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ABSTRACT 

In 1924, the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in New York acquired a large collection of both archaeological and documentary 

material that had belonged to Austrian medical doctor, anthropologist and collector Felix von Luschan. Colloquially termed "The von Luschan 

Collection," a large portion of this collection consisted of human skeletal remains. Of these remains there are currently 339 individuals 

designated to the "el-Hesa" sub-collection, which is mainly made up of cranial and associated postcranial elements. 

Uncovered in 1907 at Cemetery 2 of el-Hesa, one of the islands of the first cataract of the Nile, this skeletal collection illustrates the difficulties 

of using osteological material comingfrom Nubia, at the edge of the Egyptian territory. In particular, physical anthropologists continue to use 

outdated chronologies when discussing the age of the collection. This review of the el-Hesa collection provides an updated historical context for 

the remains, including new evidence dating them from the Late Roman period to the beginning of the Christian era. 

INTRODUCTION 

In a series of articles produced in the last ten years, 1 the 

historical context of Nubian populations in Antiquity, the 

understanding of the sites from which the osteological collections 

were taken, and even the presentation of the general history of the 

region has been inaccurate or incomplete. The references that were 

used to assist in this understanding date to the 1970s rather than 

the 2000s, sometimes to the 1930s or 1910s, and also include 

names and publications that have no standing within Nubian 

Studies, a field that has made groundbreaking progress in the last 

forty years. 
It is important to note that at present much physical 

anthropological fieldwork in Nubia is conducted by scientists with 

intimate ties to archaeology. Unfortunately, their results are often 

used in comparative studies that have routinely ignored updated 

historical contexts. Exceptions include studies by Buzon2 that 

concern the New Kingdom colonization of Lower and Middle 

Nubia. But for Late Antiquity,3 and the Christian era,4 

comparative studies have continuously used outdated terminology 

and definitions of time periods that cannot be found in the 

historical literature. More importantly they confuse arguments 

made in the physical anthropological literature. 

The lack of historical background for many physical 

anthropologists studying skeletal collections originating from 

Nubia is partly due to the nature of Nubian Studies and their 

relation to Egyptology. While many publications related to Nubia 

are not published in mainstream journals, they do exist in the form 

of monographs, proceedings of international conferences, as well 

as exhibition catalogues. Even without adding the knowledge that 

can be gained from Egyptology and non-English language sources, 
anthropologists have been amiss in using such sources. Their 

research would gain from better historical contexts for the regions 

from which the comparative collections were taken, since these 

point at possible biological admixture. A reinterpretation of the 

material and results from early studies is much overdue. The 

Cemetery 2 at el-Hesa (Figure 1) illustrates these needs, and gives 

a chance to explore an almost forgotten skeletal collection from 

Nubia. 

THE VON LUSCHAN COLLECTION AT THE AMNH 

In May 1924, the AMNH accessioned the von Luschan 

Collection,5 which included some 5,000 human crania, 200 

complete skeletons, a study collection and a private library. The 

materials have the Museum accession number 25102, and the 
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Figure I: General map of Upper Egypt and Nubia 

Anthropology Division accession number 1924-37 ( representing 
the 37th accession for the year 1924). 

The von Luschan Collection, though originally negotiated as 
a purchase that was to include 6,000 photographs and 500 crania 
and skeletons, was a gift of Felix \'Varburg. Warburg was acting as 
von Luschan's broker in matters related to the sale of the 

collection, at the time ofvon Luschan's death in February 1924. 
Part of the von Luschan collection comes from an excavation 

conducted in 1907 at Cemetery 2 on the Ei,'Yptian island of cl­
Hesa, in the area of the first cataract (Figure 2). However, there is 

some skeletal material from Cemetery 2 mentioned in von 
Luschan's Field Notebooks not found in the AMNH collection. 
On February 19, 1924, Emma von Luschan stated chat some skulls 
were unnumbered and unmarked, and chat she would postpone 
sending those to the Museum. So far, there is no evidence char 
these skulls became pare of che AMNH collection. 

