on the island from a strategic perspec-
tive. Its location was not chosen because of  
the potential of  adjacent cultivation and 
agricultural lands, but rather with a view to 
controlling river traffic and to facilitate the 
landing and loading of  ships.

2.2 The Pharaonic town – inner structure 
and domestic space
Almost two thirds of  the New Kingdom 
fortified town are still unexcavated and a 
detailed assessment of  the entire town’s 
evolution is, therefore, not possible (Figure 
1) (see Budka and Doyen 2012-2013, 181-
182). Its southern part with a temple and 
a residential quarter was investigated by a 
French Mission in the 1950s and 1970s. The 
area around Temple A was also excavated in 
the 1970s. From 2008-2012, fieldwork was 
conducted by the Sai Island Archaeologi-
cal Mission of  Lille 3 along the northern 
enclosure wall, at a site named SAV1 North, 
unearthing remains dating back to the early 
18th Dynasty.17

In the southern part of  the town dif-
ferent quarters of  one period, the mid-
18th Dynasty, were identified: the so-called 
governor’s residence (SAF2) with a large 
columned hall (15.3 x 16.2m) and mud-
brick paving in the east; a central domestic 
quarter H comprising a cluster of  five 
houses; and a western quarter (SAF5), con-
sisting of  several rectangular storage rooms 
and circular silos (Azim 1975, 98, pl. 4; 
Doyen 2009, col. pl. 9). Parallels for such a 
layout can be found at other New Kingdom 
temple towns, especially at Buhen, Amara 
West and Sesebi (Kemp 1972, 651-653; cf. 
also Morris 2005, 195-197). As a common 
feature domestic space is quite limited, but 
much room is occupied by storage facilities 
and magazines.

The small sandstone temple of  Sai, 
Temple A, with a width of  c. 10m, finds 

close parallels on other Egyptian sites in Nubia.18 Several 
building phases under the reign of  Thutmose III are attested 
by foundation deposits (Azim and Carlotti 2011, 39, 45) and 
a building inscription (S. 1) by viceroy Nehy.19

17 Doyen 2009; 2014; Budka and Doyen 2012-2013, 168-171.
18 For a comparison with Kumma and Semna see Azim and Carlotti 
2011-2012, 44, pl. xvi.
19 See Vercoutter 1956, 74-75, doc. 13; Geus 2004, 115; Valbelle 2006, 
45; Azim and Carlotti 2011-2012, 46, note 84 and, most recently with 

Figure 1. Plan of  Sai Island, including results from AcrossBorders’ fieldwork. The proposed 
reconstruction of  the eastern town wall is based on the geoarchaeological survey – scale 1:1500 

(Ingrid Adenstedt 2014 © AcrossBorders).
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The starting point for AcrossBorders’ new fieldwork 
within the Pharaonic town was the lack of  understanding 
contextual aspects of  the site: most importantly, its microhis-
tory – the evolution of  specific structures on a very detailed 
level – is still unclear. The character and density of  occupa-
tion are open questions as is the general layout and internal 
structure of  the town. Refined dating of  archaeological 
remains commenced in 2011 with the study of  the ceramics, 
but more stratified contexts were needed to closely assess the 
development of  the town (see Budka 2011, 23-33).

SAV1 East
Aiming to achieve a more complete understanding of  the 
layout of  the 18th Dynasty occupation at Sai, a new excava-
tion area was opened in 2013 (SAV1 East), 30-50m north 
of  Temple A at the eastern edge of  the town (Plate 1). The 

new squares are located where the outline of  an orthogonal 
building was visible on the geophysical survey map from 
2011.20 The structure is aligned with Temple A and the main 
north-south road, following the orientation of  the buildings 
in the southern part of  the town (SAV1) and suggesting a 
18th Dynasty date (Budka 2013, 80-81).

In the northern area of  SAV1 East regular outlines filled 
with sand were revealed just below the surface. These are the 
negative outlines visible as anomalies on the magnetometer 
survey map. The Pharaonic building material, once forming 
the walls, has been removed almost completely, destruction 

important new readings, Davies 2014, 7-8.
20 The magnetometer survey was conducted by Sophie Hay and Nicolas 
Crabb, British School at Rome and the University of  Southampton; I 
would like to thank Didier Devauchelle for permission to use these data.

events that can be dated to Medieval and Ottoman times. 
Excavations in 2013 and 2014 confirmed the orthogonal out-
line, alignment and date of  a large structure labelled Building 
A of  the mid-18th Dynasty.21 Work focused in 2015 on the 
western side and the south-western corner of  this building 
(Squares 3 and 4) as well as two adjacent southern structures 
(Square 4 and 4a) (Plate 2).

