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Excava tions at Mcsum - 1973 

by 

Neville Chittick 

The follo•dng gives a brief account o:f excavations 
carri e d out by the Briti s h Ins titute in Bastern Africa under 
the wr~ter's dire~tion during the firs; four months o:f this 
year. The ,.;ork Has carried out under licence :from the 
Imperial Ethiopian government and Hith the wholehearted 
co-op eration of the Antiquities Administration; I am .. 
particularly indebted to H. E . Ato Tekle Tsadik Mekouria 
and A to Nekbeb 1-.i:akonnen f or help and encouragement. · 

The main effort was directed to inves tigating 
the , date and nature of the famous monol~ths, or 
s telae, '"hich have generally be en. taken as being 
o:f the pre-Christian p eriod, and have been regarded 
as funerary. A number of those in the main group 
(that including the l argest monoliths) were 
selected for examination. Trenches were cut against 
the sides of, and behreen, the stela e and dug so :far 
f'_S possible to tll.0 natl_l!"8.l ~ oil. o r ~o~t: '; cccurr~!~ g ::!.n 
g eneral at a dcp'tl1. of 3 - 4 metres. The f inds 11ere 
kept separate a ccording to the n a tural stratigraphy, 
the datin g b e ing based on tho included a rt efacts. 
In all c ases at lea st half' o:f the soil a gainst the 
stelae was left intact, so that future generations 
will be able to check on the results obtained. 

The Gonclusion arriv~d at is that the st e l ae e x amined 
must be ass i e,'Tle d to the Christian A.ksumi t e period 1 , ·and it 

1 
unles s t hey date from a time of reversion to paganism 

after the time o:f the Mcsumite kings, which would 
hardly :fit into the gene ral historical :fra mework. 



\·:ot::.ld seem m8ny of t hom dcd; e to a t'Jr: ~: ,.;rell ~·.f't ;} r the 
conversion or her rulors . T•d.t> is '~ '---"1~1C t.:; d ::·::·o ·: 'i.:'i.!.e 
presence o :f po ttery .h~:tving crosses, bo-t· >~. p:1int: e·: J. , cmd 
=:t}:-1;,li..ec.l to t lze suri::.1.c;o of' t11tJ ""V0 5 ~:3'3l :9; t;l.~OFlG ~· -~~"'2 0 st:r·a .. ti~ 
:f': od far b ~dow tt: ~e lev~l of' t?·:n .lnJ·-ld su:r·;_·::!ce n t ·;; ;la time 
v:hen one o Z the ::;telae t•l::tf.l e:c ::.: c tod ~ Co:b 'l s o~: · e;; ,!·istiru1 
kii"L[:'S o:r :.·:.:-~sum s i :-:1ilarly occuc :Ln :Jtx'.:::.tn pre~:l.:tinr: t he 
ste lao .. Th~ co:tns include t i,ro ot \\'az-r:~a ct"l '--~ o.-u:; of Iool 
! ... "\ :~ c r j .. b G'-.1 t J ~!l t r1zr.tn:i. tc) tl1o so· ~; ~'1 tk1 or "-:;J~ f:tttl1 c~ c;:·1 i:t1:;..~y:-: • I'·Yo 
co ins o t' -Gho pre- Chri.s:ci nn pu:;:.·:;.o d ·,.;c-::~o fou n-:..1. $ T.i..l "' soil 
i n this r ~':cion appGar. to ll::nro accu;. ru.l~'.i.:Oll a:t n ro;~Jar1,ably 
fast rate , the pot t ery bei:nr; pretty ~;ell. simiJ .. nr· u :.1 
t hrough t he deposit . 

The c onclusion tha t the stelat.~ are o f' t he Chri s tian 
period a c cords, \.;i t h t he v :l m• recently pu t f'or•,;ard by 
G a if. Van Deel.:;:J \-Jho ~-, e c onclusion 9 t o1v·cver , i.s b;.n;ed o n 
very dif' f'(-'lren t c;rounds . F'i rs t tha t had tht-1 c-re<J.t • st 'l\)ri <'1 d 1 

steLae bee n of t he pre- Chr istian per iod one would axpac~ 

that the ir a rcld t ectural :form \¥oul cl lw.ve diver{!;Bd t o a 
l e sser deg r ee :from t h e styles of' Sou th At'abiu e Secondly 
nnd more cog·en tly l 1e mainta.ins t hat t he socl-a~t "-5 :for th e 
attachment o f' a presumed metal o rnament at t he top of' t . . ·.e 
s telao nre no t arran~ed in a fashion suitable fo r a d i&c 
Ei·n.d c::~ ::; c e~1t" ~:r!2i ct1 :!_s ,,.rha t ar~ ~; ~;rot!l (I 0 x~pect if' tl1cy \Y:t~l· --~ 

