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INTRODUCTION

thiopia fits few categories, prejudices or preconceptions. It maintains an ill-

defined separateness from the rest of Africa, vet has links with Arabia and the

Middle Fast of which it is not a true part. It is the home of one of the world’s
oldest Christian civilisations,” but remained virtually unknown to outsiders for over a
thousand years until the late nineteenth century, and atrracred very few foreign travellers
before the second quarter of the twentieth, This book sets out to summarise current
understanding of ancient Ethiopia in the light of the most recent rescarch. It will
concentrate almost exclusively on the predominantly Christian civilisation of the
highlands, now shared with the new nation of Eritrea? and on its immediate precursors
and successors. “I'his is not to belittle the importance of other Ethiopian peoples, past
or present, but rather to provide the present narrative with a clearer focus and to
emphasise that other books can and should be written about the Muskm and other
socicties of the southern and castern regions.

The past of Christian Ethiopia is best illustrated at the modern city called Aksum,
which forms the principal focus of this book. For most of the first seven hundred vears
AD Aksum was metropolis of what one rescarcher has desceribed as ‘the last of the great
civilisations of Antiguiny to be revealed 1o modern knowledee’” Tt was heir both 1o a
cultural tradition of South Arabian origin that had been established for several centurics
previously on the Afvican side of the Red Sea, and also to much older Tocal traditions
whose cconomies were based on indigenous cultivation practices, In ity hevday Aksum
displaved great prosperity, organisational power and technological sophistication,

om the third to

Sections of its population were literate in Ethiopic and/or in Greek. 1
the seventh centuries it issued atri-metallic coinage which is without paratlel m sub-
Saharan Mrica. Wide-ranging trade contacts were maintained through the Red Sea port
of Adulis with the Mediterrancan lands and. in the opposite direction, as far as [ndia and
possibly China. On occasion its rule extended over part of what is now Yemen, on the
Vst side of the Red Sea. The kings of Vksum adopred Christianity during the second
quarter of the fourth century, probably within a decade of that religion being formally
tolerated in the Roman Empire. Although Aksum had declined in prosperity by the
seventh to cighth centuries, it has remained a major religious centre, dominated by the
Cathedral of Saint Mary of Zion. 1Here, according to the traditions of the Fihiopian
Orthodox Church, is kept the Ark of the Covenant, brought o Fthiopia by Menelik |1,
the son of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.!

Varied sources are available for the study of ancient Ethiopia.® A rchacology has prime
place and can provide much of the raw material on which spectalist studies such as

numismatics and epigraphy are based. Much valuable information is presenved in

yeomatted to writing. The histors of

historical traditons, many of which were long a
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Ancient Ethiopia

- : - Chapter 1
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The physical setting
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n the casternmost part of the African continent, adjacent to the southern scection of

5 . the Red Sea which separates it from the Arabian peninsula, lies an extensive region
of mountainous terrain which is physiographically separate from adjacent areas of

Africa (fig. 1). This region, now divided between the nations of Ethiopia and iritrea, has

for long provided the setting for unique developments of human culture which form the

primary focus of this book. Conventionally known as the Fthiopian highlands, the region

X includes one of the continent’s largest mountain massifs, reaching a maximum altitude

N s \ of over 4600 m (15,000 1), and extensive high plateaux between 2000 and 3000 m (6300
e —— 7 ! ~10,000 1) above sea level.! The highlands are bisected by the Rift Valley and also by the
2 up to 600 m (2000 f1)

deep, through which much of the highlands drain and by which great quantities of silt

ERITREA | huge and precipitous gorges of the Blue Nile and the Takke

i . Massawa

.,,memmy_m *Asmara . N

L TN e TN : c -
S Y % \.>xwr5 R ) . Y 13 M R

i ; . ; : i I'he rugaed relief results in lands of diverse climate and agriculrural potental being

, g ¢ i ¢

oMarib’
eSanaa «Shabwa o

from soil crosion are transported annually to the Sudanese plains.
. \i i o eMekgle . assab -
SUDAN S .Gondar SR e encountered within remarkably short distanc
oLl Umu a t Giardaty

- 'DJIBOUTI R and is retlected in vernacular terminology.-
N Ve Tn the north-cast, the highlands face the Red Sca from which they are separated by

This diversity has fong been recognised

the steep and rugged escarpment, 2000 m (6300 £1) high, behind the Eritrean port of’
’ , endais Abapa AT Nl ! VMassawa, A southward continuation of this escarpment separates the highlands from the
R : arid Danakil fowlands stretehing southwards to Djibouti and northern Somaha. To the

south-cast and south the hichlands fall more gently and with increasing aridity 1o the
Qmao - NN . - . - .
) plains of Somalia and northern Kenva, while to the south-west the Tand iy mercasingly
forested as it drops to the Sudanese lowlands. Further north, especially bevond the Blue

R 7 Nile, the western edge of the Ethiopian highlands becomes more precipitous again until,

A in their northernmost part (in whart is now Eritrea) they merge impereeptibly with the
‘ Red Sca Fhlls.
EENY A B 7. o The close proximity of the highlands to the Red Sea has for millennia provided their

main line of external communication. When the Red Sea has been under Fihiopian

-

- control, external links have grown strong; when such access has been denied, the

highlanders have retreated into wsolation.
Demarcation from the rest of Africa is emphasised by the region’s physical geography
(fig. 2). The Ethiopian highlands have more in common with similar regions in the

10 11 ~
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3 Thehland scener

Ancient Ethiopia

vin northern Ft
Below: between Adwa and Yeha,

Background

including clephants - have survived in some quantity. Elsewhere, numbers are severely
depleted and several species are in danger of extinetion. The physical isolation of the
Fthiopian highlands results in the fauna and flora including many varieties that are
unknown :1 adjacent regions.

Data are not vet available which could support a view of the exient of environmental
change in the Ethiopian highlands during the last 10,000 vears.’ It would, in any event,
be difficul* to differentiate between natural changes and those brought about as a result
of human activity. The extent to which large timbers were used in buildings until a few
centuries ago suggests that deforestation did not reach its present cxtent until
comparatiely recently. A Byzantine writer recorded the presence of large numbers of
clephants on the Tigray plateau where they no longer survive.” Pollen analysis in the
Aksum and Makelle regions suggests, however, that vegetation some two thousand years
ago was broadly similar to that which prevails today.” Certainly, as will be shown below,
the climate during Aksumite times of the mid-first millennium aD supported the
gultivatior of a range of crops virtually identical to that which 1s exploited at the present
time. There is evidence that the decline of Aksum around the seventh century AD may

N

have been associated with intensified erosion.

Human geography

s

Socio-political differentiation is largely a matter of an individual’s sense of identity. This
may not only change through time, it may also vary according to the circumstances in
which people find themselves (fig. 4). Thereis oftena tendency for this degree of fluidity
10 be underestimared. There are, of course, longer-term factors that are also involved.

One of these is language, discussed below. Another, particularly important in the

Ethiopian context, is e n. Subsistence is also relevant as a determining factor of

 toa greater or lesser extent, becoming

litestyle. AN these elements ar

n-state”

subordinate 1o the growth of the modern mat

It is worth noting in this context that the modern borders of Ethiopia are essentially
cies of the emperor Menchik 1T around

those which resulted from the expansionist po

the end of the nineteenth century, Eritrea’s borders are those established for the Lahan

i at about the same time. Both modern nations subsume far older ethmcines. To

some extent these are reflected in Ethiopia’s present federal structure,

The border between Eritrea and Ethiopia separates closely -related peoples, especially

on the Tigray platcan and in the Danaki Jowlands. Agau and Falasha populations (sce

below) have been recorded almost exclusively from Ithiopian territory.
s traditionally spoken by the indigenous populations of Ethiopia and

The languag
firitrea are predominantly of the Afroasiatic family. Two principal divisions of this famihy

are represented. The older and more diverse is that conventionally known as Cushitic.
The other division is Semitic.” In some southern and western regions languages are
spoken which belong to the wholly distinct Nilotic group, widespread in Sudan and in

parts of Fast Africa.
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Ancient Ethiopia

In most highland arcas subsistence has for long been based on agriculture. In the more
arid lowlands, notably near the Red Sea coast but also over wide arcas of northern
Eritrea, nomadic pastoralism is the mainstay of the economy. These divisions are fluid
and major differences may oceur within comparati ‘elv short distances.”

In the northern highlands the principal cereal crops include not only wheatand barley
which are generally believed to have their ultimate origin in south-western Asia, but also

African millets as well as other cereals, notablv reffand (Jess certainly) finger millet which

are of local Ethiopian derivation. A wide variety of non-cereal crops is also grown, the
most important being ensere —a banana-like plant, of which the pulp from the base of the
leaves forms the staple food of the Gurage and other peoples in the southern highlands.
Ensete is an exclusively Ethiopian crop; others are noog and chat, while coffee seems to
have been originally cultivated in south-western Ethiopia. The developmental history of
Ethiopian agriculture is considered below.” The agriculrural technology is also of
particular interest and significance, not least because this is the southernmost African
area where the ox-drawn plough was used in pre-colonial times (fig. 3).

The principal domestic animals of modern Ethiopia are cattle, horses, donkeys and
mules, sheep and goats. Chickens are numerous; cats and dogs are also kept. Camels are

although previously restricted

now encountered in some plateau areas, notably in Tigray,

>
I

to their preferred lowland environments.

Salt has long been a valued commodity, important in the diet both of people and of
livestock. Tt oceurs in enormous quantitics in the Danakil depression but is virrually
unknown in the much more densely populated highlands. For centuries - probably
millennia - it has been traded up the escarpment and throughout the highlands, its value
growing markedly with inercased distance from its source.” Bars of salt also served as
CUTTCRCY 1N Many arcas, continuing as units of low-value exchange well into the

™

twentieth century.

Despite the clear evidencee for international commeree in the Aksumite period, it is
likely that such activity was subsequenthy restricted until its rapid crowth from the Tate
nineteenth century onwards, Market centies o ed for the exchanee and redistribution
of Tocallv=produced commodities. Ttems traded over Tonger distances in post- \ksumite
times were largely restricted to metals and a few hizh-value commodities and artefacts.
Preparation of food and drink was, and in many arcas still s @ local activity based
largely in the individual houschold. The preferred staple food s a flat, sour pancahe-like
bread called enjera, produced from tef} flour and cooked on a flat pottery tray, melad,
which is sometimes incorporated ina specially made oven (fig. 6). Ttis caten with aspiced
sauce, maf. which may include meat and/or veectables, Meat is often caten raw, especiatiy
on formal or ceremonial occasions.™ The numerous fasts of the Ethiopian Ovthodos
Church impose many dietary restrictions on its adherents. Cottee and, more recently; tea
are widely drunk. The fraditional alcholic beverages - azain domesticatly produced -are
a honev-based brew called r¢f and beer w hich is generally made trom finger millet.”!
Domestic food production and the general prosperity of the countryside depend on
prevailing systems of land ow nership and taxation. Both have been extensively changed

aince the 1974 revolution.* Rural land has been nationalised and the taxes previoush

18
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5 “Traditional agriculture at Aksum. Above: ploughing, 1997

aglt e

2 i

Centre: harvesting reff. 1993 Below: threshing, 1996.
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~Ancient Ethiopia Background

ig. 7 Traditional architecture of Tigray, 1996, Above: rural, south of Aksum.
Below: urban, at Ycha.

—

worn over tight-legged but baggy-scated trousers is now rare, even at festivals and other
Fig. 6 Domestic activities at Aksum. 1996, Above left: cooking enjera. ceremonial occasions.
s right: spinning ¢ 1. Below: waanving cotton. . . L .- -
Abhove right: spinning cotton. Bl ks “ Architecture shows much regional variation (fig. 7). In much of the northern

highlands rough stonework is widely used. In contrast with the practice in Aksumite
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Ancient Ethiopia

inscriptions and other material there extends in dare from at feast the fifth century BC
untl the rise of Islam.* It scems clear that, not only were the rulers and (doubtless to a
lesser extent) the inhabitants of the two arcas familiar with cach other, there was also
regular interaction. This is most clearly seen in -he political ficld, as will be discussed m
detail below.” Aksumite coins are frequenthy discovered in South Arabia. Important
information about the paintings in the Cathedral at Aksum is preserved in an Arabic
source which may be traced to onc of the Prophet’s wives who, before marriage, had
sought the protection of the Aksumite king.” After the rise of Islam, such contacts
appear to have ceased for many centuries, altbough it is recorded that a Yement envoy
was received at Gondar in 1648.7

Links between Ethiopia on the one hand and South and Fast Asia on the other are
poorly illustrated by the rescarch that has so far been undertaken. The Periplus of the
Erythracan Sea records trans-Indian Ocean trade, in which Adulis was a partner, in the
first century AD.™ Indian gold coins of the second—third centurics have been found ina
hoard at Debra Damo and it scems that thers have been finds of Aksumite coins in
There are references to the presence of Aksumite trading vessels in what is now

India.
Sri Lanka.™ None of this, however, provides any firm indication that Indians at this time
had any clear knowledge about Ethiopia. A similar situation prevails with regard to
China. There is one piece of ironwork, found at Aksum, which may indicate trade
contact with China, presumably via India, as early as the third century AD.” Chinese
records have not been comprehensively studied in this respect.™ It does, however appear
that Chinese geographers possessed detailed knowledge of the castern shores of Africa

at least as carly as the cighth century An® More recently, an Ethiopian mission travelled

to India and the Bast Indies in the seventeenth century.™

Terusalem was the place w here Furopeans and Frhiopians most reeutarhy came into
contact with one another.™ Despite sometimes being ey arded by the Mushim authorities
with greater favour than other Christians, the Fthiopians were seen by Turopean
Crusadersas porential allies. In fater conturies it was more often the Ethiopian Christians
who sought Furopean assistance against Islam. During the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries stories of an oriental Christian monarchy, the kingdom of Prester John',
gained wide cireulation in Furope. In the first half of the fifteenth century several
cmissaries and travellers from Burope = Halian, French and Spanish — managed to reach
Frhiopia and, in some cases, to return. The Ethiopian monastic community in Jerusakem

ensured that their Church was represented at the Council of FFlorence in 11 T was

from this same source that knowledge of Fihiopia was obtained by fifteenth-century
Ttalian cartographers.” From 1539, Ethioptan ceclesiastics had their own establishment
n Rome.

The Portuguese were the principal Buropean visitors to Fthiopia and Fritrea in the
civteenth and seventeenth centuries.” Particularly important was a diplomatic mission
which landed at Massawa in 1320 under the Jeadership of Rodrigo de Tima, dispatched
in response to an Ethiopian appeal for support against the Turks. The Imperor Lebna
Dengel was, by the time the mission arrived. unenthusiastic about a Portuguese alliance:

but their prolonged residence permitted the visitors to tray ol extensively and to record

26
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much that was shortly afterwards destroved at the hands of Muslim invaders led by
Ahmad Gran from the sultanate of Adalin what is now castern Fthiopia.™ A subsequent
Portuguese intervention, in 1543, resulted in Gran's defeas. Tt was this success, and their
resulting influence at the Ethiopian court, that inspited subsequent Portugucese
missionary activitics leading to the conversion of the then Emperor, Susneyos, to Roman
Catholicism carly in the seventeenth century. The popular animosity which was thus
generated resulted, however, in the formal expulsion of the Portuguese in 1632 by the
new Emperor Fasiladas

There were only brief and intermittent contacts between Europe and Ethiopia for the

next one and a half centuries. Throughout this time the ithiopian capital remained at
Gondar, where it had been established by Fasiladas. Contct was re-established by the
Scots traveller, James Bruce of Kinnaird, who arrived at Massawa in 1769 and proceeded
to Gondar where he remained for about three vears. Although Bruce’s account of his
travels® was widelv ridiculed, it served as a stimulus for much increased attention on the

part of Europeans from several countries during the nineteenth century.

A flurry of diplomatic activity which accompanicd these journeys resulted
inadvertently in a military operation of long-term conscquence. The detention of British
envoys and breakdown in subscquent negotiations with the Emperor Theodore led to
armed intervention to secure the captives’ release. In 1868 a force was landed near Adulis
and marched on Theodore’s headquarters at Magdala which was captured, along with
much treasure that Theodore had accumulated from churches and elsew here. Magdala
having been sacked, the captive envoys released and Theodore having killed himself, the
British forces withdrew.”

