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The jewelry created and worn by Napatan elites is similar in many ways to those worn 

in Kerma—there are forms borrowed from Egyptian sources, ornaments that incorporate 

repurposed imports, and items that are uniquely Napatan in appearance, material, and con-

struction. An example of a unique adornment recovered from an early tomb at al-Kurru is a 

gold-nugget pendant inscribed with a dedication to Amun that reads, “The Lord (god) Amun, 

may he give the perfect life” (fig. 87). A boring for suspension, artfully placed by the ancient 

craftsman within an elongated outgrowth of the gold, simulates a bail while smoothing of the 

face provides a flat surface for the inscription.24 The pendant, along with a gold composite 

Pataikos/falcon amulet, was part of a necklace composed of sixteen biconical beads of sheet 

gold found in the neck region of the deceased (fig. 88). The carved inscription on the nugget 

is significant in that it establishes a relationship between an earthly material, gold, and the 

divine or magical. Its inclusion in a royal burial also marks the nugget as a high-status item. 

In fact, two of the thirteen nugget pendants found by Reisner in Napatan burials at nearby 

Nuri and Meroe come from royal burials. These later nuggets, smaller and uninscribed, were 

found among the plundered remains of two queens buried nearly a century apart. 

Another nugget, the largest so far recovered from ancient Nubia, comes from an intact 

male burial in the Western Cemetery at Meroe (see fig. 6).25 It was found around the neck 

of the deceased, the stringing material, either leather or flax, long disintegrated. Soldered 

to this fifty-gram specimen is a hand-fabricated heavy gold suspension hoop whose inter-

nal edges show signs of wear, an indication that this bold and substantial ornament was 

worn in life as well as death. Another natural specimen, an unworked chunk of amazonite 

87. Inscribed nugget pendant
Alluvial nuggets, pierced for suspension, 
were popular Napatan adornments. This 
one, found in the tomb of an early Napatan 
chieftain, is inscribed with a dedication to 
Amun. 
From al-Kurru, tumulus 2; Ancestral 
Napatan Period, ca. 865–825 bc; gold. 
(From Dunham, El Kurru, 16.)

88. String of biconical beads
These beads are unusual in that they are solid 
castings rather than made of sheet metal over a core.
From al-Kurru, tumulus 1; Ancestral Napatan 
Period, ca. 885–835 bc; gold; L. of each bead 1.8 cm; 
Harvard University–Boston Museum of Fine Arts 
Expedition; Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 21.320. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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of similar size, was found nearby—perhaps an indication that the owner was involved in 

some aspect of the luxury-goods trade.26 Its significance was compounded by the inherent 

meanings ascribed to various materials, especially durable substances such as colored hard 

stones. As for gold, it was also a source of economic identity for the Nubians, as it has been 

for gold-producing regions throughout the course of history.27 

The range of rocks and minerals held in awe and imbued with supernatural powers in 

Nubia exceeds those collected and left in Egyptian temples and tombs, where a limited 

color palette reflecting centuries-old cosmologies mandated the use of select materials. 

The Nubians embraced a greater variety of minerals, including spheres and shapes rem-

iniscent of human and animal forms, as well as stones in attractive colors and patterns. 

One extensive collection of specimens, recovered from the al-Kurru burial of Queen 

Khensa, the daughter of Kashta and sister-wife of Piye, included polished orbs, ovoids, and 

teardrop-shaped stones of agate, carnelian, porphyry, travertine, amethyst, green-glazed 

limestone, obsidian, and serpentine. In addition to this assemblage of minerals were nearly 

a dozen multilobed specimens of hard stone (fig. 89).28 These are curiosities of nature and 

would probably have been assigned a specific significance. Among the queen’s treasures 

were also two small decorative objects of hand-carved steatite with text: an orb with six 

89. Pebble with gold bands
Among Queen Khensa’s mineral collection were 
twenty-five natural lobular stones formed by 
minerals collecting in pockets in sandstone and 
revealed once the sandstone had weathered away. 
This one has been enhanced with decorative gold 
strips. Such oddities found on the desert surface 
formed this early rock collection.
From al-Kurru, pyramid 4 (Queen Khensa); 25th 
Dynasty, reign of Piye, ca. 753–722 bc; gold and 
stone; H. 4.4 cm; Harvard University–Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts Expedition; Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston 19.2303. Photograph © Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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90. Inscribed shell-shaped stone
This good-luck token is a realistic 
imitation of a marine mollusk shell, 
with a wrap-around inscription meant 
to confer health, stability, and good 
fortune on its owner.
From al-Kurru, pyramid 4 (Queen 
Khensa); 25th Dynasty, reign of Piye, 
ca. 753–722 bc; steatite; W. 2.5 cm; 
Harvard University–Boston Museum of 
Fine Arts Expedition; Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston 24.942. Photograph  
© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

