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ABSTRACT

Since 1907, scholars have suggested that the Medjay of the Egyptian textual and artistic record may be equated with the Pan-Grave
archaeological culture. There are various circumstantial reasons for this connection, but typically it has been argued that they were either both
mercenaries during the wars of the Second Intermediate Period, or that they originated in the same area in the Eastern Desert. This article
argues against the connection between the Medjay and the Pan-Grave primarily becanse there is no way to equate these two groups as

mercenaries, nor is theve reason to believe that the Pan-Grave had any presence in the Eastern Desert. The author asks scholars to reconsider

the archacological evidence bebind these received ideas that were established by ethnic categories in Egyptian texts.

INTRODUCTION

Since 1907, but especially since 1966, Egyptologists and some
other archacologists have directly associated the textual and
artistic evidence for the Medjay with the Pan-Grave archacological
culture. Since that time new contradictory evidence has come to
light and the theory behind the methodology used to make the
association has been severely criticized. Nevertheless, scholars
have reified the association in their work to such an extent that
they often use the evidence from one or the other group to write
historical narratives about both groups. This paper will 1) review
how this connection was originally formed in scholarship, 2) point
out problems with this received framework, and 3) briefly suggest
the possibility that the Pan-Grave archacological culture should
primarily be associated with the Nile Valley, instead of the Eastern
Desert.!

Evidence for Medja-land or the Medjay-people of the
Egyptian textual and artistic record exists from Dynasty 6 through
the end of the New Kingdom, and possibly later.” Over that time,
the meaning of the word Medjay in Egyptian changed. From the
Old Kingdom through the Second Intermediate Period, it likely
referred to pastoral nomads from the Eastern Desert, east of Lower
Nubia. Like other itinerant peoples living in a harsh desert
environment, we can assume that these people were symbiotically
connected to the sedentary populations of the Nile Valley. They
probably often traded with each other, raided their settlements, or
received employment—sometimes as soldiers—in the Nile Valley.

Ethnographic parallels demonstrate that up to half of any
generation of these pastoral nomads may move permanently to
nearby sedentary communities and begin to acculturate.’ This too
may have been the case for the people called the Medjay in this
carly period.

Evidence for the Medjay during the New Kingdom is
substantially different from that of the earlier periods. For the
textual records that we have of Medjay at this time, the majority of
references no longer denotes people from the Eastern Desert.
Instead, the word Medjay refers to an elite Egyptian desert patrol
who guarded areas of Pharaonic interest, such as capital cities,
royal tombs and temples, and the borders of Egypt. The fluid
identity of the Medjay will be examined elsewhere.* Suffice it to
say, scholars have applied several of these analyses of the Medjay to
their interpretations of the Pan-Grave archacological culture.

Unlike the evidence for the Medjay, that for the Pan-Grave
archacological culture primarily exists from contexts dating to the
Late Middle Kingdom through the Second Intermediate Period.
Although the archacological sequence at Elephantine may
preserve evidence prior to the Late Middle Kingdom,’ the Pan-
Grave seem to have appeared rapidly throughout the rest of Upper
Egypt and Lower Nubia only at that time (Figure 1). Similarly, the
majority of evidence for the Pan-Grave scems to disappear
suddenly at the end of the Second Intermediate Period, when it
seems either to have been replaced by evidence for the Kerma
archaeological ~culture® or incorporated into

changing

archacological traditions in Lower Nubia.” In the past, scholars
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have suggested that the Pan-Grave appear for reasons of
immigration and disappear from the archacological record for
reasons of acculturation.® However, other explanations are
possible.

In addition to a few denuded settlements or campsites,” the
Pan-Grave archacological culture is primarily known from their
cemeteries which appear mostly in Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia,
but they may have alarger range from possibly Qasr es-Sagha in the
North to the Third Cataract in the South (Figure 1)."° Pan-Grave
ceramics have an even larger range appearing from the Fourth
Cataract in the south to Tell el-Daba in the north as well as at
several locations in the Eastern and Western Deserts.!! Similarly,
Pan-Grave ceramics are integrated in small quantities into almost
every locus of a substantial number of contemporary Egyptian
settlement sites.'

The Pan-Grave archacological culture is similar to that of the
contemporary C-Group and Kerma cultures in terms of much of
their mortuary remains and material culture. The C-Group and
Kerma both have circular, lined tombs, like the Pan-Grave. All
three cultures can use tombs with superstructures.”® All three
cultures incorporate faunal remains, like skulls, in and around
their human graves. Some of these faunal remains may also
represent a funerary meal.'* This tendency may indicate that they
all practiced a form of pastoralist economy. And all three groups
have handmade pottery that exhibit alot of variation in decoration
and fabric. All have vessels decorated with the black and red slip
techniques, heavy burnish, sometimes oxidized firing, and often
diagonal or geometric incised decoration on the exterior."

Nevertheless, three major differences exist between the Pan-
Grave and both the C-Group and Kerma cultures. First, unlike
ceramics associated with the Pan-Grave culture, which includes
open forms exclusively, both the C-Group and Kerma cultures
have closed forms in their pottery corpus.'® Second, the C-Group
and Kerma cultures seem to have a much longer history than the
Pan-Grave. We can see them archacologically from the mid to late
Old Kingdom to the carly or mid New Kingdom. Moreover, the
C-Group and Kerma cultures exhibit several stages of internal
phasing and archacological change during that millennium,"”
while the Pan-Grave archacological culture is around for a mere
250 years and does not appear to exhibit internal phasing (besides
possible intermediate stages of acculturation towards rectangular
shaped tombs thought to be Egyptian in style)." Third, the Pan-
Grave archacological culture extends further north than the C-
Group, whose culture spans primarily from Hierakonpolis to the
Third Cataract,” and Kerma, from the Semna Gorge to the
Fourth or Fifth Cataract.”

