Excavations at Aksum - 1973
by
Neville Chittick

Tlhie following gives a brief account of excavations
carried out by the British Institute in Eastern Africa under
the writer'!s direction during the first four months of this.
year. The work was carried out under licence from the
Imperial Ethiopian government and with the wholehearted
co-operation of the Antiguities Administration; I am !
particularly indebted to H.&. Ato Tekle Tsadik Mekouria
and Ato Mekbeb Makconnen for help and encouragement.

The main effort was directed to investigating
the date and nature of the famous monoliths, or
stelae, which have generally been taken as being
of the pre-Christian period, and have been regarded
as funerary. A number of those in the main group ’
(that including the largest monoliths) were
selected for examination. Trenches were cut against
the sides of, and between, the stelae and dug so far
el nossalhilbo b6 Ehe nNAarnpatl.soial o nosls ooccuring 1131
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general at a depthof 3 - 4 metres. The finds were
kept separate according to the natural stratigraphy,
~the dating being based on the included artefacts.,

In all cases at least half of the soil against the
stelae was left intact, so that future generations
will be able to check on the results obtained.

The cdnclusion arrived at is that the stelac examined
must be assigned to the Christian Aksumite period’', and it

|
unless they date from a time of reversion to paganism
after the time of the Aksumite kings, which would
hardly fit into thc general historical framework.
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period accpwds,with the wview recently put form
Ges We Van Beesk’ whose conclusion, however, is based
very different grounds, First that the great '%fmfl(d'
stelae been of the pre-Christian period one would expeck
that their architectural form would have
lesser degree from the styles of Souti: Ar
and more cogently he maintains that the
attachment of a presumed metal ornameni
ate ?a not arrans
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The conclusion that the stelae are of the Christian

ed to a
a Secondly
sockets for the

t at the topaol the
roed in a fashion suitable for a disc

v -y Which is what one would expect
pagan msLuments; they are however adopt o
CYOSSes, There are no inscriptions on any of

at Aksum but it appears to have escapsd ux*ﬂr
gstele hO.? of Littmann® there is a c¢ross incised in

volute of the curious capital depicted on the front side;
that on the other volute has been hammered out. The ankh
t1ife? airn on a monolith at the gastern end ofi tnﬂ main
stele fielddis a symbol employed by the surly Copts in
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eyt (2lthough of course also a pre-Chr ’stian 3ymbol).
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"Riwvista I miomatica e Scieﬁza ;“ r? X 1. ?l_,
thivrd series, (926, The dating of the A

however problematical.

y "™onuments of Aksum in the light of South
rchaesoclogy", Journal of the American Oriental
Society, Vol. 87, 113-122,
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n, Band II, Tafel XI., It is, how-
think unlikely} that the crosses ars
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1 a space inappropriate
am inclined to interpret them as
ated to the Almight

ex vo : tys a view not
dissimilar from * Van Beek.! The recesses, usually
of kylixelike fomnm carved in the platform=glabs in front
of the large ‘storied! stelas must have bsen for offeringss
this verhaps indicates an amalgamation of Judaic customs
with the Christian religion. '
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A very large shaft tomb was encountered between the
two monoliths behind the great standing stelae. This tomb
not onivy differs from those hitherto known in the size
(nearly four by two metres) and depth (eight motres) of its
shaft, but in the nature of the chambers cut in the rock at
its base., These are roush and irresular, and lead to further
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while been refilled). ‘ihe chaubers containsed noithdng in tae
way of objects, or of buriais, in situ, but the fill included
a number of late coins, including one of liataz {(II) of the
type held by Anzani to be among the last to be minted at

B - i - 3 £3 5 .
Lo be excavated (‘?:w,»:- ghaft has mean-

GVery briefly: there are no monoliths undoubtedly associ-
ated witih towbs, while there are many tomds Known without
monoliths. The two (non-Christian) stelae with inscriptions,
at dnza {ﬁa;?"am) and Matara, near the eastern edge of the
platean have texts which can hardly be described as funerary,
though one does refer to or commemorate an ancestor. A
nunber of small rough monoliths are known which have been set
up at the angles of buildings (the Dungur mansion at Aksum,
Quchatei Golo not far from the town, and one at Matara);
these (all of the Christian period) seem unlikely to have
been funerary.

7!”1.

