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Plate A. Egypt Exploration Society base camp 2004.  Surviving top layers of Qasr Ibrim, now an 

island in Lake Nasser (Barnard). 

                          
              Plate B. The towering eminence of Qasr Ibrim in 1856, photographed by Francis Frith. 
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                            Plate C. From Grosser Historischer Weltatlas (Munich 1854, pl. 26). 

 

1. The Roman occupation of the fortress  

ñThe Ethiopians who extend towards the south and Meroe are not many in number and are a 

scattered population because they inhabit a long, narrow, winding river bank. They are not 

well prepared for warfare or for any other kind of life.ò (Strabo 17.1.53).  

 Straboôs dismissive remarks are disproved by the bold and successful Meroitic attack on the 

Roman three-cohort garrison at Syene (Aswan) during the absence of Aelius Gallus on his campaign in 

Arabia in 25/24 BC.. The Ethiopians struck unexpectedly, capturing Syene, Elephantine and Philae, 

enslaving the inhabitants, and pulling down the statues of Caesar Augustus. In retaliation the Roman 

governor Petronius set out with fewer than 10,000 infantry, and 800 cavalry, and forced them to 

withdraw to Pselchis (Dakka). Asked by Petroniusô envoys why they had begun a war, they said they 

had been unjustly treated by the Nomarchs, the tax collectors (Török 1997, 452). They probably 

repeated such complaints some three years later to Augustus when they met him on Samos (Strabo 

17.1.54). Petronius forced them out to battle and routed them ñbecause their battle lines were poorly 

drawn up and they were poorly armedò.  

 During the ensuing pursuit he captured ñthe generals of Queen Kandake, the ruler of the 

Ethiopians in our day, a masculine sort of woman, blind in one eye.ò After taking Pselchis, he then 

ñreached Premnis [Qasr Ibrim], a fortified city, taking it at the first attemptò. On his way back from 

sacking Napata
2

 ,the royal capital, he ñfortified Premnis better, installing a garrison and food for two 

years for 400 men.ò In 22/21 BC Kandake marched to attack this small Roman garrison with an army 

of many thousands (Strabo 17.1.54).  



 
     

    Plate 1. The fortress photographed from the desert in 1851-52, looking north-north-west (Teynard 

    n.d., pl. 142). 

 

It is only from photographs (Plates 1 and 2) that the commanding eminence of Qasr Ibrim can 

be appreciated; its riverside screes inviting comparison with Herodôs fortress city of Masada. 

However, Petroniusô success in taking the fortress at the first attempt proves that the similarity is                          

superficial, and that Qasr Ibrim lacks the immense height and all round towering cliffs of the Judaean 

site, which was only taken after a siege of some eight months and the construction of a spectacular 

siege ramp.
3

 There is no siege ramp at Qasr Ibrim, and it is probable that Petronius employed the tactic 
of a heavy artillery barrage before assault, as when Vespasian used his three legionsô firepower to clear 

the battlements at the siege of Jotapata (Palestine) in AD 69, described by eyewitness Josephus (Jewish 

War III, 1668):óVespasian ordered his artillery, numbering a total of 160 machines, éto fire at the 

defenders on the wall. In a coordinated barrage the catapults sent long bolts whistling through the air, 

the stone-throwers shot stones weighing one talent, fire was launched and a mass of arrows. This 

made it impossible for the Jews to man the wall or even the area behind it that was strafed by the 

missiles. For a mass of Arabian archers, spearmen and slingers was in action along with the artillery.ô 

Under cover of such a murderous barrage Petroniusô legionaries could force an entry, perhaps at the 

South Gate or at several points, by employing the tortoise formation4. 
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 Section 2 is by Pamela Rose, Section 3 by Hans Barnard, the others by Alan Wilkins. We would like to thank 

the Egypt Exploration Society (London) for making this study possible. Alan Wilkins would like to acknowledge 

extensive help from Pamela Rose, and valuable suggestions from Professor Lawrence Keppie, Dr Duncan B. 
Campbell, and Mark Hassall.  
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 Török 1997, 453-54 sums up the arguments as to whether Petronius would have had the time to reach Napata. 
The reference may be a Roman propagandist addition to the text.  
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 Most recently discussed by Campbell 2005, 42-5. 
  



