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In the area that nowadays falls between Aswan in southern Egypt and Khartoum in central Sudan lies Nubia. Just like the Egyptian Nile Valley to the north, Nubia is yet another stretch of land that has always been blessed with fertility and natural wealth thanks to the Nile River. As such, Nubia is a geographical region that has been settled for thousands upon thousands of years, just like its northern neighbor Egypt.

Perhaps it is that proximity to the illustrious civilization of ancient Egypt that has left Nubia somewhat overlooked by people other than those who study the topic. Indeed, Nubia has been home to numerous ancient states, empires, and cultures, some of which were among the oldest in Africa. In fact, the people who hailed from Nubia would even conquer Egypt itself at one point and rule over it for a while. This feat was accomplished by the Kingdom of Kush, which was perhaps the most famous and successful Nubian state that existed for more than a thousand years.

As you may or may not know, ancient Egypt itself consisted of Upper and Lower Egypt, named as such according to where they were positioned along the Nile. Seeing as the Nile flows northward into the Mediterranean, Lower Egypt was the northernmost part with Upper Egypt located just south of it. Kush, on the other hand, was just south of Upper Egypt. Needless to say, the peoples who occupied Nubia and Egypt had many contacts and they interacted in many ways. As can be expected, this often led to hostilities, but it also led to cultural exchange and it can be said that both Kush and Egypt impacted and shaped each other in certain ways. 

Just like Egypt, Nubia itself is often separated into the lower and upper halves. The southernmost area, which was Upper Nubia, was essentially the heart of what would become the Kingdom of Kush. Another set of important geographical marks in this area are Nile’s so-called cataracts, which are a series of six rapids along the river. These rapids have also served as natural boundaries between different Nubian regions throughout history. 

The first and northernmost cataract is located at Aswan, Egypt, and this is essentially where Nubia begins. Nubia’s southern edge is roughly around the Sudanese capital of Khartoum, which is where the 6th cataract is located. There are multiple theories as to the origin of this region’s name, but the most popular is that it’s derived from the ancient Egyptian word for gold, which was “nub.” Another suggestion is that it might have come from the early settler tribes called “Noba” or “Nuba.”

At any rate, despite rough cataracts that hindered navigation in certain portions of the river, the Nile was generous to the peoples of Nubia just like it was to folks elsewhere in its valley. Cultures emerged, tribes interacted, and life thrived, with the Kingdom of Kush representing the ancient apex of that life. In this book, we will explore the history of that ancient kingdom and the people who made it into what it was. 
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​Chapter I: Background
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Needless to say, the history of Nubia is somewhat murky even during the more renowned Kush era, let alone prior to that time. Historians generally designate the Kingdom of Kush as existing and flourishing roughly between 1069 BCE and 350 CE, although some scholars place the starting point later at around 785 BCE. Either way, there were people around in Nubia long before Kush became a kingdom. 

Early Settlement

Nubia was most likely inhabited as early as 8,000 years BCE by folks who settled down and started to adopt a more sedentary lifestyle. Of course, people likely passed through the area throughout Nubia long before that in pursuit of food, but those were largely hunter-gatherers who never stayed in one place for too long. As folks started to realize the benefits of settling down and concentrating in certain areas along the Nile, semblances of society began to emerge. 

This process is a common theme of human history in fertile regions suitable for habitation, such as the Nile or Mesopotamia. The emergence of early cultures and societies to the north in Egypt occurred the same way, and the peoples of these two regions would start interacting early on, with significant contact being established as early as the fourth millennium BCE. The culture in ancient Nubia would draw influence from Egypt, but it was still largely shaped by its other African neighbors to the south and southeast. 

The early people in Nubia were called “Ta-Seti” by the ancient Egyptians, which meant “land of the bow.” Of course, this name stemmed from the fact that these folks were proficient archers above all else. Nowadays, this Neolithic culture, which we know little about, is referred to as the A-Group culture, particularly in the area south of the third cataract, which consists of fertile farmlands suitable for settlement. Further south, in Upper Nubia, the ancient people are often referred to as pre-Kerma culture, owing to one of the most prominent pre-Kush cultures that would emerge. How much these cultures interacted and influenced each other is unclear. 

We also don’t know exactly where these people came from, but the most likely answer is that these were tribes that hunted and gathered food elsewhere in Sudan and also in the Sahara. We have some indications as to how they might have lived around the 5th millennium BCE thanks to the remains of their rock art that has been found. Some of these ancient illustrations seem to show us a cattle cult. Cattle cults usually revolved around a practice of burying animals in structures, and such rituals have been present throughout Sahara, East Africa, and the Nile Valley for thousands of years. In fact, these cults persist to this day in some remote areas of Africa. At any rate, this would illustrate the pastoral nature of these early settlers and it shows the gradual shift from hunter-gatherer tribes to a sedentary lifestyle. 

The culture of the so-called A-Group emerged around 3,800 to 3,500 years BCE, which was also an interesting time in neighboring Egypt where a culture was starting to take shape as well. The Early Dynastic Period in Egypt began around 3150 BCE, and it is believed that there was already contact between the Egyptians and the people living in the Kush region at that time. The polities that emerged around Upper Egypt were most likely similar to the culture in Nubia not just culturally but also ethnically. Although we certainly don’t know very much about these cultures or their interactions, there are some indications that the interaction was significant. In fact, it’s possible that there might have been early attempts to form a unified kingdom somewhere between Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia.
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