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Introduction 

 
Jebel Moya is the largest habitation and mortuary site in Sub-Saharan Africa and is located ca. 250 
km south-south-east of Khartoum in south-central Sudan (Figure 1). The site is 10.4 hectares. Around 
a fifth was excavated by the Henry Wellcome expedition in the early twentieth century (see Vella 
Gregory, this volume), but over half this area contains substantial unexcavated and viable 
archaeological deposits. The ongoing Jebel Moya project aims to investigate the area using targeted 
sampling, thorough excavations and recording. A second equally important aim is to undertake 
community engagement archaeology. Third, the project is in collaboration with the University of 
Khartoum, providing fieldwork opportunities for archaeologists and intensive training for students. 
Overall, the project is focused on understanding the rhythms of life on the Gezira plain, an 
archaeologically neglected area that has undergone various environmental changes. A focus on 
archaeobotany, modern zooarchaeology and osteoarchaeology, including the continued potential 
for ancient DNA, isotopes and AMS radiocarbon dating, alongside artefactual analysis, will enable an 
investigation into population health and movement and resilience in an environment previously 
considered marginal. 
 



 
Figure 1. Jebel Moya (Gezira Plain, south-central Sudan) in relation to other major sites of the Sudan. 
 
Background 
 
The Jebel Moya project is directed by Michael Brass (University College London, UCL) and Ahmed 
Adam (University of Khartoum, UoK). The 2019 field team was comprised of the authors, many of 
whom formed the core of the first season of excavations in 2017. Kevin MacDonald is the faunal 
specialist and Dorian Fuller is conducting the archaeobotanical analysis. 
 
The results to date from the 2017 season have substantially changed what is known about Jebel 
Moya and, in particular, has impacted upon the debate on the domestication of sorghum by the 
identification of the currently the second oldest known domesticated sorghum in the world dating to 
the mid-second millennium BC (Brass et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2019). Apart from its impact on 
the picture for the spread of early African agricultural domesticates, the site more broadly serves as 
a unique reference point for all future work in the central and southern Gezira. A new dating 
framework has also been established (see Methodology and geology). Excavations continued in 
2019, including a new walking survey of the valley. This enabled us to assess the conditions of 
preservation of previous trenches, identify areas at risk of erosion and clarify the overall picture of 
the site.  
 
  



Methodology and geology 
 
At first glance, the jebel gives the impression of a basalt dominance. !ŘŘƛǎƻƴΩǎ όмфпфύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 
described the visible lack of micro-stratigraphy and instead focused on the four broad geologically-
discernible strataΣ ŀǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ²ŜƭƭŎƻƳŜΩǎ excavators Dixon and Wainwright (Addison 
1949: 15). Their terminology of Stratum A-D has been retained for the sake of continuity and is 
described as follows: 
 

(A) Top soil: Dark Brown 
(B) Upper Layer: Grey 
(C) Black gravel: Black 
(D) Black gebel: Black 

 
The 2017 season confirmed the description of strata A and B. The start of Stratum C is light brown 
when first exposed, quickly becoming brown-grey. Stratum D is a mid-dark brown-grey, becoming 
ƳƻǊŜ ƎǊŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ (Brass et al., 2018a): 
Stratum A survives only in the west and parts of the north-west seŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΦ ²ŜƭƭŎƻƳŜΩǎ 
camp extended over the north-west sector, meaning that the now thin Stratum A is potentially 
contaminated. The south, east and parts of the north-east sectors were excavated by Wellcome 
down to bedrock. The central sector was mostly unexcavated and a substantial portion of the north-
east sector was also unexcavated due to it being used for his camp. The former has some Stratum B 
in places but it predominantly Stratum C overlying D. The latter begins at Stratum B. 
 
Further confirmed at the start of the 2017 season was the lack of visible micro-stratigraphy. It 
necessitated the decision to excavate in spits. To minimise the possibility of conflating remains of 
occupational activities, a depth per spit of 10 cm was chosen. In 2017, five trenches were excavated 
(Brass et al., 2018b). Trenches 1 and 2 were placed in the west sector of the valley, which had not 
been excavated by Wellcome. Trench 2 was situated a few metres away from a gully, which has all 
the above geological strata (from the latest occupational phase down into the Late Mesolithic, late 
6th millennium BC); the gully displayed a similar sequence of pottery sherds protruding from the gully 
wall to that reconstructed by Brass (Brass, 2016) during his Ph.D. Trench 3 was a retrieval excavation 
of a human skeleton in the centre of the valley. To gain a better understanding of the geological 
strata and occupational activities, Trench 4 was placed on the opposite side of the valley, just 
ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ŜƭƭŎƻƳŜΩǎ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƙƛƭƭ ǎƭƻǇŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ-east-
east side, where there had been a great density of human burials. No burials were found in Trench 4 
but a large quern and domesticated Sorghum bicolor husks dating to 2465 ς 2211 BC (3870 ± 30 bp, 
Beta-501554) attested to habitation activities in this part of the valley contemporary with the burial 
in Trench 3 and dated botanical remains from Trench 2 (Brass et al., 2019: Table 4). Trench 5 was a 
stone circle immediately to the east of the Trench 1; it was partially excavated to determine if there 
were any materials which could indicate its age but it was archaeologically sterile. 
 