It is important also to note that the Pan-Grave, C-Group, and
Kerma cultures also exhibit substantial internal differences in their
architectural form and material culture, even among their own
sites. For example, when we look at Pan-Grave ceramics, both the
decoration and mixtures of temper differ from those even at sites
fairly close to one other.”! Similarly, some Pan-Grave tombs have
various types of superstructures, while others do not include one
at all.?? Aaron de Souza’s ongoing work reevaluating the Pan-

Grave points to multiple Pan-Grave traditions.” These types of
internal differences also occur among C-Group and Kerma
cultures.®

The similarities among these three material cultures and the
differences evident within them beg the question: How much are
we beholden to our established typologies? The real problem with
the divisions among Pan-Grave, C-Group, and Kerma may not be
how archacologists diagnose differences in their individual
archacological cultures, but rather how they have felt compelled to
classify their finds (often awkwardly) into one of these three
categories.”> The more generic classification of Middle Nubian
does help relieve some of these problematic categorizations.”® Yet
Middle Nubian does not help explain why there is so much
variation within each of these archacological cultures. The
seeming lack of difference among some aspects of these material
culcures is exacerbated when we are dealing with individual
ceramics, rather than cemeteries or tombs. Sometimes ceramicists
get into extensive debates about which cultures individual sherds
are from; these types of arguments concerning incised sherds at
Tell el-Daba have even spurred on a recent conference designed
specifically to address the problematic identification of Nubian
ceramics in Egypt.”’ In short, the Pan-Grave seem to be the same
and yet different at each site, and they seem to be the same and yet
different from the Kerma and C-Group. But where and why do
we draw the lines of division in our typologies? And how do these
classifications predispose our understanding of Pan-Grave
identity? Aswe will see, the Pan-Grave identity and its association
with the Eastern Desert has in this way been intertwined with the
Medjay.

SCHOLARSHIP’S FORMATION OF THE CONNECTION

BETWEEN THE MEDJAY AND THE PAN-GRAVE

The problem with identifying who is represented by the Pan-
Grave archacological culture has been complicated because of their
equation in scholarship with the Medjay of the Egyptian textual
record. Flinders Petrie first identified the Pan-Grave as a distinct
group in Egypt, when he discovered a cemetery at Huin 1899.% A
mere ecight years after Petrie’s discovery, in 1907, Arthur Weigall
made the earliest connection between the Medjay and the Pan-
Grave” Although several scholars over the last century have
supported the connection, it is important to examine how and
when each link in their chain of reasoning was made because the
links directly reflect the archacological and textual knowledge at
that time as well as current trends in archacological thought. Even
though scholars have posited almost 30 different reasons for the
connection between the Medjay and the Pan-Grave, their
arguments vary in quality, and much of the evidence is
circumstantial; only the key arguments will be discussed below.*

In forging this first link between the Pan-Grave and Medjay,
Weigall emphasized that both seem to have been members of “a
warlike race” who worked as mercenaries for the Egyptians.” In
1907 entire groups of people were considered to be predisposed
biologically toward certain physiological and psychological traits.?
Morcover, Weigall had first been introduced to the Pan-Grave by
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Figure 1: ~ Map of Egypt, Nubia, and the Red Sea showing locations mentioned in the text and known Pan-Grave

cemeteries. Map made by Bryan Kraemer.
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his tcacher, Flinders Petric, who emphasized their racial
characteristics as distinctive from those of the Egyptians.”
Weigall observed that the Medjay appeared “warlike” in two
texts: the Biography of Weni the Elder from Dynasty 6, in which
the Egyptians brought several Nubian groups to help fight the
sand-dwellers in Sinai,* and the depictions of Medjay troops
protecting Akhenaten in the Tomb of Mchu at Amarna.”® Despite
the millennium between these sources and several other non-
warlike references to the Medjay that contradict this
interpretation, the evidence was enough in 1907 for Weigall to
argue that the Medjay were a “warlike race.” Weigall argued that
the Pan-Grave were “warlike” first because of the presence of Pan-
Grave pottery in a fortress at Elkab.* Then, in his subsequent
survey of “all the great fortresses” of Lower Nubia including
Kuban, Aniba, Koshtameh,
Archacological Survey of Nubia, he found what he thought was

and others as part of the

“Pan-Grave” pottery in all of them.?”” This was sufficient to him to
demonstrate the Pan-Grave’s “warlike” traits. He seems to have
assumed that fortresses were useful only to people who were
inherently “warlike.” Moreover, another major problem with
Weigall’'s survey of Pan-Grave ceramics was that it occurred before
scholars like George Andrew Reisner or Gerald Wainwright had
archacologically defined the C-Group and Kerma cultures.?® Thus,
Weigall's “Pan-Grave” ceramics included sherds from all three
archacological cultures. Because later evidence demonstrated
Weigall’s miscategorizations of the pottery, most scholars did not
accept his equation completely.

Finally, to connect the Pan-Grave to the Medjay, Weigall
drew attention to the ledge shrine at Gebel Agg in Lower Nubia.
This family shrine, dating to the middle or end of Dynasty 18,
depicts a man name Humay who has the title “Medjay of his
Majesty.”® At the base of the ledge of this shrine, Weigall noted
that “Pan-Grave” pottery was found. Thus, because the two pieces
of evidence were in such close spatial (not necessarily
stratigraphic) proximity, he again drew a connection between the
Medjay and the Pan-Grave.*

The next set of scholars who linked the Medjay to the Pan-
Grave archacological culture also argued that the Pan-Grave and
the Medjay were mercenaries, especially during the war of the
Second Intermediate Period. However, this group turned to
objects in Pan-Grave tombs, rather than pottery finds, to
demonstrate their “warlike nature.” In 1920, Gerald Wainwright
first drew attention to weapons, such as axes, archery wrist guards,
and arrows found in their tombs at Balabish and Rifeh;* which
several other scholars subsequently noted at other sites too.
Similarly, in 1961, Anthony Arkell pointed out the ox skull found
in a Pan-Grave tomb from Mostagedda that depicts a soldier
painted black, holding a shield and axe, and displaying a non-
Egyptian name; he argued that this Pan-Grave man was a
mercenary for the Egyptian army.”? Manfred Bietak also noted the
axe from Mostagedda Tomb 3135 that was inscribed with the

“ However,

cartouche of the Egyptian king, Nebmaatre.
Wainwright and others at this time, did not contrast the amount

of weapons in Pan-Grave tombs to contemporary C-Group,

Kerma, or Egyptian tombs to demonstrate that the Pan-Grave
were more “warlike” than the other contemporary cultures.