The defeat of Theodore both weakened Ethiopia and encouraged other Luropean
powers to reflect on the opportunitics for colonial ¢vpansion i the region. Traly
established a presence in the ports off Massawa and Assab, eventually expanding inland
and establishing its colony of Loirea in 1890 At the same time, Menelik 1] vuler of
Shewa, was establishing himself as Emperor of all Ethiopia. In 1896 an Ttalian attempt
to expand southwards from kritrea into Menclik's domains was resoundingly defeated
at the battle of Adwa. Menelik began the sTow process of transtorming his teudal empire
into a modern state, with its capital at the new ¢ty of Addis \baba. The process was taken
over and aceclerated by Menelik's eventual successor. Haile Sellassie 1, but interrupted
by the lialian conguest of 1937 The Fralians having been cjected and Hlaile Sellassic’s
rule restored in 1942 through the combined cttorts of the F.thiopian resistance and
British Commonwealth forces, modernisation continued, the former [talian colony of
Fritrea having been federated 1o, and then analzamated with, Ethiopia. The process of
modernisation was, however, o slow to satisfy some more radical elements in Ethiopia,
and 1he Emperor was deposed in 1974, The revolution was followed by the savage
imposition of a marsist government, by famine and by avil war. Tt was not untl 1991

that some measure of peace and prosperity returned, Eritrea and Bthiopia becoming

separate nations in the follow ing vea
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Background

recorded and discussed in meticulous detail in volume IV of the D.AL. publication.
Stratigraphic archaeological excavation was not undertaken for its own sake, although
very considerable digzing was done to clarify the plans of carly buildings and to expose
! part-buried monuments.
: ‘The architectural drawings which Krencker produced, notably of the stelac and
throne-bases, arc of wholly exceptional quality: more recent investigators have for the
i most part feft unable to improve on them and they have been reproduced on many
occasions. A reasonably full photographic record was also made, but the quality of

reproduction in the published volumes does not do this justice.
s departure from Aksum was apparently hurried. On its return

s

The expedition
journey to Asmara and Massawa, records were made of monuments at Yeha, Debra
Damo and sites in Eritrea. Their work is of particular importance both because of its
precision and because much of what was recorded is no longer extant. All subsequent
researchers at Aksum and related sites have acknow ledged their debt to the D.ALE.

i s o

; SR, MAW‘ o R i
, 2 gt . A e : At virtually the same time that the D.AE. was engaged on inland sites, two separate
. A gag ; p

,

r i i,
e DA 17 A . o, ; : expeditions worked at the Aksumite Red Sea port of Adulis, revealing buildings and
evidence for prolonged ancient occupation.” Thereafter until 1936, when Italy annexed

Fthiopia, remarkably little archaeological or historical field research appears to have been
undertaken cither in the Tralian colony of Eritrea or in independent Ethiopia. ™ Important

historical studies were, however, published by A, Kammerer in the 1920s.7

o

b

A8

During the five vears of Africa Orientale Traliana, archacological recording and

e
£

publication advanced rapidly,™ but there was also much destruction, notably when the

o
-5

v

great ‘palace” of Ta’akha Marvam at Aksum was effectiv chvobliterated by road building.
In 1937 the second largest of the Aksumite stelac was removed 1o Rome on the personal

orders of Mussolini. Following the liberation of 1942 it was some vears before significant

rescarch could be undertaken, althe restoration and detailed recording was carried

out at the monastery church of Debra Damo in 1948 under the direction of Derek

Matthews,

Fhe nevt sienificant development came in 1932 when the Lthioptan government

established an Institute of Vrehacology with the co-operation of French interests. 'The

organisation was directed for some tenty-five vears by Irancis Anfraw Prefiminary

accounts of ity work were published in o journal, . burades of Lthiapie, which appeared

intermittently in fifteen volumes between 19335 and 1990 The lustiture’s sphere of

activity extended into Eritrea, which at this time had been formally incorporated with

Fahiopia. Major investigations were at Aksum {particularly in the stelae arca, around the

Cathedral and at the Dungur “palace’ to the west of the modern ton n), Yeha, Hawelti-
Mclazzo, Matara and Adulis. Tt is tragic that, although summary accounts of this work
were published faivly promptly,™ in no single case has a detailed definitis e report been
made available. The value of this extensive research s thus very greathy reduced, and
subscquent investigations hayve been severely hampered.

The post-liberation period also saw increasing involy ement of Bthiopians in the active
study of their country's past. Profound historical consciousness and respect for the past

is characteristic of very mam Fahioprans. Ther calture preserves strong memories of

R v,‘ - XL
Fig. 10 The work of the Deutsche Ahsum-Expedition in 1906
(Littmann ez o/ T913). Above: Stela 6. Centre: exeavations at ‘Ta'akha Marvam. ~
Below: base of colossal statue.
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ncient Ethiopia

significant technological advances. More refined and standardised stone toals were
made, including a small number of distinct types presumably intended for particular
purposes. With increased adaptability, hominids scem 1o have been able to exploit a
wider ranee of environments; and arcl:cological evidenee for their presence is for the
first time found in highland areas, as at the important site at Melka Kontoure not far to
the south of Addis Ababa.” Adaptability and specialisation led to the scarch for raw
materials best suited for making stone tools. These were now sometimes transported for
considerable distances from their source to the hominids” encampments, where traces of
social patterning and interaction may ke discerned in the archacological record.

No convineing evidence has ver been found for the presence of very carly hominids
in the regions of northern Fihiopia and Eritrea w hich arc the main focus of this book. Tt
must be recognised, however, that very lietle relevant research has vet been undertaken
there; and it may well be that important discoveries are yet to be made.

About one million vears ago, carly hominids - now all so faras we know, of the species
JHomo crectus — greatly extended their territories, penetrating into most parts of Afric:
and for the first time moving outside that continent into Furasia.” “Technology and food-
setting skills were further developed and diversified. By about a quarter of a million
vears ago, these processes had resulted in regional caltural differences which are an

o

cssential hallmark of what archacologists in Africa generally call the *Middle Stone Age’”
\Manv tvpes of specialised tools were produced for particular purposces; they were often

smalier and more finelv made than previously, permitting the more cconomical use of
aclected raw materials. Caves were sometimes sought as desirable places m which to live
or to take temporary shedterand there is evidencee for the controlled use of fire. Tt was
probably at this general time, i not before, that speech developed to the extent that
abstractions and future plans could be expressed, arcath facilitating the transfer of

Lnowledue and ideas and thus the improvement of aroup co-operation.” One ceffect of
this was 4 steady aceeleration i the rate ot cultural change.

These highhy significant developments probably ok place in several regions, but
appear to have been generally carlior Vrica than clsewhere. They are seen as

fundamental to the attainmient of the comples cultures of more recent tnes. Iherr carly

Altestation in \frica is in accord with the eenctic and fossil evidence that itmay have been
i that continent that anatomicalh modern humans, Homo sapicns sepiens, irst cvolved.™
[Lis in fact i the OmoValley of Ethiopia that one of the vldest known fossit skulls of this
type has been discovered.”

Tantalisingly, despite the richness of 1t evidence for carlv hominid development,
Fthiopia and Fritrea comprise one of the Teast-known parts of AMrica in terms of later
prehistoric archacology. A bare outfine may he proposed, based on the scanty research
that has vet been undertahen and by drawing parallels with neighbouring regions. “The
trends already noted towards smaller and more spedialised tools continued. Inereased
adaptabilitn and imventiveness led to more varted activities and cultural diversification,
including the scasomal exploitation of contrasting environments. In the so-called “Late

Stone Age’, beginning perhaps as long ago as 40,000 vears, o idence may be recognised

of ritualised dispasal of the dead, and of

varied artistic expression, providing
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opportunities for the study of additional aspects of human culture.  Although
archacological sites of this general period have been noted in several parts of northern
Ethiopia and Eritrea, the only one which has yet been investigated in any detais is the
rock shelter at Gobedra, 4 km (3 miles) west of Aksun: . Here, 1t seems that pottery was
first used about 5000 vears ago.

Farming

"I'hroughout the huge span of prehistory that has beers rapidly surveyed in the foregoing
paragraphs, humans obrained their food through tre gathering of wild plant foods,
hunting and - in some arcas - fishing. New developments of fundamental importance
were the domestication of plants and animals. Ethiopia may be shown to have played a
vitally important role in these processes.”’

The initial domestication of both plants and animals was doubtless a slow and hesitant
process. Although modern cultivated plants and domestic animals are generally clearly
distinct from hrc:. wild prototypes, this differentiation has come about very slowly
through repeated selection. For animals, control of breeding, provision of food and

water, protection from predators and restriction of range will have been important

factors. For plants, a similar role will have been taken by weeding, protection from birds
and animals, harvesting, seed storage and deliberate planting or transplanting. For both,
humans may have been instrumental in moving species to arcas where they did not oceur
or flourish naturally. As humans grew increasingly dependent upon farming, so the
plants and animals concerned became reliant upon human protection and intervention.™

With the range of environments which their country provides, Ethiopians today make
use of a great variety of cultivated plants These indlude varieties which appear to have
been domesticated locally from indigenous wild species, and others which were almost
certainly introduced from elsewbere betore diversifying in response to local conditions.

OFf the Tocal crops some, suchas reff and enset,are eftectively restricted 1o Fihiopia, while

others such as cottee have passed to many other parts of the world. The two most
important crops of forcign origin traditionalhy grown in Fihiopn are wheat and barles,
both of which are represented by numerous local varicties indicating that they must have
been used in the region fora very Jong time - perhaps as much asseveral thousand years,

Unfortunately, Bule archacological research has vet been directed at questions of
prehistorie Bthiopian plant cultivation. * Most of the formation currently avatlable 1y
derived from botanical studies of recent crops.” Such work can prove informatne, and
is indeed an essential component of am imvestigation into ancient farmung. However,
r?::,?..,:_.cr.::f:ir,:::?,2‘.,_:.:,c_.,;_:.::,:.‘/c::cc_.::_,_.?t:n::::c_.f..

Furthermore, such botanical rescarch cannot establish an absolute chronology or link

developments in husbandry with particular human population

Tofl (Eragrostis (eff) is of particular interest.™ ltisa timy-grained but highly nutritious
cereal, the preferred basis for Ethiopia’s traditional and preferred staple food -a flat sour
pancahe-like bread hnown in Ambaric as cugera. Teffis extensively grown and has wide

environmental tolerance (fig. 11). Tts numerous varietios and their dittferences from its
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Ancient Ethiopia

a framework for understanding the later prehistory of a very extensive region.” There is
evidence for large nucleated settlements supported by a mixed farming cconomy. Tt is
claimed that the pottery from this site shares features both with the Nile Valley to the
west and, in the opposite direction, with the Red Sea coastlands and northern Ethiopian
platcau. Small standing stones, stelae, were used to mark graves. It scems that a very
extensive culture area may be discerned, including the Tigray and Eritrean highlands,

in which were present at an carly date many features from which aspects of later
Ethiopian civilisation derived.™

It was possibly at this general time that knowledge of metal working first appeared in
northern Ethiopia. Both in the Sudanese Nile Valley and in south-western Arabia it is
clear that copper and some of its alloys were utilised, along with gold (at least in the Nile
Vallev), long before iron.™ It is plausible to suggest, but cannot vet be proven, that the
same may have been true of the Tigray/Eritrea highlands where, as will be shown below,
iron is not attested prior to the first millennium BC. Itis unprofitable to speculate on the
degree to which such cultural developments may have been due to the transfer of
knowledge from adjacent regions rather than to independent invention.

T'here are numerous references in ancient Egvptian writings to the ‘Land of Punt’,
which was an important source of exotic materials such as gold, timber, aromatics and
skins that were traded to Egvpt at various times during the third and second millennia
BC. It is clear from Egvptian records that part of the journey to Punt was made by water
— almost certainly along the Red Sea. Tt has often been assumed that Punt lay on the Red
Sea coast, probablv on the African side: and various regions between Port Sudan and
Cape Guardafui have been proposed. Tt now scems likely that inland parts of the
Fritrea/Sudanese borderland may have been, or have been included in, the territory
which the Egvptians conceprualised as *Punt™. ™ The term "Punt” may have been a very
general one which did not necessarily alway s refer o the same place.

It is possible 1o offer onlv a very provisional picture of northern Ethiopia/Eritrea
during the second millennium e, Such an attempt s necessary, however, i we are fully
to understand the significance of the later developments with which this book s
primarily concerned. The region probably supported a moderate density of population,
concentrated in the betrer—watered and more fertile arcas where a mived-farming
Jifestvle was alrcads established. This may be reflected m the remains ateributed to the

ohland Frirea and castern Thgrav.” The more

poorly known Ona culture of hi
mountainous eniromments, such as those ot Simien, and the artd lowlands, such as
Danakil, if inhabited at all, may respectively have retained the hunter/ gatherer cconomy
that had been ubiquitous in carlier times, or seen the development of nomadic
pastoralism. The extent to which settlement on the platcau was nucleated remains
unknown but, especiath in the more rugged terrain where communication between
tertile arcas will have been difficult, it must be imagined that scartered homesteads
and/or small villages were the norm. Caves and rock shelters probably continued as foci
of shelter, ar least in some arcas. No houses of this period have vet been excavated in
Iithiopia or Eritrea. In view of the environment, and of contemporancous examples at

Mahal Teglinos and in South Arabia,” it is likely that dry=stone construction wis

a8
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preferred. Timber for roofing may have been more readily available than was the case in
more recent times prior to the introduction of Eucalypius.

As noted above, the basic features of traditional Fthiopian cultivation and herding
were probably already established by the second millennium B, if not before. In the
highlands of Eritrea and Tigray cereal agriculture may have made usc of sef/; wheat,
barley and finger millet. It is possible that the ox-drawn plough was already in usc at this
time

Further to the south, eases may have been long established as a staple crop: it may
at one time have been grown over a wider arca than 1s the case today, but there is no
evidence that it ever achieved importance further north than Gondar, beside Iake Tana.
Cattle, sheep and goats may have been kept, along with dogs. It is not known whether
camels, horses and/or donkeys were already avaifable. If they were not, cattle would have
been the only animals available for transport purposes, thus limiting faciliries for
movement of goods. Chickens were probably a later arrival.

The main technological features of this time have already been noted. Potrery was
exclusively hand-made and unglazed. In view of its commonness, weight and fragility it
was probably rarely transported over any distance, except as a receptacle for valuable
contents. Similarities between the wares of different areas are thus likelv to have been
due to derivation from common traditions and to mobility of the potters themselves. Tt
is possible, as noted above, that the working of copper began here at around this time,
although iron remained unknown. Whether or not metal was available, there can be no
doubt that the *T.ate Stone Age’ tradition of producing small flaked stone tools
continued. The onlyv form of artistic expression™ for which evidence survives, and which
may have been practised at this time, is rock painting, deseribed below,

In the absence of any form of writing, there is no direct archacological indication of
the Tanguage or languages which may have been spoken in northern Ethiopia during this
pertod. However, astorical inguistic studies Ieave litde doubt that these belonged to the
Cushitic family of Vtroasiatie, diveetly ancestral to such modern fanguages as Agau,
Dankali and, more remotels, Somali

Rock art

The study of ancient rock art has great potential for clucidating many aspects of past
soctety, mcluding such arcas as behief systems that are rarely accessible through other
forms of archacological investigation. Rock art has the additional advantage that it is
relatively conspicuous; and this serves to explain why the known rock-art sites of
northern Ethiopia and Eritrea signiticanthy outnumber other archacological occurrences
apart from historical stone structures. Unfortunately, rock art is extremely difficubt to
date other than by circumstantial means that require hnowledge of the relevant
archacological sequence more detailed than is, in this particular case, currently available.

Rock art’s distribution depends on two factors: the former presence of people with

cultural inclination to execute it, and the narural occurrence of rock surfaces suitable
both to recetve it and to ensure its subsequent preservation. Recent aceessibility to those

mterested in recording its presence is also, of course, relevant. In the region with which
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Ancient Ethiopia

differentiated by dialect, religion or material culture, although many of these features
were undoubtedly shared. A distinctive art style arose, represented mainly in
monumental sculpture and in large-scale bronze-castng. Alassive stone architecture
(fiz. 13) was developed botiy for buildings associated with the elite and/or religious

The latter are best known (both today and

functions, and for complex irrigation works
in ancient times) from the great dam at Marib, with its complex and finely constructed
svstem of sluices and water—channels.™ At some stage scripts came into use for recording
the local South Semitic languages. Although thereisno incontrovertible evidence for the
use of these seripts prior to the cighth century BC, their rapid development and
sophistication suggest carlicr beginnings.