To date, Stratum B is AMS and OSL-bracketed to between the mid-second and the end of the first 
millennium BC, and early-middle Stratum C currently to the early to late third millennium BC (Brass 
et al., 2019: Table 3). ²Ŝ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ŘŀǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ the 2019 
season. Stratum D was reached in the 2019 season and while comprehensive analysis of the pottery 
is underway, its sherds are currently assigned to the Late Mesolithic. The latter broadens the 
repertoire of the Late Mesolithic sherds excavated by Wellcome and curated in the National 
Museum in Khartoum (Brass et al., 2018c) and in the British Museum (Brass, 2016; Caneva, 1991). In 
the chronology of Central Sudan, this places Jebel Moya within the late Mesolithic, Neolithic, 
Napatan and Meroitic periods. However, the terms Neolithic and Mesolithic are used here for 



expediency with misgivings towards the applicability of European and Near Eastern terminology to 
African contexts (cf. Linseele (2010) and Sadig (2013) for contrasting views). Finally, the cultural 
chronology of the central and southern Gezira has yet to be adequately deciphered and to 
uncritically overlay the chronology of sites 250 km and beyond to the north over it would be doing 
the archaeology of this area of the eastern Sahel a disservice. 
 

The 2019 fieldwork 
In the 2019 season, five new trenches were excavated (trenches 6 ς 10) and one continued from 
2017 (Trench 2) (Figure 2). The aims were to continue carrying out systematic sampling where 
substantial archaeological deposits remain, build ǳǇƻƴ ƭŀǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ investigate more 
human inhumations. Trench 2 was the richest area from the previous field season, penetrating down 
into viable, stratigraphically coherent Neolithic layers. These yielded abundant pottery stretching 
from 2000 years ago (contemporary with the northerly Meroitic state) down to the mid-third 
millennium BC, animal remains which offer valuable environmental data, and the second oldest 
domesticated sorghum yet found in the world (2575ς2350 BC) (Brass et al., 2019). As the 
neighbouring gully shows a sequence down to and including Late Mesolithic pottery sherds at the 
base of the gully floor, the decision was made to resume excavating Trench 2 in an effort to reach 
bedrock and thereby have the first complete occupational sequence in the central and southern 
Gezira Plain. 
 

 



Figure 2. The Jebel Moya valley, facing south from the House of Boulders, showing the location of the 2019 

trenches. (Photograph: MB)    

 
 
Trench 6 was opened to explore the stratigraphic integrity of the deposits north of where Wellcome 
stopped his excavations. The North-9ŀǎǘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ²ŜƭƭŎƻƳŜΩǎ expedition is where the highest 
concentration of and the richest human burials were located. The boundary line where Wellcome 
stopped his excavations is marked by a low-slung rock wall, and the ground between it and the 
House of Boulders to the north ǿŀǎ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀƳǇΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊŜƴŎƘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
30 m north of the boundary line. 
 
Trench 7 was located north-west of Trench 2; here, numerous faunal remains were found exposed 
on the modern ground surface after the summer rains had stripped off the protective top soil. After 
the rescue excavation aimed at collecting the exposed remains, no further work was conducted in 
Trench 7.  
 
¢ǊŜƴŎƘ у ǿŀǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ мл Ƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƭŀǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ¢ǊŜƴŎƘ оΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŎǳŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
eroding human skeleton which has since yielded valuable information on age, diet and health (Brass 
et al., 2019). A pair of tibiae were seen eroding out of the base of the gully bank, but with the 
deposit immediately to the west not showing signs of an active slope towards the gully. During the 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŎƘΩǎ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎǊŀƴƛǳƳ ƻŦ a 
sub-adult was in the north wall and therefore Trench 10 was opened immediately adjacent to the 
north. Shortly after Trench 8 had been opened, a cranium with mandible and maxilla was observed 
during a concentrated field survey immediately to the south-west of Trench 2. Trench 8 was 
temporarily closed and Trench 9 opened as a rescue excavation in case forecasted rains returned. 
For Trench 9, excavation did not continue subsequent to the extraction of the cranial and post-
cranial remains, although the immediate vicinity shows enormous promise for both the retrieval of 
additional human skeletal remains and for a deep stratigraphic sequence similar to that of Trench 2. 
 