The most convincing arguments were presented by Torgny
Sive-Soderbergh in 1941. He was the first to note the reference to
the skilled “Bowmen of the Medjay” in the Kamose stela, who are
mentioned as fighting for the Thebans at the end of the Second
Intermediate Period. Sive-Séderbergh then mapped the known
Pan-Grave cemeteries in Upper Egypt and demonstrated that they
inhabited the same area that the Theban Dynasts controlled:
Aswan to Cusae.® Pan-Grave cemeteries have been found far
south of this distribution, with a concentration around the Second
and Third Cataracts*; one may also lic to the north at Qasr ¢l
Sagha (Figure 1).” Sive-Soderbergh also hypothesized that Pan-
Grave people must have immigrated to Egypt ez masse when the
Egyptians lost control of Lower Nubia at the end of the Middle
Kingdom.® As a result, scholars today still use a theory of large-
scale migration to explain the appearance of the Pan-Grave
material culture within the traditional boundaries of Egypt.”
Despite anthropological theory demonstrating that migration and
conquest are not the only reasons for material culture to appear or
disappear,’ this explanation for the appearance of the Pan-Grave
in Egypt has been questioned only in the last few years.>!

By 1966 many scholars were influenced by the argument that
the Pan-Grave was the same as the Medjay because they were both
mercenaries. However, the identification was not yet taken as a
certainty. Then Manfred Bietak’s study of Sayala forged another
Medjay-Pan-Grave link. Instead of focusing on their apparent
connection as mercenaries, Bietak stressed that they both
originated from the same location in the Eastern Desert, cast of
Lower Nubia.’* Bietak’s work convinced generations of scholars.
No one questioned the connection for a long time afterwards, even
if individual scholars tweaked his general ideas and added other
circumstantial reasons to support his arguments.*?

Significant to Bietak was the identification of 2 homeland for
the Medjay. By the time of his study in 1966, several scholars
working on textual references to Medja-land and the Medjay-
people during the Old Kingdom through the Second Intermediate
Period had demonstrated fairly conclusively that the Egyptians
considered Medja-land to be in the Eastern Desert, in the greater
arca of Wadi Allagi and Wadi Gabgaba. They had determined this
location principally from evidence in the Semna Dispatches, the
location of Ibhet in the Eastern Desert, references to products
acquired in the Eastern Desert coming from the Medjay-people,
and the location of Serra East, named Asf-Md3yw, “Repelling-the-
Medjay,” being on the East Bank of the Nile in Lower Nubia.**
The conclusions of these scholars are still accepted today.”® Bietak
addressed some of their ideas in his work, but he focused more on
his own reasons for the Pan-Grave’s coming from the Eastern
Desert. Although he presented several arguments, only the most
convincing ones will be summarized here.

First, as part of the Nubian Salvage Campaign, Bictak
excavated two small Pan-Grave cemeteries and ewo small C-Group
cemeteries at Sayala. From preliminary physical anthropological
data of the skeletons, he noted that the Pan-Grave skeletons
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seemed to be of a “Negrid Race,” while the C-Group were of a
“Europid Race.” He also pointed out that the Pan-Grave skeletons
were significantly taller and more robust than the C-Group
skeletons. Other factors for this difference like diet or gene-flow
were not considered. Bietak suggested that they would have made
excellent mercenaries or security guards (like the Medjay) because
of their increased size.” Because the C-Group skeletons seemed so
different from the Pan-Grave, he suggested that the C-Group were
indigenous people of the Nile Valley and that the Pan-Grave came
from elsewhere; he assumed the Eastern Desert of Sudan.”
Despite this being the only substantial osteological study
conducted on Pan-Grave skeletons to this day, other scholars have
applied these results to Pan-Grave skeletons throughout Egypt
and Nubia.’® Nevertheless, a detailed study of the Sayala skeletons
was completed in 1984 that suggested a contrary conclusion, that
the Pan-Grave from Sayala originated in the Western Desert and
were a mix of the “Negrid Race” and the “Paleocuropid Race.”’
These results have not been integrated into the received narrative
about the Pan-Grave.

Second, Bietak hypothesized that the Pan-Grave people came
from the Eastern Desert, in and to the cast of Wadi Allaqi, based
on evidence visible in the Nile Valley. Noting that there was a
substantial concentration of Pan-Grave cemeteries on the low
desert near the entrance into the Wadi Allaqi, he assumed that this
was the entrance to their homeland.®* Although there were Pan-
Grave cemeteries equally distributed on the East and West Banks
of the Nile, Bietak argued that Pan-Grave people crossed over to
the West Bank only to acquire other resources like food. His
observation was based on a contemporary ethnographic parallel to
Eastern Desert pastoral nomads crossing the Nile with their
herds.®* But, even if the bearers of the Pan-Grave culture crossed
the Nile to acquire resources, this theory does not explain why they
would choose to be buried on that side. Presumably, Pan-Grave
people were buried near their homes.®

