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TexMeroe
Textile Crafts, Cultural Identity and Economics 

in the African Kingdom of Meroe

Object of study
Unusually well preserved in the 
dry sands of Nubia, thousands of 
Meroitic textiles were discovered 
both in cemeteries and settlements. 
Excavations also yielded archaeo-
botanical remains, numerous 
tools used for textile production 
and hundreds of iconographic 
representations showing different 
ethnic and social groups in costumes. 
Together, these sources follow 
the entire life cycle of the textiles, 

provides a highly welcome method to 
test the current economic hypothesis 
with quantifiable material data. The 
TexMeroe project puts a particular 
emphasis on the development of 
cotton production and use, on the 
integration of spinning and weaving in 
the industrial activities of settlements, 
and finally on the relationship uniting 
textiles to their consumers. 

The chosen methodology is first 
and foremost archaeological, but 
the project also combines the 
methods of other fields, such as 
comparative history, art history, 
ancient textile studies, material 
studies, anthropological theory, and 
archaeobotany.

TexMeroe main objectives
• Produce a detailed analysis of 

manufacturing technics specific to 
the Meroitic populations.

• Recognize textiles as a socially 
important medium, displaying 
social, religious and ethnic 
belonging.

• Use the textile industry’s raw 
materials as a case-study to help 
define the nature of the Meroitic 
economy.

• Understand the organisation of 
textile production and its industrial 
model(s).

Cotton textile from Karanog (Lower Nubia, c. 100-200 CE), showing blue meanders, swastikas and 
ankh signs made in a tapestry technique. The Textile Museum, Washington, D.C., 77.3, acquired by 
George Hewitt Myers in 1934, photo E.Y.©

Specificities of the Meroitic textile 
tradition: Techniques and identities in 
craft
Both in techniques and aesthetics, 
the Meroitic kingdom developed 
a unique textile tradition which 
represents a remarkable synthesis 
between the traits of both local Sub-
Saharan cultures and resources of 
the Pharaonic and Hellenistic worlds. 
Often over-shadowed by the famous 
Late Antique Egyptian tapestries, the 
specificities of the Meroitic textile 
production are not well recognized 
or understood. TexMeroe focusses on 
three different technics characteristic 
to ancient Sudan – the open-work 
decorative borders, the pile weave, 
and the colourful dyes – in order to 
define the relationships that existed 
between crafts and cultural identity.

Economic landscapes of textile 
production: From fibres to consumers
Typical of the Sahelian regions of the 
Sahara, the Meroitic economy stands 
on the shifting patterns of production 
between sedentary populations 
and pastoral tribes, the seasonal 
exploitation of the desert hinterlands, 
and the political centralisation 
and redistribution of goods. In 
this theoretical framework, textile 
activities occupied a crucial position. 
The study of textile production Left: Funerary stelae of a 

Meroitic lady and her son (?), 
from the elite cemetery of 
Karanog (Lower Nubia, c. 100-
200 CE). The lady is wearing 
a characteristic long skirt 
decorated with a large swastika, 
an openwork lattice border and 
long fringes. 
Cairo Egyptian Museum JE40229, 
reproduced from S. Wenig, 
Africa in Antiquity II. The Arts of 
Ancient Nubia and the Sudan. 
The Catalogue, Brooklyn, 1978, 
p. 205-206, n°127.

At the very margins of the Roman Empire, between the Mediterranean basin and the African savannahs, the 
Sudanese kingdom of Meroe (c. 300 BCE – 550 CE) developed a truly unique and diverse culture stretching from the 
arid landscape of Nubia to the plains of the Blue and White Nile regions. The Meroitic kingdom is well-known for its 
impressive displays of royal power on the walls of its temples and pyramids, but many aspects of its history, such as 
its social organisation, economic system, and political mechanisms, still remain in the shadows. In the absence of 
significant historical texts, craft material studies present valuable evidence that sheds light on these fundamental 
components of ancient societies in Sudan and Nubia. In this context, archaeological textiles offer particularly 
exciting avenues for new research.

from raw material collection, to the 
spinning, dyeing, weaving and sewing 
of the cloth, all the way through the 
multiple every day uses and reuses of 
the fabrics to their final internment. 
The study of this outstanding material 
offers a unique chance to explore 
unknown aspects of the Meroitic 
society, such as agricultural and 
manufacturing techniques, the 
organisation of labour and trade, or 
the definition and communication of 
social status. 

Aims and methods
The TexMeroe project aims to make 
use of the untapped historical 
potential of Meroitic textiles, in 
order to gain a better knowledge 
of this ancient society through its 
transformation from an antique 
kingdom into a medieval state.
To best answer this goal, the project 
follows two main axes of research: 

Right:
Examples of textile implements: 
spindle whorls from Meroe 
artisanal quarter and loom 
weights from Wad ben Naga and 
Meili Island (c. 100-300 CE).
Sudan National Museum 
62.10.148, 24513, 24519, 14573, 
photos E.Y.©

Far right:
Lattice openwork and fringes 
in natural colour and dark 
blue cotton, from the Meroitic 
settlement of Qasr Ibrim 
(northern Nubia, c. 200-300 CE).
British Museum, EA71880. Photo 
E.Y.© The Trustees of the British 
Museum

Ancient royal pyramid field at Meroe (central Sudan). Photo E.Y. ©