The upper levels of  Squares 3 and 4 are dominated by a 
destruction layer with mud-brick fragments, charcoal, pot-
tery and worked stones. This layer was up to 400-500mm 
thick and yielded abundant stone tools, lots of  ceramics and 
other materials. The material is of  a mixed character and the 
latest finds date to the Ottoman Period. However, a large 
percentage of  the ceramics from this destruction layer date 
to the 18th Dynasty and it, therefore, seems to sit directly on 
top of  the Pharaonic remains.

A total of  13 new features were documented in 2015 in 
SAV1 East – these comprise sections of  walls and pavements 
of  Building A (features 45-49), remains of  an earlier occupa-
tion (features 50-56) and a dry-stone terracing wall (feature 
57). Although the state of  preservation is rather poor, a 
sequence of  the walls and floors could be established. The 
southern wall of  Building A was traced as going further to the 
west. Interestingly, earlier remains were discovered below this 
part of  the mud-brick wall. These early occupation remains, 
consisting of  mud floors and half-brick-thick walls, extend 
towards the south – they follow the natural slope and are set 
against the gravel deposit. Thanks to (1) the relationship with 
the well-dated walls of  Building A, (2) the pottery and (3) the 
comparison with both our excavation in 2013 in the eastern 
part of  SAV1 East and Azim’s excavation around Temple A, 
a dating for this occupation phase to the early 18th Dynasty 
can be proposed (cf. Budka 2015a, 61-62).

Building A
Building A is built on terraces with the lowest part in the 
east and much higher levels in the west. The entrance rooms, 
of  which only scarce traces have survived, were situated in 
the west, giving access from the main north-south street 
NS 1. The key element of  Building A is a large central 
courtyard (12.4 x 16.2m) flanked by a lateral room or cor-
ridor towards the east and north. Although the state of  
preservation is very fragmentary, the outline of  Building A 
is similar to SAF2, the governor’s residence (Budka 2013, 
85, fig. 12; 2014, 31). 

Ceramics from the foundation trench of  one of  the walls 
of  Building A allow a dating for the building into the 18th 
Dynasty, probably not earlier than Thutmose III and with 
several building phases (Budka 2013, 84). Building A at 
SAV1 East, therefore, belongs to the major remodelling of  
Sai during the reign of  Thutmose III. It is contemporaneous 
with Temple A and the structures in the southern part of  the 
town including SAF2.

21 See in more detail Budka 2013; 2014; 2015a, 62-63.

Plate 1. Top view of  SAV1 East, March 2015 
(photo: Martin Fera © AcrossBorders).
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Feature 15
The most interesting find in SAV1 East is a subterranean 
room, feature 15, located in the central courtyard of  Build-
ing A (Plate 3). Partly excavated in 2013 and 2014, it was 
completely exposed in 2015 (5.6 x 2.2 x 1.2m). Dug into the 
natural gravel deposit, feature 15 represents a New Kingdom 
storage installation of  rectangular shape, with a vaulted roof  
now missing. Its inner part is lined with red bricks and red 
bricks also form the pavement of  the structure (see Budka 
2015a, 62). Due to a number of  ashy deposits, large amounts 

of  charcoal, hundreds of  dom-palm fruits and abundant ani-
mal bones with traces of  burning, feature 15 might also have 
been used as a kitchen and a room for food preparation.22 
More than 80 almost intact vessels (with an approximate 
minimum number of  150 more vessels) were found within it 
(Plate 4). The main pottery types are plates and dishes, beak-
ers, storage jars, zir vessels and pot stands, thus supporting 

22 An interpretation as a bakery, proposed on the basis of  finds of  
numerous bread moulds around feature 15 (Budka 2015a, 63), was 
not supported by the excavation of  the inner filling of  the structure.

Plate 2. Location of  the AcrossBorders excavation trenches. Status 2015 (Map by Martin Fera © AcrossBorders).

Plate 3. Feature 15 in SAV1 East 
(photo: Julia Budka © AcrossBorders).

Plate 4. Pottery vessels set on the pavement of  feature 15 
(photo: Julia Budka © AcrossBorders).
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a connection with food serving. The most significant finds, 
however, in feature 15 was a large set of  seal impressions: 
more than 200 remains of  scarab seals on clay sealings were 
documented. The sealings comprise a large number of  royal 
names (Amenhotep I, Hatshepsut and Thutmose III), a seal 
of  the viceroy Nehy and various floral decorations in a style 
typical for the Second Intermediate Period.

It is important to stress new evidence for Hatshepsut from 
SAV1 East: a minimum of  20 clay seals from the lower filling 
of  feature 15 can be attributed to her (Plate 5). Previously, 
there was no secure testimony of  Hatshepsut on the island – a 
seated statue (Khartoum 443) of  a ‘god’s wife’ was interpreted 
controversially as Ahmose Nefertari, Hatshepsut or Meryta-
mun.23 Together with the evidence from Dokki Gel/Kerma, 
the new finds from SAV1 East indicate an Egyptian presence 
and administrative activities in Nubia immediately after the 
Kerma revolt under Thutmose II during the era of  Hatshepsut.