The fertility and prosperity of southern Arabia has for millennia provided a contrast
with the arid, more northerly regions of that peninsula: hence its ancient designation as

‘Arabia Felix’. In incense it produced a commodity that was greatly valued, readily
transportable and available nowhere clse, except in adjacent parts of the Horn of Africa.
These factors enabled southern Arabia to establish a strong economic position for itself,
whilst retaining its cultural distinctiveness. By the first millennium BC if not before,
overland trade routes were developed northwards through Arabia,” while maritime
contacts were established along the northern shores of the Indian Ocean linking South
Arabia with the Indian subcontinent on the one hand and the Horn of Africa on the
other. To facilitate these trading activities coinage was adopted around the fourth and
third centuries BC: the designs of the carliest South Arabian coins were based on
somewhat carlier Athenian issues which circulated widely around the castern
\editerrancan and which were also imitared around the Persian Gulf.™

The subsequent history of South Arabia is best viewed in a broader contet. Since 1t
fulls outside the chronological frameswork of this chapter, only the basic features will be
briefly noted. The establishment through the Red Sea of regular maritime trade based
in Prolemaic Fevpt diminished South Arabia’s imvolvement in international trade.”
Roman interest was, 1 contrast with more northerhy parts of the \rabian peninsula,
minimal.” \s subsequent chapters of this book will show, South Arabia’s later
connections were primarily with \ksumite Ethiopia. This is reffected at the site of
Shabwa, where recent excavations have rey caled material with strong \ksumite
aftinities.”™ T
Arabia as carhy as the third century AD, and certainh did so tor periods of the fourthand

he Aksumites may have exvercised political control over parts of southern

sixth centuries. These cultural Tinks Jasted until the rise of Islam in the seventh century,

when the Red Sca came once more under the control of peoples living on 1ts castern

shore.

Yecha and the ‘pre-Aksumite’ cultures

At some time during the third quarter of the Jast millennium BCstrong connections were

cstablished between South Arabia and some highland arcas of Tigray and Fritrea. These

are marked in the archacological record by the sudden appearance in the latter arcas of

features not known there previously - notabhy writing, monumental stone architecture

42
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Ethiopia before Aksum

Fig. 13 Ancient architecture at \Marib, Yemen. Above: the dam.

Below: the moon temple

now popularly known as Mahram Bilgis.
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Ethiopia before Aksum

e
Figr

Right: detail of the stone throne (after Gerster 1970).

Claim™ that Yeha was a town covering some 7.5 hectares (18 acres), and with a population
in the order of T0.000 must be regarded as specalative, even unlikely, sinee there 15 no
cvidence that occupation was continuous cither in space or in tme: furthermore the
population density remains completely unknown.

The site-complen ot Hanel=-Melazzo Ties amid vast tertile plains (fig. 16). A Tow
dome-shaped hill is marked by monolithic square pillars remarkably similar to those at
Grat Beal Gebrio Facavations directed by Henri de Contenson in 1938-39 on hehalt ot
the Fihiopian Institute of Archacology revealed an extremely fine covered throne of
carved Timestone, its sides bearing low reliefs and a fricze of ibeaes in oy pical South
Arabian style. There was also a small statue of a scated figure, the hair and facial features
of which are depicted in a manner for which veny close parallels may be found in South
\rabia.

As noted above, the DT kingdom seems 1o have been short-lived. Later insceriptions
are interpreted as referring to a range of smaller politics, cach with its own ruler. Tris
unfortunate that the archacology of the later first millennium B is so poorly known.~

Until more rescarch is undertahen it will not be possible adequately to document the

processes by which the old ™1 Lingdom broke down, to be replaced by focal successors

having much weaker links with South Arabia. 10 must have been at this tme that the

Fig. 15 The temple at Yeha Above: the exterior, seen from the north-west. Centre:
the interior, seen from the south-cast. Below: stone with fricze of carved ibeses, now +

built into the west wall of the modern church adjacent to the temple. )
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Chapter 3

AKSUMITE CIVILISATION

Political history

he sources from which we may learn about Aksumirte political history are
scattered and diverse. Traditional sources werce generally committed to writing
long after the events to which they purportedly relate: they have thus been subject
to re-interpretation in accordance with the circumstances prevailing not only at the time

of transcription but also earlier.' There area surprisingly large number of references to
Aksum in Gracco-Roman and Byzantine writings,” but it is not always easy to
differentiate first-hand observation from hearsay, or to make appropriate allowance for
prejudice, ignorance or misunderstanding on the part of the chronicler. The coimage

provides an independent source, although firm correlations between the numismatic

sequence and that recorded in documentary media are disappointingly rar
Archacology offers evidence which is often of a different nature. Only through
inscriptions {including those on coins) can it supply the names and titles of individuals.
Tts anonymous data nonetheless include much that is relevant to the reconstruction of
past political systems: datable buildings and tombs which can be placed in hierarchies of
wealth and power (to the extent that these can be differentiated), monuments and
artefacts illustrative of socio-political practices and heliefs. Al these sources of evidence
will be utilised in the discussion that follows.

Tt is widely accepted that the florescence ot Vhsumite civilisation spans the first seven
centuries AD. Theview formerly held that itcontinued into the tenth century is generalh
but not unisersatly discounted.” Much ot our more detailed knowledge comes from
atudy of the coinage which was issued from around the third quarter of the third century.
The period prior to this,which saw the establishment and rise of Aksum as the centre of
a major polity, remains ven poorhy known.”

Although material dating from the last four hundred years BC has been recorded from
the immediate vicinity, there is as vet no evidence for human scttlement on the site of
Aksum itself until around the beginning of the first century AD! It is not until the third
century that we have plentiful data for great prosperity and the centralisation of
resources. By the fourth-century reign of Fzana there are inscriptions which record the
titles and cxploits of Aksumite hings, demonstrating that Aksum was by then at the
centre of a complex political system.” The formative processes of that svstem, however,
remain very poorly known. The fourth century was also the time when the rulers of

Aksum adopted Christianity.

S

Aksumite creilisation

A sccond fixed point in the sequence oceurs in the carly sixth century when the
activities of King Kaleb are recorded in inscriptions from Aksum, from South Arabia
(whither his rule extended), and in ~ritten sources both foreign and local; Kaleb’s reign
is also attested by his coins. Christzanity was by this time a major factor both in the
conduct of foreign policy and in the interests of chroniclers.

Aksum’s political control extended at several times to regions beyond the modern
borders of Ethiopia and Eritrea. Large arcas of southern Arabia were ruled from Aksum
at intervals between the third and the sixth centuries.” It is likely that Mcroe in the
Sudanese Nile Valley was conquered by an Aksumite army under King Ezana, but the
nature and consequences of this episode remain poorly understood.”

The decline of Aksum is represented archacologically by the abandonment of
settlement arcas, by the cessation of monument construction, and by the end of the
coinage series. Historians note that the capital was at this time moved elsewhere.” It
scems increasingly likely that the rise of Islamic control of the Red Sea, and the resultant
isolation of Christian Ethiopia, was @ major contributing factor.”

There can be no reasonable doubt that Aksum was a monarchy. Tradition, foreign
writers, inscriptions and coins all refer to the rulers as “\MKRB’, ‘negus’ or ‘basileus’. That
hereditary principles played at least some part in determining the succession seems likely
but cannot be proven incontrovertibly: the terms *son’ and ‘brother’ were sometimes
used to signify ‘protégé’ or ‘close colleague’ respectively.

The monumental tombs and their associated ostentatious stelae, deseribed below,
include several examples that can be dated within a comparatively short period in the
third and fourth centuries sb. This suggests several things. Very substantial resources

such construction within the

of organised labour must have been available 1o achiey
period indicated. These resources were markedly greater than those which had been
aailable in carlier times. If, as scems highly probable but cannot be proven, the tombs
are roval, there may have been marked increases in ostentation with cach successive
reign. On the other hand, the stelac in the central area, numbcering over 14 and showing
much variation in size and claboration, cannot all be those of monarchs. T'his, and the
presence of several large “élite residences™ inand around Vksum," suggests that there
was a substantial upper class, presumably occupyving the higher part ot a politico-
cconomic pyramid below the monarch. Whether and to what extent this ¢hte
represented the monarch’s kin, howsoever defined, we do not know.

There are occasional suggestions that Aksum may sometimes have been ruled by two
co-regents. Constantius 11 addressed his message of A 3537 10 Ezana and Smzana.”
These two individuals are conventionally identified with the Abraha and Atsbaha of
I-thiopian tradition.™ The contemporary Aksumite inscriptions and coins, however,
scem to imply a single ruler.”

Although the tombs and other monuments of Aksum clearly demonstrate the wealth,
sophistication and organisational power of which the Aksumite rulers could disposc,
most of our primary evidence for regalia and the rappings of authority comes from
depictions on the coins. ™ It is noteworthy that the carliest ruler depicted, Endybis, s

imvariably shown wearing a simple head-cloth and not accompanied by symbols of
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Ancient Ethiopia

Ezana.¥ A virtually identical inscription (fig. 17) was discovered in 1981 on the north
side of Aksum, beside the road leading up the valley between Beta Givorghis and Mat
Qoho hills to the Tombs of Kaleb and Gabra Masgal.” There were thus inscribed ste:es
set up beside two of the principal entrances to ancient Aksum. A similar inscription vas
deseribed at Adulis, likewise beside the road leading out of the town, by Cosmas
Indicopleustes who unfortunately did not record the name of the ruler responsible.33
The ercction of grandilogquent commemorative inscriptions at the cntrances to OWES 18
thus attested at two Aksumite sites. The following excerpt from the Adulis inscription

may be cited as an example of their content:

I entered valiantly into battle and subdued the following peoples: 1 fought the
Gaze, then the Agame and the Siguene and, having conquered them, reserved for
myself half their lands and people....T am the first and only of the kings my

predecessors to have subducd all these peoples.™

The configuration of Aksumite settlements can provide some indication of security
and its military implications. Aksum and. so far as we can tell, other agglomerations scem
never to have been circumscribed by defensive walls.” Tndeed, the location of the sites
(often overlooked by nearby hills, as at Aksum and Matara for example), and the
dispersed nature of the settlement that is suggested archacologically, combine to indicate
that defence was not an important consideration. The length of the route from Adulis
to Aksum (cf. fig. 2, above), along which valuable commodities were regularly
rransported, isa further demonstration of setdded and secure conditions in the Aksumite
heartland.

The situation scems to have been markediv different inmore peripheral regions. The
evidence for this comes primarily {rom the inseriptions which record a warlike
relationship between (he Aksumites and their neighbours on both sides of the Red Sea,
notably in the reigns of Fzana and Kaleb, Untortunately the peoples named as
adversaries can rarely be dentificd with precision. The usual aim of these militar
operations was subjugation, pacification and the evaction of wribute. Herds and
foodstufts are the commodities most commonh recorded in the latter category: it 1s clear
that the Aksumite rulers commanded prolitic supplies tor the use of their own forees.
Slaves were also captureds ther presence in laree numbers at Aksum would help to
explain the provision ot the manpower that must have been available for the crection of
«telae and other monuments.” The probable presence of 2 substantial skwe population

makes the absence of defensive structures all the more noteworthy.

Social history
Tt is usual for archacological and historical knowledge to emphasise the upper strata of
ancient socictics. Aksum is no exeeption to this generalisation. Iunerary and residential
monuments attributable to the clite are comparatively well known:some (though weare
not always sure which or how manv!) may confidently be regarded as roy al. As noted
above, it seems that there was a fairly numerous clite class enjoving great material

prosperity.

Absumite civilisation

The middle ranks of Aksumite society are less clearly represented. Nonetheless,
exeavations at Matara, Adulis and Aksum have revealed arcas of domestic occupation
with evidence for agricultural and industrial production.” The buildings were of
undressed or roughly dressed masonry significantly less substantial than that of the ¢lite
structures. In most cases there was evidence for repeated alteration and modification,

and for the direct association of domestic occupation with production above the

subsistence level.

Clay models of smaller houses, “both rectangular and round, usually thatched, have
been found. They appear to represent simpler and smaller structures than have vet been
recognised archaeologically. It could be that such houses occurred mainly in the
countryside where little excavation has vet been conducted. Wherever they resided, very
large numbers of people must have been engaged both in erecting the buildings and
monuments of Aksum and other settlements and in producing food for the numerous
builders, artisans and dominant élites. However, living quarters have not yet been
investigated archacologically ona scale commensurate with such numbers. The presence
of large numbers of slaves may also be inferred: a human skeleton excavated at Matara
wore iron shackles,” but there is otherwise no primary archacologi -al trace of the
accommodation or management of slaves.

The archacological materials provide abundant testimony for the presence in
Aksumite society of numerous specialist artisans. The evidence of the stone buildings
and monuments has already been cited as indicating the existence of a large and well
organised labour force. No less striking is the requirement for skilled masons capable not
only of carving the claborate designs on the storeyed stelae but also of calculaning the
angles and dimensions of the huge interfocking stone blocks used in tomb construction.

Timber is known to have been an imporrant component of much Aksumite
architeeture, although one that has rarcly survived in the archacological record. Post-
V\ksumite buildings, notably the church at Debra Dame,” provide clear indications of
how it was used. Many architectura] features represented in stone on the storeyved
Vhsumite stelae were generally of wood. Spructural timberwork was thus extensively
emploved and carpenters would have contributed significanthy to Aksumite building
work.” Much finer woodwork was also undertaken: some traces have survived in tomb
deposits but the greater part of our evidence consists of nails and claborate metal fittings
including hinges, handles and applicd decoration”

Pottery was produced and used in great quantity and varicty. This craft is
traditionally practised by women, but there is no conclushve evidence whether the
division of labour was the same in Aksumite times. 1 appears that all local pottery was
produced without use of the wheel. Most types are highly distinctive: a summary
description is offered on pp. 74-7. below. Occasional clear instances have been noted of
imported forms being imitated by local potters.” There is remarkable standardisation
and specialisation, although most fabrics appear to utilise clay sources in the immediate
vicinity. " Pottery production thus seems 10 have been largely in the hands of local
specialists. Observation of the work of modern potrers suggests that little in the way of

dedicated equipment or premises would have been emploved.”
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cAncient Ethiopia

Nile.”” Although it seems that Cosmas relied on hearsay and never saw these activities
himself, the statements that beef, salt and iron were exchanged for gold and that the trade
was controlled by the Aksumite state may reasonably be accepted, even if the details of
silent barter arce apo :ryphal.

Another class of commodity that was transported or traded over variable distances
comprised the raw materials for fine stone-carving and for flaked stone artefact:

*The

oceurrence of noduies and primary flaking debris in areas where such artefacts were used
far from their natural occurrence suggests that the materials were transported in rough
unworked form.

Tt is also necessary to consider the wav in which international trade was organised.
This trade comprises an arca of Aksumite studies which has received a disproportionate
amount of attention in the past. Imports and (to 2 much lesser extent) exports have been
identified and listed, but very little attention has been paid to ascertaining how these
transactions were actually organised. The first point to emphasise is that almost all
Aksumite long-distance trade seems to have passed through the Red Sea port of Adulis,
which would have rendered it susceptible to centralised control. Aksumite settlement
was, however, mainly based on the plateau at least 2000 m (6500 ft) above the sea. Aksum
itself, moreover, was located far to the south-west, close to the further limit of the main
settlement area, some 170 km (100 miles) in a straight line, or twelve days™journey, from
Adulis.” The route by which goods had to be transported between the coastal entrepot
and the principal metropolis was thus long and arduous, involving the ascent or descent

of a difficult and precipitous escarpment.™ Two principal conclusions follow from this
observation. The first is that there must have been some strong reason w hy the principal
metropolis was located so far inland, in a position by no means central o the polity asa
whole. Access to produce and raw materials was probabhy the principal factor.” The
sceond conclusion is that both imports and exports would have acquired considerably
enhanced value at their destination by virtue of the care and cttort axpended on ther

transporation.

Domestic cconomy

Information about the Aksumite domestic cconoms may be obtained trom various
sources. In approximately deercasing order of reliabiliny these include: (1) primar
archacological materials such as firmhy dated and identificd remains of crops, animals or

other relevant commodities; (b) artefacts depicting or used in activities releyvant to the

enquiry; (¢) inscriptions — problematic both because they may record the exeeptions
rather than the evervday and because the precise meaning is not alw avs clears (d) ancient
written accounts or illustrations by outsiders. to which the same ditficultics applviand
(¢} evidence from recent traditional practices for the antiquity of which there are
archacological, botanical, zoological, linguistic, written or oral indications.

