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Introduction

Recent progress in the field of research of Sudanese 
prehistory has increased due to scientific initiatives 
being taken between foreign and local archaeologi-
cal institutions. Moreover, the history of Sudanese 
archaeology demonstrates that major discoveries 
and advances have been achieved as a result of joint 
enterprises. Therefore, the Department of Archaeol-
ogy at the University of Al Neelain, Sudan and the 
Institute of Archaeology at the University of Wro-
claw, Poland started a formal, scientific and didactic 
collaboration in 2013. The discoveries made during 
an initial survey conducted in the Eastern Desert, in 
the lower reaches of the Atbara river, about 70 km 
from the town of Atbara, encouraged both parties in 
establishing a joint research project with the primary 
focus on prehistory.

Thus, the collaboration was transformed into 
the Eastern Desert Atbara River Project (EDAR), 
established in 2016, by the authors of this paper. 
In 2016–2017, an archaeological survey had been 
undertaken by the University of Al Neelain, assisted 
by funds from the Ministry of Higher Education 
and Scientific Research Sudan (MHESR). This sur-
vey aimed at mapping the Stone Age sites within 
the EDAR area. In early 2017, a three-year joint 
project was established between the University of 
Wroclaw, the University of Al Neelain, and the 
National Cooperation of Antiquities & Museums 
(NCAM). This project aims to recognise the oldest 
traces of hominins presence in the Pleistocene and 
the environmental context within the EDAR area. 
It is funded by the Polish National Science Centre 
(NCN) (Masojü, Nassr 2017).

The EDAR Project

The EDAR joint project is a research and educational 
enterprise, focusing on the archaeology of the stone 

age in the Eastern Desert, in the lower reaches of 
the Atbara river. It was established due to following 
major factors: 
•	 The	presence	of	Early	Stone	Age	(ESA)	sites	in	

the Eastern Desert indicates potential remains of 
the Acheulean hominins’ migration towards the 
Red Sea coast and further to the North;

•	 The	 educational	 aspects	 of	 this	 collaboration	
involving the institutions from Sudan and Poland.

The first Palaeolithic sites were discovered in early 
2014 (Nassr 2014). In late 2014 a joint exploration 
trip was conducted by the authors. Based on this 
initial field recognition, in 2015, a memorandum of 
understanding was signed between the Department 
of Archaeology, University of Al Neelain and the 
Institute of Archaeology, University of Wrocław. 
Since then several workshops, public lectures, and 
staff exchanges have been organized. In September 
2016, the first comprehensive archaeological survey 
was undertaken in the EDAR area, funded by the 
MHESR. Systematic geoarchaeological investiga-
tions have already taken place in two of the follow-
ing seasons: 2017 and 2018, financed exclusively by 
the NCN (grant number 2015/19/B/HS3/03652). 
Besides the two leading institutions, investigations 
are being conducted by an international team of 
scholars from various institutions who have been 
invited to the project, namely, NCAM, Shendi Uni-
versity (Sudan), GdaĔsk Archaeological Museum 
(Poland), Korean Institute of Geoscience and Min-
eral Resources (KIGAM; Republic of Korea), Gyeo-
ngsang National University (Republic of Korea), IBS 
Center for Climate Physics (ICCP) of the National 
University of Busan (Republic of Korea). Labora-
tory analyses are being conducted by KIGAM as 
well as by several Polish laboratories. For the pur-
pose of dissemination of the EDAR project results, 
a web page has been designed (http://sudan.archeo.
uni.wroc.pl/).



           Aus der Archäologie                                                MittSAG 29

8

The EDAR concession area, provided by the 
NCAM to the authors, stretches along the right 
bank of Atbara river, in the south of the city; from 
the Hudi depression in the north up to the Adarama 
area in the south and about 80 km from those points 
into the desert (Fig. 1).

The fundamental goals of the EDAR project are 
the recognition and recording of prehistoric sites 
and their paleoenvironmental context in the Eastern 
Desert, within the lower course area of the Atbara 
river. Every season, a field school for the students 
of archaeology is held simultaneous to the research 
work.

The EDAR project partially has a rescue pur-
pose. Since an uncontrolled extraction for gold is 
being conducted in the Eastern Desert, most of the 
sites under investigation are seemingly being found 
within the mines and shafts constructed by these 
gold miners. Many of them have been completely 
destroyed and now are observable only in terms of 
mine piles.