Thanks to a stratigraphic sequence, several phases of  use 
can be reconstructed for feature 15 (Table 1). Most impor-
tantly, a section of  wall 44, the western boundary wall of  the 
courtyard of  Building A, is set into feature 15, thus definitely 
later in date and sitting on top of  the lowermost deposit of  
feature 15. Feature 15 was, therefore, already in place before 
one of  the main walls of  the courtyard of  Building A, wall 
44, was built. Based on the seal impressions and the ceramics, 
feature 15 was originally set up not later than in the reign of  
Hatshepsut, remaining in use as subterranean room/magazine 
until Thutmose III. Changes happened in the later phase of the 

23 See Valbelle 2006, 48 with fn. 48; Gabolde 2011-2012, 125-127, fig. 11.

reigns of  Thutmose III and maybe even that of  Amenhotep 
II: Building A was extended and wall 44 was set into feature 
15. A collapse of  the section of  wall 44 in feature 15 must 
have happened a bit later, presumably during or shortly after 
the time of  Amenhotep III. Most importantly, these phases 
of  use of  feature 15 mirror the building phases of  Temple A 
and its surroundings (cf. Azim and Carlotti 2011-2012, 39-46).

All in all, feature 15 contributes to the understanding of  the 
function of  Building A. With the newly discovered large num-
ber of  seal impressions, presumably used to seal boxes contain-
ing diverse material (and/or the door of  feature 15 itself ?), 
a domestic character of  the large building can be excluded. 
Building A was rather related to the storage and distribution 
of  products and thus possibly had a close connection with the 
temple. The early phase of  Feature 15 reflects discoveries in 
the southern part of  SAV1 East and around Temple A: prior 
to the construction of  the main structures in this part of  the 
town, Temple A and Building A, the area was used for storage 
facilities of  which feature 15 is so far the only larger structure. 
This might be directly related to the assumed landing place 
below the eastern side of  the town and is relevant for under-
standing the nature of  the Egyptian presence in Upper Nubia 
in the first half  of  the 18th Dynasty (see below).

SAV1 West
Searching for the town enclosure, its date, structure and 
stratigraphic position, a new site, SAV1 West, was opened in 
line with the western town gate in 2014 (Plate 2; cf. Budka 
2015a, 63-65). Two trenches were laid out, Square 1 (10 x 
10m) and Square 2 (5 x 15m). A western (Square 1W, 5 x 
10m) and north-western extension (Square 1NW, 2 x 5m) 
were subsequently added to Square 1 because of  the dis-
covery of  brickwork at the edge of  the trench. In 2015, a 
new southern extension to Square 1 was opened – Square 
1S (10 x 10m). Both the New Kingdom town enclosure and 
the contemporaneous remains on the inner side of  this wall 
were investigated in SAV1 West (Plate 6). 

Plate 5. Example of  a clay 
sealing of  Hatshepsut from 
feature 15 (SAV1E 2322). 
This type is attested ten times 
(photo: Kenneth Griffin 
© AcrossBorders).

Plate 6. Top view of  SAV1 West, March 2015 
(photo: Martin Fera © AcrossBorders).

Building 
phase Description Date

Phase A Construction of  cellar 
with red bricks

Early 18th Dynasty 
(Ahmose to Thutmose I)

Phase B Use as storage place/ 
magazine

Hatshepsut, early-mid 
Thutmose III

Phase C Integration into Build-
ing A (wall 44 inserted)

late Thutmose III/
Amenhotep II

Phase D Re-filling of  feature 15/
abandonment

Amenhotep II to 
Amenhotep III

Table 1. Building phases of  feature 15 in SAV1 East.
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Despite much ancient destruction and disturbance, the 
complete thickness of  the town wall (feature 100) is vis-
ible (4.3-4.5m) in Square 1 and Square 1S. The foundation 
level has been reached in the northern part (Square 1). The 
alignment of  the enclosure wall follows exactly the plan as 
assumed by previous surveying of  French colleagues (see 
Azim 1975, 94, pl. II, 120-122). 

Towards the east of  the enclosure wall, thus within the 
New Kingdom town, large amounts of  sandy backfilling of  
pits and collapsed mud bricks have been removed. Below, 
remains of  several mud-brick buildings were found. In 2015, 
work focused in Square 1 on the eastern half  and in situ New 
Kingdom structures. A total of  seven features (features 110-
116) were documented (Figure 2). In the south-eastern corner, 
while cleaning the bottom part of  a large sandy pit, a nicely 
preserved rectangular cellar with a vaulted ceiling was found 
(feature 115). Several ceramic vessels were found on its base 
indicating a dating to the mid to maximum late 18th Dynasty. 