The traditional subsistence practices of northern Fihiopia and Fritrea have been
summarised above on pp. 18-20. Regional differences have been emphasised. Tt will be
convenient to return to consideration of their relevance 1o the present enquiry after the

archacological and written evidence has been suneved.

a8

Absumte civilisation

Recovery of identifiable plant remains from stratified and datable archacological
contexts is so far restricted to sites in the immediate vie cinity of Aksum. Seeds of
cultivated finger millet recovered in 1974 at Gobedra rockshelter about 4 km (3 miles)
west of Aksum were at first thught to date from the fourth or third millennium BCand
thus to be the carliest known example of anv indigenous African cultigen.™ Subsequent
research has shown that the seeds are actually post- Aksumite, being approximately 1000
vears old, and that they must therefore be intrusive in the horizon from w hich they were

recovered,

The Periplus of the Erythiracan Sea records that grain was imported to what is now
Somalia during the first cen- ury Ab. Its omission from the list of imports to Adulis
suggests that northern Ethiopia and Eritrea were self-sufficient in cereal produce at that

Representations of cercal cars on Aksumite coins are, as noted below, generally
interpreted as emmer. Irrigation seems to have been employed where necessary to boost
agricultural production.

On-going research to the north-west of Aksum at the settlement site called Ona
Negastand its associated burizl ground at Ona Enda Aboi Zague, both on Beta Givorghis
hill, has viclded remains of wheat and barl ley in contexts apparently dating to the first
four centuries an. Larter, between the fourth and seventh ¢ S:c:rm these same crops
continued to be cultivated, alongside /7, lentils and ¢ grapes.”

Closer to Aksum itself, excavations were conducred in 1995 and 1996 at an area of
domestic occupation immediately to the north of the modern town. Deposits dated to
crved. Wetssieving of samples from securelv stratified

the sixth century AD were pr
contexts vielded archacobotanical samples in which the follow ing crops have, at the time
of writing, been identified: wheat, barley, probable z¢//. sorghum, oar, pea/bean, lenul,
cotton, Tinsced/flax, nong. gourd and arape.™

The presence of grape is of interest. Vines with bunches of arapes are represented on
the front base-plate of Stefa 3 at Aksum, prohably dating to around b 300. A rather
simifar, better preserved but undated stone carving is built into the fabric of the Old
Cathedral nearby.” At the Tomb of the Brick Arches, vines and arapes are depicted on
ivory carvings which were almost certainly manufactured locally during the third
centurs AD.Two sets of large rock-cut tanks at Awsafi (fig. 21) are mnterpreted as fruit-
presses, perhaps for the production of wine.™ Thus, whilst it is possible that the seeds

recovered at Aksum came from imported raisins, there is evidence to support the view

g

that grapes were locally arown and used for making win

As with archacobotany, it is only around Aksum itself that archacozoological rescarch
has been undertaken. 2\ few provisional identifications of exeavared bones . mosthy of
cattle and sheep/goat, were made in the course of the 1972-74 excavations directed by
Neville Chittick, but circumstances did not permit their detailed investigation.™ At

Gobedra cattle remains seemed to date from the Tast millennium B and a camel tooth

toan even carlier period:™it has unfortunately not been possible to obtain radiocarbon
(ANMS) dates on the specimens themselses so as (o ascertain w hether, Tike the finger

millett seeds mentioned above, they were i tact mtrusive from more recent levels. ™

Animal bones from Beta Givorghis include specimens identified as from cattle,
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AAncient Ethiopia

from the third-century Tomb of the Brick Arches. One was definitely and the other two
probably set integrally in the base of a pottery bowl. Similar examples come from other

locations at Aksum.” Further afield, there is a specimen from Baroca and two i-om

Hawelti, one of which may belong to the carlier phase of vceupation.™ Whatever ‘the
original use or symbolism of these artefacts may have been, they may safely be
interpreted as demonsgrating that voked oxen were used, presumably for ploughing, in
the third century AD if not significantly carlier. These figurines, like others of bronze
from Mahabere Dyagwe and Zeban Kutur, confirm that both humped and humpless

varictics of cattle were present in Aksumite times.”

An iron sickle or reaping hook was recovered in 1974 from a tomb in the Gudit Sechae
Field at Aksum which probably dates to the third century ah or thereabouts. 1t is
remarkably similar to those used locally today. Several copper allov sickles come from
Hawelti and from burials at Yeha which probably date to a significantly carlier period.”

It is noteworthy that grindstones and other artefacts are markedly more numerous on
the domestic occupation site that has been iny estigated on the outskirts of Aksum than

in the central arcas. This implies that the primary processing of plant foods may have
been concentrated in rural areas to a somewhat greater extent than is the case mi:.ﬁ
Unfortunately, comparable data for Matara have not been published, so it 1s not known
whether the same pattern applied at the only other Aksumite site where areas of domestic
occupation have been excavared on a significant scale.

Iittle detailed information may be gleaned about culinary processes. The results of

analysing cut-marks and differential representation of body parts as indicators of
butchery practices are not yet aailable. Much of the domestic pottery recoy cred was
doubtiess used in connection with storing, transporting, preparing, cooking or
consuming food and drink. Large vossels, ofien with handies, and remarkably similar in
overall shape to modern examples. were probably used for carrying o storing water, or
for brewing. Teavy open ceramic objects. sometimes with signs of burning, are
consentionally interpreted as stoves. “Fhereare numerotis Biow Is or neched vessels which
may have been used for cooking. Large tlat platters such as have been used inrecent
times for cooking enjera may be recognised only ata fate stage in the ksum sequence.™

The inscriptions provide additonal evidence for Aksumite diet, as supplicd on
military expeditions. Bread, apparenth made of wheaty was evidently an important
component, at least in the fourth century.

T'he overall impression gained from the very incomplete evidence currently ay attable
for the domestic economy during the Ahsumite period is remarkably similar to that
which has rraditionally prevailed in rural parts of Eritrea and northern Ethiopiain recent
times. The temptation must be resisted to assume that this similarity extended also into
areas where there is no independent substantiation. Ditferences undoubtedly existed.
There are arcas of the modern cconomy for which no data are available 1o indicate
whether or not they existed in Aksumite times. It seems probable that the Aksumites
maintained a more highly centralised political system than prevailed subsequently, with
a2 correspondingly Targer proportion of the poputation not directly imolved with

subsistence activities. There may thus have been a greater degree of exchange in the

H2

Absumite crvilhisation

ancient cconomy. From the late third century such exchange would have been facilitated
by the circulation of copper coinage. The presence of base-metal coins on domestic
occupation sites, and in outlying arcas as well as in population centres, shows that such
denominations circulated locally; their numbers suggest that many, if not most,
transactions involved the use of coins.” Despite mention in the Periplus of the Erythracan
Sea of first-century colnage imports to Adulis, and very occasional finds of Roman and

South Arabian coins,” it scems that there was no extensive use of coined currency in the

\ksumite realm prior to the third century.

International economy

Although the place of the Aksumite kingdom in the international cconomy of the carly
centuries AD is a topic which has long received a large — possibly disproportionate —
amount of scholarly attention, it remains imperfectly understood. Contemporary
written accounts are almost invariably expressed from an external viewpoint, usually set
in the castern Mediterrancan; and the precise nature of relations with Aksum was often
coincidental to the principal topic. Aksum’s other partners rarely feature in the
documentary sources that are available. A similar imbalance affects our understanding
of the archacological evidence. Mediterrancan (and Egyvptian) manufactures tend to be
far better known. and thus casier to recognise, than those from other areas. This has
almost certainly resulted in Mediterranean imports being oy er-represented in accounts
of Aksumite international trade. Ttems from other parts of Africa, from Arabia, the
Indian subcontinent or more distant castern sources have been harder to recognise or to
identify with precision. Lven more basic Tus been the emphasis on Aksum’s imports

rather than her exports.” At the time of the deriplus, the general pattern was for raw

materials to be exported and manufactures imported: this pattern probably continued
throughout the Yhsumite period - indeed. it is sl a feature of trade between Africaand
the rest of the worlds Many raw materials  shins, ostrich feathers, tortoiseshell, cbom
—will rarehy be preserved inthe archacological record and, when they are (crtheras waste
or as a4 component in @ manufactured article). their place of origin will hardhy ever be
identifiable. The same is unfortunately sul true of ivory, which appears to have been one
of ancient Vhsum's principal exports.” Fyenmore fugitive, because of their nature and
the wses to which they were put, are aromatics and spices. Living exports - slaves oy ild
animals - are cqually problematic.

It has been the fashion to ascribe most movenients of commodities between one
region and another to “trade’. “This is misleading. [t can resultin the less tangible effects

of inter-regional contact being cffectively ignored. Faen when manufactured goods are

imohed, i can give Fise to excessive emphasis on commercial arrangements at the
evpense of other transfer mechanisms: gifts, loot or tribute, for example, w hether or not
made in recognition of a social or political connection.” Equally unsatisfactory is use of
an overall but unspecific term like ‘exchange”. Wherever possible the historian should go
bevond these generalisations and seek 1o imvestigate the nature of the relationship

represented.




ty

DI B, SINIUY TSAaZpE fsoNe S SIAULIE YU O] dn SUND Qo] pue, S[OSSN
! ! ! ) put, s

Cauy

Furyuip pue sued oddod sutod 1oy dn Sunnd se o se st

.

y 10, SseLg

RISE NIy T,NUALQ/ C_C% purv LN IS SSepn ,U_:/uﬁ pue .L.CCCC_Q J0 aday snouiey postl mosy

doadde st

/,.J—_d .fCCLﬁC ueimpy’ jo vranuns ./,:\A\ZLA\ a1 aonb oy RABIV IS

ey [, porad 1o1ep SPURIIUSIS T 0] SEUO[ YUYW jo I NBO[0ITYIAR JO YL 1IN
Sipdiaagr AL JO AIUIPTD Y BULTAWOD UL PASIIIING 2 MOPIIYT IS 287 TPULIENY

Ut:_jf,#/u ayl AWEIDG ./.:_._.J:TUILSJ SRS raae Sﬁ.;JHjQ DAYRERINY POULISIP dlaw SNy

LIE ST POQLOSIP SLIOQWE YT 10 E UL 3 U2 TOULEY DY TUNOUY saond w1

(0124 1] aprn _—.:Cm:.:,_y:: ul ::.Lj:._ﬁ;

V_C,J#.Lu.:‘ (oo y adrorss

[
Jlofewn e ose WNsYy- jo ISLE oYL SHLINIUDD Owl ALUoS /L .J.:.Y_YJ,_L 01 snyl _::‘ SRR RIUAN]

ﬂfv_C‘_iZ_ At UK dep o) [SRNEIVA g wou sy muawnaop r:__ FEEARAN :\:t;\\j,\

P :.H.J_v IS0 2

gy fosipd L AL SUSINPY YRROAL SLIod W jo 1unoaar we!

39 stPoe ue

oy

ndan 1SUM SO o ../i:ﬁf AN 2L e ::/.u,h Lise] veyl pur ,.Jf__Lr_ SHjar

I SULIDS I Anduud aunuey /: Ayl I STHERG AUIN |

ARNNIAR RIS

7.4%.::,:/ RERAN fuu:u:_.:: tueLl /f n

LRI _JL 1

T,J___J.JL NnuaN

_::.uy/ \ Bl ﬂ::: —.T;::./u_/

,_C REMYRS! [IBNRRC RN Nu __‘.C::_.r.::,m._: SHOpAL oyl

Ol @.J,:.J;/:ﬁ. als) .J._.JLS.Jr_Q .J,JEL Mool 1_:_‘.::_ 2 AS0Uw ot

ads sioarew ! IsaLapun

[UER LAY :i:.,ﬁﬁ [ w suretdad IBIBERINNE sioadse [E20]

e faauanjul JELLEDIND yoanw 1oj INUODY D]

01 BUOLN O 24 pnow 1

soprvoad suenseyy uerdonpep o iosiy SWdo[aadp ags LU Loy oyl wod,)
LUSPARAMLO VINIUAD IS Y1 WO yodun snotqo Rour

*suondudsuL W A[[EIaIun ospe g (suonduas AFTUIOD DY) UL SE) ([[RUONTLLIILL S[U0

10U DFENSUL] 302a) 1 jo s andunp ueaoy] ayl ut {snosurtodumuod suyesoud
ASOU1 UD PAsTg sEa S[1UaNDISGNS SILAT PAIPUNL UG ISED[ T 0] 1Ny uondaour sue suo
10U *DELUI0D PIOT DUUNSYY AL JO PATPULIS IYSIIW AT PHO W URTOY-0IIRIN) DI WOl
CPOALIPUL 10 [122UP PAALIDD SHEI|D ULy AUo S$1AFRUIOD O BIPLAY [, “pasasuonap
54 Sew Suodun [ [[IUL IUELIOUT ALOW LT, TUORIPELL JEIIATYD.E 2JUUNSY Y Y1 jO
ied [TAEIIUL UR SE PISIUTOIAL WOIL SLUSTISIING WO paadsin Srssod se uaas Lanuio)
SO WYOLIEE AN IIIIYIL QUOLS [rIUdUnuon ut ASTLA D WSy | owWos oy uonraids

S I TPAIUNOASIP Y[AILIUD 10U JE S[AFAT] WOU 2LE 28
I 1 ! M L

urrquly Inog oyt D0
1210} jO 24 At aan ﬁuv_m;u.:, .JiC_:AJ/u,wC ,/;uugﬁd :::uu 1) Woys olapuril

‘uoneadsui

123 day sidwone [LRRARIN o1 P A3 Ul %u,:u,ﬁ.f.ﬁ:q:: udag aaey os|v e ,.LL:C.:J_

101 10u urLiodun

pure Uf,:.sh—z‘..— IR (O] T..C::ﬁC.;;: Jo rqu.aL./ﬂ u_LTL;:J SSO[ YT Ao

Lidieuw {lew ‘/‘_yﬁf.:_..vzy :ﬁU_J 1t 0s sty rﬁ.:.n_:: uo :CC,J.JJ. ST,
%:Cr_:_. J,.:J:H ?:_..

ST aanynoy qu

,:_u;:yup ot vaaaou sew JOULIOL Yl wyl saeadde 1y

ﬂCSI/ﬂ/u 01 LTL,.:C m:C._uu.:— Jjo .74,7:?: ,Jr: iLCTZL 10 _:,:::u 0l :A:LWQUC RSOV )] Do

uo :,Arw::ﬁ SULoy oyl o diurxy 10] g2aeIsor wpout Jjo 1NDIUOY Ayl U 1uesl [ugIsul
| by . L !

¢

L0008 vew saound pril S Wnsyy vy urLIoditil PAIAPISuOd STw IRy U

:9) CEQZ:C‘; RRIVERIVAN SIIAML

Lu :TJ_,J:M‘ /L /.ﬁt,::/u::_ —ﬂJ:_UUT BAREINR :X;C:_Cu

riJL,J.:‘ NI RGIRIG yans o ITCQLQC .J.»L.—J.:/ﬁ Y

r_u:—; 01 1UIIND I w::‘ /z_:__f_ v
() .fw.:vg:: ..::::AJ/‘,«C U.::u:_ _J.JUC%.T..L v u:ﬁ::Cu O} ::u: p :,JFCU.:/Q St 1]

::\::\\,\.\ JRA




Plate 3 Imported glassware from tombs at
Aksum: a) Egvptian goblet of the third century
AP, one of a set of six found together in a large
pottery bowl, from the Gudit Stelae Field.

b) Small beaker from the Gudit Stelac Field.
¢) Goblet fragment, from the Tomb of the

Brick Arches.

Plate 4 Detail of ivory panel from the
Tomb of the Brick Arches at Aksum,
showing a human-headed animal.
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Plate 9 Inside the rock-cut
Mary, Lalib

Plate 10 The rock-cut church of St George, Lalibela.
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Ancient Ethiopia
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Fig. 23 Imported potte
North Atrica, Below lettsamphora from the castern Mediterranean. Below rig

the Aswan arca of Iy

A from Aksum. Above: howl-rim ol \rican red-slip ware from
hu flash from

ypt The seates are in millimetres above and centimetres (below).
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Aksumite civilisation

Once arrived at Aksumite sites, they or their broken sherds

their original contents
were sometimes put to completely different purposes such as directing water to a

baptismal tank, making spirdle whorls, or burying dead babie

Wheel-made pottery, often glazed, has been recov cred from several Aksumite sites.
None is demonstrably of local manufacture. At least one (unglazed) example™ may be
paralicled in the Aswan arca of the upper Fgvptian Nile Valley. A much larger group
appears to have originated in A -abia, more specifically in the area around the Persian
Gulf." These vessels mainly comprise bowls and fairly small jars, rarely if ever
exceeding 30 cm (12 ins) in height. While the former were presumably brought to
Aksumire sites as prestigious utensils, it is not known whether the latter were similarly
valued, or treated primarily as receptacles for contents which we cannot now identify.
These materials seem to date from the sixth and seventh centuries, to judge from the
contexts in which they are mostly found.