Old photographs, the 1894 sketch by Somers Clark,
5

 and [page 67] the aerial photograph (Plate 
10) are the only evidence now of the contours of the surrounding terrain, relevant to planning defence 

or attack. They confirm that the landward approach along the saddle leading to the South Gate is the 

only one which avoids a steep and disastrously exposed climb up to the walls. In 22/21 BC, if Kandake 

was intending to cross the Nile out of sight of Qasr Ibrim, she would probably have to advance on the 

site using an eastern desert route that would lead to the top of the saddle. The west bank of the Nile is 

easier terrain all the way along and the usual way that later travellers journeyed. However, this 

approach would lose the element of surprise, because the fortress commands a view of the Nile bank 

stretching many kilometres.
6

 The totally exposed, steep approach across the wide valley to the south 

can be appreciated from Plates 1 and 2b. This paper will show that Petroniusô catapults could outrange 

the Meroitic light arrows and lay down a deadly hailstorm of heavy missiles, rendering any attack by 

the Meroitic unarmoured warriors suicidal. 

 
Plate 2. Photographs taken in the early 1960s at the start of excavations. (a) The riverside cliffs, the 

Northwest Bastion and the wall running next to the probable water stair.  (b) The western defences, 

from the west. 

2. Review of excavation results (Pamela Rose) 

 Roman-period fortifications have been explored along the south-western and south-eastern 

edges of the site, between the Northwest Bastion and South Rampart Street (Plate 3 and Figure 1).
7

 
The Roman girdle wall, which for much of its length seems to have been based on repairs or 

alterations to pre-existing walls, stood at the edge of the hilltop, where the rock was cut back into a 



series of steps on which the walls were based. Elsewhere around the line of the later fortifications, the 

appearance of unconnected areas with cut stone blocks in the lowest courses may indicate the presence 

of Roman walls enclosing most of, or the entire hilltop.  

                            

                                              Plate D. Somers Clark sketches, 1894. 

 The excavations have revealed multiple phases of construction associated with the Roman 

occupation (Adams 1983; 1985). The first of these was, presumably, the repair of any damage done to 

the walls and gate(s) in the course of taking Ibrim. Further modifications included heightenings of the 

walls in response to the accumulation of debris inside them, particularly in South Rampart Street. It is 

only towards the end of the Roman occupation that major defensive works, the construction of the 

Northwest Bastion and the deposition of clusters of ballista stones took place.         

The Northwest Bastion  
 The Northwest Bastion was one of the most spectacular Roman constructions at Qasr Ibrim. It 

was a later addition to the fortifications, built against the exterior of the Roman girdle wall on the 

steeply sloping hillside some 4m from its northwest corner, at some time after Roman-period 

occupation debris had already begun to accumulate there. It was a parallelogram in shape, of which the 

outer wall was some 9m in length and preserved to a height of over 8m. The interior of the bastion was 

infilled to a height of 4.5m with stones and earth to create a solid platform. Its position, and the odd 

angle at which it was built, suggest that it was carefully sited to command the adjacent girdle walls, the 

approach to the South Gate, and the probable water stair leading up from the river (Rose 2004, 72-73).  

On the debris outside the girdle wall, and underlying the bastion, a deposit of ópebblesô 

(perhaps the same as the ócobblesô found elsewhere around the fortifications, see below) was found 

piled against the girdle wall, along with three ballista balls of 25cm diameter. The pebbles were 

described as water-worn, 5 to 10cm in diameter, and some 425 of them were found in an area of just 

under 2m square, 

4
 Trajanôs Column LXXI, cast 181 (Lepper and Frere 1988, 109). See Sallust Jugurtha 94.3 for Mariusô use of 

the tortoise backed by long range fire from catapults, archers and slingers. 

5 In the Griffith Institute, University of Oxford. 
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Clearly shown by the Breasted Expedition photograph P2532. Chicago University URL : 
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deepest at the wall face but extending some 3.5m from it. The ballista balls were close to the outer 

edge of the deposit. The excavator thought that the material was deliberately dumped into the area 

immediately prior to or during the [page 68] initial construction phase of the bastion, although it is 

possible that the ballista balls represent spent ammunition from the original attack on the fortress by 

the Romans.  It is worth noting that there is no evidence as to where a ballista for throwing the stone 

balls could have been located prior to the construction of the bastion, since the area inside the wall was 

taken up for some distance with buildings. Excavations in 1974, which trenched outside the girdle wall 

immediately south of the bastion, encountered Roman debris including Latin papyri of a military 

nature (Frend 1976; 1980), but did not record any form of missile.  