Feature 111 is the surviving part of  a small building along 
the ‘wall street’ in the northern part of  Square 1. It has several 
building phases, the earliest could be dated to the mid-18th 
Dynasty. Because of  substantial deposits of  ash and charcoal, 

feature 111 can be interpreted as an oven room.24 
The remains of  18th Dynasty structures along the enclosure 

wall in SAV1 West are very similar to findings in SAV1 North 
(see Budka and Doyen 2012-2013, 171-177). Both areas 
within the Pharaonic town are markedly different from SAV1 
and SAV1 East – there are no large structures of  a possible 
administrative function and no substantial magazines but 
rather simple domestic buildings of  small dimensions with 
oven installations, cellars and storage bins.

For the stratigraphy of  SAV1 West, it was highly interesting 
to find stratigraphical units containing mostly early Rames-
side sherds – these layers were directly on top of  the features 
tentatively assigned to the late 18th Dynasty (especially feature 
113). All in all, several floor levels, re-building phases and 
new sections of  walling testify that this area was in use for 
a considerable time span during the New Kingdom, from 
Thutmose III until Seti I/Ramesses II. 

To conclude, the most significant results from two field 
seasons in SAV1 West are: 

1. The position of  the western town wall is now confirmed 
and its date is Thutmoside. 
2. No evidence for early 18th Dynasty activity at SAV1 West 
was found – this contrasts with the excavation results from 
SAV1 North and SAV1 East.
3. The New Kingdom in situ-structures within the town show 
several phases and span from the mid-18th Dynasty to the 
early 19th Dynasty. In size, building technique and stratigraphic 
sequence they closely resemble the remains of  levels 3 and 
2 in SAV1 North.

2.3 The inhabitants of  Sai Island
One of  the main goals of  the project is to improve our un-
derstanding of  the population on the island and to explore 
the nature of  the coexistence of  Egyptians and Nubians. 
Recent studies of  the biological identities of  people buried 
at other Nubian sites, e.g. at Tombos and Amara West, have 
shown a complex social diversity during the New Kingdom 
(see Buzon 2008; Binder and Spencer 2014), corresponding 
to findings based on the assessment of  the material culture 
(cf. Smith 2002; Budka 2015a, 68-69). 

The mortuary evidence from Sai is in this respect of  prime 
importance and a detailed comparison between the mate-
rial found in the New Kingdom town and in the Pharaonic 
cemeteries on Sai Island holds much potential. Taking into 
account earlier work and publications (Minault-Gout and 
Thill 2012), AcrossBorders’ current focus lies on new material 
unearthed during fresh excavations from mortuary contexts.

SAC5 as a representative cemetery 
of  Pharaonic Sai
In 2015, AcrossBorders resumed work in the large New 
Kingdom cemetery SAC5. This pyramid cemetery, discovered 

24 For a definition of  an oven room (‘Ofenraum’) see von Pilgrim 1996, 
209-211.

Figure 2. Map of  SAV1 West with recorded features – scale 1:200 
(Martin Fera 2015 © AcrossBorders).
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in the season 1972-73 by the French mission, is probably 
the most important Egyptian cemetery on the island. It 
lies approximately 800m south of  the Pharaonic town and 
was party excavated and recently published as a substantial 
monograph in two volumes (Minault-Gout and Thill 2012). 
Similar to other Egyptian sites in Nubia like Aniba, Amara 
West and Tombos, Pharaonic style tombs had been built at 
SAC5. This cemetery was in use for a long period of  time, 
covering the New Kingdom as well as the Pre-Napatan and 
Napatan Periods (cf. Thill 2007). Its rock-cut tombs with 
mud-brick chapels and mostly pyramidal superstructures find 
close parallels at Aniba, Soleb and Amara West but also in 
Egypt, e.g. in the Theban necropolis.

Two excavation areas were opened in 2015 (Figure 3). Area 
1 is located in the south and the aim was to check anomalies 
visible on the geophysical survey map. A complete surface 
cleaning of  this area was conducted and test excavations 
proved to be interesting. It is now evident that this large sec-
tor set between two small outcrops in the southern part of  
SAC5 was probably completely devoid of  tombs. No burial 
monuments were located, but rather various topographical 

features which were recorded by the geophysics in 2011. 
This fresh information will allow some new insights into the 
evolution and size of  the New Kingdom cemetery SAC5.

Area 2 is located north of  Area 1, immediately adjacent to 
various 18th Dynasty monuments; 13 tombs were excavated 
here by the French mission. The surface material collected in 
2015 covers all the periods attested for the use of  SAC5 as a 
burial site: mid to late 18th Dynasty, Ramesside, Pre-Napatan 
and Napatan. Within a depression dug into the bedrock a new 
shaft tomb, christened tomb 26, with very scarce remains of  
a superstructure (possibly a chapel, maybe also a pyramid) 
was located between tombs 8 and 7 (Figure 3; see Minault-
Gout and Thill 2012, vol. 2, pls 6-8). The rectangular shaft is 
aligned north-south and measures c. 2.6 x 1.8m with a depth 
of  more than 5.2m. A set of  eight foot-holes was noted 
on each of  the lateral walls towards the south (eastern and 
western shaft facing).