Monuments of Aksum", 122,

3 . ; :
cf. HoA, Stern, ¥Wanderincs among the Falashas in Abyssinia,
reprint, London 1968, 188~190,
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Aksuni, The lining of
modern surface of the

it post=dates the
the poor standard
and the indifieren

A trial excavati
the group of steola
different Luuxu‘?xf
appears to have bee
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level of the time. It consi

chamber, preceded by an ante-cl

of steps descends, A further = ent

steps leads to a long narrow pa°“ el chamber which

extonds around three sids
built of fine ashlar g
slabs, after the manner of
tombs of this character, those of
outside the town., The plan howse
the latter, and parallels have

had been totally robbed, only =a FECVRY 13 I
cxaVVUd . in the inner chamber remain abdd

in the fill above and arcund the

sugeest a pre-Christian date foxr %l i < 'i;z‘--i.z(,’i;;;:' more
certain Jjudgement on this LOWoVer uus % t furthex

tomb,

excavation nsxt year of sirata
Trial trenches excavated in U area between the
main group of monoliths and hill bLehind, letla Giorgis,
disclosed an accumulation of soil, mainly clays, apparen-
tly washod down from the hillside, A praliadn ry uualysis

of tha pottery found indicates that these prosits, o &)
are three to four metres deep, built up over a coumpara-
tively short period, perhaps one or two conturies. This :

accumulation was probably subsequont ﬁo the cutting of ¢
timber on the hill, followed it may be surmised by culti-
. > ! « o
vation and occupation of the slopes \on which there is

- )
)If the tomb is contemporary with the nearest morolith,
then that stele and the great spanding sterled stele in
front thereof (No.3 of L ttmann) mmst be at least as late

;.z.

as the time of Hataz, The only encape from this con-
clusir&n wonld be that the coins avre n contemporary with
8 3 1t -gropped by tomb robbhers i explanation taat

caniict on the present evidence be substantlatod.
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Christien Aksumite period is also likely
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cxcavations were carried out in an area nsar
excavated by the German expedition in 19066,
jgcu of these was to obtain a conspectus of
ication and pottery in what was believed to be
of the ancient town, from virgin soil upwards.
avent most of the deposit was found to be of a
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ratively late period. hree of the five trenches
have 5“f‘ﬁved to be within the area of a large building,
with very little deposit Dbeneath it. The standard of

the masonry of this building, including fine cut stone
work with representation of square beam ends, is as good
as any known at Aksum. The fill of this buildixg'yielded
large numbers of coins of types ascribed to llataz II

(An zani, Nos. 282, 284, 291, 294); din a deposit which
appears to be centemporary with the building they number
thirty, as opposed to seven of all other rulers.

It is concluded that this buildinb is contemporary
with these types of Hataz coins, which according to Anzani
ware the latest minted at Aksum, a view with whlch our
findin:gs do not disagroe. It may be added that the only
coins found in sirata anbedating the bu*4u¢u3 wers
Caristian type (anonymous, of’ naxeb and successors

From the evidence of this year's excavations, it
would thus seem that Aksum remained prosperous until the

time of the last of its recorded kings. This evidence is
corrquorated by the dating of around the seventh century
ascribed hy Francis Anfray to the mansion which he eXxcav-
ated in ,hsvarea known as Dungur on the western side of
Aksum, Tt also scems probable (to judse from the pottery
ililustrated in Littwann®s great WOfn) that the 'palaces?

excavated by him in the centre of the modern town were

also of the Christian period. It has been generally
thought that after the time of Kaleb in the sixth century
Aksun declined greatly. Though the (intermittent) con-
trol of southern Arabia was lost, this may not have been
aconowically damaging. The occupation by the Beja of
no&Luv”n Aksumite territory was no doubt serious, but
relations with the Muslims on the east appear to nave been
on tuu whole friendly, and Aksum retainsd control of much
of the coast., 7To the west, kingdoms sharing a common nono=-
physite Christian religion with Aksum were coming into being.
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In the writer's view,
of Aksum was based on her trade
de are told as early as the t
' S of her trade i:

products
caﬁital
¢ i the Red
ksum is situztﬂu oetx&eﬂ the rivers

and Mareb {Gash); the latter is less than
Jjourney northwards from Aksum. Both, in their
lower reac“wm, affe& canvenient access to the plains on

the western side of the Nile Vallsy; and it is worth
rememberin"'tuat Kassala is nearcr to Aksum than it is to
the Nile, liitherto, material evidence of trade with the
Sadan has been‘confined to isolated finds of copper

