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This work is one continuation of an in-depth study 
of Meroitic weaponry,1 which ineluctably leads to an 
interest in comparative approaches to martial 
representations, particularly the figures of power in 
Egyptian-Kushite iconography.2 It is not limited to 
representations on temple walls, which are well 
known and well studied,3 but on the contrary 
focuses on less impressive elements, to reach beyond 
the traditional architectural sphere. The implications 
of the repertoire of warlike scenes are enriched by 
considering rarer and less imposing examples 
exhibiting variations and diversity (weaponry, 
enemies, wildlife) not necessarily captured in large 
Egyptian wall scenes. Pieces considered here are for 

the most part from the National Museum of Sudan 
(Khartoum) and the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
(New York).4 

Nubia had a complex series of political 
interactions and cultural exchanges with its northern 
neighbor, largely based on its position as an 
intermediary between the Mediterranean world and 
sub-Saharan Africa. However, Nubians also lived in 
Egypt as respected members of society, and Nubian 
archers at times served as mercenaries in the 
Egyptian army.5 The “Land of the Bow”—Ta Sety —
was famous throughout the ancient world for the 
prowess of its archers. Subsistence and trade 
products (food, ivory, animal skins) came from 
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ABSTRACT 
The kingdoms of Kush, especially Meroe (300 BCE–450 CE), present the opportunity to observe the result 
of continual relations between a land positioned far south in northeastern Africa and a multi-thousand-
year-old Egypt to its north. Kushites used scenes of triumph and massacre to reinforce their royal ideology 
and political position in the same way that ancient Egyptians did. Warlike representations in the traditional 
repertoire of New Kingdom Egypt allow one to identify the iconographic codes reinvested with meaning 
by the Kushites and the features specific to Meroitic imagery. Paying attention to these cultural transfers 
contributes to elucidating the treatment of violence and to understanding military expressions in Meroitic 
civilization, as well as their origins, inspirations, and connections with ancient Egypt and the Mediterranean 
world. The objective here is to illustrate this well-known theme through lesser-known artifacts, but offering 
additional details to the famous architectural scenes, and to explain how this iconography has resisted 
change over time until merging with the Meroitic culture.
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hunting, and archery equipment (bows, arrows) 
appeared in Nubian rock art as early as the Neolithic 
period.6 Archers formed the core of Nubian armies 
that vied with Egypt for dominion of the Upper Nile 
Valley. Therefore, the skills of the Nubian archers 
were well known in the ancient world and made 
them valued members in the military forces of other 
lands. 

The theme of violence is known in Egyptian 
iconography as early as Naqada II7 by the depiction 
of violent actions themselves or their results. 
Representations of Nubian and Egyptian warriors 
appear in paintings and reliefs in all periods of 
ancient Egyptian history. After the occupation of 
Nubia by the Egyptians during the New Kingdom, 
warlike representations appeared in Kush in 
Napatan times, and in an astonishingly rich way 
during the Meroitic period. Kushites selectively 
incorporated and adapted aspects of Egyptian 
iconography and material culture. The importance 
of this influence is visible throughout the Nile Valley, 
from temple walls to artifacts found in graves. 
Indeed, a whole range of symbolic representations 
is linked with the expressions of warlike power in 
Egyptian and Meroitic art: figures of triumphant 
sovereigns, ritual scenes of smiting, martial 
attributes such as weapons, defeated enemies, 
massacred and devoured prisoners, war animals, etc. 

ARMED GODS AND SOVEREIGNS 
In ancient Egypt, gods and kings are depicted in 
enlarged scale and in stereotypical positions, with 
martial attributes suggesting their role as keeper of 
order. Artifacts and bas-reliefs are decorated with 
many representations of sovereigns celebrating the 
military triumph of the empire over neighboring 
countries.8 On small finds—royal jewelry, cere- 
monial weapons, seals, scarabs, private stelae,9 
sculpture elements, etc.—Egyptian kings (FIG. 1)10 

and Meroitic princes (FIG. 2) are portrayed in a 
typical royal attitude, crushing their enemies by 
grabbing them by the hair and brandishing a mace 
in their hand. The giant triumphal scenes of 
Thutmose III (Eighteenth Dynasty) on a pylon of the 
temple of Karnak and of Ramesses II (Nineteenth 
Dynasty) slaying enemy prisoners in temples at 
Karnak and Abu Simbel are among the most famous 
examples.11 

However, in many lesser-known examples, partial 
remains leave only clues of these representations. 
The decoration of the temple of Mentuhotep II at 
Deir el-Bahari, utterly destroyed by stone robbers in 
antiquity, survives only in thousands of fragments. 
The example here (FIGS. 3a, 3b)—12 centimeters 
wide—comes from a scene in which the king was 
shown raising a mace in his right hand to smite a 
group of enemies whom he holds by the hair in his 

FIGURE 1:  Trial piece with the king Ramesses III smiting enemies 
(H. 9.2 cm; W. 11.2 cm). Egypt, New Kingdom (Twentieth 
Dynasty) (© The Metropolitan Museum of Art [90.6.144]; gift of 
James Douglas, 1890). 