Trenches 2 and 6 were standard units excavated in 10 cm spits and each was sampled for flotation 
for archaeobotanical remains. In Trench 8, four standard 10 cm spits were excavated until the first 
human skeleton was reached. Neither Trench 2 nor 6 reached natural bedrock or archaeologically 
sterile horizons, so stratigraphy was drawn. In Trench 2, plastic woven sacks were laid on the lowest 
level reached and the trench was backfilled, to help protect unexcavated deposits and to facilitate 
further investigation in future. Excavation of the lowest levels of Trench 2 will resume in Season 3. 
 

Trench 2 (Supervisor JW) 
Trench 2 is 2 x 2.5 m. It is situated on a highpoint in the preserved site sediment near an eroded gully 
section that indicated a considerable depth of stratigraphy, including Mesolithic material at the base 
of the gully exposure. In 2017, it was excavated to a depth of 1.5 m. In 2019, it was further 
excavated to a depth of 2.4 m (Figure 3). 
 



 
Figure 3. Trench 2 excavated to a depth of 2.4 m. The House of Boulders at the north of the valley is in the 

top foreground. There are two former ground surface stones on the left and a hardened mud feature on the 

right. (Photograph: MB) 

  
 
Spit 16 was a 2 cm spit excavated once the trench backfill was removed. It was considered 
contaminated to avoid the risk of any inadvertent intermixing having occurred with the backfill. It 
overlay Spit 17 and is attributed to Stratum C. In the north-east corner of the latter spit, the top of a 
feature was found. The feature, whose base is in Spit 19, is the remains of a low-laying mud wall 
with small stone inclusions (Figure 4); similar features were seen on the outskirts of the modern 
village at the base of the jebel for demarcating an area outside of the mudbrick home. Also found in 
the spit were three natrolite beads, pottery sherds, assorted land snail shells, lithics, a grindstone 
and animal bone. The soil composition was a sandy brown-grey which quickly dried to grey.  
 



 
Figure 4. The dried mud wall feature. (1) 170 cm, (2) 170 cm, (3) 155 cm, (4) 172 cm, (5) 153 cm, (6) 
149 cm, (7) 151 cm, (8) 147 cm, (9) 152 cm, (10) 170 cm are the depth from the feature to the trench 
level at those points. The arrow points to cardinal north. (Photograph: MB) 
 
Spit 18 underlaid Spit 17. The soil composition was similar although it was more sandy near the 
feature. Flecks of charcoal were found near the feature but no charcoal was present in or on it. Also 
excavated were animal teeth, animal bone, lithics and pottery sherds which varied in thickness.  
 
Spit 19, whose soil was grey-brown in colour with charcoal inclusions in the north-west, was overlaid 
by Spit 18 and overlies spit 20. It is a fill layer around the feature whose base is at the bottom of the 
spit. The bottom of the spit around the feature appears to be an ancient living floor. The soil 
composition was similar to the previous spit; however, chalky white inclusions were found in the 
middle of the uppermost half of the trench in close proximity to the feature. ¢ƘŜ ǎǇƛǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 
lithics, charcoal, animal bone and pottery sherds.  
 
Spit 20 was a fill feature. It overlays Spit 22 and underlies spits 19 and 21. This is a new stratum, 
Stratum D, with the soil more compact, darker brown-grey and with more charcoal and chalky 
inclusions. The soil is more compact towards the north, where the charcoal inclusions predominate 
compared to elsewhere. The associated pottery sherds are Mesolithic. Other finds include lithics and 
animal dung, the latter in the north-west corner. 
 
Spit 21Ωǎ ōŀǎŜ is on the same level as the base of spit 19 and overlays Spit 20. This spit is a feature: 
the above-mentioned mud wall. It is in the north-east corner and protrudes south-westwards from 
the east section. Part of the top of the right of the small semi-circular wall is a small round 
depression (6 x 8 cm) ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ Ǌƛō ōƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘΦ !ƴ άŀǊƳέ extends in a curvature for 
approximately 50 cm (measured straight). 
 


