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Reports
Lithic Material from the Late 
Neolithic Site of  es-Sour,  
Central Sudan
Azhari Mustafa Sadig

Introduction
This is a report on lithic material found in es-Sour, a late 
Neolithic site near the Royal City of  Meroe. The majority 
of  pieces were flakes, core fragments, scrapers and general 
debitage. Few blades were found but those recovered have 
well prepared platforms, bulbs of  percussion and some 
retouching.

The Site
The site of  es-Sour (16° 57’ 045” N / 33° 43’ 133” E) is 
located about 35km north of  Shendi, 1.5km from the right 
bank of  the Nile and west of  the Khartoum-Atbara railway 
(Sadig 2005; 2008; 2010) (Figure 1). It was discovered during 
a field-training season of  the Department of  Archaeology, 

University of  Khartoum, in February-March 2004. It occupies 
an area of  approximately 176 x 90m (64 x 90m for the main 
kom) and, while generally flat, it features two low mounds 
in its eastern part. The nearby village extends over much of  
the western part, while the central part of  the site has been 
much disturbed by tracks running across it. 

Following the site’s discovery, surface collections and test 
excavations were carried out over five seasons (2005-2009). 
A 2m grid was laid out on the east side of  the site covering 
an area 12 x 12m, later extended 26m northwards, with each 
square numbered (A1, A2, B1, etc.). Twenty-six squares within 
the grid were excavated. In the absence of  obvious stratig-
raphy, deposits were excavated in arbitrary layers 100mm 
thick. Surface deposits were generally quite fragmentary and 
included small quantities of  bones, shells and ostrich-egg 
shells. Level 1 (0-100mm) was mainly sand with some small 
quartz pebbles and sandstone fragments. The finds from es-
Sour appear to be randomly scattered over the site, except 
for the greater concentration at depth. Apart from those in 
a funerary context, all pots were represented only as sherds, 
but a sufficient number of  them have been recovered to al-
low useful reconstructions that indicate the original shapes 
and sizes of  the pots. Five complete child-burial pots were 
found, which give clear information about the use of  specific 
types of  pottery in burial practices. Stone artifacts are little 
damaged, and give clear clues as to their original forms.

The pottery recovered from es-
Sour is hard, well fired and polished. 
The ceramic assemblage included 
all the techniques and motif  types 
favoured in the Khartoum Neolithic 
of  the Central Nile Valley. A variety 
of  techniques was employed, in-
cluding impressing, incision, rocker 
stamping and combing, giving in 
effect a number of  ornamental mo-
tifs. Other finds of  potential impor-
tance were 15 fragments of  human 
figurines. Some of  them represent 
a human head, with no prominent 
features and are very similar to ex-
amples found at el-Kadada (Geus 
1984, 22). The others are incom-
plete, each indicating a female fea-
ture. The purpose of  these pottery 
figurines remains unclear, although 
it is often assumed that they have a 
religious significance.

Other artifacts were rare at es-
Sour. Very few beads made of  egg-
shell, carnelian beads, lip-plugs, a 
single shell object used as a comb 
for decorating pottery and one ivory 
artifact were recorded. The ivory 
tool could have been used as an awl/

Illustration: Azhari Sadig © 2013
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perforator, but it could equally well have been a personal 
adornment. Other typical Neolithic bone artifacts, such as 
harpoons and gouges, were not found. Bone tools are absent 
from most other Neolithic sites in Central Sudan, although 
recent finds in more arid areas further north suggest that this 
may be due to poorer preservation in the region.

Faunal remains consisted of  bones of  wild and domes-
ticated animals including domesticated cattle, giraffe and 
buffalo as well as numerous remains of  shells. These identi-
fications was carried out by Prof. Achilles Gautier based on 
his examination of  photographs.

One of  the goals of  the Department of  Archaeology, 
University of  Khartoum, project has been the establishment 
of  a radiocarbon-supported chronology for the Neolithic 
in the northern environs of  Meroe. Currently, three age 
determinations are available,1 performed at the Radiocarbon 
Dating Laboratory of  University of  Waikato, New Zealand, 
yielding the following dates: 

Wk23036: 5296±48BP: (Oxcal calibrated: 68.2%: 4230 BC-	
	 4190 BC and 4180 BC-4040 BC)
Wk23037: 5330±54BP: (Oxcal calibrated: 68.2%: 4240 BC-	
	 4050 BC)
Wk23038: 5180±48BP: (Oxcal calibrated: 68.2%: 4045 BC-	
	 3955 BC). 