p agan !!!Ol1t:unen t s ; t l1e y ~tre t1o we"\rer a(1GIJ t f'o :r' t ~r:.: ~_.~ '. II>,i- n_ti·t ·:Jf' 

c ro s s es . There are no inscrip tions on a ny o f' the mc.n olith§ 
at Aksum but it appears to have escaped atten t i on that on 
stel e No . 7 o~ Littmann4 there is a c ros s i n c ised in t he 
volute o f the curious c apital depicted on t he kron t side ; 
t hat on the other volu t e has b e en h a mmered out . The ~kh 
~ l:i.J':: ' r· :L ·: ~l ... on a !''!Onoli th at t he eastern end of' t h e main 
stele :fif:l~.:>is a SYli1U01 emp loye-.i uy t,-.8 i.:<...o ~~ ~ •. J- ,,o> ·i';:) i :1 

G.}-y!) t ( al thou c h o:f cours e also a pre--Chris tia n ...:yn b ol) . 

') 

'-ni vista Ita l.iana j,i !'Zm:d s:natica e SciP-ll_Ze A~~.f.:i:.!!i_ , Vol . III , 
t h i r d se-rieS";"- 1926 . Th e da t ing of' t he Akswni t o c o ins i s 
howeve r p roblema t ica l. 

"}ionuments o f' Aksum in the ligl'!.t of' South 

Ta fe l XI . 
t h at t lhJ 

It i s , 

:;;F • .An.f ray , HL ' u :cc heo log ie d'A.xourn on 1 97 ~ ", ~.ce:Jn§.• 
¥oL . : ~II~v 1972 9 Pl . I V. 
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'.l.'he "V'i.ew ei-::pre s s c~ d. above does no t mean that n o n e o f' 
t h e stelae at . .'31-.::-;um are :p:r··e-Chris t:tan . 0 !;her ::> r emain to 
be ext>.r::!i:r:wd • e spoc:!.al l y thosG t o the >-:es t of the town ; 
though . the p ot t ery .;:m t h e s u rface of' t h a t area s e e ms t o 
be o f the Ch ristia n per~. od al so@ At least two s telae e lse
wh ere ( a t Anza :n ~'; ar .i-IaLwi.eYI and at Natar a) are , it should 
be- a dd.ed , certainl y prt:r-~ G.i~:r.·is tian e 

T.h e p u r pozr:; of t ht::J ste:La e remain s ar{;llab le. They 
hav e gemel;'al l y bGon held to be f 'unerary monuments , b u t 
there i s li ttlo ovidene r: to suppo.r.~t t h i s v :i. r:ni . To d iscuss 
t h e qo.HJS t i o l'l at l~·,ngth •~·ould t aka np a s pac e innpprop riat e 
t o t h o presen t J.,.?aper . 6 I am inclined to i nt.orp r et them as 
ex v oto monumer:d:;s 9 dedicated to t h e Almi ghty ., a vie\v no t 
dissimilar f r om tha-t o f' Va n Be e k .. 7 The r eces s es, usually 
of kylix-like :form , c arved i n the pla tf'o rm-slab s in front 
of t h e l arge • sto:'::'i ed ' ste lae mu s t have b e e n :for o :fferlngSJ 
t his lJerhaps i n dicates an ama l gamation of J udai c customs 
\vi th the. Chris t ian reli g i o n . 8 

A v ery lar~e shaf t tomb was e n countere d be tween the 
two mon olith s b ehind t he ::.reat standing ste lae. This tomb 
not o nly diff ers i'rom t h o s e hitherto known in the size 
{near ly f our b y b .'O met ro s ) . a n d d epth ( eig h.t me t r e s ) o f' :i ts 
shai~ t, but; i n t ne natur·e o.f the c h amb ers cut in the rock at 
its base . Thes e a r e rou e;h ahd i rrevu lar, a n d lead to :further 
- "! ..... ~·"-"'1" ~-- ''"' ... ~1-, ""i~· ..... t .... l .,.r-~-; !" o .,. o+ 1-" .n.. J.~a. (_.,'\.:- ro-':"l. "t.? -::::.. 1- o ; -i { +lr;:::. Q ~ ) r-1 -ri: 11::-.tG.! l11- P A n-
"-" ....... t:;J4,11tV 4;.;>"'-..., ... JI._.ot..&.."".ii R. ..1 ~C-i. ""' '-' J ....,..., V •J - - .___,.._ .._ w ....._.,. -v-- '...,; __ ... -:----- - -:,..; ----'- ·-- .. _- ......,.. __ ... 
wh ile been re :fi l l.(~d ). ~.rhe c hambers containeu n o t hing i n t h e 
way o:f o b j e cts, or of' b urials, i n situ, but t h e :fill included 
a number o f' l at e coins, in.c,iudin g o;;:-;-o:f Ha taz ( I I) o f' the 
type h e l d b y A.nzani to be among the l a st to b e - minted at 