Access to the fortress  
 The South Gate, approached by rock-cut steps from the neck of land joining the hilltop to the 

scarp to the east, remained in use throughout the Roman occupation. It had undergone many 

modifications to its structure since its first construction, including, perhaps early in the Roman period 

but prior to the construction of the cobblestone enclosure (see below) the drastic narrowing of the 

gateway from c. 4m to c. 1.25m wide, at which time there is also the first evidence for the presence of 

a door opening inwards.  
 Other entrances to the fortress may also have been open at this time. The East Gate, a narrow 

entrance at the lowest and most vulnerable point of the girdle wall may be of Roman construction, 

although, since it was flooded before any excavation took place, no further information can be 

adduced. There were however, domestic buildings of Roman date on the hill slopes immediately 

behind the girdle wall both north and south of the gate, suggesting that the area lay within the Roman 

fortifications. The gate and the length of girdle wall to its south would have been protected by a walled 

bastion-like feature which also appears to have been of Roman date. Little excavation took place here 

before it was flooded, but neither cobbles nor ballista stones were noted in the limited area exposed. 

 Along the western fortifications, the Podium Gate, a narrow opening between the girdle wall 

and the south end of the Podium, seems to have been created when the fortification wall was built prior 

to the Roman occupation. It was [page 69] reached by steep steps cut into the bedrock, and was closed 

with a wooden door. No evidence remains to indicate whether it was open or blocked off in the Roman 

period.    

 

The West Rampart  
 The main accumulation of ballista stones found at Qasr Ibrim lay in the entrance ramp which 

ran from the South Gate northwards towards the Podium. It ran inside the western girdle wall, and on 

the east side was bounded, at the south end, by the gate structure, and further north by the massive 

western wall of Temple 5, an earlier stone structure at the edge of the hilltop in which masonry was 

only preserved to the level of the bedrock forming the top of the hill. Within the ramp, floor levels of 

the Roman period accumulated prior to the construction of a wall which ran northwards from the north 

face of the east side of the gate, roughly parallel to the western girdle wall but at an angle to the 

Temple 5 wall. The enclosure thus formed to the east of the wall was wider at its southern end than at 

the northern end, and roughly halved the width of the entrance ramp. The wall extended over 17m 

before disappearing, either destroyed by later overbuilding or at a genuine termination to the feature; a 

possible continuation of the wall was noted further north, where it joined a line of stones continuing 

the alignment of the Temple 5 wall. The enclosure wall was made of rough irregular stone blocks set 

in thick mortar, mud plastered and whitewashed on its western face. The latter was much damaged at 

its base, presumably by passing traffic. The wall retained a fill of cobblestones in its upper part (Level 

2), giving way to sandstone chunks of about the same size as the cobbles in the deeper part of the 

enclosure at the south end (about 3m in depth); the depth of deposit thinned further up the ramp to a 

depth of less than 20cm at the northern end. The stone fill was inserted as the wall was built in a single 

construction episode. Although the top of the retaining wall was damaged, it appears to have reached 

the same level as the top of the Temple 5 wall, and provided a flat-topped platform extending its area, 

presumably for the stone-throwing machines. The cobbles were described by the excavator as óround 

stream cobbles of quartzite and other materialsô, not native to the site. On top of and slightly bedded 

into them were the deposits of ballista stones. 



                    

Plate 3. Aerial photograph (1959) of the Ottoman levels of Qasr Ibrim before the start of excavations. 

The area covered by Figure 1, and the positions of sites referred to in the text, are marked in: WS = 

wall next to the probable water stair; NWB = Northwest Bastion; PG = Podium Gate; EG = East Gate.  

                

              

                       Figure 1. Plan of the areas, shaded red, where the balls were found (Rose). 



Excavations in 1978 revealed two clusters which contained more than 50 balls; others had [page 70] 

been removed for reuse in the walls of an overlying house. Continuation of the excavations in 1980 

revealed a concentration of more than 630 shaped ballista balls at the north end of the enclosure, and 

about 24 small granite hammerstones, possibly from their manufacture, were mixed with them (Plate 

4). The balls were in a layer c. 16cm deep at the north end and 40cm deep to the south, and extended 

over an area of about 4m from north to south. A smaller concentration of about 100 stones was located 

near the west face of Temple 5, about 11m north of its southwest corner. One ball (from which cluster 

is unknown) was of grey granite. The balls were 13 to 18cm in diameter, with an average of 16cm. 