Removing upper levels of  windblown sand and faint traces 
of  several flood levels, a level with a number of  stone frag-
ments was reached at a depth of  2.5m, together with many 
fragments of  pottery vessels and a large quantity of  bone. 

The most dominant feature was a schist slab (1.3 x 0.76 
x 0.1m) set against the north-western corner, extending 
along the west wall of  the shaft (Plate 7). Obviously it was 
one of  the original roofing slabs of  the shaft during the 
New Kingdom, but had fallen into the shaft at a later stage. 
The ceramics from the debris layer suggest as a date for 
this incident some time after the 25th Dynasty – possibly 
during the last phase of  plundering before the shaft was 
left open for some time. 

The filling material of  the shaft just above the base 

Figure 3. Working areas of  SAC5 with location of  tomb 26 – scale 
1:1000 (Martin Fera 2015 © AcrossBorders).

Plate 7. Schist slab in shaft of  tomb 26 
(photo: Julia Budka. © AcrossBorders).
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was highly interesting: a number of  complete vessels were 
found and several worked stones (pieces of  architecture). 
Three complete, decorated Marl clay pilgrim flasks25 were 
assembled (Plate 8), associated with other pottery vessels (es-
pecially storage vessels) and one complete stone vessel (Plate 
9). Since these remains were clustered along the eastern wall 
of  the shaft and in the south-eastern corner, the most likely 
explanation is that remains of  a burial were removed from 

the chamber and left in the shaft during one of  the phases 
of  reuse (or possibly plundering?).

One find from the burial chamber strengthens the as-
sumption that the remains on the shaft bottom were origi-

25 The fabric is a Marl A4 variant. Marl clay pilgrim flasks are common 
in SAC5, see Minault-Gout and Thill 2012, vol. 1, 354. A close parallel 
for the ones from tomb 26 is T5 18 from the nearby tomb 5 (Minault-
Gout and Thill 2012, vol. 2, 61, pl. 57, 163, pl. 157).

nally deposited in the chamber. A small rim fragment of  the 
almost complete stone vessel SAC5 212 (Plate 9) found on 
the base of  the shaft was discovered in the debris just inside 
the burial chamber. The vessel can be paralleled at several 
sites in Egypt26 dating from the late 18th Dynasty to Rames-
side times. SAC5 212 once belonged to one of  the original 
burials within tomb 26.

Both the inscribed stones discovered in the shaft and the 
ceramics from the base indicate a Ramesside burial. This is 
also supported by the scarab SAC5 121 (Plate 10) found in 

the filling just above the base of  the shaft. This small intact 
piece made of  steatite (17 x 8 x 13mm) has on the reverse a 
seated Maat, a recumbent sphinx with a double-crown and 
a winged cobra. 

Besides the ceramics, a total of  146 finds was recorded 
from the shaft filling of  tomb 26. The majority are beads 
in different shapes and made of  various materials (jasper, 
carnelian, faience etc.). The most important objects from the 
shaft filling are three sandstone fragments giving the name 
and title of  the jdnw of  Kush Hornakht who was active dur-
ing the reign of  Ramesses II (see Kitchen 1980, 117-118; 
Budka 2001, 210-212). SAC5 083 is a fragment of  a sandstone 
lintel, SAC5 122 are three pieces of  a door jamb. SAC5 215 
is a pyramidion inscribed with Hornakht’s name and title 
(see below), thus clear proof  that the deputy of  Kush was 
buried somewhere in SAC5, if  not in tomb 26 after all. This 
evidence for the use of  SAC5 for burials of  high officials of  
the Egyptian administration in the early 19th Dynasty27 is of  
great importance for understanding the connections between 
Sai and Amara West during this period.28

The burial chamber of  tomb 26 opens to the north. It is 
almost square in outline, measuring 3.96 x 3.89m. The rock-
cut chamber was obviously looted and we only cleaned its 
26 Aston 1994, 152, types 178 and 179 (from Riqqeh, Gurob and 
Abydos).
27 See also shabtis with names and titles of  three less high ranking of-
ficials from the early 19th Dynasty found in tomb 2 (Minault-Gout and 
Thill 2012, vol. 1, 414).
28 Cf. Budka 2015a, 67-68 for some remarks on the relations between 
Sai and Amara West in the early Ramesside period.

Plate 8: Marl clay pilgrim flasks from the base of  the shaft 
of  tomb 26 (photo: Julia Budka © AcrossBorders).

Plate 9. Stone vessel SAC5 212 from tomb 26 
(photo: Kenneth Griffin © AcrossBorders).