“jﬁc@a of Meroitic origin in Ethiopia, an Aksumite coin
at Meroe, others at llawara and Gau el-HKabir in Upper Ezypt,
and one or two Ethiopic graffiti at Meroitic sites. In

the course of our excavations, however, we found further
indications of such tradej mnotable is the find of an
archer?s loose (thumb ring) such as is characteristic of
Meroitic and X-group (NQQ+-“,T0ﬁ*¢ujuiﬂka on thae Nile

L]
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& type of mat-impressesd pottery, which is certainly also
imported from the Nile Valley, also occcurred in the

o
excavations, It has been suggested that this pettery of
post-Merocitic date is to be asscciated with the black
Kuba who, according to an inscription ascribed to Ezana,
were overrun in the course of one of his expeditions,i]
Stawped motifs of crosses in the centres of bowls 12
apparently cf the latest pericd at Matara/must surely /
be related to comparable medallions on bowls from the
Su”ﬁV,ij though in this case it is not a question of

s

imports, the wares being different, Glass vessels from

L irwan, "The Christian topography and the kingdom
of Axua", Geographical Journal 138, 2, 166-177.

HL.P. Kirwan, "Tanqasi and the Noba", Kush V (1957),
57-%1, In a recent unpublished paper, J. Pirenne ascribes
this Jnscvimtion to Nezana, and dates it to the end of the

AT

J.l‘. v it ‘“”'Lklﬁ"""

12 5 4 3 o
“F. aniray, "La poterie de Matara", Rassegna di Studi

Etiopici, XXIXI (1966) Plates XLI-XLVI, Rare examples of
similar stamps have been found in our excavations at Aksum.
13P.L. Shinnie and H.N. Chittick, Ghazali, a Monastery in
the lorthern Sudan, knartoum 1961, iigs. 51 and 3<.

.
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he Mediterranean world, amphorae and also beads continued
o be imported to Aksum in quantity. 0f the beads some
re of carnslian and wers probably importsd freom India.
Those of glass are very differsnt from thoss which have
been found on the East African coast further south, and
may have come from the Mediterrancan areaj some distince
tive types reosemble beads found in Xegroup graves in the

t
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northern Sudan. It is in any case clear that a sub-
stantial amount of trade continued through the Hed Sea

ports and by the land route north-sastwards. This
accords with the historical information recently assembled
by Sergew Hable Sellassie. "

The lack of remains of the early Aksumite period
(other, probably, than the great tomb described above) is
remarkable; other excavators at Aksum have also found very
little of the pre-Christian Aksumite perxiod. This of
course is not to say that Aksum was not an important place
befcrs the conversion of her kings in the fourth century
(or the end of the fifth century if ws accept the new date
proposed by Mlle. Pirenne), but it does seem that the main
centre of the early town was vutside the areas investigated
up to now. Une of the objectives of our next year's
excavations will be to attempt to fiad the early area of
settlement,

1
!JAncient and Mediaeval Ethiopian History to 1270, Addis

—ides f grome Y
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Ababa 1972: note Aksumites at JAlwa in
friendly relations and connections betwesen Aksum and Nubia:
in the eighth century (pp. 196 ff.) and in the ninth (p.203).
In the RBed Seca the Aksumites appear to have remained the
dominant maritime power after the loss of their Arabian
possessions (ppe 175=6). In the ninth century Dahlak was
still an Aksumite possession, and Zaila may have been.(pp.
205-6); both according to al-Mas’udi {(tenth century)
belonged to the 'Kingdom of the Najashi', with Muslims
tributary to the Abyssinians. Thers was also substantial
traffic by the land routes to Egypt, which may have followed
the same routes as described in the fifteenth century {see
0.G.S., Crawford, Ethiopian Itineraries circa 1500 = 1524,
Hakluyt Society, Cambridge 195dy-
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The East Africen Const .

Excavations at a number of goastal sites, coupled
with a re-examination of the' mesagre documentary sources,
has led the writer to put forward considerabls amendments
to the formerly resceived earliy history and chronology.

The new int@rowatabu,ds ars founded largely on ths
evidence of excavations at the site of Kilwa, supple=
mented by work at Kisimani Mafia {a town contemporary with
Kilwa on Mafia island) and in the Lamu region.

