The second season of new, ongoing excavations at Jebel Moya (south
central Sudan)
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Introduction

Jebel Moyads the largest habitation and mortuary site in SBaharan Africa and is located ca. 250

km southsouth-east of Khartoum in soutbhentral SudarfFigure 1)The site is 10.4 hectare&round

a fifth was exavated by the Henry Wellcome expeditionthe earlytwentieth century(see Vella
Gregory, this volume but over halfthis area containssubstantial unexcavated and viable
archaeologicatieposits.TheongoingJebel Moya project aims tovestigate the area using targeted
sampling, thorough excavations and recordig.second equally important ains to undertake
community engagement archaeologyhird, the project is in collaboration with the University of
Khartoum, providing fieldwork mportunities 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
invesigation into population healtrand movement and resilieecin an environment previously
considered marginal.
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Figure 1 Jebel Moya (Gezira Plain, soa#ntral 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 awagprised of the authors, many of

whom formed the core of the first season of excavations in 2&e/in MacDonald is the faunal
specialisand Dorian Fuller is conducting tteechaeobotaicalanalysis.

The results to date from the 2017 season haubstantially changed what is known about Jebel
Moya and, in particulat hasimpacted upon thedebate on tle domestication of sorghurby the
identification ofthe currentlythe second oldest known domesticated sorghum in the wddting to

the mid-second millennium B(Brass et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 20Ejart from itsimpact on

the picture for the spreadof early African agricultural domesticates, the site more broadly seages

a uniquereference point for all future work in the central and southern Gezikanew dating
framework has also been establish¢see Methodology and geologyiExcavations continueéh

2019, including a new walking survey of the valley. Enmigbled 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 glarce, the jebel gives the impression of a basalt dominanc&k RA 42y Qa 6 mdn O
described the visible lack afiicro-stratigraphy and instead focused on the four broad geologically
discernible strata | & RS G SNXNAY SR eéxéavaions Bixog #hWaindifight@adigds Q &

1949: 15) Their terminology of Stratum-B has been retained for the sake of continuégd is

described as follows:

(A) Top soil: Dark Bren
(B) UpperLayer: Grey

(C) Black gravel: Black
(D) Black gebel: Black

The 2017 season confirmed the deption of strata A and B. The start of Stratum C is light brown

when first exposed, quickly becoming brogrey. Stratum D is a midark browngrey, becoming

Y2NB 3INBed ¢KS ada2NBSe NBO2yY TANYS@rass &tS%l., 206882)02 YS 2
Stratum A survives only in the west and parts of the noveist s®© (G 2 N&a 2F (KS @It Se
camp extended over the norttvest sector, meaning that the now thin Stratum A is potentially
contaminated. The south, east and parts of the nestist sectors were excavated by Wellcome

down to bedrock. The central sector svenostly 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 corfirmed at the start ofthe 2017 seasomwas the lack of visible micsstratigraphy. It
necessitated the decision to excavate in spits. To minimise the possibility of conflating remains of
occupational activitiesa depth per spit of 10 cm was chosen2bi7, five trenches were excavated
(Brass et al., 2018bYrenches 1 and 2 were placed in the west sector of the valich had not

been excavated by Wellcom&rench 2 was situatea few metres away from a gully, which has all

the alove geological stratéfrom the latest occupational phase down into thate Mesolithic, late

6™ millennium BC); the gullgisplayed a similar sequence of pottery sherds protruding from the gully
wall to that reconstructed by BragBrass, 2016Juring his Ph.DIrench 3 was a retrieval excavation

of a human skeleton in the centre of the vall&o gain a better understanding of the geological
strata and occupational activities, Trench 4 was placed on the opposite sidee ofalley, just
0Se2yR (KS @ArAaAoctS SyRAy3a 2F 2SSttt 02YSQaea$EOl O i
east side where there had been a great density of human buridts burials were found in Trench 4

but a large quern and domesticat&brdhum bicolohusksdating to 2465¢ 2211 BC3870 + 3(op,
Beta501554 attested tohabitation activities in this part of the valley contemporary with the burial

in Trench 3 and dated botanical remains from Tren¢Brass et al., 2019 able 4. Trench 5 was a
stone cicleimmediately to the east of the Trench 1; it was partially excavated to determine if there
were any materials which could indicate its duy# it was archaeologically sterile.

To date, Stratum B iBMSand OSibracketed tobetween the midsecond and the end of the first

millennium BCand early-middle Stratum Ccurrentlyto the early to late third millennium B®Brass
etal,2019Table 32 S SELISOG GKS fFGidGdSNDa R (Stheli2p196S NBC
seasonStratum D was reded in the 209 seasorand while comprehensive analysis of the pottery

is underway its sherds are currently assigned to the Late Mesolithic. The lditeadens the

repertoire of the Late Mesolithic sherds excavated by Wellcome and curated in the National
Museum in KhartouniBrass et al., 2018&nd in the Btish Museum(Brass, 2016; Caneva, 199h)

the chronology of Central Sudan, thidaces Jebel Moyavithin the late Mesolithic, Neolithic,

Napatan and Meroitic perioddHowever,the terms Neolithic and Mesolithic are used herr f



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

The2019fieldwork

In the 2019 season, five new trenches were excavated (trenched@® and one continued from
2017 (Trench 2) (Figur@). The aims were to continue carrying out systematic sampling where
substantial archaeological deposits remain, buddLJ2 y £ | &G & S| angegtigadie mérgd NJ | y F
human inhumationsTrench 2 was the richest area from theevious field season, penetrating down
into viable, stratigraphically coherent Neolithic layefheseyielded abundant pottery stretching
from 2000 years ago (contemporary with the northerly Merosiate) down to the miethird
millennium BC, animal remainshich offer valuable environmental dafaand the second oldest
domesticated sorghum yet found in thevorld (257%2350 BC)(Brass et al., 2019)As the
neighbouringgully shows a sequence down to and including Late Mesolithic pottery sherds at the
base of the gullfloor, the decision was made to resume excavating Trench 2 in an effort to reach
bedrock and therebyhave the first complete occupational sequence in thetdnand southern
Gezira Plain.




