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Research Cluster on Nubia 
compiled by Susan Manning 
for Reggie Wilson 
 
 
On his trip to Egypt following his residency in Israel in 2010, Reggie visited museums 
and archaeological sites that spurred his interest in Nubia. The term “Nubia” refers to a 
historical region encompassing present-day southern Egypt and northern Sudan and to 
ancient kingdoms that inhabited that area as well as to present-day inhabitants. From 
around 3000 BCE to 1200 AD Nubia served as an important crossroads between ancient 
Egypt and the interior of Africa and developed an advanced civilization that rivaled 
ancient Egypt. In fact, for nearly a century from 742 to 663 BCE, Nubian kings—known 
as the Black Pharaohs or the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty—ruled Egypt.  
 
When Reggie visited Chicago for his solo research residency in April 2012, he visited the 
Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago, where pottery and sculpture from ancient 
Nubia and Egypt are on display. He asked Susan to locate more information on Nubia at 
the Herskovits Collection at Northwestern. Reggie then returned to the Oriental Institute 
with his dancers as part of the Chicago studio residency in June 2012, when research 
associate Bruce Williams gave them a guided tour. Back in the studio the dancers 
physicalized poses from statues they had seen at the Institute, and Reggie then developed 
these poses into an extended movement sequence shown at the open rehearsal in Chicago.  
 
What follows are descriptions of the material that Reggie asked to be posted on the 
research website: 
 
● Alberto Siliotti’s Abu Simbel and the Nubian Temples (American University in Cairo 
Press, 2000) is a pocket travel guide to surviving archaeological sites. Reproduced in its 
entirety, the guide gives a brief historical overview and describes and illustrates the 
surviving temples, including the spectacular Abu Simbel, which was built by Ramesses II 
from 1285 to 1265 BCE. When the Aswan High Dam was constructed during the 1960s, it 
flooded an area where many of the Nubian temples stood. Thus, UNESCO undertook a 
rescue campaign to move the most important temples to higher ground, including almost 
all of the sites pictured in the travel guide. In addition, several other temples were 
dissembled and reassembled in museums that had aided the UNESCO campaign, and in 
this way the Nubian Temple of Dendur found its way to the Metropolitan Museum in 
New York. In other words, the Temple of Dendur that several generations of New 
Yorkers—including Reggie—have seen as emblematic of “ancient Egypt” is actually a 
salvaged artifact of ancient Nubia.  
 
● The pocket guide describes the rich trade in gold and other minerals as well as spices, 
ivory, exotic animal skins, incense, and aromatic plants that passed through ancient 
Nubia. In fact, the name “Nubia” probably derives from the Egyptian word for gold 
(nbw). Maps reproduced in Ancient Egypt in Africa, eds. David O’Connor and Andrew 
Reid (London: Cavendish Publishing, 2003) show the geographic proximity of Nubia to 
the great trading cites of West Africa, including Gao, Djenné, and Timbuktu. (The map, 
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reproduced from a 1897 source, gives alternate spellings of place names.) These sites in 
West Africa have been central to Reggie’s earlier research, and it is important to note that 
not only commodities were exchanged through ancient Nubia, but also peoples—some 
enslaved, some free—transmitted cultural practices through ancient Nubia. The practice 
of Zar reflects the lively cultural crossroads of Nubia past and present.   
 
● Charles Bonnet, The Nubian Pharaohs: Black Kings on the Nile (American University 
Press in Cairo, 2006) 
 
● Charles Bonnet et.al., Kerma royaume de Nubie (Geneva: Musee d’art et d’histoire, 
1990) 
 
● Akasha: 3500 ans d’historie et de civilization en Nubie Soudanaise (Geneva: Musee 
d’art et d’histoire, 1976) 
 
Excerpts from three exhibition catalogues show pottery and statues uncovered in modern-
day Sudan that evidence ancient Nubian culture. Maps and charts provide additional 
details on the ancient kingdoms of Nubia, known as Kerma and Kush. From 2400 to 1570 
BCE Kerma flourished on the site of the present-day city of Karmah. From 1075 to 590 
BCE the kingdom of Kush flourished, and it was Kushite kings who conquered Egypt and 
established the Twenty-fifth Dynasty.  
 
Looking at the images independently, both Reggie and Susan associated the pottery with 
classical Greece, due to the pottery’s balanced design and lack of ornamentation. In 
contrast, they both associated the statues with the archaic style of ancient Egypt, given 
the statues’ abstract features and solid proportions.  
 