These dates place the site in the middle Neolithic of  central 
Sudan2 and perhaps slightly earlier than el-Kadada (the oldest 
date GIF-5770: 5170±110 BP) (Geus 1981).

The Artifacts
The analysis of  all lithic material recovered during five seasons 
(2005-2009) is given in Tables 1 and 2. 

The lithic inventory includes flakes, cores, a few retouched 
tools, crescents, burins, borers, and grinders. The finished 
tools are few and poorly made. They exhibit a somewhat 

limited technological and typological variability (Figure 2). 
The occurrence and density of  artifacts were variable but 
continuous, from the surface down, although the largest 
group was concentrated in the top 500mm of  deposits. 

Preliminary analysis of  the material confirms that flakes are 
the most numerous pieces discovered at es-Sour accounting 
for 61.4% (Tables 1 and 2, Figure 3) of  the total number of  

1 From a freshwater mollusc (Nile oyster) shell from levels between 
200mm and 500mm in squares C6, B13 and F7.
2 Labelled elsewhere as Late Neolithic Horizon Type A (see Sadig 2012).

lithic products recovered. They are composed of  shattered 
fragments, broken flakes, small chips and chunks. Other 
pieces (about 8.3%) processed by retouching can be added 
to these. The flakes themselves vary considerably in size and 
shape from small to irregular large flakes. Although only a 
small sample of  chipped stone artifacts has been examined, 
it is possible to describe the site’s industry as a flake-based 
one, with some larger but poorly-made quartz tools being 
produced on small blades. Retouched blade forms include 
endscrapers, burins and backed pieces. Unfortunately, none 
is complete.

Cores (10.4%) are generally of  simple forms and were 
used primarily for flake production. 

Blades, in the form of  backed blades and crescents, ac-
count for about 1.5% of  the total assemblage, most of  them 
being fragmentary. More than a half  of  these pieces are 
processed by retouching.  

Scrapers are frequently represented at es-Sour where 300 Table 1. Tool typology by quantity (total of  6021 tools).
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Figure 2. Lithic artifacts (scale 1:2) 
(illustration Azhari Sadig © 2013).

Figure 3. Tool typology as percent per season (of  5838 tools).
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pieces have been discovered which make up about 5.5% of  
the total material. Most of  them are made on flakes. Thirty 
six burins and 42 borers have also been discovered, all of  
them made on flakes. One fragmentary bifacial arrowhead/
point made on a blade was also discovered. 

Upper and lower grinders, rings, pounders, hammers 
and pebble grinders make up a distinct category of  pieces 
used on the site (Plates 1 and 2). The discovered pieces are 
fragmentary (about 425, accounting for 7.1% of  the stone 
assemblage) and made on large and small sandstone slabs or 
pebbles. Only a few pieces are made on quartzite (Plate 3). 

No polished stone tools and gouges of  the type found at 
esh-Shaheinab were found, except for two small fragments 
of  granite palettes located on the surface (Plate 4). It is odd, 
however, that our sample contains only one identifiable, bro-

Table 2. Distribution of  lithic materials across excavated levels (total of  6021 tools). (Li: lithics, G: grinders).

Plate 1. Stone ring.

Sq/L Surface L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6 L7 Total

Li G Li G Li G Li G Li G Li G Li G Li G
A9 0 0 76 0 22 5 11 2 22 1 3 0   142
A11 0 0 16 0 18 4 12 1 8 3 4 5 1 4 76

E10 0 0 71 0 15 1 23 0 20 0 19 0  149
E12 0 0 16 0 29 4 29 2 13 1 20 1 115
H12 0 0 83 2 53 3 25 2 26 2 24 3 8 3 3 2 239
E14 0 0 3 1 4

Total 0 0 265 3 137 17 100 7 89 7 70 9 9 7 3 2 725
F13 0 0 35 4 23 3 18 0 83
H9 0 0 37 7 62 3 20 9 138
H7 0 0 53 13 25 3 33 6 133
E8 0 0 48 8 33 3 15 6 113
B8 0 0 47 13 34 7 33 8 142