Forty of them were inscribed, two with incised markings. The location of the heaps suggests that 

machines for firing the stones were located above the West Rampart, at least partly on the hardcore 

platform which extends the available flat surface of the hilltop area above the entrance ramp. The 10 

and 20 librae machines (p. 77 below) would each have required an operating space about 5m wide by 

4.75m deep, and 5.75 x 5.5m respectively. A 10 librae ballista would stand about 3.4m high, and a 20 

librae size 4.2m.  

         
Plate 4. View of the West Rampart cobble deposit, with two clusters of ballista balls in the foreground. 

The gap between the clusters may represent the position of a ballista.  [The rising waters of Lake 

Nasser allowed the expedition boats to moor alongside.] 

 

The South Bastion  
 The South Bastion was already a conspicuous feature of the fortress by the time of the Roman 

occupation. It consisted of a substantial round tower of large stone blocks filled with sandstone 

chippings, enclosed in a pentagonal mud-brick casing, the latter itself repaired and buttressed to 

reinforce the corners of the pentagon. The whole feature was at its widest point some 19m across. 

There is some indication that the mud-brick casing rose to a higher level than the stone-chip-filled 

tower, and might have contained rooms, so that whether the bastion ever functioned as a platform 

overlooking the South Gate is unclear. No evidence of structural remains of the Roman period has 

been recovered on top of it.  

 The girdle wall enclosed the South Bastion leaving a walkway to its west and east. Whether the 

walkway continued around the south face of the bastion in the Roman period is unknown. A 

cobblestone deposit was found lying along the south part of the western face of the bastion, in which 

were óonly a few ballista stones scattered throughout the depositô. They were apparently laid as a fill in 

an underlying pit, so that the deposit had a maximum depth of c. 1.5m and tapered away rapidly to the 

north and south; it may be redeposited material placed to even up the ground surface for later activity. 

No cobbles or ballista stones were found adjacent to the eastern face of the South Bastion despite the 



continuation of underlying and overlying layers of the South Rampart Street cobblestone deposit into 

this area (see below).  

        

 
Plate 5.  View of the South Rampart Street cobble deposit, looking west, with the South Bastion at the 

end. 

 

South Rampart Street  
 The girdle wall continued eastward beyond the South Bastion to enclose an area, South 

Rampart Street, lying between it and an earlier revetment wall built as terracing for part of a temple 

complex. The area was filled with deep deposits of rubbish, the upper levels of which accumulated 

during the Roman occupation and seem to have necessitated repeated heightenings and thickenings of 

the girdle wall. The last of these events preceded the laying down of a thick deposit of cobblestones 

(Level 2), almost 1m in thickness close to the western end of the area, but thinning out somewhat to 

the east, and sloping from north to south (Plate 5). The deposit seems to have extended more or less to 

the top of the earlier revetment wall on the northern side. To the south, the base of the layer extended 

to the inner face of the girdle wall, but the upper parts of the deposit were lost through collapse. It is 

likely that, as in the West Rampart, the cobbles were the remains of the hardcore fill of a platform 

immediately behind the girdle wall for the stone-throwing machines. 

 The cobblestone deposit lay on a thin layer of densely packed stone chips resulting from the 

heightening of the girdle wall, and material from a midden deposit immediately below the cobbles and 

stone chips has a C
14

 date (OxA 14813) of 45 BC - AD 25 (67.5% probability), 100 BC - AD 70 
(95.4% probability). See also the discussion of dating of the midden level in Anderson et al. 1979, 126. 

In 1978, the excavator noted finding in Level 2 ósmall clusters of deliberately shaped, round sandstone 

balls, each c. 16cm diameter, nested within the cobblestone depositô. The [page 71] precise location of 

this deposit is not known. Further excavation the following season noted a cluster towards the east end 

of the street of 40 balls partly overlain by the cobble filling (Plate 6), and perhaps, therefore, the 

remains of an earlier missile deposit. Adams noted, óExcept for this last group there were only a very 

few isolated ballista stones scattered along the South Rampartô.  

 