Evidence that objects of Indian origin were imported to Ethiopia/Lritrea remains
inconclusive. The strongest contenders for such status are some of the numerous beads
of glass and semi-precious stone, bangles and other decorative items that have been
recovered in some quantity both from tombs and from occupation sites.”? (There s some
evidence for a local glass industry at Aksum but we do not know whether it was engaged
in primary manufacture or merely in the reworking of imported glass, a fair proportion
of which was doubtless broken in transit. It is not vet possible to differentiate its products
from imported ones.) The suggestion that clay figurines found at 1 Tawelt may have been
Indian imports is unconfirmed.'”

The archacological evidence for possible trade-contact between Aksum and China
consists of a single picce of iron from the third-century Tomb of the Brick Arches. It
comprises an angled strip or bracket, the two ends joined by a silver rivet (fig. 24).
Superficial examination (not yet confirmed by expert analy sis) suggests that itmay be of
cast iron: the only place where the technology of casting 1ron s attested as carly as the
third century D is China, ™ The tentative identification of this picee as being of Chinese
origin is strengthened by the style of its decoration., Although expert confirmation is
awaited, this specimen must be regarded as a possible indication of contact = albelt
perhaps indirect — between Aksum and China around the third century of our era.™

[vory scems to have been a major export. Need 1o control, and/or have access to,
sources of fvory may have been one of the reasons for the location of the principal
metropolis, Aksum, in such a westerly positon and far from the Red Sea portat Adulis.™”

\though ivory was locally worked into a wide variety of objects, there is no evidence that

it was primarily exported in this form, rather than as tusks.'” Tvory was extensively used

in Bevpt, the Mediterrancan world, Arabia, the __::..5/:;.::::ci,.:#:“_::.,r,A:
swas also imported, from sources as yet undetermined, into carly mediaeval Furope.) In
several of these arcas ivory was locally available, although it appears that material of
African origin was preferred because of its colour and working qualities. Little rescarch
has vet been undertaken to ditferentiate elephant ivory by geographical source, although
technigues are becoming available which will permit this and throw considerable nes

licht on the ancient ivory trade.
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ncient Ethiopia

of manufactured goods recoy cred in the course of archacological excavations at Aksumite
sites. Although it1s known that other goods — primariy raw materials — were exported
through Adulis, we have virtually no information as to their ultimate desznation. The
nature of Red Sca commeree at this time clearly iavolved substantial trans shipmentand
the destination of exports could have been significantly different from ihe sources of

imports

70

Chapter 4

KSUMITE MATERIAL
ULTURE AND BELIEFS

Coinage

+ oins were struck in gold, sitver and copper/bronze in the names of the kings ¢ f
Aksum from, probably, the third gquarter of the third century AD until the first

quarter of the seventh.! These coins cireulated far beyond the modern borders

of Lthiopia and Lritrea; probably more Alsumite gold coins have been discovered in
southern Arabia than on the African side of the Red Sca.t Study of sey eral thousand
coins, taking account of such factors as style, epigraphy, » cight and fineness, dic-links
and overstrikes, has permitted the various issues to be ordered with a fair degree of
confidence.’ A total of 149 types i currently recognised, of which 68 are in gold, 35m
silver and the remaining 16 in copper. The luge number of minor varicties that arc
recognised indicates that, despite the present ranty of most Aksunite coms, N dies
were in use and the coinage must originally have been produced on a substantial scale.
The cotnage prosemes the names of somue taenty \hsumite rulerss only twoor three off
(hese nanies are inconiroy ertibhy attested trom other sources. Fhese links are sufticient,
RSB

There were also issues i all three mctals which do not bear a rulers mamus these

however, o anchor the chronology of the COIMALE SCTICS reasonably precisehy (see fio.

ANOI MOUN TSSULS, dated 1o the fourth and Gih conturies, are among the commonest
\ksumite coins.

The date at which the Vhsumite coinage began cannot e determined preciscly. The

1 standard adopted for the Vksumite gold seems 1o s e been hased on that s hich

provailed in the Roman Fmpire shorthy before the coinage reform under Diocletian

oldocoin weights mto

during the last decade of the third century. Taking Roman

account,” and noting the yulers named on Vhsumite ssues prior 1o the independentiy-
dated reign of Fzana) 1 seeims most likely that coins were first srruck at Aksum around
W 270 or shghtly before The independent coinage of South Arabia had probably come
16 an end a few decades carlier; and it may be that Ahsum was able to exploit the
commercial opportunity thus ercated. The anomymous Periplus of the Lrythracan Scda
indicates that small amounts of Roman cotnage were imported into vdulis from the first
century b for use by merchants. Both Roman and South Arabian coins have SOMCTNCS

been found on Aksumite sites.
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Ancient Ethiopia

striking.” The methods used have not been investigated in detail, but were evidently
extremely effeetive for the gilding appears to have been a standardised feature of certain
coinage issucs and one which has onily rarely been obliterated through the passage of
time. So far as is known, no other coins anvwhere in the world have ever emploved
localised gilding in this way.

What was the purpose of the Aksumite coinage? Why did no other polity in sub-
Saharan A frica issuc its own coins until the closing centurices of the first millennium Ap?

It is noteworthy that the first Aksumite issues, those bearing the name of Endybis, were
predomirantly of gold and silver, the gold coins following the weight standard then
prevailing in the Roman Empire;” furthermore, they were inscribed in Greek. These
points all suggest that the first Aksumite coins were primarily intended for circulation
in the context of international trade. Subsequently, Aksumite coins in copper were
issued in far greater numbers and were often, at least from the late fourth century,
inscribed in Ge'ez, a language that was only occasionally employed on the gold. Tt is
reasonabls: to conclude that the copper coins were intended mainty for local circulation,
as is supported by the nature of the reverse inscriptions and by the frequent oceurrence
of these coins (and their debased silver contemporaries) on domestic occupation sites at
Aksum.™ By contrast, the gold coins, although progressively debased,” generally
followed fluctuations in Roman/Byzantine weight standards; they continued to circulate
more commonly overseas, notably in South Arabia, than in the Aksumire beartland itsclf.
The conclusion to be drawn is that coinage was originally issued at Aksum to support
involvement in international trade; this remained the basie function of the gold,
although use of copper denominations subscquently expanded locally, ¢spectally
through the urbanised population.

[t is noteworthy that this patrern continued 1o the end of the Aksum coinage series.
Gersem, apparenthy the penultimate hing to issuce coins, s named on gold (in Greek) as
well as on silver and copper (in Ge'ez). Hhs suceessor in the carly seventh century,
\rmah, appears not to have issued gold coins although the use of gifding continued on
his silver and copper, inseribed exclusively i Gelez Armabh’s relatively common
copper shows a marked inerease insize and weight over the sixth-century issues. Tt thus
scems likely that the end of the Ahsumite cotnage was shortly preceded by abandonment

of the international gold currency and emphasts on domestie circulation.”

Technology and material culture

Most of our information about Aksumite material culture and technology comes from
Aksum itselfs In the account which tollows, use will, wherever possible, be made of data
from other sites, although the generally incomplete publication of this material presents
substantial difficulties. At the same time, an attempt will be made 1o set Aksumite culture
in its chronological context, drawing comparisons with its predecessors as well as with
subsequent developments. ‘There are also mfrequent relevant references in written

documents.

/4

Absumite material culture and beliefs

The porttery used by the Aksumites may conveniently be discussed under two heads:
= The first
category is very much the larger, representing effectively the whole of pottery

that which was produced locally and that which was imported from overseas

assemblages excavated at Aksum from contexts dating before the fourth century an,
while in later contexts the proportion of locally produced wares is around 99 per cent.®
Alllocally produced pottery (fig. 29) scems to have been made without use of a potter’s
wheel; although surfaces were often finely burnished, true glazes appear to have been
unknown, except on imports.™ Firing was at comparatively low temperatures, probably
in an open fire rathe: than a constructed kiln. Indeed, Aksumite ceramic technology
seems to have been remarkably similar in its technological aspects (and, from later
Aksumite times, in its typological features also) to that traditionally practised into recent
times. ™

A potendal distortion of the apparent sequence results from the fact that excavated
carly Aksumite assemblages come predominantly from funerary contexts, whereas
domestic occupation 1, known mainly for later periods. This division does not permit us
confidently to conclud. that specifically funerary pottery differed significantly from that
which was in use for domestic purposcs.

Bearing in mind this last point, we may observe that carlier Aksumite pottery, until
around the late fourth century, was predominantly of a red fabric, often rather sandy, but

~ i

with carefully smoothed surfaces.™ A wide variety of bowls, flasks and beakers was
produced. Decoration was often based on surface relief, motifs including parallel fluting
and broad bands of shallow impressions from a stamp ‘walked’ with a rocking motion
over the surface of the soft clay. The insides of bowls often bore claborate moulded
geometrical designs. Rims were occasionally claborated with applied figures of birds, cte.
fars surmounted wirth naturalistic representations of human heads are characteristic,

Handles were almost always timy, sometimes applicd strips of clay ina creseent or cross-

shape,” oraloop through which athread or thong could be passed: in many cases it seems

unlikels that these could have been used to support the weight of the vessel when full.
Two unusual vessel forms ol this pertod are those comventionallv designated foot-

washers and stoves. The forme

are bowls, generally 43-30 ¢m (17-20 1ns) in diamcter,
with a platform i the centre supported on two or more pedestals. The upper surtace of
the plattorm was often deepls scored. The conventional designation offers one plausible
mterpretation of these objects, but is not based onany firm evidencee: it could be argued
that some are rather too small to have been used convenientls for this purpose. The
stoves are massive rectangular objects produced trom slabs of clay with buttress-hike
rainforcements and, sometimes. crencltated upper edges. While they could have been
used to support a cooking pot over a charcoal five, it 1s somewhat surprising that few
examples show signs of exposure to intense heat.

In later times there 1s a preponderance of grey or black wares.™ These often have a
more gritty temper and lack the sandy texture of some of the red wares. Vessels tend o

be larger and more crudely made: this may be due to the fact that most assemblages of

this period come from domestic rather than funerary contexts. There are large water

pots and storage vessels, often with massive Toad-bearing handles. Oceasional tlat
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Aunctent Ethiopra

Yhsumite metalw N the Tomb of the Brick Yrehes at Yksum.

the plague at bottomy leftis of copper alloy
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sign being loured glass paste; they

zework, and fragments of toil and thread used either in embroidery or woven as
cloth of gold.™ To some extent this scarcity may be a result of gold's inherent value and
the asstduity with which it has been sought by tomb-robbers, but it may be that
documentary references toits

we-scale use are exaggerated. Gold was almost certainly
an important export commodity, both as raw material and, from the third century

onwards, as coms

/N

Aksumite material culture and beliefs

The most impressive use of stone in ancient Aksum was as a building material or for
monuments, discussed below. It was, however, also emploved in a range of smaller
artefacts, most commonly grinders and pounders used in food preparation and for other
purposes. Small stone carvings include lamps, beads and seals (fig. 31).* Brececia was
lathe-turned to produce highly decorative bowls.” A variety of stones was also flaked into
tools; there are clear stratigraphic indicators that this practice continued into Aksumite
times.™ The most extensive use of such tools seems to have been concentrated in an arca
on the west side of Aksum where there are huge numbers of very standardised steep
scrapers; although detailed use-wear studics have not ver been completed it has been
demonstrated that these so-called Gudit scrapers were used for some specialised
industrial purposc such as wood-working or the preliminary working of ivory.”

Fig. 31 Carved stone artefacts t h/sivth-century contents at Ahsum.
At lamp. Above s
stamp se

owl

Slamp i architectural stvle, Fhe scale s in centimetres.
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cAncient Ethiopia Aksumite material culture and beliefs

Evidence for testiles in ancient Aksum is largely indirect. Cotton sceds have been
recovered from deposits dating to the sixth century. Spindle whorls ground from sherds
are additional testimony for the processing of thread.™ Loom weights have also been
recovered.™ Tiny fragments «f gold thread from the Mausoleum may have been
preserved from embroidery or from weaving as cloth of gold.

The fact that metal and other imperishable items of personal adornment are virtually
all that have survived ensures that we have only a very incomplete picture of the
appearance of Aksumite people. Graphic representations are few- roval portraits on
cvins, human-headed pottery jars, rare figurines and engravings in bronze.™ The

evidence noted above for the lozal production of cotton cloth may be compared with the
account in the Periplus of the Erythracan Sea that luxury textiles, including
manufactured clothing, were imported through Adulis, at least in carly Aksumite times. ™
The coinage portraits scem to represent some form of draped cloth apparel, but there is
no way of knowing from what this was made, or even whether it presents an accurate
picture of what Aksumite peopl.: actually wore and, if so, on what occasions. The regalia

represented on the coins has been discussed on pp- 51-2, above.

Ttems of personal adornment which have been preserved include metal rings, bangles,
buckles and hairpins. Fine bronze instruments resemble those which have been used in
more recent times for the application of antimony and other cosmetics.” There is

e égwﬁm evidence that extract of civet mav have been processed as perfume.™ Bangles and beads
= - o rares . ) . ..
T e occurred also in glass and, more rarcly, stone which was apparently chosen for its fine

texture and decorative quality: some may have been imported. Perforated clay cones and

crosses, often found together in considerable numbers, may have been worn by

LS NTAT

individuals unablie to afford more costly adornment. ™

Noaccount of Aksumite material culture would be complete wrhout considerarion of
what has not survived. Despite the advances made by recent archacological studics, there
is no doubt that our current picture is very inadequatc. It is, for example, recorded that
in the seventh century the paintings in the Cathedral excited the admiration of visitors
from Arabia,” vet no trace of them or of any other Lthiopian paintings {rom the first
millennium vb has survived. ™ There is documentary mention of metal statues but the
only trace that has survived is a single stone base, It would be reasonable to assume that
vellum was used in serolls and, perhaps, books: but the oldest exrant examples are

provisionally dated o the tenth or cleventh century.” Literacy, in both Greek and
Erhiopic, is indicated in forcign documentary sources, on stone inscriptions and on
Coins, so it may be fairh supposed that writing was also executed on more perishable
materials. Tradition attributes imvention of the unique Ethiopian musical notation 1o a
priest, Yared, in the sivth century:™ bur archacology so far tells us nothing about the

whole subject of Aksumite music.

Architecture

Fig. 33 Tvory artefacts from the Tomb of the Brick Arches at Aksum, This section will begin with accounts of those buildings that appear to have been

The seales are in centimetres., occupied by the Aksumite ¢lite, whether as residences or for other purposes. The

N2 83
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Ancient Ethiopia

evidence that the original building had fallen into decav by the sixth century.”

Dungur presents interesting contrasts. The overall plan resembles that of the
structures deseribed above. The central building scems to have been similar both in size
(18 m or 60 ft squarce) and in layout, but the surrounding wings were smaller and ¢loser,
so that the complex measured only 55 x 32 m (180 ¥ 170 ft) overall. The structure as it
now survives shows much less use of timber than was observed at Ta’akha Marvam. H
and when a detailed report is published, it may be possible to learn more abeut the
function of the Dungur complex and its constituent parts, as ¢l as its chronology. Such
information as is available suggests that the coins recoy ered during the excavatiors were

of tvpes that are now dated to the sixth century. If this date is confirmed, Dungur w ould
be shown to be later than Ta'akha Maryam or Enda Semon.

At Matara, an edifice broadly similar to thatar Dungur is dated to the sixth or seventh
century.” It is smaller than those at Aksum. with a central building 18 m (60 fr) square
set in a single courtvard surrounded by a simple range of rooms, the whole complex
measuring 61 x 50 m (200 x 160 f1). Less use was also made of massive dressed tlocks.
Investigations at other Aksumite sites have not been sufficiently intensive to ascertain
whether similar buildings were present.”