FIGURE 2: Fragmentary tablet with the prince Arakankharor 
executing enemies (L. 25.4 cm). Meroe City, 1st century CE (© 
Worcester Art Museum [192.145]; museum purchase; Bridgeman 
Images).
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FIGURE 3: a: Relief fragment with parts of 
heads of prisoners (L. 12 cm). Deir el-Bahari, 
Middle Kingdom (Eleventh Dynasty) (© The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art [2003.434], 
purchase, Lila Acheson Wallace Gift, 2003). 
b: (© The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
Department of Egyptian Art Archives; 
drawing by Scott Murphy, 2007).

b

a  
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left hand. The faces of two dark-skinned enemies, 
probably Nubians, alternate with two of yellowish-
orange skin color, maybe Libyans or Asians. 

The smiting scene is a recurring theme of royal 
iconography, which intends to exalt the sovereign 
power facing the enemy threat and to multiply 
images of the defeated. This punitive posture does 
not reflect a real act of violence intended to hurt or 
kill, but the image is a kind of symbol that would 
magically dissuade enemies. Sovereigns had the 
responsibility to protect and preserve the integrity 
of their kingdom in a literal sense, and more 
symbolically through the victory of cosmic order 
over chaos. To underscore the sacred nature of this 
charge and the necessity of the maintenance of order, 
these scenes of massacre emphasize the triumph of 
the ruler and the defeat of the enemy.12 

 
IN ANCIENT SUDAN, a sandstone fragment of 
sculptured relief—14 centimeters wide—was found 
in Damboya in 1986, on the surface of the site (FIG. 

4).13 What remains of this relief is the left foot of a 
royal figure wearing a sandal and the feet of six 
kneeling prisoners, the first one tied with a rope. To 
the right of the piece, the representation of a head 
suggests a scene in which an animal devours an 
enemy on the ground. Behind the kneeling 
prisoners, another character appears standing, 
probably a queen. The combination of these different 
elements suggests the depiction of a massacre. This 
fragment has many similarities with the tablet 
mentioned earlier (FIG. 2): they are both from the 
Island of Meroe (Butana) and sculpted from 
sandstone. However, it is not clear if they were used 
for ceremonies or as part of ornamentation. 

In the different examples described above, many 
details are directly borrowed from Egyptian 
iconography:14 the king raising his weapon, the 
defeated warriors held by the hair, and the presence 
of animals. The image of the prisoner tied up or 
being eaten by animals emphasizes the role of 
conqueror. Although these representations initially 

FIGURE 4: Fragmentary sculptured relief (L. 14 cm). Damboya, 1st 
century CE (El-Tayeb 1987, pl. X).
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appear to be Egyptian in style, details show the 
Meroitic touch, such as the inclusion of a greater 
number of weapons in the image. The prince 
Arakankharor, represented on the sandstone tablet 
discovered in the ruins of the city of Meroe, holds 
not only a battle axe but also a sword in the same 
hand that grasps the prisoners; a different sword, its 
sheath decorated with geometric patterns, is 
attached to his belt (FIG. 2).15 

Although the Damboya relief does not provide a 
definite example, it is appropriate to recall here 
another fundamental distinction between ancient 
Egyptian and ancient Sudanese artistic motifs: the 
depiction of Meroitic queens as warriors. Perhaps 
the most celebrated example is the well-known 
Meroitic relief of king Natakami and queen 
Amanitore on the pylon of the Apedemak temple at 

Naga.16 The style, the execution, and the 
iconography of this pylon shows a strong Egyptian 
influence and knowledge of pharaonic culture. 
Indeed, the iconographic program of the temples 
built by the rulers in the Island of Meroe offer a 
synthesis between Meroitic and Egyptian religious 
concepts. Here, the qore and the kandake17 are 
represented together symmetrically, face to face, of 
equal stature, ritually slaughtering the enemies of 
the kingdom. As in Egypt, the difference in size 
between sovereigns and defeated soldiers is an 
indication of social and power distinctions. There are 
still some differences between the male wall and the 
female wall: the king holds a mace and is 
surmounted by a hawk, while the queen holds a 
sword and is protected by a vulture. This 
iconography corresponds to a conception of shared 
power, original to Meroe and nonexistent in Egypt.18 