Third, Bietak then sought to find evidence for the Pan-Grave
in the Eastern Desert. Unfortunately, by 1966 no one had yet
surveyed this region because of the difficulty of access and its
extreme climate.”” Thus, Bietak had to privilege scatters of sherds
with Pan-Grave affinities that appeared along the Red Sea coast.
For instance, he pointed to Arkell’s description of sherds that
seemed similar to Pan-Grave pottery at the sites of Khor Arbaat
and Erkowit. Bietak listed them as evidence among Pan-Grave
sites on that side of the Eastern Desert, but he was unable to verify
what the sherds looked like since they were not published.®*
Crowfoot also had discovered and published photographs of
sherds at Kassala in 1928 that exhibited similar decoration to that
found on Pan-Grave sherds.” Based on these sherd scatters along
the Red Sea coast and the extensive Pan-Grave cemeteries in the
Nile Valley near the Wadi Allaqi, Bietak argued that the area in
between these two locations, i.e. the Fastern Desert, was their
homeland. Their movements throughout the region supposedly
reflected the pastoral nomadic migration patterns of the Pan-
66

Grave people.

The theory of mass migration also entered significantly into
Bietak’s study. To fit his evidence and hypotheses into a larger
narrative, Bietak explained that the Pan-Grave must have tried to
migrate into the Nile Valley for years, possibly during times of
starvation and environmental stress in the Eastern Desert.”” Only
once the Egyptians lost control of Lower Nubia in the mid to late
Middle Kingdom, did they move to that region. When the
Egyptian government of the Middle Kingdom declined in Egypt,
the Pan-Grave moved north ez masse, supposedly emptying the
desert of many inhabitants.®® Thus, Bietak composed a narrative
from his evidence that constituted a “culture-history.” This kind
of approach was more widely accepted as legitimate in 1966.9
However, in the last 50 years, newer archacological theory,
including both the “New Archacology” and Post-Processual
movements, has demonstrated the flaws inherent in the culture-
history argument.”

In addition to changes in the theoretical perspectives since
1966, surveys eventually were made in the Eastern Desert in the
area that Bietak identified as the

Approximately 15 years after Bietak’s theories about the origin of

Pan-Grave homeland.

the Pan-Grave, a few long-term archacological projects began
along the Red Sea in the Southern Atbai region: the Butana
Archaeological Project and the Italian Archacological Mission, led
by Rudolfo Fattovich.
archacological cultures known as the Gash Group and the
Mokram Group. The Gash Group appears to coincide with the
Old Kingdom to the Second Intermediate Period and the
Mokram group overlaps with the New Kingdom.”" Following
Bietak, in several studies from 1987-1991, Karim Sadr argues that

These projects uncovered two

the decoration and surface treatment of Pan-Grave ceramics in the
Nile Valley is very similar to that of Mokram ceramics in the
Southern Atbai, 800-1000 kilometers southeast of the Wadi
Allagi along the Red Sea. Based solely on similarities in decoration
(rather than fabric, inclusions, or sources of clay), Sadr argued that
the Mokram Group was culturally related to the Pan-Grave
Group.”> He suggested that Pan-Grave pastoral nomads of the
Eastern Desert conquered the Gash Group in the Southern Atbai,
once they were no longer welcome in the Nile Valley, around the
beginning of the Egyptian New Kingdom, c. 1500 BCE.”* It
should be noted, however, that Sadr did not compare decoration
found on the Kerma or C-Group ceramics to that in the Southern
Atbai, nor did he compare the decoration of Pan-Grave ceramics
in the Nile Valley to other cultural groups’ ceramics like those in
Butana or the Jebel Moya culture, both of which exhibit similar
decorative techniques.”

A century after Weigall had first suggested the connection
between the Pan-Grave archacological culture and the Medjay of
the Egyptian textual record, the Medjay-Pan-Grave connection
had crystalized largely through the works of Sive-Soderbergh,
Bietak, and Sadr. Yet there have been a few dissenting voices.
Most significantly in 2009, Hans Barnard reminded us first of the
chronological problem that Medjay textual references exist for
hundreds of years longer than the Pan-Grave archacological
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culture, which was originally noted by Bruce Williams in 1975.7°
In contradiction to the established model, Barnard doubted that
Pan-Grave material culture “went in and out of fashion,” because
mortuary traditions are part of an ethnic identity, which typically
do not change quickly. Second, he noted that the Pan-Grave
cemeteries lay on both the East and West Banks of the Nile, that
they do not appear in the Eastern Desert, and that the pottery
sherds that are similar to Pan-Grave ceramics in the Kassala region
belong to the Mokram Group. Third, he did not think that the
word Medjay could directly correlate to an ethnic, political, or
cultural entity. In doing so, he implies that the Pan-Grave
archacological culture would differ. Lastly, he stated that one
cannot connect the Pan-Grave with the Medjay, specifically,
instead of other nomadic groups like the Smw, hryw- 55 jwntyw,
and more who appear in the Egyptian texts”® While Barnard’s
expressed doubts were not conclusive, subsequent scholarship has
not addressed them. In some cases, the connection was still

defended despite Barnard’s objections.”

PROBLEMS WITH THE SUPPOSED CONNECTION BETWEEN THE
MEDJAY AND THE PAN-GRAVE

As seen above, three primary reasons for the connection
between the Medjay of the Egyptian textual record and the Pan-
Grave archacological culture have been asserted: 1) both groups
supposedly worked as mercenaries during the war of the Second
Intermediate Period; 2) both groups supposedly originated in the
same area of the Eastern Desert, east of Lower Nubia; and 3) a
textual reference to a Medjay is found in close proximity to Pan-
Grave pottery at Gebel Agg. Many of the reasons for the
connection between the Medjay and the Pan-Grave met the
standards of historical argument current at the time they
originated. Weigall and Sive-Soderbergh argued for biological
predispositions of races, a manner of historical reasoning which
had much acceptance in the first half of the twentieth century.
Additionally, Bietak wrote a narrative along the lines of a “culture-
history,” a style of argument that was very common during the mid
twentieth century.” For issues of ethnicity and cultural identity in
archacology, however, these forms of analysis no longer secem
reliable,”” and outmoded methodological approaches aside, several
other archacological reasons exist to question the connection.