Information about the buildings used by lower levels of the socio-cconomic hierarchy
is less plentiful. The most intensive excavations have been those directed by Francis
Anfray at Matara,™ Although the final report has not vet been published, a reasonably

clear picture is available. Buildings were of roughly dressed or undressed stone, with

rooms rarely exceeding 12 sq. m (125 sq. ft) in size. Two or three such rooms scem to
have formed a unit. The units were closely serin blocks separated by narrow streets. ' The
lavout of these arcas showed far less regularity and precision than is apparent.at the ¢hie
structures deseribed above, A smallarea of commoner pccupation was also excavated by
in 1961-62.

cas of non-¢lite occupatic

Anfray at Aduh

At Aksum, twe
seale, respectively inside and outside the main buili-up arca.” Both seem 1o date around
Atthet

dressed blocks, apparently without extensive use

have recently been excavated ona small

1

the sintheent ner, substantial watling was presersed, builtof smallro

mber or of massive dressed corner-

blocks, The exevations were not sufficiently extensive to rex cal deratls of the overall

plan. The external area, to the north, preserved a compley of rectangular rooms and

1 and moditication to the weneral

courtvards, the whole subject to repeated abiar
lavout (fig. 33). The general picture, as in the case of the ¢lite architecture, is of greater
prosperity at Aksum than at Matara. Tt seems unlikely that, at either site, settlements ot
the Towest social strata have yet been imvestizated.

The use of stelac as grave-markers is discussed elsew here, in the context of Aksumiic
funcrary customs. Stelac are known in great variety, from unworked stone slabs Jess than
2 metre (3 f1) in length to a huge and claborately can ¢d example at Aksum which
origially weighed some 317 tonnes and. had it ever been successtully erected, would
have stood about 30 m (97 1) high. This monument eveeeds in bulk, if not in height, the
largest ancient gy prian obelisk still extant and is a strong candidate for consideration

as the largest single monolith which humans have ever atiempted to ereet.” Here, weare

S0

TN

S

- ¢lite structure to the north of Aksum.

ros eneavated at Aksum in 1993-96 (scales in T0-cm units).

ntre: domestic structure to the
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AAncient Ethiopia

Stela faces  Overall Scctionat  Estimated
number  Storeys  carved  length ground level weight
0O + 3 15.0m 147 x0.78m 43 tonncs
5 . O + 15.8m 235 1.00Om 75 tonnes In stream
4 O + 18.2m 1.36 x 0.76m 56 tonnes Jinda Yesus
3 10 3 20.6m 263x 1.18m 160 tonnes Frect
+ ¢ 3m

2 11 4 24.6m 2.32x1.26m 170 tonnes Taken to Rome
1 13 4 ¢ 33m 3840 2.35m 5320 tonnes

Fig. 37 Comparison of the six multi-storeved stelae at Aksum.

the major stelae is unencumbered by carlier features. Ramps could have been
constructed here to facilitate erection. The fallen remains of Stela 4 (fig. 38), near the
churchvard of Enda Yesus, are particularly informative.” Tt seems that vertical stone
slabs were set in the ground as liners to a pit. The stela was raised to a near-vertical
position by means of some sort of ramp, and its foot toppled into the pit. This would
have been a difficult and dangerous operation: any subsequent adjustment may have
been impossible or extremedy ditficult. Tt s known from elsewhere at Aksum that the
space between the stela footand the pit lining was filled with tight stone packing to hold
the stelain place. Finally, two base-plates were instabled, cach being recessed to it closely
around the stelain front and back at ground Jevel.

Tn addition to the mubti-storeyved examples,other stelae at Aksum bear decoration of
varving complenity, One roughly Shaped cuample bears the representation of an fonic
column surmounted by a house-tike structure with a pitched roof. Another has a
circular, shicld-like design just below the ape.

I'he only Aksumite buildings of which ¢l models are extant are small rectangular

thatehed structures (fie. 39).7 No indentitiable physical traces of such buildings have

been identified in the archacological records it s not known whether they were rural or
urban buildings or whether they occurred m both milicuy. Models trom FHawelu,

1> 1007, include both round and rectangular

possibly of pre-Aksumite date (¢ 20013

N

examples.
Stone was used as a building material in avariers of ways, Towas used undressed or

ed. set in mud mortar, for building walls that were freestanding, or for

roughly dre

infilling a wooden framework or set berween corner-settings of dressed blocks.”

Architectural components such as the bases, capitals and shafts of columns, drainage

channels and water spouts, architraves, steps and paving were made of dressed stone.”

Diressed blocks and slabs, some of gigantic size, were used in the construction of tombs

and as monuments such as stelac, thrones, inscriptions and statue-bases.

G0

Aksumite material culture and belicf.

C—

s

Fig. 38 Stela 4,
near Enda Yesus
churchvard at
Aksum. Above: the
base of the stela,
showing the inter-
relationship of the
various components
(scale: 30 em).
Below: the front
base-plate.

Fig. 39 Clay model

from Aksum,
a

representing
thatched house
(atter Clutnck
1974). The scale s
in centimetres,
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Fig. 41 Aksumite
architecture (after Buxton
and Matthews 1974).
Above: diagram to show
the use of tirber. Below:
reconstruction of a room at
Twakha Maryam.

Aksumite material culture and belic

Despite the generally poor presen ation of ancient buildings other than the most
substantial, a reasonably comprehensive picture has emerged of Aksumite buildings and
their construction. Not surprisingly, more is known about urban buildings than abou:
rural ones, and least of all about those belonging to the lowest levels of the socie:
hierarchy. Permanence scems to have been a more important consideration for those near
sed more in the abodes of the dead than

the top of the hierarchy, and to have been str
in those of the living.

Burial

A disproportionate amount of our current knowledge about ancient Ethiopia relates to
the burials of the dead, particularly those attributable to the élite. This is due not only

to the permanence and grandeur of the élite tombs and associated structures, w hich have

ensured their preservation and prominence, but also to the emphases of archacologists.™
Only recently has rescarch shown cqual concern for the burials of the non-¢lite member.
of ancient society, and for illustrating the conditions in which people lived as well as the
wavs in which they disposed of the dead.

The burial places of the Aksumite élite present at first sighta bewildering variety. As
more information becomes available about chronology and the status of the deccased,
some patterning is beginning to emerge, although many matters require further
clarification.

In pre-Christian times (and probably later) many burials were marked by the standing
monoliths now generally known as stelac. The Amharic and Tigrinva term applicd to

them, herelii, appears to be a loan-word of Cushitic origin which now refers cenerally

toan sort of monument.” In some modern Cushitic lainguages such as Somali, however,

it means specitically a funerary monument such as a cairn. There is good evidence that
the erection of stelac as grave-markers wasa w idespread practice over much of north-

castern Africa during the Tast 3000 2000 years B Ihis accords with the probability
that the word Juorelti has been borrowed into [thiopian Semitic languages from a
Cushitie source.

It has often been tacith assumed that the small plain stelae are carlier than the large
finely decorated examples.™ W hile this view may be parth true, it undoubtediy requires
modification 1o take account of variations i the status of the deccased.

T'he subject is best introduced with a description of the ancient stelae ficlds at Aksum

itself. Threcarcas are rece

enised, Close to what was probably the edge of ancient Aksum,
1 the south-westernmost foot of Mai Qoho hill, a small group of stelae was recorded by
the 1906 Deutsche Aksum-Fapedition and some carlier writers.™ Today, only one stela
survives: a roughhy dressed example some 6.5 m (20 f1) high which stilt stands upright,
despite its hillslope location, through hay ing been erected ina roch-cut socket. Although

no definite relationship can be demonstrated, this stela may have been intended 1o mark

the position of the subterrancan tomb Lnown todiy as the Tomb of Bazen ™ w hich lies

some 10 m (10 vds) 1o the south, cut iato the soft rock at the foot of the il

The Tomb of Bazen was located and cleared by [ Poresse in 1954, Only an
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AAncient Ethpia

conclusively through lack of excavation and precise dating evidence. Although the date
of its features remains unknown, it may be significant that this arca lies virtually adjacent
to the one place in the immediate vicinity of Aksum where material has been found
apparently-dating from the pre-Aksumite period.’”

The stelae area was used extensively for human burials. In the absence of large-scale
excavations designed to illustrate the associations of numerous stelae, it cannot vet be
demonstrated whether all stelae were originally erccted 1o mark individual graves
“I'here are also some burials, apparently dating to the general period during which stelae
are known to have been erccted, which cannot be linked w ith any particular stela or stelac
now extant. Among these are the so-called catacombs, located in 1973-74 in the arca
some 50 x 45 m (160 x 145 ft) in extent lying to the north-west of the standing storeyed
stela (Stela 3). The catacombs, reaching depths up to 9.5 m (30 ft) below the modern
eround surface, comprised three apparently independent complexes of tunnels and
chambers cut from the soft clavey bedrock, cach reached by a vertical shaft which was
stone-lined in its upper parts. They have been incompletely investigated but are known
to contain artefacts, apparently disturbed by robbers, suggesting a funerary purposc.
Their contents may be dated to the fourth to sixth centuries AD, but it is uncertain
whether this date relates to the original deposits or to subsequent robbing.

Lomb of the Brick Arches (figs

More precise information is available concerning the
43, 44), which is located cast of the standing storeyed stela, but does not appear to have
been dircctly associated withany particular stela now surviving.”* Tts date is provisionally
estimated as falling around the late third century Ab. The tomb is approached by means
of an adit with cighteen surviving stone steps. The adit, 12.0m 39 ) fong by 1.5 m (5
fr) wide, was originally roofed horizontally with rough stone tintels At the foor ot the

ves aceess to the tomb, which comprises four

steps, a horseshoe-shaped brick arch ¢
rock-cut chambers extending over @ toral area some 108 12 m (33 v 40 £, their foor
being almost 10 m (33 11) below 1the modern ground surface. FThe complex was roughls
carved out as a whole, then subdivoded by the insertion of stonce cross walls
incorporating brick arches built with lime-mortar (pl ). Recesses i the walls of the
second and third chambers tead o burial focalic the Tatter pair has been exeavated and
found to contain stone-built benches, on one of which cleven potiers bowls were sullin
their original position.

The tomb contained large quantities of archacological material, generalh well

preserved, despite having suttered some disturbance in ancient times. Disarticulated

human remains probably represented no more than two skeletons. arge numbers of

complete and broken pots were mived with fragmented glass vessels, metalwork and

finely carved ivory™ A pitin the floor of the first chamber contained a mass of bronze
serap, comprising remains of several artefacts including panels formerly set with
eoloured glass inlay. Particular interest attaches to fragments of a cast cireular plague,
come 33 cm (14 ins) in diameter, depicting a facing human head surrounded by an
Fthiopic inscription.™ TUis tempting to suzgest that this plague, which retains holes for
fining, may have been intended to adorn the top of astela

The stelae themselses have been discussed in the previous section. The hargest (Stela

9S8

Absumite material culture and belicfs

IFig. 43 "I'he Tomb of the Brick Arches at Aksum, exenvated 1993296, Above left: looking up the
stepped adit (seale in 10-cm units). Above rightt detail of the main brick arch giving entrance 1o
the tomb at the Toot of the adit. Below left: Locali with stone-huilt benches (seales in 10-cm

units). Below right: pottery on the foor of the tomb (seale in 3-cm units).
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Ancient Ethiopra

this slab was built the tomb’s substructure, comprising an antechamber and inner
chamber, both surrounded on three sides by a passage."™ The inner chambers and the
passage were reaches) by separate stairs; there was originally no intercommunication
between them. The roof of these structures was roughly level with the ancient ground
surface; above it was erected a squat structure some 12 m (39 ft) square and 2.8 m (9 ft)
high, probably flat-roofed (fig. 48). A slab carved with a false door virtually identical to
those on the stelae was set vertically in the middle of its south wall directly above the
stairs leading into the tomb. In front of this was a paved courtvard, the two stairs each
covered with a massive capstone. The large blocks of which the entire structure was built
were carefully dressed and fitted onlyv on the surfaces that would have been visible, those

comprising the substructure being exceptionally massive.!

At some time after its construction, the substructure was entered by robbers. The
capstone covering the stair leading into the tomb 1tself was broken up and removed, but
attempts to deal similarly with its neighbour failed and the passage was entered by
breaking through the thick stone wall from the antechamber. The inner tomb chamber
itself was entered and the single stone sarcophagus which it contained was severely

Fig. 48 “T'he Tomb of the False Door at Aksum,
V1973-740 Above et the entrance.

exeaated
Below et detatl of metal clamp (seale in em).
Right: reconstructions (after Chittick 1974).
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mutilated. Although the archaeologists recovered no trace of the original contents, these
must have been (or at least believed to be) of great value, to judge from the lengths to
which the robbers went in order to ga:1 access.

The thoroughness of the robbing m:kes it difficult to ascertain the date of the tomb’s
construction. There is increasing evidence, however, for attributing it to the late fourth

or early fifth century an.

On the western outskirts of Aksum, immediately beside the road leading to Shire and
south of the Dungur ruins," is another stelae ficld, locally named after Gudit, the queen
who is said to have sacked Aksum in arcund the tenth century AD.# It was already known
by this designation at the time of the German visit in 1906." The Gudit Stelae Field
extends over an area some 300 x 200 m (540 x 220 vds), sloping slightly downwards to
the south, despite being built up behind a low terrace which has been shown by
excavation to have been faced with a stone wall. The continuing cultivation of the site
has resulted in much modification but traces remain of several hundred stelae, mostly
small and undressed, only about a score of which are still upright." The fallen stelae
includea few larger, dressed examples with rectangular cross-sections and rounded tops,
otherwise undecorated.

Small-scale excavations were conducted in 1973-74 and again in 1994-96." It appears
that at least some of the stelac had been erected to mark graves, but no built or rock-cut
tombs have been found analogous to those in other burial grounds at Aksum. The Gudit
Stelae Tield may be interpreted as a place used for the interment of less prominent or
wealthy members of Aksumite socicty. One tomb, apparently comprising a single pit or
chamber, contained an extensive series of grave goods including pottery, ironwork and
afine set of six matching glass goblets, probably of castern Mediterrancan manufacture
and of carly third-century dare.™ Other graves, comprising simple pits, had far fewer
accompaniments and were filled with stones before being marked by a stela. The Gudit
Stelae Field may have remained in use for a long time before and/Zor after the date of the
one burial for the age of which we have some indication. Religious beliet and practice,
status and date are all unknown variables, The fact that a stela base-plate was reused in
constructing the adjacent Dungur editice of probable sixth-century date mav suguest
that the Gudit Stelae Field had fallen out of use by that time,

Two further monumental tombs are located side by side beneath a shared
superstructure about 2 km (1 mile) north of \ksum town. The site, on a saddle betw een
two low hills, offers spectacular views southwards over Aksum to the fertile plains
bevond, northwards towards the Mareb valley and what is now Fritrea, and castwards o
the mountains around Adwa. There is evidence for other Aksumite tombs, and for
domestic occupation, in the immediate vicinin,'™ The two tombs are basically similar,
although diftering in detail. Both are approached by a stepped adit, fully rooted,
constructed of huge, carefully-dressed granite blocks of irregular shape, cach
individually worked to fit its desived place. The northern tomb, traditionally attributed
to King Kaleb, comprises a longitudinal chamber from which three rooms open
castwards. That to the south, ateributed 1o Gabra Maskal, is more complex and better

preserved (figs 49). There is a similar longitudinal chamber and three rooms to the cast,
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Ancient Ethiopia
times. Although the data presented in this chapter are derived from Aksum itself, similar
burials are recorded from several other sites, notably Matara in Eritrea.’™ One feature
recorded at Matara but not, so far, at Aksum 1s the interment of infants or stillborn babies

beneath house floors, often in pots, following a very widespread African custom.

Understanding of ancient Aksumite burial customs is greatly hampered by the fact
that only two graves — the Tomb of the Brick Arches and one in the Gudit Stelae Field
- have been found where robbing, although indicated, had left much of the original
contents intact." Both seem to date from the third century or shortly thereafter. There
are signs of rich grave goods also having been present in the Mausoleum, for which a
slightly later date is proposed. Although robbing had been rotal, leaving only the rensains
of a sarcophagus, the still later Tomb of the False Door gives the appearance of having
been designed to accommodate a substantial guantity of grave goods; and the lengths to
which the robbers went in order to gain access suggests their belief that these were of
considerable value. Such is the evidence for the burial with the dead of large quantities
of grave goods. It is incomplete: and the possibility that this practice progressively

diminished after the adoption of Christianity can neither be proven or disproven since
so few graves have been investigated that are demonstrably Christian. The only graves
from which it appears that substantial accompaniments were absent are those attributed
to less prosperous sections of the community.