Indeed, in Meroe, the kingdom was not ruled by 
the king alone but is better understood as a situation 
of collaborative power sharing. However, admin- 
istrative and religious functions remained under the 
control of men.19 This raises the question of how 
other members of the royal family, such as queens, 
were able to represent themselves and to establish 
and communicate their own roles and status within 
the Kushite civilization. Queen Amanitore is 
represented on the pylon of the Lion Temple at 
Naga, with a sword in the right hand and the sheath 
hanging from her right shoulder. In the necropolis 
of Meroe, on the pylon of her pyramid, queen 
Amanishakheto wears the emblems of power and 
subdues the enemy: she holds a bow and some 
arrows and pierces a defeated king with her spear 
(FIG. 5).20 Qore and kandake foster the notion of 
majestic omnipresence and predominance through- 
out the empire: Egyptian and Meroitic royal images 
were designed not to showcase individual physical 
features but to communicate the high status of the 
rulers.21 

 
DEFEATED ENEMIES 
Another expression of warlike power is illustrated 
by the depiction of defeated enemies and prisoners.22 
This theme, which runs through all Egyptian 
iconography from its origins to the Late Period, is 
also present in Meroitic iconography, which 
multiplies the representations of humiliated and 
brutalized enemies in order to celebrate the theme of 
the triumphant king over the surrounding 
populations. If the most famous examples are found 

FIGURE 5: Pylon of the funeral chapel of the pyramid of 
Amanishakheto (Beg. N6). Meroe, North Necropolis, 1st Century 
CE (Lenoble 2006, fig. 6).
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in Naga and Meroe, there are also a number of other 
more discreet examples. 

In temple reliefs, the long processions of enemies 
crushed by the king or falling with their limbs 
dislocated, as in the representation carved into the 
cliff of Gebel Qeili in the Butana (FIG. 6),23 are 
inspired by the Egyptian figurations of the New 
Kingdom.  The famous representations of the Battle 
of Kadesh on the walls of the Ramesseum and the 
temple at Abu Simbel depict the fate of the Hittites 
falling and trampled by Ramesses II.24 In Gebel Qeili, 
the presence of a solar deity, transmitting prosperity 
and fertility to the king Shorkaror through sorghum, 
finds similarities with Egyptian reliefs from almost 
every temple wall that also displays a god observing 
or approving observing scenes of domination/  
massacre by the king.. Another less well-known 
example of this Egyptian inspiration is a relief where 
western Asian soldiers are shown being trampled 
under the horses that pull the royal chariot, signaling 
the foreigners’ defeat in battle by the might of the 
Egyptian pharaoh (FIG. 7).25 The human body is used 
here in a metaphor conveying violent political 
messages against foreigners and external menaces. 

Some representations of prisoners symbolize the 
enemy in general, as on the gold knob at the top of 
the cane belonging to queen Amanishakheto, 
discovered in the northern necropolis of Meroe. On 
this object, the motif of the bound enemy is repeated 
ten times (FIG. 8).26 Others appear as special enemies, 
characterized by their hairstyles, facial features, 
costumes, and weapons. Ethnic groups are therefore 
sometimes stereotyped: the neighboring tribes of 
Meroe are represented by prisoners with frizzy hair, 
and the Bedouins of the Eastern Desert are 
recognizable by their straight and spiky hair.27 
Roman soldiers are represented fairly accurately, 

wearing short-sleeved tunics tied at 
the waist with large belts and wearing 
brimmed helmets with wide 
chinstraps (FIG. 9).28 The Egyptians 
were the first to distinguish their 
neighbors, referring to real foreign 
populations, cultural identities, and 
specific historical events (FIG. 10).29 

FIGURE 6: Rock drawing with king Shorkaror. Gebel Qeili, 1st 
century CE(Hintze 1960, pl. 8).

FIGURE 7: Block from a relief depicting a battle 
(H. 61.5 cm; W. 115 cm). Asasif, New Kingdom 
(Eighteenth Dynasty) (© The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art [13.180.21]; Rogers Fund and 
Edward S. Harkness Gift, 1913).
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FIGURE 9: Line of kneeling prisoners (detail of stela), Khartoum. 
Naga, 1st Century CE (© Staatliches Museum Ägyptischer Kunst, 
München, Naga-Projekt).