In 1966, when Bietak posed his theory about how the Pan-
Grave had originated in the Eastern Desert of Sudan, no one had
yet surveyed that area. However, in the last 25 years, several
archacological surveys have been conducted in this region.® In
particular, the surveys conducted by Karim Sadr and the Centro
Ricerche sul Deserto Orientale (CeRDO) sought out Pan-Grave
material specifically.®! Unfortunately, no survey of this region has
found more than a small amount of Pan-Grave sherds on the
surface. Moreover, approximately equal amounts of sherds
belonging to the C-Group, Kerma culture, Gash Group, and
Mokram Group were also found on the surface.*” None of these
sherd scatters can speak to large populations of indigenous pastoral

nomads in the Eastern Desert. After the surveys, Karim Sadr
stated:

Also surprising is the enigmatic absence of the Pan-Grave
culture. Considered to signify the ancient Beja of the 2nd
millennium BC..., the Nubian Desert should have been
littered with pan-graves. Their absence was also noted in
the Egyptian Eastern Desert..., suggesting that the time
may have come to rethink our notions about this
archaeological culcure.®?

Additionally, the pottery with Pan-Grave affinities that
Bietak used as evidence for their existence in the Eastern Desert
actually belongs to the Mokram Group. Crowfoot had even found
them with other sherds that belong to the Gash Group.** And
despite Sadr’s previous arguments that the Mokram Group and
the Pan-Grave have such similarities that they should be
considered the same archacological culture, that cannot be the
case. Incised line-decorations are found in pottery traditions in
many parts of the Upper Nile Valley and outlying regions, and
through several periods. Numerous archacological cultures dating
from 5000 BCE to 1000 CE, including those at Jebel Moya,
Butana, the Atbai, and many other places throughout
northeastern Africa, exhibit similar decorations.®® A Beldados
recently reexamined the decorations on ceramics from Agordat to
show their diverse connections with many culcures in northeast
Africa.® As Barry Kemp pointed out:

The similarity (between Pan-Grave and Mokram sherds at
Kassala) is not apparently one of total culture, only of
selected individual traits in pottery decoration, and thus
not necessarily of immediate relevance in view of the
widely dispersed and long-lasting pottery traditions of
north-east Africa.?’

In short, there is no archacological evidence for the Pan-
Grave in the Eastern Desert of Sudan or along the Sudanese Red
Sea coast that can demonstrate that this region had a
concentration of people from a contemporary period for which it
would constitute a homeland.®

In fact, there is a greater distribution of Pan-Grave sherds in
the Egyptian Eastern Desert and Red Sea coast, far north of what
the Egyptians called Medja-land. Small quantities of Pan-Grave
sherds were found at Bir Abraq,* Mersa Gawasis,” and Gebel el-
Zeit”! The sherds at Mersa Gawasis are of particular interest
because they were found throughout this Egyptian site along with
a similar small quantity of C-Group and Kerma sherds. Andrea
Manzo has argued that the Egyptians running this site employed
members of all three Nubian groups to work there, cach of whom
brought their own cooking ceramics and other supplies.”
According to this reasoning, Mersa Gawasis was not a homeland
of the Pan-Grave. The distribution of Pan-Grave, C-Group, and
Kerma ceramics at Mersa Gawasis is substantially different from
the distribution of Gash Group and Mokram Group ceramics
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Figure 2: Map of the greater Abydos region marking where Pan-Grave evidence has been found. Map made by Bryan Kraemer.

there, which are relegated to specific areas. The distribution of the
latter indicates that they may only be present due to trade.”?
Moreover, Pan-Grave sherd scatters are not confined to the
deserts on the east side of the Nile. There is also a comparable
amount of Pan-Grave pottery found in the Egyptian Western
Desert at places like Balat,” the Kharga Qasis,” Umm Mawagir,”
and Qasr el-Sagha.”” Excavators working in the Western Desert
also explain that this pottery appears in small quantities and may
indicate Nubians working for the Egyptians, rather than

permanently wving 1n the region.

Essentially, there is an
approximately equal small amount of Pan-Grave ceramics in both
the Eastern and Western Deserts of Egypt. And none of the Pan-
Grave ceramics in either location seems to indicate a
concentration that might point to an associated indigenous Pan-
Grave population. This distribution also reflects the almost equal
amount of Pan-Grave cemeteries and ceramics on both the Eastern
and Western sides of the Nile in the Nile Valley.” The Pan-Grave
archacological culture straddles the Nile equally.

We should not privilege scatters of sherds in cither desert over
the sherds in the Nile Valley. Pan-Grave pottery is present to a
small extent in the majority of Egyptian settlements dating to the
Late Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period.'™ Thus,

if the Egyptians have a settlement in the deserts or oases, those

finds should be treated in the same capacity as finds in the Nile
Valley.

