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ABSTRACT
The Gebelein Archaeological Project and study of archaeological sites in its vicinity in recent years has resulted in the
acquisition of new data concerning the topography of the region. This report presents a review of the Nubian presence
in the region during the First Intermediate Period and proposes an explanation to their origin as well their role in the
area in light of new research. It seems that Ankhtifi, ruler of the three southernmost nomes at that time, was responsible
for the settlement of Nubian mercenaries in the region in order to utilize their military skills.

INTRODUCTION
Since Henry Fischer recognized the specific style of
Nubian mercenaries’ stelae from the Gebelein/er-
Rizeiqat region dated to the First Intermediate
Period in his paper The Nubian Mercenaries of Gebelein
during the First Intermediate Period,1 the topic has
received some attention, and the stelae from the
region became the subject of several studies.2

However, the area is poorly documented, and the
assemblage of its artifacts lack any form of context.
As a result of the recently initiated Gebelein
Archaeological Project, new data concerning
settlement pattern in the region has been acquired.
The aim of this report is to review the area for its
Nubian presence in light of the recent research and
to present some reflection concerning their
appearance and role in the region.

GEBELEIN/ER-RIZEIQAT REGION IN THE FIRST
INTERMEDIATE PERIOD
The region encompasses several archaeological sites
dated to the First Intermediate Period (Fig. 1). The
northernmost is er-Rizeiqat, a cemetery located c. 10
km west of Armant. Er-Rizeiqat probably was
related to the towns of Sumenu and Iumiteru during
the First Intermediate Period.3 Many stelae of

Nubian mercenaries have been acquired from or are
attributed to the site.4 During the First Intermediate
Period, the cemetery started to contain more opulent
burials. It is even likely that an army commander
named Iti of Iumiteru was buried in one of them.5

Ten kilometers south of er-Rizeiqat there is group
of archaeological sites at Gebelein. The area presents
the urban and funerary landscape of a regional
center that had attained particular importance in the
First Intermediate Period.6

The landscape of Gebelein is dominated by two
rocky hills. A cemetery located in the northern part
of the western mount is known from the discovery
of Old Kingdom papyri. They indicate the likelihood
that Nubians could have served in military roles in
the area as early as the 4th Dynasty.7 The burial of a
local official, an army commander, Iti, and his wife,
Neferu, dated to the First Intermediate Period, was
also discovered at this necropolis.8 The stelae
discovered in this tomb were executed in the
Gebelein/er-Rizeiqat style.9

It served as the necropolis of local elite from the
town of Sumenu. The settlement was located
between this necropolis and er-Rizeiqat. Study of the
available sources suggests that during the First
Intermediate Period Sumenu moved northward
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from Gebelein, and er-Rizeiqat became its
necropolis.10 There are at least two other cemeteries
at Gebelein, but so far no evidence of Nubian
presence has been found there.11

The necropolis of the town of Hefat was located
on the east bank, identified as the site of Mo‘alla.
Ankhtifi, who exercised the power in the south of
the Upper Egypt, was buried there.12 We know from
his biography that he was fighting with the Theban
and Coptite nomes, and he employed mercenaries
who were stationed in the vicinity of his home town
of Hefat.13 The precise location of this settlement is
unknown but most probably was near Mo‘alla.14

There are several sites in the Gebelein/er-Rizeiqat
region. Stelae of Nubian mercenaries are attested
from er-Rizeiqat and the northern necropolis at
Gebelein. Therefore, Nubian presence is
concentrated north from Hefat, around Sumenu and
Iumiteru. Of course, this can be the result of
accidental preservation of the sites and lack of
systematic research in the whole region.
Nevertheless, suggestions can be made.  

CONCLUSION
Sumenu was the cult place of the god Sobek.15 The
cult of Sobek lord of Sumenu was later brought to

the Egyptian fortresses of Bukhen and
Semna in Nubia, and this god was
perhaps worshipped by relocated
descendants of mercenaries from
Sumenu(?).16 This and the presence of
the stelae at the two cemeteries
between which the town was located
may suggest that the mercenaries were
originally located in Sumenu.

Ankhtifi was the overseer of the
army and the desert-countries and
mentioned several times that he had a
battalion stationed close to Hefat.17

Ankhtifi would have had access to
Nubians due to his close relations with
Elephantine and the deserts, material
resources, and the motive to recruit
them. The Gebelein region was de facto
controlled by Ankhtifi.18 Therefore, he
could be the person responsible for the
flourishing or maybe even establish-
ment of the Nubian garrison by
employing them in the war with the
Theban and Coptite nomes.
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FIGURE 1: Cemeteries and settlements in the Gebelein/er-Rizeiqat region and its
vicinity. Names without attached signs are settlements whose exact locations are
unknown (base map by Google Earth).
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