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BRITI SH I NSTITU'l'E IN EAS'l'ERN AFRICA 

T\vo seasons o f' ex c avat i ons a t A..~sum , each of rather 

over t h r ee months , carried out und er the write r ' s d irection , 

have r e s u lted i n finds o f' g r eat importance . The \vork was on 

a large sc a le , with u p to 180 men loca lly employed , and a 

dozen supervi sory and technical s t aff . 

The ch i e f effort uas devoted to an i nvesti t;;a t i on 

of' t he main e.rea of stelae (or 1 obelisks ' ) . Thi s was 

carried out by cutt ing s trcnches a g a ins t and be t tveen 

sel ec t ed s t e lae (always l eaving at leas t hal.:t~ the dep osit 

ad j a c ent t o the s t elae inta ct) an ' :foll owing the n a tural. 

stra tig r aph y . It wa s :fou nd t h a t b ef'ore t he erection of' 

the s t elae a numb0r of' s tone-buil.t p l atforms l-.re re erected 

o n the basal clay ove rlying rock. The p l atforms wor e 

revetted ui t h stone , f'il l e d lvi th loose rubble , and c apped 

'lvith a l a yer of' r ed clay, over wh ich i s a dep osi t o f' white 

limey mate rial . The purpose o f' t hese platforms is uncertain . 

Hardly any p otte ry wa s as sociated with them , so that it i s 

dif':ficul t to form. an op inion of' their d a t e , t h o u gh they are 

obviously rel atively e a rly , and p robabl.y o f the p r e - Chri s tian 

.Aksumite period . 

Subse quently t he mon olith ic s t e l ae \4"c re erecte d , 

p its to acco mno date t h eir bases being dug into t he, p l a tf'orms 

and into dep o s its wh ich had accumul a t ed b etween t h em . Such 

s telae ,.,e re being e r e c t ed t h roughout the time tha t soil and 

rubble lvas building u to, or above , the p r esent surf'a ce J 

thr ee small mon Oliths h a.v e b een :found vlh ich , though erect ,, 

a re comp letely cove red b y these dep o sits . The pott e ry and c vins 

f ou nd i n t h e depo s its ind icate tha t mo s t , a t l e v s t , of' t he 

"" stelae vi s i ~bl e a bove grotmd are of' the Christian Aksumite 

period . 

During a period broadly contemp ora ry with the 

erec t ion o f the s t el a e a numb e r o f' syst ems o f g cUleri es or 

c atacombs \vere cut in the rock below t he s t elae , gen erally 

at a dep 'ti, o :f a bout e i ght metr es b elow t he modern surfa c e . 

They \vere approached by -yray of' v e rtical sh afts , and consi s t 

o :f large rooms ( u p to 6 x 5 m) c onnected by p assages . The 

mo st promi s ing of these h ave yet t o be exc avated , having 

been found at t h e end o :f the sea son , and t h e ir s h af' t s refilled 

f'o r s e c u ri ty. The y would seem cert a inly to be compl exe s of: 

tombs , and , while non e seems to be associa t od with a partic ular 
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ste~e, they i ndich t o that t he mono~iths were fune r a ry 

monument s o 

Another tomb i n t h i s area , t h ou 15h a l so cut in :the 

r o ck, i s of' r a t her d i:ff'e r ent charac ter. It i s approa ched 

by a ·s tairca se .leadi ng down i n :fr ont of' t he s t e l a e to a 

dep tho:f so.me eight metr es b e l .ow the p r esent ~:face . T~ e 

tomb is ent e r e d t h rough a h orse-shoe shaped arch o:f burnt 

b rick . P artial exc:av ation o f' t h i s t omb y i elded many 

obj ects, inclu ding some of' o r ganic mat e r ials. '\vhich leads us 

t o h ope that mor e such '\iill come t o ligh t i n the othe r 

t omb s when these are exc av a ted. 

x c avations a t the b ase of' the g iant s tal e ( No .1 o:f 

D . A . E .) showed that t h is lva s e rected within (or p o ssi bly 

u p on) a massive te.rra c o wall forming a U- s h aped enclave . 