Empty stone sarcophagi have been found in the Tomb of the False Door and the Tomb
of Gebra Maskal: these may have been exceptional items as it 1s hard to imagine that
stmilar sarcophagi have been removed without trace from other tombs. It could be that
stone sarcophagi were restricted to the Christian pertod and were a roval prerogative,
perhaps emphasising Romaiitas. ™

To what extent should grave goods be regarded as illustrative of artefacts in everyday
use by the hiving? The pauciny of detatled published accounts of excavations at
occupation sties muhes this a ditticult question to answer, It cannot be demonstrated that
objects buried i tombs were spectally made for that purpose; indeed many appear 1o be
utilitarian. Pottery from clite burials often seems to be poorly fired in comparison with
that from settlements, and 11 1s possible that 1o was made toa standard design but seleeted
We have hittle imtormation about the

tor bural use cither before or after firing
arrangement of artetacts in tombs, although the presence of stone-built benches intwo
focudrat the TomD of the Brick Arches suzeests that care was sometimes taken over this.

The placement of metal scerap v a pit cut nto the floor of the Tomb of the Brick
Arches is difficult to interpret. Was it hidden during the tomb’s construction and not
recovered? Did bronze scrap have an enhanced value prior to the start of Aksum’s own
coinage, as perhaps implied in the Periplusz™ Doces the deposit represent objects
imtended for a tuncrary purpose and therefore placed in the tomb despite failed
manufacture or subsequent damage? If, as suggested above, part of this deposit
represents a fatled casting of a plaque intended for mounting on top of a stela, this fast
possibility merits further investigation,

Thereare few mdications of multiple burtals or for retainers/sacritices accompanying

the ¢hite deceased. Phe scattered human bones i the Tomb of the Brick Arches seem o
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represent not more than two individuals, despite the presence of multiple chambers and
foculi there. 'The Mausoleum s an extraordinarily complex structure and its ten near-
identical side chambers might suggest multiple interments: on the other hand,
particular attention seems to have been paid to the north-westernmost side chamber
which had a more massive roof than the others and to which the robbers seem to have

Although vast, the Mausoleum is no greater in

taken particular trouble to gain acce
size or in investment of labour and material than Nefas Mawcha, which scems to have
had only a single burial chamber. Only at the Tomb of Gabra Maskal, where three
sarcophagi are present in the same chamber, does it seem that several individuals may
for some reason have been buried together.

What can we learn from these observations about Aksumite beliefs and practic

connected with the disposal of the dead? The regular use of grave-markers clearly shows
the desire and intention that the deceased should be remembered. Furthermore, the
colossal expenditure of effort on producing tombs and stelae shows that burial was used
as a means of demonstrating the resources, power and authority of the ruling élite.
Safeguarding the contents of tombs seems to have been a secondary consideration,
of construction rather than

fullv) on massivene

depending  (rarely succe
concealment.

Those ¢lite tombs which are tentatively dated to the period after the adopuion of
Christanity appear to be less flamboyantly demonstrative of power, but nonetheless to
retain many features rooted in the practice of carlier times. e has been argued above that,
at least for the ¢lite, use of large stelae as grave-markers was restricted to the pre-
Christian pertod. The larger and more claborate stelae were provided with base-plates,”
on which the presence of carved bowls and runncls suggests that the placement of some
sort of offering was an ongoing practice after death. "T'he absence of base-plates in the
case of smaller and simpler stelac does not, of course, mean that offerings were not muade

there also.

The Cathedral precinet has been used during the past few centuries for the bur

those with strong ceclesiastical connections. So far, there is no evidence tor the presence
of any ancient burtals in this arca. The position clsewhere, as at Yeha, however, sugaests
that such separation was not imvartable. It seems nonctheless to have been general for

burial to take place in circumseribed arcas, often on the edee of a settlement.

Religion

Religion must have exerted a vital influence over Yksumite civilisation, as it has m all
subsequent periods of Ethiopian history. These factors in themselves ratse ditficulties in
mterpreting the archaeological and historical evidence. Much forcign interest in
Lthiopia during the past millennium and a half has centred on the fact that the place was
scenas a bastion of Christianity inan arca where traditional Mrican belief-systems and.
fater, Islam predominated. This undoubtedly explains, in great part, the attention paid
o thearca by Byzantine interests and by the Portuguese. Much Fthiopian interest in the

history of Aksum has derived from its status as the birthplace and holy city ot the
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tncient Ethiopra

An attempt 1o pull together evidence relating to Aksumite pre-Christian religion
must amalgamate data spread over the 800 — 1000 years from the Yeha period to the carly
fourth century A, Where appropriate, the Ethiopian data may be supplemented with
others from Siuth Arabia. Although it is thus hoped to produce a comprehensive
overview, it must be kept in mind that significant changes may well have taken place
during this long period.

The pre-Christian religion was polytheistic, based largely but not exclusiy ¢lv on
deification of the sun, moon and stars. Contrary to the practice in Gracco-Roman
mythology, followed in western civilisations, the sun was regarded as female, the moon
and the planct venus as male. The crescent and dise symbol is clearly connected with
these aspects of the pantheon.™ In the South Arabian kingdoms there was a clear
concept of national gods: divine kingship was not far removed. Ritual purity was
important - presumably a widespread conceptamong Semitic-speaking peoples and one
which has been retained in Ethiopian Christianity along with other features common to
Islam and Judaism. Sacrifice and offering were widely practised, represented in Ethiopia
and Eritrea by the numerous incense burners that have been recovered, and by the
elaborate base plates of the Aksumite stelae. Ritual meals are attested, as are rain-making

ceremonies linked to the maintenance of irrigation systems.

1

Whercas in the Roman Empire, Christianity began as a popular religion and was
eventually embraced by the Emperor Constantine, in Ethiopia the opposite process is

indicated: it was the King (Fzana) in the capital (Aksum) who first adopred the new

religion and subscequently sought its expansion. The numismatic evidence, cited above,

emphasises the disparity which prevailed in the fourth to fifth centuries (although not

necessarily in later times) between the centre and more peripheral regions of the

Aksumire stare. Tt was probably not until the lare fitth century, with the activities of the

"Nine Saints’, that Christianity became widely aceepted in the countryside. Monasticism

was introduced at this time.

fomay be evpeeted that the eventual widespread adoption of Christianity save vise to

a sizeable population of priests and monastics, but there is as vet no trace of this in the
archacological record ™ Pradition contivms that ceclesiastical rule was separate from

that of the state, and that the Tatter at feast nominally derived its right to temporal rule

from the former™ Strong links are implicd by the vaditions that Kaleb eventually

abdicated the throne and became a monk ar the monastery of \bba Pantaleon.
_/,_,_F_.x_:_::;:QE:.,ZQ:_::.,7..:_ELr:_,Z.\g_.:.:c.jgc_,c__.l,:f::Z::Gj:c_.c

descended from Solomon probably alreads prevailed. ™ The kings of Aksum would thus

have seen their lincage as collateral with that of Christ. Adoption of Christianity ma

gious overtones, as mas the dedication of Aksum’s

God.
The present Old Cathedral at Aksum stands on a massive podium, 66 m (215 11) long,

thus have had political as well as reli

Cathedral to Mary the mother of

at least 41 m (135 1) wide and 3.4 m (11 1) hich (fig. 30). Its western end COMPrises a

flight of ten well-preseryed stone steps, now 31,7 m (168 {1) in total width, The southern

and castern sides of the podium are near-vertical, recessed and rebated stone walls of

typical Ahsumite stvle, with Targe dressed blocks at the corners.™ The flat top of the
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Fig. 30 "T'he Cathedral of Maryam Tsion at Aksum. Abore: seen from the wost,
showing the steps 1o the Aksumite podium. Below: the south-cast corner of the
Aksumite podium on which the Cathedral stands.

podium, 32x 36 m (170 x 117 1), is only parthy occupied by the present Cathedral which

enerally regarded as a seventeenth-century construction replacing a building
destroved by Muslim invaders ¢, 1535, The latter church had been visited shortly before
its destruction by a group of Portuguese including 1. Francisco Ahvares who described
itas a five-aisled basilic

Y There is doubt as to the antiquity of that building, and the

extent to which it may have been rebuilt, extended or modified sinee its original
construction.
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ucient Ethiopia

been a rectangular structure ona massive plinth.”™ Such plinths were a not uncommon
feature of Aksumite ceclesiastical buildings: several examples 3 hich appear to be of early
date now support more recent churches.™

Aksumite churches thus show many features in common. They were rectangular
structures, often forming basilicas with three or, exceptionally, five aisles. They varied
considerably in size, the largest being at Aksum itself, although the cathedral at Sana’a,
built in the reign of Kaleb, was even Jarger. It is known that, in the seventh century, the
Cathedral at Aksum was decorated with paintings, but it is only for the Sana’a building
that we have a reasonably detailed description which may in general terms apply to other
major Aksumite churches. There is much continuity of site with churches of later
periods; repeated rebuilding has generally left little trace of Aksumite churches other
than their plinths. The question of ccclesiastical continuity between Aksumite and post-

Aksumite FEthiopia is addressed in a later chapter.

Chapter 5

THE AKSUMITE SYSTEM

Town and countryside

urrent research indicates that Aksumite Ethiopia and Eritrea operated a
{lourishing and well integrated system, both politically and cconomically. The
overall impression is one of prosperity, although this undoubtedly reflects the
biases of the investigations that have been conducted and the sources on which theyare
based. The precise area that was subject to Aksumite suzerainty 1s not casy to ascertain:
rescarch has been concentrated in the area extending from Adulis on the Red Sea coast
in the north-east to Aksum on the Tigray plateau in the south-west. Away from this core
area, the distribution of known sites peters out in northern and north-western Eritrea,
in the Shire area of western Tigray and in the regions south of the Takkezze. It is
recorded that, in the last-named arca, the snowy peaks of the Simien Mountains (which
can be seen from Aksum on a clear day) were used by the Aksumite rulers as a place of
hanishment for undesirables.’

The main archacological study of the Aksumite landscape, incorporating town and
country, was conducted by Joseph Michels in 1973-74. ull details are not yet published,
bur the results” clearly demonstrate that the countryside, at Teast in the area between
Aksum and Yeha that was surveyed in detail. was intensively esploited. Aveas ot the
areatest ferulity were sought out and scttled at Jeast as densely as they are today.
Approximately 230 sites were Jocated within an area of 300 sq. km (200 sq. miles). A
hicrarchy of scrtlement types bound the countryside to the urban centres. \though
Vichels' methodology and the basis of his proposed chronology may be queried, his
general results provide a vital insight into the workings and inter-relationships inone

part of the Aksumite hearttand. There is, however, no reason 1o suppose that these

findings may necessarily be applicable in other arcas.

Significant differences are in fact apparent between the castern and western parts of
Tigrav in the Aksumite period. There ave more Gites in the cast, but they seem generally
10 be smaller and later in date. Perhaps linked with this chronological distinction is the
fact that many castern sites apparently represent the remains of churches in which
monolithic pillars were a frequent feature. In the west, sites tend 1o be farger, more of
them can be attributed o an carly period, and stelae are more numerous.

It has been suggested that Aksum’s w esterly situation may be explained by the need

to have aceess 1o, and control over, raw materials such as gold and ivory w hich were of
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Ancient Eihiopra

apparent Aksumite date.” Tt is possible that Matara and other eastern sites remained
prosperous for some time longer than Aksum. and that their final florescence took place
at the time when the capitzl had been transferred from Aksum to the south-cast.
Adulis is located some 30 km (30 miles) south of Massawa, a very short distance from
the shore of the Gulf of Zua.” Being on the Red Sea coast it was the part of the Aksumite
realm most frequently visited and recorded by outsiders. It first became the subject of
antiguarian enquiry in the carly sixth century, when Cosmas Indicopleustes was asked

to copy ancient inscriptions there.” Some clearance of ruins was undertaken by the
British force advancing or Magdala in 1867-68 (fig. 52).# Two separate excavations were
carried out in 1907, by 1. Sundstrom and R. Paribeni.¥ Lastly, Anfray conducted
investigations at Adulis in 1961-62". It is clear from the excavators’ accounts and from
the report of Sir Laurence Kirwan®™ who visited the site in 1969 that Aksumite coins
occur there in exceptionally large numbers, as befits a place which was for centuries the
main point of contact between the Aksumite economy and its foreign partners. The
buildings that have been located include three basilicas and an area of low- or middle-
rank rooms. Numerous fragments of finely carved architectural stonework have been
collected: some are in the Muscum at Asmara, others (collected by the Napier
expedition) in the British Museum.”

Some 20 km (12 miles) north of Martara is the Aksumite site at Qohaito, close to the
Haddas river which flows down the escarpment to the sea near Adulis. Tris provisionally
identificd with the place called Koloe, mentioned by Claudius Ptolemy as the first

staging post on the way from Adulis to Aksum. " There are at Qohaito extensive Aksumite
ruins, including those of buildings with monolithic columns, which have not yer been
investigated in detail. The place’s main claim to fame is a dam of finely dressed masonny,
07 m (220 11) long and over 3m (10 11) haghs

1 ocated 1o the cast-south-vast of Adwa, the site of Hinzat preserves traces of aveny
cvtensive Vksumite site. Numerous tallen stelae are presents and tombs have been

sests that some of the occupation may date to the tourth

Jocated theres Potrery sug

contury 3 or thercabouts. No archacolo jcal exeavations have been undertaken, ne

lave the remains been systematicatly recorded.

These towns e been cited as examples, chosen beeause research now provides at
Jeast some incomplete information about the age and status of the settlements and about
he activities that were based theres The selection imevitably reflects the incomplete and
inadequate coverage of rescarchy as determined not feast by twenueth-century
accessibiling FPuture investigations, especially in outlving areas, may reveal a markedhy
different picture.

i1 those areas for which data are available, it seems that the Aksumite countryside was
occupicd and, presumably, exploited at Jeast as intensively as it is today. The centralised
and specialist functions of the state would have required that those concerned with the
production of food must have obtuined an abundant surplus. This would have been
supplemented by the exactions of 1ribute or the spoils of war which, to judge from the
dewail with which they were recorded in the royal inseriptions, were seen to have

considerable cconomic importance and prestige.

The Akswmite system

It is only to be expected that the presence of major and prosperous urban centres like
Aksum and Matara would have resulted in a more pronounced hicrarchy among the
rural sites in their vicinity, In the csse of Aksum, this can be demonstrated
archacologically through, among others, t-e work of Joseph Michels.” Wuchate Golo,
some 7 km (4 miles) north-west of Aksum may be taken as an example of a rural
settlement with substantial stone architecture of the Aksumite period.” Lower down the
scale, at least in rerms of material prosperiiy, were numerous places now represented in
the archacological record by scatters of pottery and, on occas jon, flaked stone artefacts,
but no trace of dressed stonework. Without excavation it is not possible to estimate the
extent to which buildings at these locations were of rough masonry or of less substantial
wood and mud construction, although the near-ubiquity of stone as a building material
today in Tigray and highland Fritrea lends support to the former.

Aksumite land tenure is a matter about which we remain wholly ignorant. Such
indications as we have about the centralisation of cconomic activity may perhaps lend
support to the view that ultimate rights over land were centrally held, albeit with
usufruct exercised by individuals as has been the case in highland Ethiopia throughout
the many centuries for which the relevant information is available. In the absence of
documentary cvidence, however, or of detailed archacological investigation of such
matters as land boundaries and the precise chronology of individual rural sites, such
suggestions are little more than speculation. The extent of the territory over which such
centralised control may have been exercised is Hikewise unknown: it could well be that
local systems of land tenure were retained, subject to nominal suzerainty by the

Aksumite ruler.