History of research in the Eastern Desert

Although the archaeological fieldwork conducted in 
Sudan is rather extensive, the Eastern Desert remains 
generally an unexplored area. A few notes concerning 
the Atbara area include, the description of hand-axes 
from Khor Hudi (Arkell 1949: 34). In the upper part 
of the Atbara river, Arkell noted fossilised mammal 
bones, and early Acheulean stone tools from a high 
terrace of the Atbara river, upstream of the Butana 
Bridge (Arkell 1949: 35). In his book, Whiteman 
noted that Berry and Whiteman studied the exposed 
geological sections on the eastern bank of the river. 
They demonstrated that the river cuts into a thick 
series of sand, gravels, and clays, exposed from the 
bridge up to the plains, extending towards the Kas-
sala area in the upper part of Atbara valley (White-
man 1971: 47). A group of Palaeolithic sites described 
along the Atbara river, from the upper part, shows 
many bifacial stone artefacts (Chmielewski 1987). 
In 1966, Shiner and Chmielewski discovered several 
MSA sites during their archaeological survey in the 
adjacent steppe, near the town of Khashm el-Girba 
(Shiner & Chmielewski 1971: 58).

The eastern part of Butana, close to Atbara river, 
where the LSA sites are listed into many cultural 
horizons, and compared to the Ethiopian Nilotic, 
to the Early Khartoum/Shaheinab in central Sudan, 
and to the Pre-Dynastic period in Egypt (Fattovich 
& Piperno 1981: 27). Additionally, much archaeo-
logical fieldwork in eastern Butana have been con-

ducted for a long time, and many LSA sites have 
been investigated there (Marks et al. 1987, El-Amin 
1987). Late Prehistoric settlements have been dis-
covered and studied, close to Atbara town, on the 
right bank of the Atbara river (Haaland & Magid 
1991). Stratified material of early ceramic, micro-
lithic, and polished stone tools were found from the 
sites (Haaland & Magid 1995). Late Neolithic sites 
and further, many Holocene cultural horizons have 
been recorded already by the Italian Mission around 
Kassala, within the presently ongoing research (Fat-
tovich 1993, Manzo 2015).

In the middle section of the Atbara river valley, 
a Pleistocene deposit’s sequence has been examined. 
Numerous fossils and Middle Pleistocene artefacts 
from fluvial deposits were also found (Abbate et al. 
2010). The latest discovery of the Acheulean sites, 
along the Red Sea coast and in the mountains, are 
backing the research in the Eastern Desert and bring-
ing in new data for the discussion of hominin migra-
tions, through the green corridors of the Pleistocene 
landscapes (Beyin et al 2017, Kobusiewicz et al. in 
press).

Thus, the conclusion is that the upper part of the 
Atbara river was the focus area, along with Butana 
and eastern Sudan; only a single exploration has been 
conducted of the middle section, and the lower part 
remains an untouched area. This is the reason for 
establishing the EDAR research project. Further-
more, the results of previous research have revealed 
a clear picture of the late Stone Age, through the 
addition of long cultural horizons and terminol-
ogy. The MSA have limited recognition from the 
classification of the stone artefacts, collected from 
the surface and the test excavations, the ESA were 
lacking as well. This, along with questions related 
to the reconstruction of the Pleistocene/Holocene 
environment are the factors of EDAR, using which 
the lower part of the Atbara river and the Eastern 
Desert are to be tested.

Survey of the EDAR area

The above presented state of research shows that 
knowledge regarding the area is still in its initial 
stages in many aspects. So far, 145 localities have been 
found within the EDAR concession (Fig. 2)1. The 
EDAR concession area was divided into small geo-
graphical sectors, within which all the new sites were 
marked during the survey. The chosen sites were 

1 For a Gazetteer of all the EDAR sites found so far see: 
http://sudan.archeo.uni.wroc.pl/
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Fig. 1: Area of the EDAR project activity (drawing M. A. Jadain).
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Fig. 3: Neolithic pottery from the site of EDAR 11.

Fig. 2: Archaeological sites discovered within the EDAR area (drawing M. A. Jadain).
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then surveyed in detail, including the mapping of 
the scatter patterns of artefacts on selected surfaces. 
Recognition of the stratigraphy and the distribution 
of artefacts on the chosen sites was realised using 
small test excavations. 

The survey conducted within the EDAR con-
cession resulted in the discovery of numerous Pal-
aeolithic sites. A majority of them date back to the 
MSA, but there is a constant presence of Acheulean 
sites as well as LSA localities. Post Stone Age human 
occupation of the area was also considerably signifi-
cant (Tab. 1). 

The survey carried out in the northern part of the 
EDAR concession – the Hudi depression – resulted 
in the recording of sites primarily close to the Atbara 
river, i.e. the lower part of Wadi el-Hudi. Several 
Palaeolithic sites had been found there, essentially 
Acheulean and MSA sites, with hand-axes and Leval-
lois products, respectively (EDAR 1, 100, 138, 143).