Plate 10. Scarab 
SAC5 121 from 
tomb 26 (photo: 

Kenneth Griffin © 
AcrossBorders).
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uppermost debris before the complete subterranean system 
of  tomb 26 was backfilled for future excavation in 2016. A 
further assessment of  tomb 26, its phases of  use and pos-
sible owners must, therefore, await the forthcoming season.

Hornakht, deputy of  Kush
The surface of  the pyramidion SAC5 215 found at the bot-
tom of  the shaft of  tomb 26 (Plate 11) is unfortunately badly 

affected by salt. Only one side has survived quite well and 
shows Hornakht in a kneeling position, both hands raised 
in adoration, looking towards the right (Plate 12). A single 
line of  hieroglyphs in front of  him identifies him as ‘jndw n 
KAS @r-nxt mAa xrw’, the deputy of  Kush, Hornakht, justified.

This is the first New Kingdom pyramidion found on Sai 
Island. Four pyramidia are known from Aniba (Rammant-
Peeters 1983, 119) and nine from Soleb (Schiff  Giorgini 1971, 
82). Hornakht’s capstone allows us to reconstruct his tomb 
monument as a Ramesside tomb of  a type well attested at 
Aniba with a courtyard, a chapel and a pyramid.29

Hornakht, deputy of  Kush under the reign of  Ramesses 
II, is well attested from Sai and also from Amara East and 
Abri30 – he is named on five door jambs found out of  context 
or re-used in modern houses. A fragment of  a lintel show-
ing Hornakht with his wife is especially remarkable; it was 
recovered from one of  the modern villages on Sai in 2003 

29 Superstructure type 3 of  Minault-Gout and Thill 2012, vol. 1, 8-9, 
fig. 2. A good example in SAC5 is tomb 20 (Minault-Gout and Thill 
2012, vol. 1, 97-105).
30 Fouquet 1975, 133-137; Kitchen 1980, 117-118; Budka 2001, 210-
212; Müller 2013, 454-457.

(Geus 2011–2012, 170, fig. 21). These blocks did not allow 
for a precise reconstruction of  the origins of  the worked 
stones: Given the function of  Amara West as residence 
for the jdnw n KAS from Seti I onwards, a provenience from 
Amara seemed likely. With the finds from tomb 26 in SAC5, 
it is now definitely clear that Hornakht was present on Sai 
– and was buried there in the early 19th Dynasty. The fresh 
information indicates that the blocks found on Sai (three 
door jambs – Fouquet 1975, 135-137, doc. 8, 9 and 10; and 
one lintel – Geus 2011-2012, 170, fig. 21) were not brought 
from Amara West. Without a proper provenance, the types 
of  door jambs and lintels do not allow for a precise attribu-
tion to a domestic or funerary building.31 However, based 
on the discoveries in tomb 26, I would like to propose that 
one pair of  door jambs once belonged to the residence of  
Hornakht in the town;32 another pair of  jambs (naming also 
his father) plus the lintel showing the official with his wife 
probably derives from his funerary chapel which functioned 
as a family monument.

Hornakht’s career was quite unusual – as son of  the jdnw 
Hatiai, he probably received some training in Egypt as a royal 
messenger before himself  assuming the title of  jdnw n KAS 
(Müller 2013, 201). It is likely that Hornakht was born in 
Nubia and he probably belonged to a native community on 
Sai. Completely Egyptianized by the early Ramesside period, 

31 See Budka 2001, 7-10 for difficulties contextualising inscribed door 
jambs and lintels found out of  context.
32 One of  the jambs was discovered by Vercoutter in the Ottoman for-
tress (Fouquet 1975, 136-137, doc. 10), thus close to the 18th Dynasty 
governor’s residence, SAF2.

Plate 11. Pyramidion of  Hornakht as found in the shaft 
of  tomb 26 (photo: Julia Budka © AcrossBorders).

Plate 12. Detail 
of  pyramidion with 

representation of  
Hornakht (photo: 

Julia Budka 
© AcrossBorders).
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this family was on top of  the local hierarchy and held the 
most important offices within the Egyptian administration. 
With more data from his burial in SAC5, we will eventually 
be able to address the complex situation of  the population 
of  New Kingdom Sai with a representative case study.

Another reference to the highest officials of  the Egyptian 
administration of  Kush comes from tomb 3 in SAC5. This 
tomb monument is located a little to the east of  tomb 26 
and yielded a faience plaque with the name of  the viceroy 
of  Kush, Ramsesnakht (20th Dynasty) (Minault-Gout and 
Thill 2012, vol. 1, 35, T3 Ca87). Scattered evidence like this 
allows at present only speculation about the importance of  
Sai at the end of  the New Kingdom. 