Total 0 0 220 45 177 19 119 29 609
A7 18 0 45 4 99 7 39 5 64 2 16 4 10 0 18 0 331

B5 30 0 24 1 327 4 86 4 173 3 62 0 31 0 0 0 745
D5 0 0 24 4 62 5 36 0 28 4 9 0 4 0 0 0 176
F5 15 0 320 0 224 6 352 1 127 2 43 0 0 0 0 0 1090

Total 63 0 413 9 712 22 513 10 392 11 130 4 45 0 18 0 2342
B13 0 0 55 1 68 7 27 2 44 0 0 0 28 1 233

C6 19 0 65 7 22 5 82 4 23 3 0 0 19 0 249

D7 19 1 84 4 57 9 31 9 70 2 12 0 3 7 308

E4 0  0 122 0 44 0 13 0 30 209
E6 30 44 158 0 135 0 42 4 16 1 8 0 3 0 441
F7 17 2 14 3 31 5 32 3 0 0 0 3 110

Total 85 47 498 15 357 26 227 22 183 6 20 3 53 8 1550
E6 3 2 11 3 33 5 46 7 28 7 7 1 152

D9 2 1 44 3 34 6 54 6 19 6 12 1 188

Q13 3 1 32 4 22 5 22 7 18 5 21 0 140

H11 4 2 20 2 33 4 35 4 24 3 11 0 142

B10 7 1 21 4 43 5 64 2 22 2 2 0 173

Total 19 7 128 16 165 25 221 26 111 22 53 2 795
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ken polished axe. One interesting category of  find consisted 
of  small rhyolite artifacts of  characteristic shape and with 
two small depressions on both faces (Plate 5). Their function 
remains uncertain, although the shape suggests that they may 
have been used as a fine polishing/grinding tool or palette. 
The example from es-Sour is very similar to specimens found 
at el-Kadada (Geus 1984, 69, fig. 5). Parallels are also known 
from the eastern Butana and a site near Kassala (Marks et al. 
1986, 47). 

Raw Material and Source Areas
Preliminary analysis of  the material revealed that a limited 

range of  rocks was used as raw materials (Figure 4). Given 
the available raw materials used by the inhabitants of  es-Sour, 
it is obvious that their selection was very specific. Briefly, the 
stone types present and their source locations are as follows: 

1. Quartz: the basic raw material for lithic products, largely 
available as pebbles which are eroding out of  the sandstones 
available everywhere within the site’s vicinity. The majority 
of  the excavated material is quartz. 

2. Sandstone: this material is available in the small hills 
located less than 3km east of  the site as well as being the 
bedrock of  the area itself. Grinding stone tools are almost 
exclusively made of  sandstone. 

3. Rhyolite: its sources are limited to around the Sixth Cata-
ract, some 130km to the south of  es-Sour. Only three pieces 
made of  rhyolite were found on the site. Rhyolite was almost 
certainly derived from outcrops in the Sixth Cataract region 
and the pieces found at es-Sour suggest that the inhabitants 
may also have exploited that source. 

4. Quartzite: this material is available as large blocks on 
sandstone hills as well as from small outcrops. Only small 

Plate 2. Grinding tools.

Plate 3. Pounder made of  quartzite.

Plate 4. Fragments of  granite polished palettes.

Plate 5. Small artifacts with a characteristic shape and two small depres-
sions on both faces. The examples from es-Sour (a, b) are very similar 
to specimens found at el-Kadada (c) (Geus 1984, 69, fig. 5). Similar 

artifacts have also been found in the eastern Butana and near 
Kassala (d, no scale) (Marks et al. 1986, 47).

a

b

cd
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along the Nile exploiting the more localized sources of  these 
rocks, for example, at the Sixth Cataract. 
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Khartoum. The Anglican cathedral in 1968. Now minus its bell tower it houses the Republican Palace Museum 
(photo SARS Hawkes Archive HAW P090.01).

Khartoum. The Republican Palace, once the Governor General’s residence, in 1968 (photo SARS Hawkes Archive HAW P091.01).