FIGURE 8: Knob of cane showing bound 
enemies, from queen Amanishakheto’s 
treasury (H. 2 cm), Khartoum (SNM 1968). 
Meroe, North Necropolis, 1st Century CE 
(© 2009 Musée du Louvre; Christian 
Décamps).
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FIGURE 10: Line of kneeling prisoners (detail of facsimile). 
Original: Theban Tomb 120; Sheikh Abd el-Qurna, New Kingdom 
(Eighteenth Dynasty) (© The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
[33.8.8]; Rogers Fund, 1933).

FIGURE 11: Statue of a kneeling and bound 
captive (H. 86.7 cm; W. 31.5 cm). Saqqara, 
Old Kingdom (Sixth Dynasty) (© The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art [64.260]; 
purchase, Louis V. Bell Fund, 1964). 

FIGURE 12:  Statue of a kneeling and bound prisoner 
(H. 43.9 cm), Khartoum (SNM 24937). Tabo, Argo, 
1st Century BCE or CE (© 2010 Musée du Louvre; 
Georges Poncet).  

FIGURE 13: Banner emblem 
(© 2010 Musée du Louvre; 
Nathalie Couton-Perche). 

Large sculptures of kneeling foreign captives—
with arms bound behind their back at the elbows 
and with expressions of terror—appeared in 
Egyptian pyramid complexes (FIG. 11).30 Small 
statues of prisoners known as execration figurines, 
placed in areas of mortuary monuments where battle 
and triumph scenes occurred, were sometimes 
ritually broken, presumably to reinforce the 
pharaoh’s kingship.31 In Sudan, a prisoner statue 

from Tabo represents the figure of a Bedouin: the 
man is kneeling and tied up, his head savagely 
thrown back (FIG. 12).32 This position is more painful 
than the position in which prisoners are habitually 
depicted in Egyptian examples. Here, the body was 
evidently to be stabbed by a stake, because a hole 
pierced at the bottom of the neck, between the 
clavicles, and goes down to the base of the statue 
(FIG. 13).33 These figurations are associated with 
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magical rites of execration performed on bound 
prisoners. The dramatized torture of these scenes, 
usually derived from the traditional repertoire of 
ancient Egyptian art, takes a particular turn when we 
become aware of the repetition of the vanquished 
enemy motif in Meroitic art. The Meroitic 
conceptualization of defeated enemies diverges in 
several aspects, such as in the extreme brutality of 
bodies depicted in positions of suffering, with ropes 
and arrows in the body (FIG. 14).34 

 
WAR ANIMALS 
The depiction of animals associated with violence 
finds notable expression in the temples of 
Apedemak—warrior god and protector of Meroitic 
royalty—in Naga and Musawwarat es-Sufra.35 
Apedemak, a specifically Meroitic god represented 
with a human body and a lion head, does not exist 
in the pharaonic pantheon. In the African bestiary, 
the lion is an ambivalent figure: he is destructive, but 
at the same time he has a very protective role in 
being guardian of kingship, in both ancient Sudan 

and ancient Egypt. The representations of Apedemak 
emphasize the scenes of his triumph: bows, quivers, 
arrows, and archer’s thumb rings are an integral part 
of his iconography, suggesting his role as keeper of 
order.36 Due to his military attributes, Apedemak has 
often been called a warrior god, but his primary role 
remains creative, with an important role in divine 
protection and the coordination of royal power.37 

The Middle and New Kingdoms have delivered a 
large number of lion representations. Statues of 
sitting or recumbent lions could surround entrances 
of sanctuaries and gates of royal palaces, a symbol 
of protective vigilance.38 However, the lion is also 
represented as a terrible fighter, furious devourer of 
the enemies of Egypt, such as the statue of a lion 
holding a Nubian captive in Egypt (FIG. 15).39 Here, 
the lion is not the instrument of the divine and 
domineering power of the kingdom, as on the 
temple at Naga described above; instead, he 
expresses the fighting nature of the sovereign, so that 
the great beast comes to embody the king. The arms 
of this Nubian are held freely at his sides with the 

FIGURE 14: Bound prisoner figurine (H. 8.1 cm). Meroe City, 1st 
Century CE (© The Trustees of the British Museum [EA 65222]).
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palms turned outward in a gesture of voluntary 
submission. Furthermore, the image of the half-
swallowed head of the enemy is frequent in early 
Ramesside art. The usual rendition shows a bound 
Nubian and a lion that holds the back of the man’s 
head in its jaws (FIG. 16).40 In Sudan, a lion statue 
guarded the entrance of the temple in Basa: the 
predator is erect on its hind legs, pressing down an 
enemy kneeling on the ground, tied up, the animal 
with its jaws on the top of the head of the 
vanquished (FIG. 17).41 It is clearly designed to 
demonstrate the military prowess of Kush. 