2.4 Daily life in Pharaonic Sai – a preliminary assessment
To investigate aspects of  social practice within the community 
on Sai from a multifaceted perspective, a micromorphological 
sampling programme was implemented in 2015.33 Formation 
processes of  various cultural depositional sequences in all 
areas of  excavation were examined and will hopefully give 
new information of  how daily life activities contributed to 
the creation and use of  space in the town.

Pottery, small finds, tools and various types of  equipment 
are currently being analysed in detail and in relation to their 
associated finds, architecture and past human actions. The 
functional, economic and social significance of  these finds 
will be assessed as best as possible and the question of  Nu-
bian versus Egyptian lifestyle is being discussed.34 Objects 
of  Egyptian type dominate the material assemblage at Sai, 
reflecting observations made at other Egyptian Nubian towns 
(see, e.g., Millard 1979; Smith 2003, 101). 

The ceramic data from the New Kingdom town is analysed 
with a focus on the comparison to the pottery corpora from 
Elephantine and South Abydos (cf. Budka 2011, 26-31). In 
this pottery analysis, a particular focus is laid on differences 
and similarities between local products and imported pieces, 
including the very significant appearance of  hybrid types – 
e.g. Egyptian types made of  Nubian fabrics or with Nubian 
surface treatment (cf. Smith 2002; see also Budka 2015a, 
68). Recent works have stressed that ‘hybridization and 
entanglement have a temporal dimension’ (Spencer 2014a, 
57; see also Smith 2014, 3) and a diachronic approach to the 
Egyptian-Nubian relations on Sai is necessary. For now, the 
amount of  Nubian vessels seems to decrease a little after 
Thutmoside times, possibly reflecting a stronger degree of  
Egyptianization than in the early 18th Dynasty.

The archaeological interpretation and ceramic typology of  
AcrossBorders are complemented by petrographic analyses 
and provenience studies by iNAA (cf. Carrano et al. 2009; 
Spartaro et al. 2014). Preliminary results by iNAA, conducted 
by Johannes Sterba and Giulia d’Ercole, revealed sub-groups 
for the Nile clay fabrics which correspond to (a) locally made 
Nubian style vessels, (b) locally made Egyptian style vessels 

33 Sampling in the field was carried out by Miranda Semple.
34 Cf. Smith 2002. See already Budka 2015a, 68-69.

and (c) imported Egyptian style vessels (cf. Budka 2015a, 69). 
The latter finds close macroscopic and petrographic parallels 
at Elephantine. Eventually it might, therefore, be possible to 
identify the exact production place for the Egyptian imports 
found on Sai Island.35

Botanical and faunal remains offer rich information re-
garding the environmental conditions and aspects of  diet in 
New Kingdom Sai. Botanical samples were taken in 2015, the 
analysis is currently in progress. A small selection of  faunal 
remains has already been studied within the framework of  
AcrossBorders. The animal bones from area SAV1 North 
were analysed in 2014 (Saliari and Budka, forth.). Animal 
bones from recent excavations at SAV1 East and SAV1 West 
will be studied in the near future. Domesticated mammal 
species dominate the assemblage from SAV1 North and 
include cattle, sheep/goat, as well as pig. They might show a 
diachronic development within the levels datable to the 18th 
Dynasty. It seems that the number of  cattle remains increased 
during Thutmoside times, possibly reflecting changes in the 
character of  the site and its new important administrative 
function. The presence of  pigs in the earliest level 5 at SAV1 
North, the foundation phase of  Pharaonic Sai in the reign of  
Ahmose Nebpehtyra or Amenhotep I (cf. Budka 2011; 2015a, 
62), indicates an import of  these animals into Nubia from 
Egypt. In New Kingdom Egypt, pigs are the most numerous 
species killed for meat (cf. Ikram 1995, 29-33), whereas they 
are almost non-existant in the Nubian cultures and the Kerma 
kingdom. The import of  live animals in the early 18th Dy-
nasty seems to correspond to the contemporaneous import 
of  Egyptian cooking pots, storage vessels, dishes and jars. 

2.5 Summary of  AcrossBorders’ research on Sai
To conclude, AcrossBorders’ field seasons resulted in very 
important new insights, fresh sampling strategies and diverse 
observations about the landscape and the harbour situation. 
Most importantly, excavations in the town and cemetery 
added information about the evolution of  Sai Island in 
Pharaonic times and especially its development from the 
early 18th Dynasty to the Ramesside era. Burials from this 
period associated with the town are primarily located in the 
pyramid cemetery SAC5.

The four most important results are as follows:

The features unearthed in the southern part of  SAV1 East 
pre-date Building A and probably belong to the early 18th 
Dynasty. These southern remains mirror the discoveries in 
2013 and are the northern extensions of  the area excavated 
by Michel Azim around Temple A, but cannot be dated to 
the Kerma period. They are comparable in character and 
in date to levels 5 and 4 in SAV1 North (Budka and Doyen 
2012-2013, 171-175).