Manfred Bietak also argued that the Pan-Grave originated in
the Eastern Desert because there secems to be an inordinate
number of Pan-Grave cemeteries bunched around the mouth of
Wadi Allagi."" However, that apparent concentration is likely an
archacological illusion. There is a similar conglomeration of C-
Group cemeteries at the mouth of the Wadi Allaqi,'® which has
never been used to argue for a C-Group homeland in the Eastern
Desert. Moreover, by 1966, the area in front of Wadi Allagi was
one of the most densely surveyed archacological zones in the Nile
Valley. It had received several archacological surveys as well as
extensive archacological work in the nearby region for almost 50
years, ranging from the initial surveys of Arthur Weigall to the
early surveys of the UNESCO campaign beginning in 1959.' In
these surveys, the investigators recorded everything that they
encountered, whereas excavators in Egypt in the early 20th century
excavated sites at which they wanted to work. Thus, Pan-Grave
finds in Egypt proper were not always recorded; only in recent
years have archacologists started recording all of the Pan-Grave
material on their sites.'” Pan-Grave sites are now so numerous in
Upper Egypt, that it is no longer worth mapping where individual
sherds are found because, in some places, they can be found every
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few kilometers. For example, when Bictak mapped Pan-Grave
finds at Abydos, he noted their occurrence only in tomb C56 of

Peet’s north CCI’IICIZCI'Y.IOS

However, recent published and
unpublished work in the greater Abydos region noted Pan-Grave
pottery at a minimum of 10 different locations around the site
(Figure 2)."° Had Bietak known about all these sherds across
Abydos, the location would have received at least 10 dots on his
map, which could also have seemed like a significant clustering of
Pan-Grave material at the mouth of a different wadi. It seems
more reasonable now to interpret the clustering of Pan-Grave sites
near Wadi Allaqi as indicative of the state of survey in the Nile
Valley in 1966 rather than as an indication of a Pan-Grave
homeland.

Part of the problem with interpreting Pan-Grave material has
been that the analysis and theories used to explain this evidence
have been different from those used to interpret similar evidence
for the C-Group or the Kerma cultures. For example, all three
archacological cultures often include shells from the Red Sea in
their tombs. However, when these shells are in Pan-Grave tombs,
excavators explain that they indicate the pastoral nomadic
movements of these people,'” while shells in Kerma and C-Group
tombs are explained as evidence of trade.'® Similarly, scholars have
argued that incised diagonal decoration on Pan-Grave ceramics
indicates that they are the same cultural group as the Mokram
Group,'” and yet similar decorations on Pre-Kerma pottery and
ceramic traditions from the Southern Atbai dating as early as 3000
BCE are explained only as advanced cultural contact and trade.''
In fact, looking at the Eastern Desert of Sudan again, much more
archacological evidence for the C-Group has been discovered in
that region than for the Pan-Grave."" Yet no scholar has put forth
an alternative hypothesis that the C-Group is the same as the
Medjay. The result of this double standard in our interpretation
techniques has been to reinforce pre-established categories as
culturally significant. Thus, I urge scholars to examine the
assumptions behind each interpretation that they make about
material from all Nubian archacological cultures. Rarely should
one use different lines of reasoning to explain Pan-Grave material
culture from those used to explain the C-Group or Kerma
cultures.

A few recent studies have added to the narrative that the Pan-
Grave are from the Fastern Desert because they supposedly
maintained a pastoral nomadic economy. This argument
originally stems from the connection between the Pan-Grave and
the Medjay (who were in part pastoral nomads).'”* Yet scholars
justify this argument through the Pan-Grave archacological
remains. They point to the Pan-Grave’s small cemetery sizes that
indicate extended families and the Pan-Grave connection with
animals, especially gazelles which come from the desert.'”” Yet
pastoral nomadic economies should be distinguished from
pastoral economies (not nomadic). In a pastoral nomadic
cconomy, families would herd animals in the desert for
approximately half of the year and then move the animals to the
Nile Valley or other places with water during the remaining
times.'"* On the other hand, pastoral economies would involve

moving herds along the Nile Valley, but not include taking their
herds deep into the high desert. Many members of the C-Group
maintained a pastoralist economy along the Nile Valley.'”
Archaeologists have demonstrated that the C-Group also have a
strong connection with animals and that some of their cemeteries
are small enough for extended families."'® It is unclear why we
continue to call the bearers of the Pan-Grave culture pastoral
nomads, while we call the bearers of the C-Group culture
pastoralists. From the evidence that we have, we can say that the
Pan-Grave peoples were pastoralists. But were they nomadic? The
evidence for this later distinction is still lacking.'"”

Occasionally, the C-Group and the Pan-Grave do seem to be
different. That is true of their skeletons from Sayala. Bictak had
noted that the Pan-Grave skeletons were larger and more robust
than the C-Group skeletons at that site. He used this fact as
evidence that the Pan-Grave would have been mercenaries and
that the C-Group may have been indigenous to the Nile Valley

18 However,

while the Pan-Grave originated from elsewhere.
several problems exist with this data. First, Bictak as well as several
reviewers of his book noted that the C-Group skeletons have a
“very strong local variability” and are not like the C-Group
skeletons elsewhere.'” Second, the sample size for both the C-
Group and the Pan-Grave skeletons is extraordinarily small. Only
9 C-Group male skeletons and 6 C-Group female skeletons were
complete enough to examine for “racial” characteristics.'
Similarly, only 7 Pan-Grave male skeletons and no Pan-Grave
female skeletons were complete enough to examine.'?! This is not
a statistically significant sample from which we can extract large
demographic information. Moreover, the differences in these
skeletons were attributed to “race,” but might have been caused by
other factors such as diet or gene-flow. The results from Sayala
should not be applied to Pan-Grave or C-Group skeletons across
all of Egypt and Sudan. Ilook forward to physical anthropologists
completing other studies of Pan-Grave skeletons in the future.

If you recall, Weigall, Save-Soderbergh, and others supposed
that the Medjay and the Pan-Grave were the same because they
were both mercenaries on the side of the Egyptians during the
Second Intermediate Period. This second line of reasoning hinges
on two false assumptions: that the Medjay appear ozly as soldiers
in Egyptian texts and art and that the appearance of weapons in
Pan-Grave cemeteries, the presence of Nubian ceramics in
Egyptian fortresses, and the distribution of Pan-Grave cemeteries
in the territory controlled by Dynasty 17 can result only from
military involvement.