' 

6very brie:fly: there are no monolith s undoub tedly associ
a t e d •vlth tombs • \-Jhi le there are ma n y t omb s kno••n wi thout 
monoli ths . The t\vO (non- Cl'lristia.n ) stelae with inscri ptions, 
a t A.nza {Hausi cn ) and Natura , nea r t h e eastern edge o f t h e . 
plateau have t exts whicll c a n h a r d ly b e d e s c ribed as i~un<.n~ary, 

t h ough o n e d oes re.fer t o o r commemorate an a n c e stor. A 
number o f s ma l l. r o u gh monoliths are known which have been set 
up at the ang l es of build i ngs (th e Dungur mans ion at Aksum, 
Ouchatei Golo n ot :fa r .from the to>m, and one at ~1atara); 
the se ( all o:f t be Christi an period) seem unlikely to have 
been f unerary. 

7uz.1onumt;,n t s of' Aksum", 1 2 2. 

8 cf. H.A. Stern , h'anderin ~s among the Falashas in Abyssinia, 
reprint, London 1968, 188-190. 
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Aksul1l . The linin.:; of' t~1o t mb G$GCnds almos t to the 

modern surface of' the ground ~' ~X<'l·i :Lt s co:: s pro'Uable tl at 
it post- dates the stelac: o 9 'lh:U;; m~.ch t also accord td th 

t h e poor standard of' mc..:.>onry o f t~:.c lininc of' the shuf' t 
and the indifferen t tvo rk: D.anship o.f the clk .mb ers beloti e 

A trial excavation in a road immed.tate.ly west of 

t he eroup of st c lae l ed t o t he d~scovery c£ a tomb of very 

di.:ff'erent c haru,c e1.' . T:l.is co•~si.::~t s of a compl ex ~.rhlch 

ap:tH~a ... b to have been c onDtruc ted j:H> t bonoe1.th the ground 

level of the tirn o . It c o nsists u.f a srm1:..1 mortuary 

c hamber , preccdcc;l b y a n c:.m te -ch:2.1nbor ~ to 11hich a :fJ.i g h t 

of step s descende . A :fur ther o.:n·.l. adjac en t fl ic;;ht of' 
steps leads to a long n ar:cow pa~setge-like c hamber w·lli ch 

extends around three s ides of t h u sc just described . It is 
built of" fine ashlar g::.,a:..!i te masonry t ui t h enormous roof 
slabs, after t he manne r or the onl y qther l a r g e built 
tombs of this c ltaracter 9 those o f Eal eb <::.nd Cr£>b re Hasqal 
outsid e the to11n . TI10 plnrt h o1.rHvor is qu.i te d iff' r_n·ont to 
the latter, and parallf,;l s lmve yet to be found . 'I'he tomb 

, , had been totally robb ed 9 only a C4..'{'C..e.~~<-'--':'\'..~~ , .~-~t: h ~tJ..i::.:.., , .k.'l?)(,~ '-"'-

A. ~t:-y'-'t!~ ', in the inner cha.ubor remaini:nc a '.P;w o b ject s :round 
in the fill above and around t he tomb ( notably the glass ) 

cert.::dn j udgement on 
excavation neJ:t year 

Trial tr enc hes excavated ·. n t'!'1c n.rea betwee.c tl1e 

main g rou p of monoli t hs e:md hill behind, Be ta Giorgis , 
disclosed an accumulation of' s oil • mainly c 1ays t appa ren
tly l.rashod down f'rom t he hillsid~. A preliminar y analysis 
of' ~ 1~.>3 :;-.;o ttei"Y fo 1.1ncl i y;,c'tica tes t!1rtt t1·1osn (: ·;~:·.::>sit s~ 1..r}:. ~.c11 

are three to :four metres de ep, built up ovor a c ompura
t :tvely shor t period , perhaps on0 or t 'w c ~ntur:tes . This 

··1c c u :z:ulat:..on \·.'US prcH:)ably subseqno::1t to t .:1·::: cnttinr; o f' t h e 

timber on the hill, fol lo>1'ed. it 1;1ay b e su::tYd!'Jcd t-y cul ti 

vation and occupation o :f the slop es (o!l lvhich there is 

9If' the tomb is contemporary with the neares t monolith, 

the n that stale and the crcat standing sto r :l od stale in 
front thereo:f ( No .J o:f Littmann) mus t be a t least as late 
as tho t im e o:f !!ataz . The only escape f'rom t h is con-

elusi o n "t<u.m .J.d ;:;e th>1t th e c o i nl'3 r _·:": p··;~· c,)nto:;1porary wi th 

:::t c~ .l"'"'Ol)l; e ,J iJy t oi~!1) !''o !·:·IJc!r·:; , :1"t f~ :,:- .p.lar.tati.on tl:1at 

c an;.w't 011 the present evidence be subBtantiat~d . 
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much pottery to be found) . The rap id erosion thus 
evid~nced in t he Christian Aksumite p eriod is also likely 
t o hava taken place on tho o ther now barren hills i n the 
vicinity. 

