
_ .ARCHITECTURE OF .Al{Sffiv1 

There a re no re mai n ing complete example s of Aksumite 

architecture above ground level; so that it i s f rom the six 

d ecorated stelae tog ether with a number of tombs and foundat ions 

of buildings that one must at tempt to analyse their building 

construction . 

The Aksumi te s were mas ter mas ons and with limited tools 
a. 1-1.0 1" fio\ 11> cl et~ e._ 

they cut the hard blue ~ gr anite, s licing it out of 

the quarries at Wu shat o Go l> o with wooden wedges a nd haul ing 

the large pieces al ong the valley floor to be erected in 

an,y of the stelae gr ounds . The,y als o shaped the gran i te to 

build in ashlar (dres sed ) stonework, without any mortar joints, 

as c a n be s e en in the recently uncovere d tomb in the Road 

( Chit tic k 1 973) . They use d the same technique to cut l i mestone 

and sandstone v11hich c an still be seen i n a nu mber of i ndented 

foundati ons , as corner stones , (Iviar,yam 1'sion ex c avat ions -

Con t ensen) and (Mary am Tehot, Agame) . 

In addi ti on they i nc orporat e d rock wherever it was found 

( Kale b ' s tomb ) . 

The Aksumites s oon d i scovere d tha t their walls were 

unstable and to rect ify their lack of cohesion, d ue to use of 

only earth mortar , they i ndented t heir walls in pl an , which 

allovve d f or· expansion and c on trac tion due t o chan g e s in climate ­

and s te ppe d the f oundations a t a cu b i c i n height. (46 e ms = 
the leng th of a man's f ore-arm to the tip of his fi ngers) . At 

each step , t wo slivers of stone~ pr o jected over the course 

below and the n ex t stepped ba c k 2/3 e ms . This weat her ing 

helped to tie the i nfill i ng . There could be 2 , 3, 4, 5 or 

even 6, 7 such steps depend i ng upon the size of the super 

structure . (Mar.vam Tsion , Aksu.m and many examples) . 

Betwe en the dres s ed cornEr st ones and at al l i ndentations 

too, the walls were built of smal l rou gh stones and packed or 

infilled with earth . On r a re occas i ons the stones were shaped 

a nd l a id in courses . 
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The f ound ations of the Pal aces , a s ex c a v a ted by D. A. E . 

s howe d four corners projecting and s quare on plan: Chris tia n 

churche s 6 th Century a nd l a ter tpok the pa l a ce pla n and 

elongate d it ( CherkosA Agula ) , forming a three a i s led church 

with at lea st three bays to the chancel arch, t h ree chambers 

beyon d, t wo of which had d irect a ccess from the n a v e of the 

c hurch, one u sually h ad access only f rom t he sanctuary. On 
~'<S.S JyT 

rare occas i ons , a s at Debre Da mo ~en only) , there were sta irs 

to an up per floor over t he side ais le s . The pl an pattern has 

some connection with that use d by the e a rly S,yria n Christian 

Ch urch which wa s (destroy e d) a~ the end of the 7th Century A. D. 

but whos e i n flue n ce fi l tered d own to Aksum via the Cenobite 

trad ition of the desert monasterie s in Egypt. 

If we l o ok very carefu lly at the six decorate d s telae, 

they d e pict a form of con struct i on idiosyncr a tic to this a re a . 

At the ground l evel there is a f a l s e door, i n a fr ame , whose 

me mbers (once in wood ) project in all four corners - sometimes 

the lin tel is c a rved with dentils . The side walls a re 

re presen ted as i f they were constructed of s ma l l stones in 

e a rth morta r and tie d in with l a r g e scantling s of wo od , which 

themselve s a r e held in .po s itio~ by c r os~ me mbers of wood h ous ed 
!f\.,t- Dl.~ he> 1--<41 S v~.,f 1.; ~•I. eo tl\+v"vc:hol'l . 