● Torgny Säve-Söderbergh, ed., Temples and Tombs of ancient Nubia (New York: 
Thames and Hudson, 1987)   
 
A series of four images shows Nubians over thousands of years. The first image shows a 
burial site from around 10,000 BCE, long before ancient Egypt and Nubia, when hunter- 
gatherers inhabited the middle Nile region. The second image shows a wall painting from 
the period of Tutankhamun (c. 1345-1335 BCE), which depicts Nubian princes and 
princesses bringing tribute to an Egyptian viceroy. The third and fourth images show 
contemporary Nubians. Today there are around 1 million Nubians, equally divided 
between Egypt and the Sudan, where they have relocated over the last hundred years, as 
successive dams built at Aswan flooded their homeland. Although ancient Nubian 
languages have given way to Arabic, the decoration of storage jars and exterior walls 
demonstrate a strong continuity with earlier eras.  
 

 * * * * * 
 
Given the significance of Nubia, it is striking how little was known about the ancient 
culture until quite recently. As the authoritative encyclopedia Africana notes: 
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Before the late 1970s scholars saw Karmah and Kush as little more than Egyptian 
colonial outposts. Racist beliefs that black Africans were incapable of establishing 
advanced cultures and civilizations contributed to the misconception. Modern 
archaeologists have restored Karmah and Kush to their proper places among the 
great cultures in world history. Today scholars agree that Karmah and Kush were 
no mere copies of Egypt. Although at times during their history they borrowed, 
sometimes heavily, from Egyptian culture, they were indigenous, black African 
societies comparable to Egypt in importance, power, material wealth, and cultural 
development.    

 
In 1965 Swiss archaeologist Charles Bonnet started extensive archaeological work in 
present-day Sudan, which has continued into the present and uncovered many of the most 
significant finds. (Bonnet authored two of the exhibition catalogues sampled on the 
research website.) However, scholars would never have interpreted Nubia as “indigenous, 
black African societies” without the pioneering work of Cheikh Anta Diop (1923-1986), 
a Senegalese historian, physicist, and political activist. Diop spent the years from 1946 to 
1960 in Paris, where he became involved in anti-colonial activism and where he came to 
know, among others, Aimé Césaire, Marcel Griaule, and Michel Leiris. At the University 
of Paris he wrote his dissertation on the African origins of Egyptian civilization, and it 
took several years for his radical thesis to find enough professorial support for him to 
receive his degree. In 1960, with degree in hand, he returned to a newly independent 
Senegal, where he became a political opponent of President Leopold Senghor. 
Nonetheless, he took a leading role at the First World Festival of Negro Arts, organized 
in Dakar in 1966. In the 1970s and 1980s his writings were translated into English and 
became enormously influential on the emergence of Afrocentricity as an educational and 
intellectual paradigm.  
 
● Abdel-Moneim Abou-Bakre, L’Egypte ancienne et lAfrique nègre (Dakar: Premier 
Festival mondial des arts nègres, 1966)   
 
Two images from a pamphlet published in conjunction with the First World Festival of 
Negro Arts show a new interest in relating “ancient Egypt and Black Africa”—the 
English translation of the title. The first image shows a doll-like statue of a Nubian 
dancer, while the second shows a sarcophagus depicting an Egyptian queen.  
 
● Jacob Carruthers, Essays in Ancient Egyptian Studies (Los Angeles: Timbuktu 
Publishers, 1984) 
 
Jacob Carruthers (1930-2004) was an American scholar and educator, and his many 
writings popularized Diop’s ideas for an American public. Carruthers conducted study 
tours throughout Africa, and on one occasion he took a group of 1000 black teachers, 
students, artists and scholars to the Nubian Cultural Center in Aswan.  
 

* * * * * 
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Although scholars do not agree with all the particulars of Diop’s thesis, his broader 
thinking has become integrated into current scholarship. Indeed, archaeological evidence 
unearthed by Bonnet and others supports the larger outlines of his theory. As the 
encyclopedia Africana states, “Modern consensus sees Egypt, from its beginnings, as a 
multi-racial civilization, with African cultural aspects particularly coming from Egypt’s 
Nubian corridor to Africa” (93).  
 
Although Reggie appreciates that Diop’s thesis has now become accepted among many 
scholars, he still questions how the entry in Africana formulates that thesis. For doesn’t 
the term “Nubian corridor” suggest simply a place to pass through, rather than a 
destination with its own excitement and interest? Reggie believes that we still have a way 
to go before Nubia—and the global impact of Africa on world culture—are fully 
recognized.  
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