Te .. .; t e.xcavn tions were carried o ut in an area near 
t he palaces excavated by the Germ~.n e xpeditj_on in 1906 . 

T1le wal:a o'b ject of' these Has t o ob tai n a conspectus of' 
t he strati:fic ~~ tion and pottery in \~·hat \¥'as believed to be 

th.a centre of the ancient town, f'rom virgin s oil upwa.rds . 
L.'1. the Dvcn t mo:::-t of' ·the deposit was f'ound to be of: a 
comp:::t.r~d;.i vely lata pe1;•iod . Three o.f the f'i vo trenches 
have proved to be uithin the area of a large building , 
l1i't;h vury li tt.lo deposit beneath it . 'I'he sta...-..dard of' 
t he masonry of' this building, in~luding :fine cut s t one 
lvork ;,d th representation of' square b eam ends , is as good 

as any k no\m at Akswn. The fill of' thi s building yielded 
l .arge numbe1.~s o f coins of' types ascribed to Itataz II 

{.Anzani, Nos. 282 , 284, 291, 294 ); i n a deposit which 
appeQrs to be contemporary with the building they number 
thirty, as opposed to seven of' all other rulers. 

It is concluded t hat this building is contemporary 
with these types of Hataz coins, uhich accoruine to Anzani 
were the latest minted at Aksum, a vielf with which our · 
f'ind.:tl:.,;;s d o not d:i.ry<Jgrne~ It may be~ added th4t t1le only 

coins round in str ata ~"'1tadating the build .i:"lg lvcre . c :f 
Christian type (.anonymous, of' ' Kaleb and successors). 

From the evidence of' this year's excava t ions , .it 

would thus seem that Aksum remained pro s perous until the 
t ime of' the last of' its recorded kings. This evidence is 
corroborated by t h e dating of' around the seventh century 
a scri. 'i.,e:t b y Franc:i..s Ani';:-a.y to t iw mansio:-1 t>'~d c1l )H~ exca v 

ated in. the area known as Dungur on t he western side of' 
Ai::sum ... t also s eems probable { to ju.di~e f'rom t he ?ottery 
illustr.ltt;d i:n Li'ttmarm • s great -.wrk ) that t l1e ' palaces • 
excavm:ted by him in t he centre o:f the modern town wero 
also o.f the ChriE;tian p eriod. It has been general.ly 
t b ous:,:;ht t hat a:fter the time of' Kal.ob in . the sixth century 
Aksun declined greatly. Though t he (intei.-mi ttent) con
tro.l o :f' southern Arabia was lost, this may not have been 
eeo:non.Jically damat;ing . The occupation by thEJ Beja ol~ 

n.orthern .Aksumi t e territory was no doubt seri ous, but 
relations \.-i th t he Nuslims on the e ast appear to h ave been 
on the lih.o le "friondly , and Aksum retained control of much 
of' t he coast . To the west, kingdoms sharing a conunon mono
physi te Christian religion with Aksum were coming into being. 

. 
' l· 

' f 
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In the Hriter• s v:im-1, to a l arge ex tent the ''ealth 
o'f Ak sum was based on her trade iv;i.th t h e N'ilc Va lley • 
. u~ are to l d as early a s the time· oi: t h<1 ~r,?-;eh!5._9:f the 
~-th:r.nean S;9!:\ of her trad' i n i vo -::-y <d th the l anus 
b .,...,, _," 1 "'- '• , ;; ~, ... ~ ,~.. -",.'" '-" • "' -="·1 •' ,. .. ' ~-., ., .,,~ ,,. ~~ J • ..., '...,. ~ ~"'Old c..J''-'•- '·1 <.·-~L · ·-~ - "-' 1 vi-or' ;;.;~ "" ._ .,::. 0 C'JJ .. "~~•'-·•" 0"·· t-.._a,u ,., .~,.n L> 