91. Bowl
This exceptional bowl of banded agate 
would have appealed to the Napatan 
taste for exotic stones. It was found in 
the burial of a queen who had amassed 
an impressive collection of mineral 
specimens. 
From al-Kurru, Ku. 4 (Queen Khensa); 
25th Dynasty, reign of Taharqo, 690–
664 bc; banded agate; Diam. 7.3 cm; 
Harvard University–Boston Museum of 
Fine Arts Expedition; Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston 21.300a–b. Photograph  
© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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bands of incised hieroglyphs with a dedication to Amun plus the queen’s name and titles, 

and a realistic imitation of a marine mollusk shell with a wrap-around inscription meant to 

confer health, stability, and good fortune on its owner (fig. 90). The queen also owned an 

exceptional bowl of polished agate (fig. 91), a form of chalcedony more commonly found 

in west Asian decorative objects and possibly an import, although Nubia’s Eastern Desert 

was also a source of the patterned, multicolored stone.29

The most extraordinary cache of precious ornaments from Napata is the group of eight 

pendants found in the burial chamber of one of Piye’s queens (fig. 92).30 These are rela-

tively large (approximately 4 to 10 centimeters in height) and reminiscent of the divine 

triad of Osiris, Isis, and Horus, of gold and lapis lazuli purportedly found in the tomb of 

92. Ku. 55 pendants in situ 
Many of the faience pectorals 
found in the tombs of Piye’s 
wives were found attached to 
faience bead necklaces and may 
be copying gold prototypes. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; 
archival photograph A2775. 
Photograph © Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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Osorkon II (ca. 872–842 bc) of the Twenty-second Dynasty at Tanis, but possibly from a 

temple.31 This pendant, like other jewels recovered from the burials of kings and high offi-

cials at Tanis, is composed of cast and sheet-metal parts, a large segment of semiprecious 

stone, and cloison-set inlays. It is tempting to see the al-Kurru jewels as part of this Tanite 

tradition and possibly part of the booty acquired by Piye during his military campaign in 

the Delta.32 On his Victory Stela at Gebel Barkal, the triumphant ruler quotes one of the 

vanquished princes:

You should say whether I have hidden from His Majesty anything from 

my father’s house: gold ingots, gemstones, every sort of vase, armlets, gold 

bracelets, necklaces, collars inlaid with gemstones, armlets of every limb, 

garland crowns for the head, rings for the ears, every royal adornment, all the 

vessels of the king’s purification in gold and every sort of gemstone.33

The most stunning of the Ku. 55 ornaments is a three-dimensional jewel featuring a 

rock-crystal orb surmounted by the golden head of Hathor, a beloved goddess in both 

Egypt and Nubia who provided protection to women (fig. 93). The orb was also apot-

ropaic in that it contains a hollow cylindrical gold amulet case presumed to house materials 

believed to protect the wearer from malevolent forces. The materials—gold and rock crys-

tal—would also have had a talismanic effect.

Cylindrical amulet cases made of precious metal are known from Middle Kingdom 

contexts in Nubia and Egypt (see figs. 49–50, 57), where they were worn exclusively by 

women. They are vertical adornments with caps at both ends and are typically embellished 

by granulated zigzag or linear patterns. They do not appear before the second millennium 

bc, and some scholars have suggested that they are a product of Levantine influence.34 

The contents of surviving containers are largely unknown, although one example in the 

Brooklyn Museum contains garnet pebbles, red stones associated with the goddess Isis.35 
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93. Hathor-headed crystal pendant
This extraordinary jewel, once 
worn by a queen of Piye, is an 
elaborate example of an amulet case 
surmounted by the head of a deity. 
Although it has no known parallel, it 
is a form of adornment known in the 
Mediterranean world.
From al-Kurru, Ku. 55; 25th Dynasty, 
reign of Piye, ca. 753–722 bc; gold 
and rock crystal; H. 5.3 cm; Harvard 
University–Boston Museum of Fine 
Arts Expedition; Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston 21.321. Photograph © 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.