Von Luschan received only part of the skeletal collection 
from Cemetery 2, some rem,tins having been taken from the site 
prior to him being granted permission to remove material. The 
anatomists in charge, on behalf of the Ei,'Yptian government, had 
been asked to solve questions about the ethnicity of the remains, 
and had already sent some of the skeletons co Cairo for ,tssessment. 

After von Luschan cook possession of his allotment, he requested 
Dr. Rudolf Goldbarth, a German demist, to address these 
questions of ethnicity. It appears that all skeletal remains with 
numbers 3101-3194 were given to him for examination and 
measurement,6 most of chem being in the AMNH collection. 
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Figure 2: Map of cl-Hcsa and surrounding islands 

(after Reisner 1910, Plan 2) 

Numbers and texts penciled on some of the crania in the sub­
collection cannot be correlated with any known work on the skulls 
ocher chan the Goldb,uch investigation, and appear co pre-d,tce the 
sub-collection's arrival at che AMNH. 

The AMNH collection currently consists of the remains of 
339 individuals, predominantly adults. Apart from the el-Hesa 
material scored at the AMNH in New York, Cemetery 2 remains 
are also found in the United Kingdom at the Duckworth 
Laboratory/ University of Cambridge, at the KNH Centre for 
Biomedical Egyptology/ University of Manchester, at the London 
Natural History Museum, as well as in Denmark, at the 
Anthropological Laboratory / U niversi cy of Copenhagen. 

EL-HESA CEMETERY 2 

In 1907, the archaeological surveyofNubia, placed under the 
aegis of the Egyptian government, began in the region of the first 
cataract, where the Island of cl-Hesa is located. Soon to be 
submerged. as a result of raising the height of the Aswan Dam, the 
are,t was thoroughly examined by ,trchaeologists, producing in a 
very short time period a huge amount of artifacts ,tnd. hum,tn 
remains, studied in situ or sent to various destinations. Work on 
the dam occurred between 1908 and 1911, and George A. Reisner, 

an American Egyptologist from Harvard, was chosen as a director 
for the scientific expedition. For the scudy of the physical remains, 
he hired Grafton Elliot Smith, an Auscralian-13ritish anatomist of 

the Government School of Medicine in Cairo, and Frederic Wood 
Jones, of the University of London. Despite the early date of chis 
archaeological survey, the team produced a remarkable and 
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promptly published anthropological documentacion,7 including 

cemetery plans, photographs of graves and skeletons, as well as 

drawings of skull morphology. Questions concerning cultural 
interpretation, chronology and burial practices were frequently 

discussed, and reports on medical anomalies and an evaluation of 

the general condition of the popuhtions were regularly produced. 
In particular, an effort was made co answer che question related to 

chc possible admixture of chc Nubian population with ocher 

external groups. 

Figure 3: Map of Cemeteries 2 and 3 (after Reisner 1910, 
Plans 7 and 8) 

The island of el-Hesa had originally three ancient burial 
grounds known as Cemetery 2, 3 and 4. The excavation scarred on 

September 25, 1907, and by November 30, Cemeteries 2 and 3 

were completely excavated, while for Ccmctety 4, by chat time 

completely inundated, it was concluded chat it had been 

sufficiently examined. Cemetery 2 is located at the top end of a 
valley chat runs across the island from north co south, surrounded 

by granite hills (Figure 3). Among the five cemeteries dared co the 

Christian Period and excavated during the survey, it was by far the 
largest, with 1,625 graves for approximately 2,000 bodies. 

However, considering the destructions that occurred in the lower 

levels of the site, and the possible connection with part of che 

nearby Cemetery 3, it probably contained over 3,000 burials. 
Corpses were noted as "well preserved" and sometimes referred to 

as "mummies", though this simply corresponded to the general 

aspect given by the natural process of desiccation of soft tissues in 

a dry environment. 