Traditionally the Sultanate of Xilwa and other
trading towns on the pBast African coast south of lMombasa
were founded in the tenth century A.D. by immigronts
coming directly from the land of Shirasz, This aspect of
the legend among others is now rejected, The pattern is
now seen as a successzion of groups of immigrants from the
Porsian CGulf region from the ninth century onwards founding
isclated trading settlements in Pemba and the Lamu archie-
pelago, and probably also in Zanzibar and the southern
bomali coast,. The town of Manda, on an island north of
Lamu, where excavations have been carriesd out by the writer,
is probably representative cof these few settlements, though
it is the only one to be investigated. The town, ovie
dently wealthy from the time of its foundation, probably
in the ninth century, gives the 1muresq1on of having been

IS R R R ST
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of everyday use on imports {pottery and glass of foreigmn
origin being much more plentiful than on later sites ), and
clozaly tied, commercially at least, to the Persian Gulf,
Later, further immigration is associated with ths growth of
towns on the Benadir coast, with Mogadisihu pre-eminent
among themi there were now closer relations, and no doubt
intermarriare with, th2 Bantu (Kashur) who then inhabited
the region, which is associated with the name of Shungwaya.

15

iJTradL*”oaai accounts tell oi a town of this nams, to be
identified with Bur Gao on the coast in the extreme south

of Somalia, An examination of the site of the early settle=-
ment there was carried out in the course of an archasological
reconnaissance of the southern Somalil coast. To Jjudge by
the style of the buildings, the types of pottery, and the
small depth of archaeoclogical deposit, it is unlilkely that
this town dates from before the fifteenth, and mocre probably
sizteenth, century., There is grave doubt about the true pro-
venance of the coins reportedly found there (Chittick 1969),
A critical examination of the documentary evidence suggests
that therse may never have been a town (as opposed to region)
named Shungwaya before this time,
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Kilwa now controlled thio trade in gold and ivory
herself; through the thirteenth century her connoctions
were mainly with the Persian Gulf {and through entrepots
there, with India. and the Far Xast. In the fourteenth
century this conneciion shifted to the southern Arabian
coast, probably Aden in particular, and in addition to
more tradlitional exports we are told of rice being sent to
that place from Xilwva, This commodity may have been a
re-export Irom Hadsgascar, with which iilva uJV:Aubﬁd a
considerable trads ( evidenced by objects found which
undoubtedly originated in Madagascar) in addition to her
commerce with the mainiand coast,

According to the Chronicle of Pate {close to M
- b G &

in the lasnu avychipelago )} this town was a rival of

in the fourtesesnth coniury. EEGaVa‘iiJ‘ zae‘*n, coupled
again with a re-examination of the d@c entary and epie
graphic evidence, have led to the conclusion that this
cannot be the case. The town was non-exist At, or very

unimportant, before the fifteenth centuryy it flourished
in the sixteeﬂth to o;ghteentn centur;en (mare “%rticu—

o s
A T 2 st T : , a
ilarly in the latter part of this period, when X5be

Povtuguese and Omani domination Xilwa was in d90¢ina and
its gold trade had effectively come to an end (Chitsicik,
1967))4

Further field-work on the coast is not contemplated
for the time being.,
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Tanzania and
ressarch into

ical work in the interior of Kenya,
1ida has chiefly besn directed towards
s Barly Iron Age, with particular
sible comnections with the spread of

the spao o DeopPLoes, This work, initiated by
BeMe. s was for the most part carried out by, and
under the dircction of, R.C. Soper. rxtensive archasoe-
logical surveys wers carvried out in areas of south and

Kenya, in parts of Uganda, and in northsrn

kY mbers of sites were found where the
characteristic pottitery is of the type originally dubbed
tdimple~bassd?, now termed Urswe wares, and others
related to this. This pottery is associated with
evidence of the working of iron and of a settled way of
life indicative of agriculture, ts distribution shows

that large areas east and west of thes eastern rift valley

weres settled by sedentary agriculturalists by about A.D,
3003 the northernmost kunown extension of this is in the