<d th the Po..zucl i reg i · n ( Blua NlV·) ) . 10 Tl1a t t h is trade 
was i mporta_,"'1t might <J.lso explain t he goographica.l si tu'"\ 
a t ion o f: J,.'ksu;n? the tve sternmosi;; of all t h e important 
.. \ksu".i te s i to:3: h ad s h e boon dependent on the p roduc ts 
of' Ethiopia itself 9 one would havo expected the c!a p i tal 
to ;m.v c be rm si t aa t ed n e ar- its po r t 11 A\iuli s 9 on t !1e Hod 
Sea .. - I>!o r c ov e r A.ksu;n is situatod be t ·h'GGn. the :rivers 
Takaza (Atbara) and Nn.reb (Gash); thG latter is less than a day ' s journey northHards f'ro:n Ak s um . Both, i n their 
lower reache s , o:f:f'er convenient access to the plains on 
the western side of' the Nile Valley; .:;md it is \.;orth 
rememberi-ng · t hat Kassala is n earer to A1umm tha11 it ia to 
t he Nile. Hitherto, ma terial evidence of t r ade with the 
Sudan has becn·confined to isolated finds of copper 
objects of r':eroi tic orig in in Zt hiopla, an Aksumi tc coin 
at Haroo , others at Hawn.ra and ~ ~au el-Kab:i.r in Upper T~gypt , 
and one or t,~·o Ethiopic gra!'fi ti at ~ieroitic sites. In 
the course o:f our excavations, ho\vever, we :found further 
indications o.f such trade1 - notab le is the find or an 
archer's loose (thumb ring) such as is c haracteristic o£ 
Meroi tic u.nd X- eroup ( post - i'!;)roi tic) times on t !Je Nile. 
A t ype of m~t-~mprcssed pottery, which is certainly a lao 
imported .from the Nile Valley, a lso occurred in the 
excavations. It has been sue;gested that this pottery of' 
post- Meroitic date is to be ass ociated with the black 
Nuba who , according to an inscription ascribed to Ezana , 
were overrun in the course of one of' his expeditions.11 
Strunped motifs of' crosses in t he centres of bowls 

· nppa:rL'ntly of t he l a test :!)erio:-J at ~-1atar:1/n'ust surP.ly / 12 
bE\ relnT. e d to comparable medallions on bowls f'rom 'the 
Suda:n_, 1J tnout::h in this case it is not a ques tion of' 
in~ort~ , the ¥ar e s beinc different . Glas s v essels from 

10L . P . Ki~·wan, "'I'he Christian topography and the kingdom 
of' . kmm", Geoe;t'a:phical Journal 1 J8, 2, 166-177. 
11 L.P. Ki~van , "Tanqasi and the Noba", Kush V (19.57), 
37-l~ 1. ln a rec ent unpublished paper t J. :Pirennd ascribes 
this inscrip tion to Nezo.na, and dates it to the end of the 
f'ift t1 c r:r:t~~Ul~:-l • 

12F • .Anf'ray , 11La poterie de Natarau , Hassec-:r;na di Studi 
Etiopici, XXli (1966) Plates XLI-XLVI. lmre examples o£ 
similar stamps have been £ound in our excavations at Aksum. 
lJP.L. Shinnie and H.N. Chittick, Ghazali, a !>'lonastery in 
t h e :·;ortn~rn ~iudan , i~rtoum 1961 , .figs . J 1 and J~ . 

/ 
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the ~1 edi t erranean wor ld, amphot~ae a nd al s o b eads c on tinued 
to be i mported t o Aksum in quant:tty . O:f the beads some 
are of carnelian a nd were p r o bably i mpo rted from India. 
Tho se o f g l ass a r e v ery differgn t fro m tho s e which have 
been foun d on the Eas t African coas t further south , and 
may have c ome :from t he 1-ledi torranean area ; some di stinc
t i v e types resemble bGads f ound in X- group graves in the 
northe1~ Sud~~ . I t is in nny case c l ear tr~ t a sub
stant i al amoun t of t rade continued t hrough the Hed Sea 
ports a nd b y the land rout e north- eastwards . This 
accords wi th the his t o rica l i n forma t i on r e c ently as s embled 
by Sergew Hable Se1lassie.14 

The lacl< o:f remains of t h e enrly Ak sumite p eriod 
(other, probably, than the grea t tomb d escribed above) is 
remark able; other excavators at ~csuro have also found very 
little of' the pre-Christian Ah: aumi te period. This of' 
course· is not to say that Al'swn ,vas not an important place 
before the con version of her kings in t h e fourth c entury 
(or the end of the fifth century if' lie accept the n ew date 
proposed by Mll•. Piranne), but it does seem that the main 
centre of' the early town was ,')utsida the areas investigated 
up to now. One of' the objecti v e s of our next year's 
excavations will be to attempt to f'ind the early area o:f 
settlement. 