I n either side of: thi s encl.ave i s t he entranc e t o v ory larg e 

s tone-built subterr8llean tou:Jbs . I t has b een p ossibl e to 

ent e r o n l y on e o f' t hese ; :fill ed almost to t h e roof' with 

soil , it consist o £ a c entral chamber, wi "Gh f ive l arg-e 

r ooms o:f:f_, and measur es 15 . 7 x 14 . 8 m. l nternall y . I t .is 

orienta t ed roughly ea s t-west , and :i s l argely o:f megalith i c 

c onstru c t ion, t h ough a b r i ck arch at t h e '\ves t e rn end lea d s 

to :furthe r , unexpl or ed chamber s . This t ,omb has been 

provisionall.y t e r med t he ofausol eum. 

We st o f' t ho main group of' ste lae was :fo tnd a further 

und e r grou nd ton b , i n thi s c ase ori ent, ted north- s outho 

Th i s i s entirely built o f' f i ne n·renite ~ ma sonry, wi t h ou t 

mor tar, s omewhat L 1 the :fashi,on o :f the prev i ously-k nown 

tomb s ascribed to Kaleb and h i s son Gabra Masqal . The p lan 

h owev e r is d i :ff'e rent. The und e rgrou nd port i on has a c entral 

burial chamb e r and ant e -ch amber , a pp roached by a stairc ase . 

Surrou n ding t h ree sides of' this c entral p ort.ion is a 

p a ssa'""e -like room, approached by a separate stairca se , 

the ent r a ce to which i s clos ed by a l arg e. block o f' s tone . 

The sup erst ructu r e o f' t he tomb i s i n t he :form -o f' a symboli c 

h ouse , w·ith a :fal s e d oor, o £ t he t ype :found on the l a r g e r 

stel ae ,, ove r the stair c ase le dine to tho tomb chamb e r . This 

t omb was compl etel y excav a t ed , but c ont a ined no objects 

contempo r a ry with it, h avin been toto.lly robbed in antiqui ty o 

I t i s buil. t on, an a r t into t he basal c l a y , and d a tes 

f rom t he con v ersion o:f Aksum to Ch ristianity . 

On the eastern s ide o f' this Tomb o f' the Fal s e Door, 

part s o f' a structure having v au l ts o f' b u rnt bri ck we r e 

b rought t o light . This is prob ably also a subterr ane an 

t omb , 1dth a p lan that may p r ove similar t o t h at o f the 

/ ') ..... . 



r 

Mausoleum. 

Exc a v a tions adjacent to monoliths at the north e rn 

e nd o:f the northern ( main) s t o l e :field, and othors i n the 

Yt\di. t f'i eld west of t he t own have also l e d to the di scovery 

of tom'Q{. 

I n t h e main area o f t he town,. Addi Ki lte , t e s t 

ex c avati ons b rought to light r emain s of' t'vo l arge buil ding s, 

ap parontly o f' l a te ...tu<sumi te d a te . Both incori>Orated larg e 

amounts o f t i mber in t h e ir cont;ruction. One has cut s tone 

masonry of h i gh quality;, thi s h ou se '-ras c ert a inly built after 

t h e time o f' Kaleb,, and , on the e'Yidence o f' numero1.1s c oins 

o f' the l atest t ypes to be mint ed (types a scribed b y Anz ani 

to Hataza :I:I) was s til.l occup i.ed at the . v e ry end o f' the 

Aksumi te p e riod. The r e is growing evidence that .Aksum , 

r emained a p rospe;r-ous p l a c e until a l a te d a te _; per haps a s 

l a te as t he tenth, or e v e n ele;vent h ,. c entury . On the other 

h and• t he s mall quanti.ty of mat eri a l f r om Aksum d a t ing from 

before the Ch ristian p eriod i s n otable .. 

In conclu s i c;,n , I w·oul d like t o exp r ess my grat itu d e 

to the Et op ian Gover nment :for p ermission t o c a rry out the 

lvork ~ and my warmest 'thanks to the staf:f of the .Antiquities 

Administra t ion ; and to t he local authori t i es in Aksll!f1 ,wh o 

inva r iably a.ff'o:r:Wd us ev e r y possi b l e assi stance . 

Neville Chittiek 
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