Figure 2 The Jebel Moya valley, facing south from the House of Boulders, showing the location of the 2019
trenches (Photograph: NB)

Trench 6 was opened to explore the stratigraphic integrity of the deposits north of where Wellcome

stopped his excavations. The No@hl & i & S O 2 NJexpddition i§ wHer® 2hy Sighast
concentration of and the richest human burials were located. Bbendary line where Wellcome

stopped his excavationss marked by a lovglung rock walland the ground between it and the

House of Boulderstothenorth | & 2 OOdzLJA SR o6& KA&a SELISRAGAZ2Yy Q& O
30m north of the boundary line.

Trench 7 wadocated north-west of Trench 2here,numerousfaunalremainswere foundexposed
on the modern ground surface after the summer rains had strippedhefforotective top soilAfter
the rescue excavation aimed at collecting the exposed remaingurther work was conducted in
Trench 7.

¢CNBYOK y ¢gta aAiddzz SR mn Y G2 GKS y2NIK 2F fI &
erodinghuman skeleton which has since yielded valuable information on age, diet and (RBedds

et al., 2019) A pair of tibiae were seen eroding out of the base of ¢hdly bank, butwith the

deposit immediately to the west not showing signs of an active slope towards the gully. Ehaing
O2dzNBS 2F G(GKS GNBYyOKQa SEOFZFGA2yTX (GKS NRYlFAya 2
sub-adult was in the north wallind therefore Trench 10 was opened immediately adjacent to the

north. Shortly after Trench 8 had been opened, a cranium with mandible and maxillabsessed

during a concentrated field survey immediately to the soutbst 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 contingebsequent to the extraction of the cranial and post

cranial remains, although the immediate vicinfigjows enormous proree for both the retrieval of

additional human skeletal remains and for a destyatigraphic sequencsimilar 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 remasa In Trench 8, four standard 10 cm spits were excavated untifittse
human skeleton was reached. Neither Trench 2 nor 6 reached natural bedr@rkl@eologically
sterile horizons, so stratigraphy was drawn. In Trench 2, plastic woven sackkidere the lowest

level reachd and the trench was backfilled, to help protect unexcavated depasits to facilitate

further investigation in future. Excavation of the lowest levels of Trench 2 will regu®eason 3.

Trench 2ASupervisor W)

Trench 2 is 2 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 deptd.Bfm In 2019, it was further
excavated to a depth &.4 m(Figure 3).



Figure 3 Trench 2 excavated to a depth 2# m The House of Boulders at the north of the valley is in the
top foreground. There are two former ground surface stones onléfieand a hardened mud feature on the
right. (Photograph: MB)

Spit 16 was & 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 baltkfill.
overlaySpit 17andis attributed toStratum Cin thenorth-east corner of thdatter spit, the top of a
feature was foundThe feature, whose base is in Spit 19this remains ofa lowlaying mud wall
with small stone inclusiongFigure 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.i#detefoundin

the spitwere threenatrolite beads, pottery sherds, assortdand snailshells lithics, agrindstone

and animal bone. The soil composition veasandy browrgrey which quickly dried to grey.



Figure 4 The dried mud wall featurg1) 170 cm, (2) 170 cm, (3) 155 cm, (4) 172 cml§8)cm, (6)
149 cm, (7) 151 cm, (8) 147 cm, (9) 152 cm, 1Z0)cm are the depth from the feature to the trench
level at those points. The arrow points to cardinal no(Bhotograph: MB)

Spit 18 underlal Spit 17.The soil compositionvas similar although it was more sandy near the
feature. Flecks of lsarcoal vere found near the featurdout no charcoal was present in or on Also
excavated were animaeteth, animal bone, lithics and pottery sherddich varied in thickness

Spit 19 whose soil was grelyrown in coloumwith charcoal inclusions in the noriliest, was overlaid

by Spit 18 and overlies spit 20. It is a fill layer arotimedfeature whose base iat the bottom of the

spit. The bottom of the spit around the feature appears to be an ancient living flboe. soll
compositionwas similar to theprevious spit however, chalky white inclusions were foundtire

middle of theuppermost half of the trench in close proximity to the featui¢eK S a LA G Q&4 FAYRA
lithics, charcoal, animal bone and pottery sherds.

Spit 20 was dill feature. It overlays Spit 22 and underlies spits 19 and Phis is a new stratum,
Sratum D, with the soil more compact, darker browgrey and with more charcoahnd chalky
inclusions.The soil is more compact towards the north, where the charcoal inclusions predominate
compared to elsewherelhe associated pottery sherds are Mesolitidther finds include lithics and
animal dung, the latter in the nortlvest corner.

Spit 2Q a & boritt same level as the basespit 19 and overlays Spit 20his spit is a feature

the abovementioned mud wall. It is in the nortbast corner and protrudes southiestwards from

the east section. Part of the top of the right of the small semgular wall is a small round
depression(6 x 8 cm)AyY @ KAOK | NRO 02y Steniidifia clirgatiméRod ! y  a
approximately 50 cm (measured straight).