1qAncient and Mediaeval Ethio iru1 History to 1270, Addis 
\ 1 • . 1 ,..._ '7 .-, -1- 1\' . ·' + .>. ' ' "!I • - 'J " ·J , . ., ,.. ) 
i~vaoa :J "'- : !.o "o -~•<3Ur:u . .... e s a" H .l.. ,,.-a ~n J.Y J , p • . , ,. ; 

friendly relations and connections between Aksum and Nubia · 
in the eighth century (pp. 196 :ff'.) and in the ninth (p.20 8 ). 
I n tho H.ed Sea the .Aksu~-::i te s appear t o hnv e remained t h e 
domin~mt mo.ri time power after tha loss of their Arabian 
possessions {p p. 175-6). In the ninth century Dahlak was 
still an Aksu.mite possession, and Zaila may have been (pp. 
205-6 )J boti1 according to al-Ha a 'udi (tenth century) 
belong ed to the •King dom of' the Najashi', with Huslims 
tributary to the Abyssinian•. There \vas also substantial 
traf'f'ic by the land routes to Egypt, which may have followed 
the same routes as described in the :fifteenth century (see 
O. G.S. Crm;:ford, .E t h io...-e ian Itine r a ries circa 1400 - 1524, 
Hakluyt Society, Cambridge 195U1-

r 
l 

r· ~-' 
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E,.xcnvations a:c a lTt.:mJ1.H::r o .f v.t.iastul st tc:s , coupled 

with a re-examination of t h al meag:re documentary sources , 
haa led the t1:r·i tar to put forward. coneJ..dorable e .. mandmante 
to the f'ormerly r ece:i. ved early his to ry and c hl.1 onology . 
The new interprata t ion s are :founde d l a .i.'"'gely on the 
evidence o:f ex.cava t:ions at t he site o:f Kilwa, supple-
mented by work at K.i..simani l'1a:f;t a (a to\·m contemporary wi th 
Kilwa on Nafia island) and :in the Lamu region. 

Tradit:i. o nally the Sulta .. nate o:f Kilwa and other 
trading to\ms on th•~ East Afr i c an coast south o.f :Hombasa 
were founded in the tenth c entury A.D. by immigrants 
coming directly ·:from the l and o:f Shiraz. This aspect of' 
the legend a mong others is no t¥ rejected. T.he pattern is 
no1.-1 seen as a succession of' groups of' i mmigrants from the 
Persian Gul:f region :from the ninth c entury onwards founding 
isolated trading settlements in Pemba and the Lamu archi
pelago, and probably also in Za..nzibar and the southern 
tiomali coast. The tot>'n of' Hunda , on a.."'l island north of' 
Lamu, where excavations have b een carried out by the writer, 
is probably representative of' these f'ew settlemeni~s, though 
it is the only one to be investi gated. The t(n.-n, evi-
dently weal.thy :from the time of its :foundation, probably 
in the ninth century, gives the i mpression of' having been 
in tha natmAe of' a colony, r sl3-:oj .. :rlg .le:?:; '(J lj-· :.for i tz gccds 
of everyday use on i mports ( pottery ~n.d glass of foreign 
origin being much more plentiful than on later sites), and 
cl~4~Y tied, commercially at least, to the Persian Gulf. 
Lator, further immigration is associated with the growth of' 
towns on the Benacti.r coast, with Nogadishu pre-eminent 
among them; there were now closer relations, and. no doubt 
i n~"'"''D"" rr.:.,.,"'"' •-'i t "n th"" n ,,. t,. ' va . .,t.,ur) , ,,h ... tll"''"' -:;"lh"'1·.,..tt,-, ·i -... _ ...;.v- -;,.t~,.l--a _-- .. ~~i:.- ii. !-;,'9:3 'lT.- . , t. · ;;.;J ~ ... :... :,.;L f~.:o - :.:.,...4;.._l! .1 ,:o.. - l;t..t..-):.V •• ~.-.;t. - 4,'t,..., ....... ;. '...,."·...'-f... __ """''~ 1 ~: .. 
the region, which is associated with the name of' Shungwaya. J 

1 5Trudi tional accounts tell o:f fl town of' this n ame , to be 
identified with Bur Gao on t he coast in. the extrem e south 
o:f Somalia. An examination o:f the site of' the early settle
ment there was carried out in the course o~ an nrchaeological 
reconnaissance o:f the southern Somali coast. To judGe by 
the style of' the buildings, the types of' pottery, and the 
small depth o:f archaeological d eposit, it is u n l i.L:oly that 
this town dates :from be:fore the :fi:fteanth, and more probably 
sixtecnth, century. There is g rave doubt about the true pro
venance of the coins reportedly found there (Chittick 1969). 
A critical examination of the documentary· evidence suggests 
that there may never have been a town {as opposed to region) 
named Slmng\vaya before t h is time. 
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In the t~ml :f.'th c entury !-1ogadishu d evel oped the r:;old t rade 
W:!.th . t h.e S~o:fala COtln·try . :(~l :f~..lrtherance of: t;~_!j .. ~:! t :ca.de 
merchantB 11 remembered as o f' 9 Shi:razi ' orig:t :n b'!:cc pro babl.y 
already of' m:ixed h lood 9 settl t:l d at !·la:f:ta and Kill·ia . 'I'I1eso 
had previously been sett l ements of littl e i rnpo:r.tunce , but 
vlere no~r rapidly chweloped as entrepots o:f t ho gold trade . 
Soon" probs."bly at the end o f' the t~v el:rth century" a family 
o:f these 1 S"i1ira~d : merchants es t a blishEid thams lves as 
rulers o f' an independent sul tanate, init:i..al1yil it seems, 
at Na:fia 9 a.."'ld subsequently at Kih;a . 