over the h orizonta l tie s~ These cross me mbers project on the 

face of the stele in a row lik e "monkey heads''· Each of the 

six decor ated s tele is d ifferen t in deta il . No . l, the g i a nt 

stele, s t a rts by a s eries of triple fr ame d wi ndows ove r t he 

doorwa.v and is i nde n te d on all four si d.es. It con sis t s of 

eleven storeys whose ba se a nd a pex are mis s ing . The top t wo 

s torey s have d ou ble win d ows d epicted a s i f they had c a rved 

l a t t ice opening s . The whole s t e le gently d i minis he s in plan 

s ection to the a pex . 
' 

No . 2 stele was i n pieces an d ren ova ted by the Ita lians 

a n d r e-erected in Rome not f a r from the Colli s eum; No . 3 is 

s till s t and i ng i n position, a l t houg h the ax i a l s t a irs 

a re modern, b oth f ront a nd b a c k base pl a t es a r e h ous e d a round 

the stele . 

I c. 

No . 4 lie s broken by Ende Ye s us churchya r d with the remai n s 

of it s gre a t b a s e pl a te s a l mos t in po s ition . The s e a re housed 

r oun d the s t e le a n d re s te d u pon vertic a l dresse d blocks of 

g r ani t e a nd we re pac k ed with s mall ston es . The apex of No . 4 

i s n ow erected in the Ez a n a gar dens a n d the i n termed i a te piece, 
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c a lled the ~ tele of the knees, lies in Mar,vam Tsion c hurchyard 

(men onl.V) . 

No. 5 i s a bastard stele started by being carved on the 

reverse, probably broke and was rec arved on the front, now 

lies i n the river. 

No . 6, a charming , three storeye d stele lies just beyond 

to the Eas t, the front base plat e was found by the B. I . E . A. 

( Chitt i ck) in 1973, lying buried in t he g round . It h a s one 

shallow kyrie shell carved i n the centre . 

Archi tecture is derived from the use of available building 

materia ls . In t h e Aksumite Civilisation and the years since 

then, the materials hav e remained much the same , except that 

wood in large scantling s is no long er available. So , too , 

tradition has continued to repeat the method of building, which 

is fortunate as there ar e still r are med*v al wooden bu.il t 

churches to compare with the isolated Aksumite examples . 

Within the build ings the Aksumites used columns, of ten on 

granite chamfere d shafts with s imple bases, but the c a pita ls 

mi ght have been of man.v steps, or a cube with splayed co r ners 

or even a floriated c apital ( Aksum ) . 

The roofs, none of which s urvive, would probably have been 

made up of cross members of wood and thatch . Occasionally 

large r a inwater shootings were utilised. We can see fr•om the 

rare rema i n ing example s, Debre Da mo and As mar a , that some of the 

roofs vv ere decorated with panels depicting the flora and fauna, 

carved in low re l ief on the wooden panels . 

Arc h construction, used by the Romans to such g o od effect, 

was rarely used by the Aksumi tes, although wi th t he t.mcovering 

of a brick arched tunnel and the Tomb wi th a brick arch , as well 

as the sug geste d use of wooden carved lattice wind ow on St e le No . 

4, it must now be considered as part of their building techn i qu e . 

Although there was plenty of limestone, sandstone and wood, l.JJ~ 
to cTeate lime and cement, there are f e w examples of it s use -

maryam Nazaret and Cherkos Agula. 

It i s surely only due t o the use of building materia l s of 

great l as ting value, such as the gr anit e blocks of stone , 

sandst one a nd limestone , that ) here are any examples of bu ild ing s 

left after ~early t wo milleni ~- The climate with the driving 

monsoon rains, re s ulting in fl a sh storms and earth tr emor·s, as 
~--( 
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well as the isolation of t hese mountai n rang e s since the f alL 

of the Aksumite civil i zat i on, and ~" the subs e quent at ti tude that 

the repair of o l d bu i ldi ngs was uni mportant, led to the re- u s e 

,_,~ · of an,y dressed st one i n a more modern buildi ng a n d as well as 

t he t r adi t ion that each man lm i lt anew h i s house . Their method 

of c onstruct ion of lo ose stones in e a rth mort ar t ied in with 

wo od and the f r ami ng of all openi ngs a ll round , shows h ow they 

understo od the v agar i es of their bu i ldi ng c ons t ruction . 
~ 

Ruth Pl ant 
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