20DY Tregion o the O'ld. Ni ATe & I
Chobi gi Vict Nile, Lat., 2°N., It has been

demonstrated that there are rescmblances in the pottery

from these sites to that found on numbers of sites through

Zambia, Rhodssia, into the northern part of the Republic
of South Africa. Though there is a gap in southernm
Tanuwﬁ¢a in vhat may loosely be describad as a ceramic

doln o warmna “.svni-'!‘; ~erd Ay Bl n"‘ 4~‘¥\-l-t seem T a“.e--r -
wiissd 34 21 EEG SO viz vida Ay SaiUwW 3

great degree of stylistic resemblance, and it is n_-ﬂ;rh‘hr

~~~~~~ il & Y ST — R 7

probable that further sites remain to be discovered

betwesn the two. Some pottery from the Rasai province
of scuthern Zaire also appears to be related to this
group of wares, The generic relationship Letween these

early iron age wares, making their appearance in the
first centuries A.D. over a wide area, 1s in marked con-
trast to the very wide variation in pottery typss found
in the succeeding period over most of the area concerned,

ated with the first iron technology in the areas con-
cerned, and with a settled agricultural and pastoral way
of life., 7Tt is probable that this pheoaomencn is to be
associated with the spread of the 3antu-speaking people,
but this is not susceptible of proof on archacological
evidence.

16
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The appesarance of Early Iron Age wares sssms to be associ=

A survey of the whole field is attempted by R.C. Soper in

volume VI of Azania, which volume is devoted to the Iron
Age in Eastern Airica.
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Bafore th@ appearance of these iron-using people

mogt of the region concerned had been occupied by peoples
living by bun tlﬁﬁ and gathering, and having a microlithic
technology of latasr Stone Agse type. In certain areas,

howaver, mors advanced culturss had been evolved, on which
woerk has also been carried out,

The first of these cultures 13 associated with a
type of pottery known as Kansyore wars after the name of

the Kagera river excavated by 8. Chapman, The
this pottsry were certainly hunters and {isher-
men, but it is not yet known whether they had domestic
animals or practised agriculture, The pottery concerned
has been found in the area round Lake Victoria and south-
east thereof; near Lake Eyasi, it appears to be cone
temporary with the ‘nsolithic' culture characterised by
the use of stone bowls, The area of the latter culture
is east of the Kansvore zone, though there is a slight
geogravhical overlap; it extends, so far as is at present
known, slong the pasta"n rift valley zone from about the
line of the equator to 2° South, and flourished through the
first millennium R,C. into the Christian era. This area
was not settled by the Early Iron Age pecples, and divides
the zones in Dast Africa occupied by the latter. Recent
excavations by K. Cdner at Naresura, in Lat. i 32'5., have
disclosed an sxtensive habitation sitc of this cuniturs

£l vemanins of cattle and sheep/goat, together
with a characteristic pottery and occasional stone bowls,
The people responsible for this culturs were primarily
pastoral; it is still uncertain whether they practised
agriculture, In the case of the most westerly of these
sites, Seromera (Long. 35YE.) the association with
domestlie animals is more doubtful, I¢ is poszihle that
the makers of the gtone bowls are to be identified with
the Rift group of souﬁh-Cushiﬁicospeakﬁng peoples haying
a pastoral cconomy postulated by thret!! and Sutton,

w]w{ﬂ n!s\%“if‘ <2
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17C.Ehret in Zomani, a Survey of East African History,
Nairobi 1667, 163

18J.E.G. Sutton, The Archasology of the Wastern Hirshlands

of Kenva, Nairobi 1973, 81.
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Lookinz to the future, the most urgent need in
regard to the Early Iron Age and tk culturas that
precaded it is investi o belt lving north
of the Ubangi/Usle rivers and o Q%%W&r:ﬁ
southern Sudan and Zthiopila, [t is encouraging in
this connection that ¥. von Noten has already begun
work in the rerion north of the ecuatorial forest in
Zaire; it is propesed that D. W. Phillipson, ReCo
Sopert's succesgsor at the B?lﬁl@h Institute, shall
shortly carry out survey work in northern Kenya and
sonthern mthiopia.
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Siirifiinen, A. 1971 "The Iron Age site at Gatung'ang'a,

Central Kenya", Azania VI, pp.159-232

Sopnry, ReCe 1971 "“A general reviow of the Early Iron Az
of the southern half of Africa”, ﬁ“”}&ﬁ
VI, PP»J“J7

1971 "Larly Iron Ago pottery types from East
Apricat comparatava analysis", Azania
VI, pp.39=52
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Falls National Park, Uganda", Azania VI,
pPP.53=-87

1971 "Resemblances between Iast African Early
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Relevant Memoirs of the British Institute in bBastern Africa
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Sutton, J.E.G. The Archacologsy of the Western ilirhlands of
Kenya, Nairobi, 1973

Chittick, N. Kilwa: an islamic Trading City on the Fast
African Ceoast, hairobi, iortuconing

The last *wo of these Mewoirs are to be distributed by Thames
and Hudson, Spring 197h.
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