KilHa noH' c on trolle..l t~1o trade i n gold and ivory 
herself; t hr ough the thirt e enth Cf)n.tury her c onnec tions 
were mainly ld th t he Parsim1 Gul:f (and throug h E.~ntrepots 
there, wi th India.. and the Far East. In the :fm:tr t eenth 
century t his conne c t ion sh.i f'te d to the southern Arabian 
coast, probably Aden in particular, and in addition to 
more traditional experts we are told of' rice b e ing sent to ' 
that plac e .from Kilua . This commod ity may havo been a 
re-export fro;;'l Hadeyascar, ld th l>hich Kili;a developed a 
considerable trade \ evidenced by objects :found Hh ich 
undoubted~l.y orig inate d in f-wladagascar) in addition to har 
commerce v.ri th the mainland eo as t. 

Accordin g- t o t he Chronicle of.' P",t:e ( close to ?-k:1.'1.da 
i:!. tt-1 ~ La;:~tt arCllif;elt.\gO) t~.i. s t o ,v-:rl wo..s a r :i -::al of' .tli.l ~-~u 
in the :fourteenth c entury. Excavatio.its tht:J."""e, coupled 
a gain with a re-examination of' the d ocumental"Y D,nd epi 
graphic evidence, have led to the conclusion that this 
cann ot be the case. The tolm WCl.S non-e.xistent 11 or very 
unimportan.t, bef~ore the :fif'teeJlth centuryr it :fl.ourished 
in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuri es (more part:lcu
l~r:t'ly i .. :n. ~- ~ 1.u l ~:.. tt0r fJ~::tl.~ t of tlllf3 l;crl.t.)tJ. 1 ·~#~l-!. 2.:1 t-. ~;_,. ,~0:;"' 

Portuguese and Omu.ni. domination .Kilwa \vas in d ecline and 
it s <?o l d trade had effectively coma to a.,-·1 end ( Ghitti c k • 
1967 ;). 

Further :field-work on the coast is not conten1plated 
:for the time being. 

-------- .. ,, .. - - ~ -·---...... --,.,--;- ----- ,.. r-~·,~ 
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1"he I nterior 

.Archaeolog:lcal --- \·lork in the interior of Kenya , 
Tanzania and Ugand a has c h ie:fly been directed to-wards 
research :i.nto t he Early Iron Age , tv:t th particular 
reference to po3sible c o nnections with the spread o:f 
the Bant.u- spoaking p eoplos . This worl< , ini tia.t,ed by 
B.l·1 . l>"'o,r;an , Has f or the most part carried out by, and 
under t.be direction or , H.C . Soper. 1$:tten sive archaso-
log1. ca.l sttrveya -;...'ere c arried out in areas o f' south and 
cont.ca.l Kcnya 9 tn parts of' Uga."lda , and in n orthern 
Tanzru~lia . Numb erg of' sites were :found where the 
characteristic pottery is of the t y pe originally dubbed 
'dimpl o-btl.sed•, n o•.r termed Urewe \·Iare, and others 
related to thi s . This pottery is associated with 
evidence of the H·orking o f' iron and of' a s ettled way of' 
lif'e ind icative& of' agriculture. Its distribution shows 
that l argo areas east and \-lest of' the eastern rif't v alley 
were settled by sedentary agriculturalists by about A.D. 
300; the northcr!lmos t known extens ion o f thi s is i n t h e 
Chobi rt~gion {m the Vic t oria Nile, Lat . 2°N. It has been 
demons trated t h<.,.t there are resemblances in th.e pottery 
:from t hese sites to that f'ound on number s o:f' sites through 
Zambia, Rhodesia • i n to t h e rwr t hern part o :f the Republi c 
of' South Af'rica. Though there i s a gap in sout!larn 
Tanzc·..:rlia in \iha t may loosely be desc:r:ihod as a ceramic 