Building A at SAV1 East provides a close parallel to the so-
called residence SAF2 in the southern part of  the Pharaonic 
town, probably also in regard to its function. For the first time, 
large groups of  seal impressions were discovered, allowing the 

35 Cf. already Budka 2011, 31.
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reconstruction of  patterns of  the Egyptian administration in 
Upper Nubia. The recent finds illustrate the importance of  Sai 
as an administrative centre during the time of  Hatshepsut and 
Thutmose III. For the understanding of  the internal structure 
of  the town, it is important that the remains at SAV1 East 
allow a reconstruction of  the orthogonal layout known from 
the southern part of  the town as extending further towards 
the north, beyond Temple A.

The earliest phase of  occupation within the town enclosure 
at SAV1 West is contemporaneous with the building of  the 
town wall and dates to the mid-18th Dynasty. There is clear 
negative evidence for an early 18th Dynasty presence in this 
area of  the site. The stratigraphy of  this sector is, therefore, 
markedly different from SAV1 East and SAV1 North. This 
indicates an enlargement of  the site towards the west in 
Thutmoside times.

Tomb 26 illustrates that more New Kingdom tombs 
remain to be excavated in the southern part of  cemetery 
SAC5. The finds in tomb 26 testify to elite burials during the 
19th Dynasty. This is of  great importance for understanding 
the relationship between Sai and Amara West in this era and 
might be of  historical significance for Upper Nubia in general.

3. Sai Island in its macrocosm, 
New Kingdom Kush
The new information from Sai seems to be highly relevant 
for understanding distinct phases of  the Egyptian occupa-
tion in Upper Nubia. Evidence from Sai suggests that the 
Egyptian sites were largely depending on Egypt in the early 
18th Dynasty – the region was centrally administered and 
supplies were brought from Egypt (cf. the evidence from 
the ceramics and the animal bones mentioned above). Only 
during the reigns of  Hatshepsut and Thutmose III is there 
increasing evidence for a more independent state of  the 
temple towns in Nubia, nicely reflected by the new system 
of  administration with the jdnw n KAS.

Sai Island was the administrative center of  Upper Nubia 
(Kush) during the Thutmoside Period and the predecessor 
of  Soleb and Amara West.36 Founded in a strategic position 
on the east bank of  the island, the New Kingdom town 
functioned from the beginning as a control point and landing 
place for ships. Besides the importance of  seizing Sai which 
was the northern stronghold of  the Kerma state empire, 
the Egyptians seem to have preferred the site also because 
of  the natural resources of  the area. Egypt’s strong interest 
in gold and sandstone is well known and both materials are 
available in the region of  Sai. Nubian gold was among the 
main Egyptian economic interests during a long time span 
(cf. Müller 2013, 74-79 ; see also Klemm and Klemm 2013, 
569-570.).

Reconstructing life on Pharaonic Sai has made consider-
able progress in the last few years and there is new informa-

36 See Minault-Gout and Thill 2012, vol. 1, 415, fn. 27; Budka 2013; 
2014, 36; 2015a, 57; 2015b, 74-81.

tion for the complex evolution of  the Pharaonic town thanks 
to our application of  diverse methods and extended fieldwork 
in both the town and the cemetery. The following three main 
phases are proposed for the development of  the town:

Phase A. In the early 18th Dynasty, Sai was probably not 
much more than a simple landing place, a bridgehead and 
supply base for the Egyptians during the reigns of  Ahmose, 
Amenhotep I and Thutmose I. This is supported by new 
archaeological evidence from SAV1 East and around Temple 
A. Scattered proof  of  Egyptian presence comes from the 
reign of  Hatshepsut. The size and internal structure of  the 
town at this early stage remains unclear – there is no sign of  
an enclosure wall.

Phase B. The walled settlement was established during the 
time of  Thutmose III and became an important administra-
tive centre with an Amun-Re temple, a governor’s residence 
and an administrative building (Building A). The dating of  
the foundation of  the town wall is now confirmed thanks 
to recent work in SAV1 West. The enlargement of  the site 
goes hand in hand with an increasing complexity with var-
ied lifestyles amongst the inhabitants, suggesting a complex 
social stratification. Sai Island was now the administrative 
headquarter of  Upper Nubia and continued to flourish until 
the reign of  Amenhotep III.

Phase C. New finds from both the town site and cemetery 
SAC5 stress the importance of  Sai during the 19th Dynasty. 
The island was still used by high officials including the jdnw 
n KAS as burial place. These new data add to our knowledge 
of  events in early Ramesside times in Upper Nubia and il-
lustrate that our present understanding is far from complete.

These phases based on the archaeological and textual evi-
dence from Sai Island are of  relevance in a broader context 
and will also allow a better understanding of  the relations 
of  Upper Nubia with Egypt. The AcrossBorders project is 
ongoing and will hopefully provide more data for recon-
structing additional aspects of  the urban landscape of  Kush 
in the near future.
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