South of the Hudi depression there is the Abu 
Adar depression with several MSA sites, thus garner-
ing prime focus. Additional Neolithic and MSA sites 
were recorded east of the village of Eldabora, sites 
such as EDAR 56, 57. Also an interesting Neolithic 
site was found there – EDAR 11 (Fig. 3). The Lev-
allois flake and core represented the MSA material 
from the site surface, with wavy line and Shaheinab 
type ceramics identified from the surface and from 
excavation. One test excavation executed on the site 
revealed its stratified character and an abundance of 
lithics and organic material, within particular layers, 
down to a depth of 1.2 m.

The eastern part of the concession has been 
explored since 2014. Here, a vast surface Acheulean 
site, EDAR 06, was discovered with lithic materials 
scattered on the surface, over an area exceeding 4 
hectares (Nassr 2014). A whole cluster of Acheulean 
sites located close to EDAR 06 were recorded:

EDAR 7, 16, 17, 130, 131, 132, 133. The sites 
show an accumulation of Acheulean products on the 
surface (Fig. 4). This area is now under investigation, 
including both the surface sites, such as EDAR 06, 
as well as stratified Acheulean sites found within the 
gold miners’ shafts, such as EDAR 132, 133, 135.

Several Neolithic sites have been found on fields 
of sand dunes, stretching between Jebel Elgrian and 
the Alzahataib mountains, containing microlithics, 
Shaheinab type ceramics, and grinding stones. At 
the foot of the Alzahataib hills, a field of tumuli and 
an early, circular Islamic cemetery were also docu-
mented (Fig. 5). 

The survey realised along the actual Atbara river 
bank revealed numerous archaeological sites, includ-
ing MSA workshops (EDAR 34, 56, 57, 59 and 98) 
as well as tumulus graves, debris of Medieval settle-
ment and heaps of salt productions (EDAR 64–96).

The El Helgi depression is located in the southern 
part of the concession. It stretches along the pre-
sent Atbara river and its paleochannel, going parallel 
between the Adarama and the Seidon areas. On the 
eastern margin of the depression, north-east from 
the paleochannel, several heavily eroded MSA sites, 
in form of small and dense concentrations of lith-
ics and fragmented bones, were discovered (EDAR 
36–40, 42–46).

Tab. 1: Summarized results of the survey within the EDAR concession
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Fig. 4: Acheulean hand-axes from 
the surface of EDAR 16 site.

Fig. 5: Early Islamic graveyard on the site of EDAR 20.
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East from the El Helgi depression, a huge margin 
of a lacustrine basin is located, containing Holocene 
lake sediments together with several LSA remains, 
with microlithic, Shaheinab type ceramics, accumu-
lated on its shores (EDAR 47–49, 51–55). The sites 
are heavily eroded, and the artefacts are spread over 
huge areas along the lake shore sediments. The area 
constitutes an important micro-region for potential 
future studies on the Holocene paleo-environment 
and human occupation. The presence of Pre-Holo-
cene sediments and archaeological remains have not 
been excluded, and the importance of this area is 
especially significant due to the good preservation 
of organic remains.

The EDAR project challenges

The destruction of the desert’s landscape due to 
uncontrolled, hard-machinery gold mining is cur-
rently ongoing in vast areas of the Sudanese deserts. 
The Eastern Desert, including the area of the EDAR 
concession, is also threatened by this (Fig. 6). Innu-
merable, deep miners’ shafts change the whole land-
scape, especially in the area close to depressions in 

the desert, such as the areas of Wadi Aloshar, Abu 
Adar, and Jebel Elgrian. Mines cover a big part of 
the desert and are sometimes really spacious, with 
up to 200 x 300m and a depth reaching 30m even. 
Moreover, intensive agricultural development is also 
taking place in the area, from the Atbara river bank 
to more than 50km into the Eastern Desert. Both 
activities are not only destructive for the modern 
desert landscape but also for the archaeology of the 
region. Even though many prehistoric sites are being 
found, they are already either in the miners’ debris 
or on the meliorating sediment hills.

Gold mines currently cover vast areas between 
the Atbara river and the Red Sea. Since this process 
seems to be rather unstoppable, one of the chal-
lenges for the survival of the prehistoric heritage is 
informing and educating people involved in mining. 
Employing those people in archaeological works is 
one of the solutions, along with the delivery of public 
lectures, conducting workshops, and alerting local 
media publications about the archaeological impor-
tance of the area. These activities should potentially 
create at least the awareness of the local history and 
the regional heritage and its importance.

Fig. 6: Example of gold miners’ shafts within the EDAR area.
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Conclusion

The discovered Pleistocene sites, attributed to the 
ESA and the MSA are primarily located in the east-
ern part of the EDAR concession and the Elhudi 
depression, close to the Atbara river bank. LSA 
sites dominate the western part of the area. Most of 
the sites are highly eroded and only a few of them 
provide materials from stratified contexts, such as in 
the case of the sites along the Abu Adar depression – 
EDAR 11 and EDAR 25. Late MSA and early LSA 
sites from the margin of the paleolake and the Elhelgi 
depression are also heavily eroded. 