Many graves had only one individual buried, while some were 
found with multiple burials and considered as family tombs. These 

collective graves often had a substructure in the shape of a large 

vault made of bricks. When present, the superstructure consisted 
of a single room construction or chapel, sometimes with one or 

more niches in chc walls, preceded by a colonnade of four to six 

pillars built on a small terrace. Common graves though, were 
simply m,tde of a narrow, oval or rectangular pie covered with 

either ,t superstructure built with bricks or scone slabs. A third of 

the combs seemed co have no construction at all. Burials were 
mostly oriented East-West, with individuals placed in a supine 

position, head to the west. Only a minority of individuals was 

found lying on the side, with their legs slightly bent. Some 
individuals were wearing a linen tunic and were wrapped in a 

shroud, tied with a cord. 

CHRONOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

One of the main questions concerning che hum,m remains of 

Cemetery 2 is their chronological attribution. According co 

Reisnc1.,8 they belong co the Christian Period for which h e 

considers the time frame to be between 500 AD and 1200 AD. 
Unforcunacely, the few publications in physical anthropology chat 

include the A.t\1NH el-Hesa rem,tins h,tve used this century-old 

assessment as part of a broader and out-of-date chronology: 

Early Dynastic Period (The first three or four dynasties/ 
approximately A-group in Nubia) 

Old Empire (Fourth to Sixth Dynasties / approximately 

B-group in Nubia) 
Midttie Empire (Seventh to Sixteenth Dynasties / 

approximately C-group in Nubia) 

New Empire (Seventeenth to Twentieth Dynasties / D­

group) 
Late Period (Twentieth to Thirtieth Dynasties / 900 -

332 BC) 
Ptolemaic-Roman Period (332 BC - 300 AD) 

Byzantine Period (indudingX-group in Nubia / 200 -

500AD) 

Coptic Period (500 - 1100 AD) 

Such a chronological sequence is no longer appropriate, not 
only because of the incorrect daces, but also because it refers to 

cultural entities such as B-group and D-group that arc no longer 

recognized as valid. It is now generally acccpted9 chat the 
chronology for Egypt should be seen as follows: 

Early Dynastic (3100 - 2686 BC) 

Old Kingdom (2686 - 2181 BC) 
First Intermediate Period (2181 - 2055 BC) 

Middle Kingdom (2055 - 1650 BC) 

Second Intermediate Period (1650 - 1550 BC) 
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New Kingdom (1550 - 1069 BC) 
Third Intermediate Period (1069- 747 BC) 

Late Period (747 - 332 BC) 
Ptolemaic Period (332 - 30 BC) 

Roman Period (30 BC - 395 AD) 
Byzantine Period (395 - 640 AD) 
Islamic Period (640 AD - present) 

Active since the mid-first century AD in Alexandria, 
Christian communities developed rapidly in Egypt under the 

Roman administrntion, despite frequent persecucions, particularly 
at the beginning of the fourth century AD, under the reign of 
Diocletian. Dated to the Christian period, 10 the Cemetery 2 at cl­
Hesa is assimilated to a period starting from the death of the 
emperor Theodosius I (395 AD), and ending with che Arab 
conquest of Egypt in 640 AD. 

In general, for chat period, no material w,ts phced into the 
grave, other than clothing and personal ornaments. Bue some 
objects found inside and at the surface of some undisturbed graves 
from Cemetery 2 clearly indicate the survival of some pagan 
traditions. Among the artifacts deposited during che funeral are, 
for example, dolls, ceramics, glassware, seals and a blue-glazed 

faicnce box decorated with a Hathor head. Two seemingly 
mundane objects are of particular interest regarding the discussion 
on chronology. 