The emphasis on the Medjay as soldiers privileges one
category of evidence for their role in Egyptian society over others.
Several other texts exist in which they did not function as
mercenaries, such as the Lahun Papyri,'* the autobiography from
Gebelein,' and even the sarcophagus of Ashyit.'** Notably, in his
biography, Weni hired soldiers from several different Nubian and
Libyan groups as mercenaries; the Medjay were not the only group
who acted as soldiers.'”” The Medjay of the Old Kingdom to
Second Intermediate Period carried out many different jobs, only
one of which may have been a mercenary. Similarly, the reference
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to the Medjay as soldiers in the Tomb of Mchu is not compelling,
because by Dynasty 18, the word Medjay is an occupational title
rather than an ethnic group’s name.'”® This definition should not
be applied anachronistically. As for the references to Medjay in
the Kamose stela, yes it seems that some contingents of Medjay
were fighting as mercenaries at that time.'” Nevertheless, other
groups of non-Egyptians must have been fighting as mercenaries
during the Second Intermediate Period for the Egyptians.'*® Thus,
even if some Medjay were mercenaries and some Pan-Grave were
mercenaries, we cannot directly match one textual tradition to one
archacological culture because many of both existed.

The evidence for the Pan-Grave as mercenaries during the
Second Intermediate Period suffers from similar problems. First,
the concept of “a warlike race” results from a type of historical
reasoning about “races” that was lost by the wayside long ago.'®
From Pan-Grave archacological contexts, we know that several
individuals probably worked as soldiers. For example, the
namesake of the Pan-Grave bucranium with the picture of the

13 The owner of an

man wiclding an axe was likely a soldier.
Egyptian style axe with the name of the king inscribed on it was
likely a soldier."*' However, not every Pan-Grave person, nor even
every person with weapons in their tombs can be considered a
soldier; several tombs of women and children also had weapons.'*
Weapons appear only in a selection of Pan-Grave cemeteries;
typically they are the larger cemeteries in Upper Egypt, like
Mostagedda or Balabish, rather than cemeteries in Lower
Nubia.'*® Moreover, contemporary C-Group,”** Kerma,'> and
Egyptian tombs'* all have weapons in them. So many weapons are
known from Kerma tumuli that Henriette Hafsaas-Tsakos
recently argued for the appearance of a warrior class at Kerma.'”’
Thus, the inclusion of weapons in some tombs is more likely a
reflection of contemporary mortuary traditions. If we were to try
to link the Medjay of the Egyptian textual record with an
archacological culture through the appearance of weapons, how
would we know which one the right group is?

Weigall’s reason for the Pan-Grave people to be mercenaries
for the Egyptians was discredited shortly after his work was
published. His claim that the appearance of “Pan-Grave” ceramics
in Egyptian fortresses indicates where the Pan-Grave were
employed is incorrect because he was misinterpreting ceramics of
the C-Group and Kerma as belonging to the Pan-Grave.'*®

Save-Soderbergh’s alignment of Pan-Grave cemeteries only in
the area controlled by the Theban Dynasts is the remaining reason
for the Pan-Grave people to be considered mercenaries for the
Egyptians (Figure 1). This reason was first discredited by Kemp
and later Bourriau who pointed out Pan-Grave sherds and

cemeteries (respectively) that appear north of this border.'®

However, this reason has come back in Vogue”o in part because the
Pan-Grave cemetery once thought to be at Dahshur, may instead

4 and no one has been able to

belong to the Kerma culture,
confirm the cemetery at Qasr el-Sagha as belonging to the Pan-
Grave. Regardless, the majority of Pan-Grave cemeteries exist
south of Aswan (Figure 1), out of the control of the Theban

Dynasts. Ryholt tried to explain their anachronistic appearance in

Lower Nubia claiming that each of these cemeteries was associated
to camps belonging to Pan-Grave mercenaries fighting with
Kamose and Ahmose at the very end of the Second Intermediate
Period.! This suggestion places the youngest Pan-Grave
cemeteries in Lower Nubia. However, de Souza supports that the
oldest Pan-Grave cemeteries were in Lower Nubia, and they
progress northward based on material culture, architectural form,
and measures of Egyptianization.'”® Even if some bearers of the
Pan-Grave culture worked as mercenaries, the alignment of
control as set up by Save-Soderbergh does not support the specific
link between the Medjay and the Pan-Grave.'*

Only Arthur Weigall and later Bruce Trigger advocated the
last main reason to equate the Pan-Grave and the Medjay. They
noted an inscription of a man named Humay who held the title
“Medjay of his Majesty” at a ledge shrine at Gebel Agg in Lower
Nubia.!® This is a family inscription that also depicts Humay’s
parents and siblings as well as their titles."*® At the top of the low
desert beneath this inscription, a mixture of Nubian and Egyptian
pottery was found, which both Weigall and Trigger called “Pan-

»147

Grave,” but is in fact much more diverse. Simpson noted that

this deposit included a lot of ash, bone, cooking refuse, and other
cooking pots as if it were the debris of watchmen on this ledge.'®
Instead of justifying the connection between the Medjay and the
Pan-Grave, it is more likely that the family inscription on the ledge
is not contemporary with the waste of the watchmen found below.
Or even if they are contemporary, they likely would not have been
created by the same people.

In short, there is no substantial justification to identify the
bearers of the Pan-Grave culture with the Eastern Desert, nor is
there evidence to equate the Medjay and the Pan-Grave. Even if
there were overlap between some individual Medjay and
individual Pan-Grave people, scholars investigating the Medjay or
the Pan-Grave should not generalize their conclusions to all
members of both groups. The two words should not be used
interchangeably.