Judging from the results of our work, it can be 
concluded that within the EDAR concession there is 
an important potential for prehistoric studies which 
could possibly bring forth valuable data on a trans-
regional scale. Acheulean stone artefacts have been 
found there within stratigraphic contexts (EDAR 6, 
7, 133, 135). This makes it possible to obtain optically 
stimulated luminescence dating for this settlement, 
which in North-East Africa is still at an unsatisfac-
tory level (de la Torre 2016). Furthermore, MSA sites 
are being found not only on the surface but also in 
the gold miners’ shafts in dateable deposits, which is 
also rare for this part of the continent (Wendorf et al. 
1993; Van Peer et al. 2003; OsypiĔski & OsypiĔska 
2015; Masojü et al. 2017). As a preliminary observa-
tion we can state that within the EDAR concession, 
assemblages of the Nubian Levallois technology are 
present, which is recognised, for instance, from the 
adjacent Bayuda desert (Masojü 2010, 2018) or the 
Nile valley (Marks 1970; Wendorf 1968). Epipaleo-
lithic and Neolithic stone tools demonstrate an anal-
ogy to sites found from eastern Butana and the upper 
part of the Atbara river (Fattovich et al. 1984; Marks 
et al. 1987; El-Amin 1987; Chmielewski 1987).

The EDAR project is an ongoing project, there-
fore, only the initial outcomes and aspects can be 
presently mentioned. Field and laboratory train-
ing for students, from both universities involved 
in the project, can be emphasized upon. However, 
the archaeological exploration of a so-far, rather 
unknown area, and the discovery and documenta-
tion of prehistoric sites of different chronological 
horizons in this area far from the Nile valley, is most 
essential. Especially the discovery of several strati-
fied Palaeolithic horizons from the miners’ shafts 
have to be highlighted as their study is significant 
for global prehistory. All the details of the scientific 
results of the EDAR project will be presented in 
several publications (Masojü et al. in prep.).
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Zusammenfassung

Wissenschaftliche Initiativen zwischen ausländi-
schen und lokalen archäologischen Institutionen 
haben viel zum Fortschritt in der Erforschung 
der sudanesischen Urgeschichte beigetragen. Die 
Geschichte der Sudanarchäologie zeigt zudem, dass 
große Entdeckungen und Erkenntnisse meist Ergeb-
nisse von Gemeinschaftsunternehmungen sind. Aus 
diesem Grund begann 2013 die wissenschaftliche 
und didaktische Zusammenarbeit des „Department 
of Archaeology“ der Al Neelain Universität im 
Sudan und des „Institute of Archaeology“ der Uni-
versität von Wrocáaw in Polen. 

Die Entdeckungen bei einem Surveys in der Ost-
wüste im Unterlauf des Atbara, etwa 70 km von der 
Stadt Atbara entfernt, haben beide Parteien ermutigt, 
ein gemeinsames Forschungsprojekt mit dem Fokus 
auf der Urgeschichte zu initialisieren. 

So entstand 2016 das Eastern Desert Atbara River 
Project (EDAR) unter der Leitung der beiden Auto-
ren. 2016/17 wurde ein Survey von der Al Neelain 
Universität durchgeführt, der vom „Ministry of 
Higher Education and Scientific Research Sudan 
(MHESR)“ finanziert wurde. Er hatte zum Ziel, 
die steinzeitlichen Fundplätze in dem von EDAR 
erfassten Areal zu kartieren. Im Frühjahr 2017 
wurde dann ein weiteres dreijähriges Projekt der 
Universität von Wrocáaw, der Al Neelain Univer-
sität und der „National Cooperation of Antiquities 
& Museums (NCAM)“ verankert, das die ältesten 
Spuren der pleistozänen hominiden Präsenz und des 
Umweltkontextes in der Region erfassen sollte. Dies 
wird vom „Polish National Science Centre (NCN)“ 
gefördert (Masojü, Nassr 2017). 

Dieser Aufsatz stellt die Rolle der Region, die 
durch das EDAR-Projekt abgedeckt wird, für die 
Urgeschichte Nordostafrikas vor und dokumentiert 
die Ergebnisse der archäologischen Surveys 2016 
und 2017. Dabei wurde ein Cluster von pleistozä-
nen Fundplätzen entdeckt, die sich dem Acheulean, 
aber auch dem Mittelpaläolithikum sowie der jün-
geren Steinzeit zuordnen lassen. Außerdem wurden 
meroitische, post-meroitische und spätmittelalterli-
che Fundstätten verzeichnet. 