The first is a coin, 11 found on grave 200 with a palm branch 
and a lead seal representing an antelope. On its obverse side 
(Figure 4) is the bust of an Emperor laureate, draped (and 
cuirassed?) looking to the right. As the surface is eroded, only pare 
of the inscription is visible, buc it is possible co reconstruct: 

[THflO] DO-SIVS [P F AVG]. On the reverse side is the 

represenrntion of a Victory advancing left, head turned hack, 

carrying a trophy and dragging a prisoner. The inscription can be 
read as follows: l S]AL VS REil PUBLICAE]. The exergue is hardly 
visible, and it is difficult to know in which city the coin was struck. 
The Chriscogram on the left of the Victory is clearly visible and 
evokes the crucifixion of Jesus. The coin represents Theodosius I 
(347 - 395 AD), the last emperor to have ruled over the western 
and eastern halves of the Roman Empire. He was known to have 
promulgated in 380 AD the Edict of Thessalonica chat made 
Christianity the state religion of the Empire. 

The second is a faience die.12 This twenty-sided die shows the 
Greek letters alpha through upsilon. Such dice arc consistently 
found in Greco-Roman contcxts,1° althouglt most examples in the 
literature have their provenience in Egypt. The el-Hesa die is most 
likely from the end of the Hellenistic period in Egypt. Perdrizec14 

has shown chat similar ex,tmples found in Alexandria point co chis 
period based on the shapes of the twenty Greek letters. The 
original use of these dice is not known, ranging from divinatory to 

game practices. Their appearance with Greek letters is the most 
common. Their occurrence is confined co a specific time period as 
opposed to the more ubiquitous cubic dice with dots numbering 
from one to six. The latter arc found from the third millennium 
BC onwards from Mesopotamia to the Mediterranean.15 South of 

Egypt, cubic dice have been attested no earlier ch,m the Meroitic 
period buc chey continue co be in use into che Christian and lacer 

periods as well. The occurrence of a twenty-sided die at cl-Hesa is, 
therefore, an indication of a pre-Christian context. 

Figure 4: Bronze coin (after Reisner 1910, Pl. 72i) 

The popuhtion buried in el-Hes,t thus belongs co the 
transition in which paganism was on the decline and Christianity 
on the rise, between the fourth century and early seventh century 
AD. The fact that most of the combs have no grave goods indicates 

chat people from el-Hesa had alre,tdy begun co distance themselves 
from pagan practices, although the nearby temple oflsis at Philac16 

continued to be used until 551 AD to satisfy the religious needs of 
Nubian desert tribes such as the Nobades and the Blemmyes. 

The cultural attribution for che remains of Cemetery 2 to this 
transitional period is not only based on the graves' scruccures, 
deposits and funerary customs. Clearing the surface around the 
modern village at the northwest corner of Cemetery 3 (Figure 3 ), 
a number of graves resembling those of Cemetery 2 were found, 17 

with skeletons placed in an extended position, sometimes wrapped 
in a shroud and buried with beads similar co chose discovered in 
Cemetery 2. Their presence suggests ,t link between the late p,trt of 
the pagan Cemetery 3, containing in particular the combs of some 
of the priests of the Philae temple, and the development of another 

burial ground soon to become the Christian Cemetery 2. 

RESEARCH USING THE AMNH EL-HESA COLLECTION 

Once the el-Hesa portion of the von Luschan Collection was 
housed at the AMNH, it became available for scudy. Two recent 
studies stand ouc that have used a significant part of the el-Hesa 

collection, using a historical frame for their comparative analysis. 

/or<rnal qf Ancient li~ptian interconnections I http:/ /jaci.library.arizona.cdu I Vol. 6: I, 2014 I 5-10 8 



 

  

Francigny, et al. I At the Border Between Egypt and Nubia: Skeletal Material from El-Hesa 

Their introductions illusmtte che m,my problems of historical 

interpretation chat have entered the physical anthropological 

literature in the absence of a recent publication addressing the 
chronology within which the von Luschan collection should be 

understood. 

