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Abstract 

In February 2007, the Humboldt University Nubian Expedition (HUNE) undertook emergency 

excavations on Sur Island in the frame of the Merowe Dam Archaeological Salvage Project 

and brought to light the ruins of the largest medieval church discovered in the Fourth 

Cataract region, which is now submerged behind the reservoir of the Merowe Dam. The 

medieval church site was registered as SR022.A, and in a room behind the apse, a cache of 

140 manuscripts on parchment and leather was unearthed. Among these, 41 parchment 

fragments preserved texts written in Greek and these constitute the database for my doctoral 

thesis defended successfully at Humboldt University in February 2013.  

 

The other two categories of text related finds unearthed at SR022.A, namely manuscripts on 

leather written in Old Nubian, as well as other leather fragments representing what used to 

be the book binding material of the codices kept in the church on Sur, play a major role in the 

development of my research on “Religious Literacy of Christian Nubia”, which is the title of 

the postdoctoral project that I began at the University of Bergen in June 2014. My studies are 

oriented towards the decipherment of the texts and their edition, in order to be able to set 

them in their culture-historical context and to analyze literacy as a religious phenomenon. In 

various levels the understanding of the materiality of these objects is of primal importance. 

 

The paleographical and codicological analyses undertaken until now are based on traditional 

methods (i.e. observation and comparison). However, I am fully aware of the potential of 

laboratory methods, both for the materiality of these manuscripts – in sheet- or codex-form – 

and, in turn, for further decipherment of sections of texts, if not entire manuscript fragments, 

that have remained until now illegible. 

 

Thus, the members of HUNE have sought the advice and collaboration with institutions like 

the Wiener Archäographisches Forum and the Centre of Image and Material Analysis in 

Cultural Heritage (CIMA). 
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My talk at the Institute of Science and Technology in Art in Vienna is one step in a hopefully 

fruitful future collaboration in all fields investigated at CIMA: Philology, Image Analysis, and 

Material Analysis. After presenting the archaeological context of this important manuscript 

collection from Sur Island and the decipherments achieved until now, I will propose concrete 

examples of manuscripts that can be studied further if image enhancement or writer 

identification methods are applied. Then, based on the analyses of the culture-historical 

significance of these material products of literacy from Christian Nubia, I will set forth a series 

of research questions that may find very useful answers and offer fascinating insights by the 

application of the non-invasive methods practiced at CIMA. 
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