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

Nothing that I have said is meant as a personal attack on the
scholarship of any of the researchers mentioned previously. Each
theory presented here can be viewed as a product of its time and
consistent with the evidence that its author elucidated. I would,
however, like to caution people from simply referencing the
established theories without being circumspect about the
evidence, or the relative lack of evidence, behind them. Overall,
think that, for 110 years, Pan-Grave scholarship has gone down a
wrong path. On this path, the Pan-Grave were assumed to be
watlike. On this path, they were assumed to have migrated into
Egypt from the Eastern Desert to have worked as mercenaries and
then assimilated into Egyptian culture. And on this path scholars
treated every piece of Pan-Grave evidence as if it were indicative of
a specific Pan-Grave ethnicity. My main goal has been instead to
jump start a dialogue about the identity of the Pan-Grave people
that has laid dormant for several years now because of the
established Pan-Grave to Medjay equation.
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This deconstruction of the Pan-Grave to Medjay equation
leads to a new question: Who were the bearers of the Pan-Grave
culture, especially if they were not the Medjay? This question will
take several monographs written by various scholars before we
come to a reliable answer. For now, I only wish to make a few
observations and suggestions to point us forward. First we know
that there are several cultural affinities between the bearers of the
Pan-Grave culture and the bearers of the C-Group and the Kerma
cultures. We additionally know that the majority of Pan-Grave
cemeteries are found along the Nile Valley in Upper Egypt and
Lower Nubia, and only small amounts of Pan-Grave sherds have
been found north, south, cast, or west of that arca. Lastly, we know
that there is no basis for the Pan-Grave to have ever been
connected with the Eastern Desert in particular.

Moreover, the “appearance” of the Pan-Grave archacological
culture in Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia at the end of the Middle
Kingdom still needs to be explained. In the past, scholars
suggested that this culture must have come from somewhere else,
a theory of migration. Yet there are few Pan-Grave archaceological
remains in any direction that predate those in the Nile Valley.
Couldn’t we consider factors of cultural change in our theories
other than simply migration?

Although this theory has not been explored before, I would
like to suggest as a possible scenario to explore that the Pan-Grave
archacological culture came from within populations already
living in the Nile Valley. Based on their use of animals in their
mortuary remains, some may have been pastoralists herding their
animals along the Nile, like the C-Group. Egyptologists for the
last 100 years have assumed that the Pan-Grave represented a
completely separate ethnicity from the C-Group or Kerma
cultures. However, the lack of internal phasing and the lack of

NOTES

Although an abbreviated argument appears here, for a
much more detailed discussion of this material, see Kate
Liszka, ““We Have Come to Serve Pharaoh’ A Study of
the Medjay and Pangrave Culture as an Ethnic Group
and as Mercenaries from c. 2300 BCE until c. 1050
BCE” Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 2012,
388-523.

The majority of references to the Medjay disappear by
the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period.
However, a handful of references may exist from the
Napatan Period and possibly the Ptolemaic Period. See
Zibelius, Afrikanische  Orts-  und
Vilkernamen in hieroglyphischen und hieratischen Texten
(Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert, 1972), 63, 133;
Adriana Belluccio, "Religione ¢ Cultura: le Statue di Min
"Medja" a Coptos,” in Charles Bonnet (ed.), Actes de la
Ville Conférence Internationale des Etudes Nubiennes,
Lille 11-17 Septembre 1994, (Lille: Université Charles-
de-Gaulle, 1997), 25-45.
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closed vessel forms for the bearers of the Pan-Grave culture, as
opposed to those of the C-Group or Kerma cultures, may instead
point to a different type of shift in their identity, one that does not
represent an isolated group. As opposed to an eshric difference,
perhaps the Pan-Grave archacological remains represent
geographic, occupational, demographic, or even religious type of
identity, distinct but related to the C-Group or Kerma cultures.

In all likelihood, it is a significant factor that the Pan-Grave
culture “appears” in Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia only when the
Egyptian government starts to lose power during times of political
and economic stress, the Late Middle Kingdom. Anthropologists
have convincingly shown that during times of social,
environmental, and economic stress or conflict, groups of people
sharpen the boundaries between their personal identities. There
is a distinct increase in the number of markers used to separate
identity by focusing on differences rather than the blending of
cultures during those times.'* Markers of identity also occur more
frequently in areas of contact than arcas of isolation.”® They
become salient elements of interactions between groups. Is it
possible that the Pan-Grave ancestors were always in the Nile
Valley, but when the government and economy started to go
downhill, those living in areas controlled by the Egyptians reacted
by emphasizing their individuality in Pan-Grave type cemeteries?

Alas, the study of Pan-Grave identity needs to begin afresh
because they are not connected with the Medjay and they are not
connected with the Eastern Desert. I encourage archacologists to
look for previously unseen trends in Pan-Grave data. I urge
scholars to apply different theoretical and scientific models to our
evidence. And I hope that the field challenges the ideas that I put
forth in this article in order to move the dialogue forward rather
than just accepting the status quo.

E.g. the pastoral nomads of the Sinai (Emanuel Marx,
"Nomads and Cities: The
Conception," in Stefan Leder and Bernhard Streck
(eds.), Shifis and Drifis in Nomad-Sedentary Relations
(Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 2005), 3-15,
esp. 10-11). Also see, Anatoly M. Khazanov, Nomads
and the Outside World, Second Edition (Madison: The
University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), esp. 68-84;
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Verlag, 2005), 28-29.

For a detailed reexamination of the data, identity, and
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duties of the Medjay in the Egyptian textual record, see
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Evolution and Role of the Medjay in Ancient Egypt and
Nubia, c. 2300 to 1250 BCE. Probleme der Agyptologie
(Leiden: Brill, in preparation). Also see Kate Liszka,
"We have come from the Well of Ibhet: Ethnogenesis
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