Rothschild et aL' 8 ex,tmined 115 individuals from the el-Hesa 

portion of the von Luschm Collection at the AMNH, to show 

chat Nubians were afflicted during late Antiquity with a form of 

spondyloarthropachy, instead of what was thought co be 

rheumatoid arthritis. Unfortunately, while the authors explain 
how hoth diseases h,tve so far been confused in diagnostics md 

liceracure, they do not see the confusion regarding the historical 

background of the collection. They report that they studied 138 
"Meriotic [sic] Nubian" coming from Semna South in Nubia, 

"dated 2000 - 1600 BP", which we should in fact understand as 

being Meroitic people from Middle Nubia (350 BC - 350 AD). 
Other human remains from che Nile valley, and used for 

comparison, were taken from che el-Hesa collection at che 

AMNH, and from a site identified as "near Pyramids of Light", as 
well as from a place registered as "Nubian Egypt", without any 

dating. On the map provided with the article, the letter" A" placed 
near Cairo refers to "Egyptian sites", while che letter "B" placed at 

chc border between Eh'YPt and Sudan refers to "Mcriotic l sic] 

sites". Without discussing the core part of their study, there arc a 

number of problematic uncertainties: ls Cairo the location of the 
"Pyramids of Light"? Which period is meant? Is "B" referring to 

Nubians in general, while Semna South is known to belong to the 

Kingdom of Mcroc? Or is "B'' referring to Nubians even though 
d-Hesa was mostly an early burial ground for Egyptian Christians 

from a later date? In their Table l, Semna South is replaced by the 
word "Meriocic [sic]", while farther in the cexc "Meriocic f sic]" has 

become a site and not a cultural group or a time period. This 
confusion continues and mal,cs the point about the diagnosis of 

spondyloarchropachy weak due to che inaccurate historical and 
geographical information about the collections used. 

A second study, conducted by Irish,19 also used the AMNH 
collection. Seventy-two cranial remains from d-Hcsa were 

examined for dental traits. The results were compared to samples 

from 14 ocher locations in Egypt. The study covers different 
periods from Neolithic to Roman times, and includes a Table with 

historical and geographical information about the samples used. 

Here, che von Luschan collection is said co he from che Roman 
period, between "200 - 400 AD", tal,en from a "cemetety on the 

now-submerged Nile island of el Hesa". Unfortunately, only a few 

individuals from Cemetery 2 belonged to the ti.)l!rth century, as 
che majority is certainly from a lacer dace and should be referred to 

as from chc Christian period. 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this article is twofold. Firstly we wish to 
highlight the el-Hesahuman skeletal colleccion at the AMNH and 

provide some useful background information concerning its size, 

composition, provenience and lastly, perhaps most importantly, 

its age. 

Second, we wish to illustrate chat there is a need for updated 
published information concerning Nubian osteological 

collections in general, and the AMNH collection from el-Hesa 
Cemetery 2 in particular. No repro,tch could he m,tde co 

researchers using what is currently available about a collcccion, i.e., 

weak or out-of-date documentation, though there is a notable 

absence of collaboration with a historian or archaeologist of the 
region- a Nu biologist. This rype of expert is equally absent in the 

review process of their publications, while history of Lace 

Antiquity in Lower and Middle Nubia is parcicularly complex 
because of the instability and fluccuation of the border between 

Roman Egypt and the Kingdom of Meroe, at a time when desert 

tribes also try to seccle in the valley. 
Physical anthropology studies include an increasing number 

of s,tmples from che Nubian area of which the el-Hesa collection 

is only one instance. Such collcccions represent an attractive 
example of a small territory where different traditions and 

populations come together, but not of a place where a 
characteristic sample of Meroicic populations should he sought. 

Physical anthropological research using the cl-Hcsa and similar 

collections needs to be better informed, ideally with chc kind of 

information provided above. This will not only help with the 
interpretation of their data hut will also allow their rese,trch to 

assist with che questions raised hy hiscori,ms and archaeologists 
currently involved in the area. 
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