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This article tries to use new (or re-discovered) data from the site of Arminna West in order to address the ‘X-Group problem’: whether there was a relationship between the successive Nubian cultures of Meroe and the X-Group, and if so, what it was. Previous explanations have focused on the ‘decline and fall’ model, with the centralized state of Meroe collapsing and allowing the X-Group to gain power, or Petrie’s old favourite diffusion model, whereby cultural change is driven by new groups (in this case, the X-Group) moving to a new area and introducing a new culture. Fuller attempts to present a much more nuanced approach and I think mostly succeeds, though I would have preferred a more in depth discussion with evidence from other sites included (though since it’s based on a conference paper space is limited). He seems to be taking the approach of both discussing hard archaeological evidence in detail and then relating that information to wider questions of the ‘grand narrative’ of Nubian history, the lack of which has been so frustrating to us over the last few weeks, so I both found this article useful and enjoyed it.


Fuller points out how the cultural change which has previously been interpreted as successive culture groups actually occurs in the same grave clusters in the cemetery at Arminna West, which appear to be grouped according to kin structure. This rules out explanations that represent the X-Group as a separate, intrusive, culture group to the Meroites. Rather, what modern scholars have categorized into two culture groups is rather just a process of normal cultural development over time. Fuller’s point that cemeteries can be used to map these cultural changes as they reflect the transformation of ritual practices is convincing, and also very helpful for Egyptologists/Nubiologists whose dataset is almost entirely made up of cemeteries! I also found his argument that the Arminna West cemetery would have been particularly reflective of cultural change because of the evidence that the community was constantly interacting with the cemetery and their dead ancestors particularly thought provoking (and it made me think of you, Julia!).


One of the problems which seems to have clouded discussion of the Meroitic-X-group transition in the past is that it’s actually reflected by a pretty big change in the material culture- the grave superstructures at Arminna West change from square sandstone structures to mudbrick covered tumuli in the space of 100-150 years. Since the cessation of sandstone use in architecture is reflected by a lack of sandstone being used in decorative elements at the cemetery (stelae, ba statues), Fuller suggests this is reflective of wider economic forces in Meroitic society. I certainly agree this is very plausible, though I think more evidence from other types of site would be needed to support this. Is sandstone still being used in temple construction, for instance?

One part of Fuller’s article that I found slightly more problematic (and he does suggest it pretty tentatively) was his assertion that cultural forms would change according to political allegiance. This could certainly happen with a very highly centralized state that was controlling the production of material culture, but I don’t think this is necessarily what is happening here- though more discussion on this point would be useful. I think this is where the discussion of data from other sites would have come in useful- can we uncover political organization in communities at this time? Do we see similar drastic changes in material culture like at Arminna West at other sites from this period? Fuller then demonstrates well all the different changes happening in Nubian society at this time that could have influenced material culture, and I think I am much happier accepting changes in material culture due to reasons of cultural ecology (the evidence for which he lays out well) than due to political ties.


As a final note, I found the inclusion of responses to the paper at the end interesting, as I haven’t seen that in a print publication before. The comment about itinerant craftsmen is particularly interesting, as the small market for stone carving is something I’ve wondered about in some of my other work. Also, a question for those who had other articles from this volume- did Torok make a point for every single paper…?