great d0eree o f' styli~tic resembHmce, and i t is highl.y 
probabl e that :f-urther. sites remain to be discovered 
between the t v10 . Some p ottery :from the Kasai province 
o:r southern Zair!l also a ppears to be related to this 
group o:f' 11ares. The generic relations hip bet"'·ean these 
early iron age wares,, making their appearance in the 
f'i ~o+ ~ ,.,.--r •·r.; e a ~ D 0\ VO"" . , · ·id'" •. , ~ ,..,.,. ..: .~ .; "" -- -· ' '1' ""0~ .... ~..., _..._ ~ "·' J,_.; ,.:..· J. .l v ~ • .:\'.4 ..- ~;::.; ~>&&• • ..;J. <..l. ~1"... ...; '(. • .,:I • .. -;,,....., .,.... .... ~ .:.~. . .. .\. 1~~ '" .... _. .. ~ <.;;. (j t·J Jl -

traSt to the very ~ddo v ariation in pottery types found 16 
in the succeeding period over most o f' the aroa concerned. 
Th a a ppearance of' Early Iron Age ,.,rares seems to b e a s s oci
ated td th the :first :iron t•;clmolo~"Y in the areas con
cerned, a nd wi th a settled agricultural and pastoral way 
of' lif'o. It is probable thn.t thi3 phenomenon is to be 
associated with the spread of the llantu-spealdng people, 
but this is not susceptible of proof on archnooloc;ical 
evidence. 

1 A survey of the whole :field is attempted by R.c. Soper in 
volume VI ·o f' Azania, which volume is devoted to the Iron 
Age in Eastern .A1'rica. 
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Be f o r e the appear ance of t he s e i ron-using p eople 
most of' the r e g :i.on concer n ed had b e en o ccupi ed b y peo p l e s 
living b y hu n tin g and gatheri n g , and having a mi crolithi c 
technolo e;y o f la t e r S t o n e Age type . In c er t a i n areas, 
hO\iev e r t more a dv anced cul tures had b e e n evo lved , on which 
work has a lso be e n c arried out . 

The :fi rst o f' t h ese c ultures i s a ssociated '"ith a 
typ e o f' po ttery tcnown as Kansyore wa re a f'tor t h e name of' 
a site on the Ka f.~era river excavated by s . Chapman . The 
maker s of' this pot tery were c erta:t nly hunters and f'isher
mon, but it :i a not yet k nO '-'''!'l l·!hether they had d omestic 
a nimals o r practi sed a g ricui t ure . The p ottery concerned 
has been f ound in the area r ound Lake Victoria and south
east ther e o:f 9 nea r La ke Eyasi. It a ppears to be con
t emporary \d t h the 'neolithic' culture characterised by 
the use o:f stone bolds . The area of' the lat ter culture 
is east of' the Kansyore zone, t h ough there is n slight 
geo graphical overlap; it -extends , so far as is at present 
kn.Dlm , a~ong the eastern ri:ft valley z o ne from about the 
l ine of' the e quator to :~0 South, and flourished through the 
:first millennium B.C. into the Christian era. This area 
was not settled by the Early Iron A~e peoples, ~,d divides 
t ho zones in Eas t Africa occupied by the latter.. "Recent 
excavations by K. Odner at Narosura., in Lat. 1°J::: •s. have 
disclos ed an ex tensive habi t'ltion sito o.f th:L~ c~lt:!!rs 
\·d t .h pl~nti f.'c: ;;.l r ·0:ua i ns er cattl e and sheep/goat!' to ge ther 
lti th a cha r a cteristic pottery and occasional. stone bowls. 
The people responsible f'or th:i.s cul turs we re primari.ly 
p a storal ; it is still uncertain ~1other they practised 
agriculture. In th9 c ase of t he most westerly of these 
sites, Seronera (Long . JS0 E.) the a~sociation with 
domestic animals is more doubtful. It is possiblo that 
the ~ake~s nr t 1e s ton e bowl~ are to be identified with 
the Rif't group o:f south -Cushi tic-speald.ng peoples having 
a pastoral economy postulat ed by &.l-:lret-17 and Sutton. l() 

17 c. E.'hret in ~a.T.ani, a Survey of' East A:frican History, 
Nairobi 1967, 16 J 
18J. E.G. Sutton, The Archaeolo~y o-r the Western Hi c;hlands 
~f' Kenya, Nairobi 1973, 81. 

, 

·---------·-·----
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Looking to t he :future , the most urgr~nt need in 
regar d to the Ea.rly Ir n Age and the cultures that 
preceded it is investi~ation of th~ belt lyinG north 
of' the Ubang:i / Usle riv3rs and ·east1vard.s throueh the 
sou·t:harn Sudan and Ethiopia./ I·t is encoura.ging in 
this con."1 ection that F .. von Notr:m has alroa dy begun 
work in the reg·::ton n o rth of' the equatorial f'orest in 
Zaire; . it is proposed that D. h' . Plullipson , R.C . 

Sopor ' s successor at the British Institute , shall 
shortly carry out survey work in northern Kenya and 
s outhern ~thiopia • 
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