Remaining in the ambit of powerful Apedemak, 

FIGURE 15: Statuette of lion holding a Nubian captive (H. 8 cm). 
Egypt, Middle Kingdom (Twelfth Dynasty) (© The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art [31.4.4]; Anonymous Gift, 1931). 

FIGURE 16: Handle depicting a lion subduing a Nubian (H. 3 cm, 
L. 4,3 cm). Qantir, New Kingdom (Nineteenth Dynasty) (© The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art [1989.281.92]; Gift of Norbert 
Schimmel Trust, 1989).

FIGURE 17:  Statue of lion devouring a captive (H. 165 cm), 
Khartoum (SNM 441). Basa, 1st Century CE (© 2010 Musée du 
Louvre; Georges Poncet). 
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the pylon of his temple at Naga also shows 
influences from the Greco-Roman world. Under the 
great figure of king Natakamani as a warrior, the 
lion that tramples the enemy has strong parallels 
with examples from the New Kingdom but reflects 
Hellenistic codes. The head of the beast is presented 
in a three-quarter view, with wide eyes and a mane 
with wavy locks.42 The depiction of the head in 
frontal view is unparalleled in Egyptian art. 

The introduction of the elephant in temple scenes 
also belongs to a military context, as shown in 
Musawwarat es-Sufra with the procession of animals 
that leads a line of prisoners (FIG. 18).43 The elephant, 
in parallel with the lion with attached prisoners in 
adjacent scenes, performs a triumphant role here. On 
a bronze bell discovered in the tomb of king 
Takideamani, this time a vulture is figured eating the 
heads of enemies (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 
24.857, 24.859); a figuration of the same type is found 
on ring-stamps from the pyramid of Amanishakheto 
at Meroe (Berlin, Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrus- 
sammlung 1720).44 Thanks to these representations 
of enemies hobbled, trampled, and devoured, 
magical protection was assured to the kingdom, 
warning anyone who would threaten it. 

 
CONCLUSION 
Kush’s geographic position offered advantageous 
opportunities to interact with diverse cultures and 
ethnicities. Indeed, Egyptian contacts—especially 
the pharaonic occupation over several centuries—
left traces through influences on royal and divine 

representations during the Meroitic period, both in 
monumental media and on small objects. The 
representations of a triumphant king crushing 
enemies in a position of total submission, provided 
a powerful way to serve royal propaganda by 
exalting the supremacy of sovereigns. This is 
paralleled by depictions on the pylons of Egyptian 
temples of the New Kingdom and the Ptolemaic 
period. 

Throughout their history the Meroites appear to 
have embraced the prisoner iconography developed 
in pharaonic Egypt. It is curious to see the Meroites 
using the same codes used by the Egyptians, even 
though Egyptians represented their Nubian 
ancestors via the same image of submissive 
prisoners. There is thus a clear resonance to this 
visual iconography. However, in its relations with 
neighboring civilizations, the Meroitic Empire did 
not show exclusive hostility towards Egypt, but, 
rather, these representations also included 
subjugated Africans, Asians, Romans, Greeks. In 
addition, they add distinctive elements and styles to 
indicate their Kushite identity, and some details are 
purely Meroitic, with significant differences from 
Egyptian iconography. For example, brutality is 
more visible, by the number of weapons and martial 
attributes represented, by the torture inflected on 
enemies devoured by lions or vultures, and by the 
multiplication of war animals from the savannah. In 
addition, as time passed after the Egyptian occupa- 
tion, other cultures and Hellenistic influence lead to 
new stylistic adaptations. It would be interesting to 

FIGURE 18: Two war elephants, surmounted by the god 
Apedemak, holding a line of prisoners on a leash. Musawwarat 
es-Sufra, Lion Temple, west wall (© 2010 Musée du Louvre; 
Nathalie Couton-Perche).
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understand how the chain of transmission was made 
between the different periods and cultures, but 
unfortunately the documentation is still insufficient 
to have a clear understanding. 

The role of the army in the maintenance of the 
territorial integrity of the state of Kush should have 
been of great importance. Was Egyptian influence 
limited to purely symbolic inspiration, or did it also 
affect material aspects (weaponry, combat 
techniques, military status, etc.) and the art of war 
among the Kushites? Unfortunately, we are not even 
sure of the status of this army, whether it was a 
professional force (like the Roman or Egyptian 
army) or a militia raised in times of need. Some 
professional element must have existed, as the 
number of iron arrowheads found in the Island of 
Meroe confirms state-level production.45 Judging 
from the weaponry recovered from graves, the 
evidence for the importance of archery is 
unquestionable for battle, war, and conquest. 
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