The Aksumite polity

The stage has been reached when an attempt can be made to present an overview of the

\hsumite system. Like many other polities of the time, it was based on population rather
than on territory. Temay be significant that the carliest » ritten references are 1o people
called Ahsumites’ rather than 1o Yksum as a particular place. Uhis may partly reflect the
fact that Aksum was, for the first two centuries of s evistence, a comparatively small
place. far distant from its coastal entrepot. Such usage did. however, also continue into
later times, as evidenced by the coins and the stone inseriptions. From about the tifth

century a significant change took places internally the ruler continued to be termed “king

of the Aksumites™; externally he was increasingly known {usuatly anom moush ) as the

‘king of Ethiopu

The ruler was. so far as we know, autocratic. There is no mention of any ady sory or
power-sharing body or individual, other than the hints at co-regality noted above. On
the other hand, there does seem to haye been a system whereby governors or VICCTOVS
exercised authority in certain regions on behalf of the king, Abraha, viceroy over the
Aksumite South Arabian territories, is one example, as is the governor of Adulis noted
at the same time by Cosmas Indicopleustes.” This ma have been an extension of the

incorporation of tributary territories within the Aksumite empire, under their own
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AAncrent Ethiopia

The functions of church and state were by this time, effectively separated. There i
no indication that, when the capital was moved and Aksum declined into political

obscurity, its ecclesiastical eminence was in any way reduced. Both internal and external -

reasons may be suggested for these changes. In the immediate area of Aksum, it is
possible that environmental factors were primarily responsible, linked with over-
explortation by previous gencrations. ™ If this were the case, the onset must have been

comparatively sudden, perhaps sugg :sting the relevance of climatic factors which would

have affected a wider arca. If local political changes, such as insurrection in formerly
subject provinces, were also responsible. they have as ver no independent artestation,
Further afield, it is noteworthy that the decline of Aksum closely coincided with the
initial Islamic expansion which led to Arab control of the Red Seanavigation. ™ Asa result
of this, Aksum was cifectively cut off from its former trade links to the castern
Mediterranean. Amphorac and other imported materials effectively disappear from the
Ethiopian archacological record at this time. Subsequent contact between Christian
Fthiopia on the one hand and Alexandria and Jerusalem on the other were overland, via
Nubia where three Christian kingdoms had been established early in the sixth century.”
The long-term implications of these de clopments were profound. Christian
Fthiopia had been a significant hub of international commerce and a recognised factor
in ceclesiastical politics. Henceforth it became isolated and inw ard-looking, developing
its traditions on Aksumite foundations and the foreign influences to which it had
previoushy been exposed. Isolation was not, of course, total: the abunate continued to be
filled on the nomination of the Alesandrian patriarch, and an Fthiopian monastic
presence was maintamed in Jerusalem. These factors nonetheless help to explain the
long continwiny of tradition, and the assiduity with which memorics of ancient Aksum

were maintained, as will be explained in the following chapter.
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Chapter 6

CHRISTIAN ETHIOPIA
AFTER AKSUM

Historical background

he history of the period after the decline of Aksum and prior to the thirteenth
century remains exceptionally obscure. Such local writings as have survived from

this time are almost exclusively liturgical. Documents which purport to rclate to
events between the seventh and the thirteenth centuries were nearly all compiled tong
subsequently and cannot be regarded as authoritative. References in forcign writings to
events in Ethiopia are virtuallv nonexistent. No archacological excavation has been
undertaken in cither Ethiopia or Eritrea on sites of this period. The monuments which
survive are, almost without exception, churches; and theyare extremely difficult o dare,
despite the traditions which relare 1o their foundation and development.,

It seems that, with the abandonment of Ahsum as a capital, the centre of political
authority shitied in a general southward and castward direction. This trend, at Teast in
material prosperity, was already becoming apparent in late \ksumite times. By at feast
the carly twelfth century, the monarchy was held by a dynasty known as Zagwe, centred
m the mountaimous region around the headwaiers of the Takkezze some 230-300 ki
(130-T80 miles) south-cast of Vksum. The ¢ izin of this dynasty and the manner in

which it rose to power remain obscure. Is name is probably derived trom that of the

Veaw: The Zagwe appear 1o have come 1o power shortly atier widespread raiding and
destruction atributed to 0 queen Gudit. Their advent seems also 1o have been
accompanied by a hiatus of at least half a century in the provision of a bishop by the
Vexandrian patriarch. Although, as argued above, Aksum probably ceased to be a

cat cultural break need be assumed. i

political capital in the seventh century, no

nonctheless possible that the Zagwe period began signiticantly carlier than has been

assumed.

AtAksum, the only firm information about this periodis that provided by an Fihiopic
nscription carved on one of the throne bases near the foot of Vaj Qoho Wl T records
the military exploits of one hassans (rulery Danacl, who appears to have protected Vhsum
from imvasion from the south.” The insertprion 1s dated on epigraphic and linguistic
grounds 1o about the ninth century.” Clearhy, by the time the mscription was carved, the
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Above right: wooden window tracery. Below 1eft wooden ce
of @ camel. Below

extremity where a rope ts provided 1o assist the 17 m (33 1) ascent. Tor Many centuries
no female creature has been allow ed access. The first informative erewitness description
aceessible to outsiders was prepared by the Deutsche ARsum-Expedition in 1906,

In 1948, the monastery s principal church, which had fallen into serious disrepair,
was comprehensively restored under the supervision of Derek Matthew s. who has also
published details of the other buildings. There are two churches located, perhaps
symboheally, at the casternmaost extremity of the amba. The Targer one displans mam

Vhsumite architectural and structural features: it has, mdeed, been used as a model 1o

help interpret carlier archacological traces. The walls, of oy erall rectangular plan, show

the repeated recesses and rebates that have been recognised in the excavated remains of

Aksumite structures back to at least the fitth century D, They have massive carefully-
dressed corner blocks, between which the walls are built of smaller roughlv-trimmed
stones set i mud within a tramevwork of wooden beams. The horizontal beams parallel

to the Ime of the wall, and the domed ends (monhey heads) of those set at vight angles,
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are virtually identical to those represented on the carved stelac at Aksum. The western
entrance to the church is by means of a portico, aligned with the outer wall, comprising

three monolithic pillars: there is evidence for comparabl: features, albeit more claborate

and fincly finished, in the dite structures at Aksum. The other doorways, like the
windows, are of wood with projecting square beam-cnas, remarkably similar to those
portraved at Aksum. One window retains wooden tracery virtually identical to that
shown in stone on the upper storevs of the largest of the Aksum stelae.

Inside the church several important architectural fearures are preserved.” The roof
1s supported by square-sectioned monolithic pillars connected by flat lntels. Above
them is a good example of the so-called Aksumite fricze: a band of false window
apertures constructed entirely of wood. The horizontal wooden cethng is divided into
square coffers, cach containing a relief geometric or zoomorphic carving; the species
depicted include lions, camels and antelope.

The question of the age of the main Debra Damo church is almost endlesshy
debatable. Almost certainly, the building has been repeatedly renewed over many
centuries. Its inaccessibiliry and sanctity will have contributed to its escape from
destruction or abandonment. There can be no reasonable doubrt that the architecture
preserves numerous features which mav be traced back to an Aksumite ancestry.
Whether any of the surviving structure is coeval with the traditional foundation of Debra
Damo by Aregawi or the subsequent works under Gebra Maskal cannot be ascertained.
Derck Matthews considered that much of the existing structure dated from the cleventh
century or thereabouts. This is plausible but cannot be proven: an the present writer's
opinton, it may be an underestimate. The paintings attached to the interior walls are all
recent.

Close to the main church, at the castern end of the Debra Damo amba, is another,

much smaller, church the construction of which has not been studied in great detai

There is also a series of rock-cut tombs and hermitages, some decorated with carvings

which appear 1o be of considerable antiquiny. Elsewhere on the tlat top of the amba are

deep, rectangular, rock-cut open cisterns for rain, being the mountain's sole source of

water,and stone-built houses and communal facilities for the monhs. The cisterns cannot

cat antigui

be dated and the stone bui dings are probably of no

Debra Damo has been cited as the best known and most mtornmattive of the ancient

built churches of northern Fahiopia and Fritrea Fhere are other avamples which would
clearly repay comparative study. These include Debra Libanos near Ham in

southernmost Eritrea, not far from Debra Damo, a fine example m Asmara (now

destroyed) and Imraha Kristos near 1alibe

Some of the built churches noted above, such as Imraha Kristos, are constructed n
caves. There are numerous other instances where a cave has itself been adapted for use
as a church, being sometimes walled across its entrance and/or subdivided by the
construction of internal walls, or extended by hollowing out supplementary chambers
(fig. 33). From this it is a logical progression to the development of the fully rock-cut
church, entirely hewn both internally and externally from the solid rock. Such roch—cut

churches are widespread in the northern highlands, extending from the vicinin of \ddis
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cla churches.
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church of Mary

Jelow:

-mmanuel church.
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sela churches, Teft: NMedhane Alen.

Interiors of T,

| t: Nary, show

porches lead to the three-aisled int

rwith columns, arches and cettings finely carved
and .

nted (plo 9y Tt is possible, but cannot be demonsirated. tha the paint

contemporary with the carving of the church. ' The nave is hicher than the aisles, ha

a tvpical “\Rsumire fricze” of false window-apertures above the arcade. \t the cast end

of the nave is a wll pill

L hept permanenthy wrapped, on which *the past and future of

N

the world™ are said 10 be inseribed.

o churches of St \Mich, we aarved m

‘The interconnectin

1, Golgotha and the

the wall of the pit surrounding the church of Mary, Ge a1s decorated with a series

ey art (fie. 39). It also

of lite-size relict carvings which are without parallel in Ethi

contains two highly venerated tombs, (rad mally recalled as those of Lalibela and of

Christ.

The castern group of churches includes that of Emmanucl, cut into a ¢liff to which

itis joined at the roof but scparated on all four sides. Its exterior clearly display s many
features derived from Aksumite architecture, with wooden features such as beams and

de

mwas represented i stone, as on the stelae at \ksum. | Tere, also.are the features now

Knownas the churches of Merkurios (pL. 1) and Ga
{

elwhich may have been converted

nolder structures of different function,

gy
‘a
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cAncient Ethiopia

manuscript to record its own date: the book of the Four Gospels of Abbor Ivasus Moa,

produced in 1280-81 for the monastery of Debra Havq Estifanos, where it is still kept.

m

As with the manuscripts, virtually all metalwork sur iving from this period is

ceelestastical. This situation may change sign- ficantly if archacological excavation is
conducted on domestic sites or those of political significance. As with other portable
antiquities which have remained in use and have not been incorporated in archacological
contexts, dating is difficult and uncertain.

The principal artefacts relevant to the present discussion are metal crosses. In the
Ethiopian context (if we ignore rare examples used as architectural embellishments)
these fall into three categories: pectorals which are worn by Christians from all walks of
tife, hand crosses carried by priests, and long-handled processional crosses which are
often extremely elaborate.” The first two tvpes are owned by individuals and it is hardly
surprising, in the absence of archacological investigation on appropriate sites, that no
examples have survived which may confidently be attributed to the period with which
this chapter is concerned. Processional crosses are, however, owned by individual
churches and have a much greater likelihood of long-term preservation, Examples are

depicted on Aksumite coins of the seventh century.” The oldest extant specimens are the
so-called ‘Lalibela® crosses, tentatively dated to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
(fig. 39). They are carefully made, of Hlowing symmetrical design, generally significantly

longer than they are broad. Their bold simplicity contrasts with the complex

claborations which later came into vogue. A fine example of a *Lalibela® processional
cross in silver is kept at the church of Marvam Dengelat, some 15 km (10 miles) south
of Adigrat.* Further examples, in copper and iron, are recorded from Talibela, Debra
Libanos in Eritrea, and at Abba Yohant and Abba Salama in Tigray,

The absence of archacological investigation of sites dating from the period between

the decline of Vhsum as a political capital and the restoration of the Solomonic dynasty
i AD 1270 means that we have effectively no knowledee of the domestic artefacts of this

time. From the sivteenth century onwards murad decorations in churches and

lustrations i manuseripts provide some insights on eversdas Tite, ™ but this source is

not available for carlicr periods. One can but extrapolate both from \ksumite

archacology and from knowledge of the last four hundred vears.

Continuity

Although the Zagwe period is peripheral to the main theme of this book, a briet outline
has been included in order to emphasise the way in which the traditions of ancient
Aksum have continued into much more recent periods of the Ethiopian and Eritrean
past. Although our knowledge is effectively limited to ceclesiastical monuments and art,
there can be hitde doubt that, when the domestic Hfestvles and material culture of post-
Aksumite Lthiopia come to be investigated, further evidence will be forthcoming to
demonstrate the debt which Ethiopia owes to its Aksumite past (pl. 10). Such a debt s
not restricted to material matters, but is also reflected in the historical traditions which

provide a context for much of the heritage here deseribed.
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Fig. 59 Processional crosses at
Lalibela, Above: shown in relief
carving in the Golgotha chapel.
Below: ar the church of St George.
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Ancient Ethiopia

In :,:m contest, it is casy to see how ancient sites at Aksum and elsewhere have become
specifically atrributed to the Queen of Sheba.” Sites on the western side of the modern
town seem to be principally involved, although the Mai Shum reservoir has long been
known popularly as ‘the Queen of Sheba's bath™. To the west, the largest stela in the
Gudit Stelac Field is pointed out as marking the Queen of Sheba's grave; and the ncarby
Dungur building has entered local tradition, notably among the tourist guides, as the
AN:?”: of Sheba's palace. It is noteworthy that the sites traditionally identified as :E,
Graves of Menelik T and of Etiopis are in the same general area on the western side of
Aksum. Some of these attributions date back at least as far as the visit of the Deutsche
Aksum-Fxpedition in 1906, others must be more recent: Dungur, for example, was not
revealed until the 1960s. The development of tradition within the established framework

It is by no means an exclusively Ethiopian practice for

is thus an ongoing proce:
historical traditions to postulate links TQ: cen visible monuments or other features and
events which are independently recalled.

There are major inconsistencies between these traditional attributions and the
evidence which is currently revealed by archacology. The chronological problems are
particularly acute. The Queen of Sheba is clearly recalled as a contemporary of King
Solomon, whose reign must be placed around the tenth century BC. There 1S no
archacological evidence that the site of Aksum was scttled until approximately one
thousand f,c:f after this date. Dungur appears to have been constructed in about the
sixth century AD: and the Gudit Stelae Field was in use during the first halt of the first
:::c:::::. b, An attribution to the Queen of Sheba s thus contradicted by the
It must be recalled, howeser, that the

Queen of Sheba traditionally oceupies a central position in Fthiopian {and, spectfically,

chronological evidence revealed by archaco

\heumite) history which has been reintoreed by many centuries of political and

ceclestastical manipulation, A
ot all such attributions are 1 be dismissed as subsequent rationalisations. Somie,

notably that «

“the Tombs of Kaleh and Gabra MMasqal appear concordant with

,:.r.:.:_: ogical evidence and may represent conunuity of memorn,

With :,?./c considerations in mind., it is instructive to turn to the traditions velating
10 the adoption of Christianity at Vhsum. Tnirs basies, the traditional account reveals no
fundamental discrepancies with that resealed by non-Fihiopin documentary sources,
difference is that the

Che essent

by contemporary inseriptions, and by archa wol
traditions preserve the names of numerous :::/:_:__/ and these are often difficult 1o
correlate with the other sources.” Most crucially, the ruler of Mhsumat the ume of the
initial conversion is given ininscriptions, coins and the Jetter of Constantius 1T as Fzana
(sometimes linked with that of his *bhrother” Saizana). In traditional accounts of the
adoption of Christianity, the rulers of Aksum are named as Abraha and Atsbaha. There
i evidence that, in ancient Aksum as in many other contevts, the same individual could
be known by more than one name and that @ ruler might change his name on assuming
poner. There is no indication, however, that Fzana ever bore cither name.

The sccond stage in the development of Vhsumite Christiamty took place in the late

csometimes desionated acsecond conversion” s

fifth and carly y_:: centuries, This st
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The meaning of tradition

traditionally recalled as having been precipitated by the arrival of the ‘Nine Saints’ from
the castern Roman Empire; it was continued and consolidated under King Kaleb. It has
ever been suggested that the erection of the basilican cathedral at Aksum may have been
undertaken under Kaleb rather than under Fzana." Certainly, the Aksumite viceroy
under Kaleb or his successor was responsible for the erection of a magnificent cathedral
at Sana’a in Yemen, which land was at that time under Aksumite suzerainty. One of
Kaleb’s names was Ella Atsbaha; the vicerov in Yemen was Abraha. It is perhaps not
excessively fanciful, and is fully in accord with the arguments here presented about the
rolc and development of tradition, to suggest that the names of Abraha and Arsbaha,
venerated as prime instigators of Aksumite Christianity, may over the centuries of oral
transmission have become transferred from the sixth to the fourth century and linked
with ¢events which took place during the reign of Ezana.

The situations noted above are by no means restricted to Aksumite history and sites:
they can apply equally to later periods and to individual artefacts as well as sites. Lalibela
provides clear examples. The traditional view is that all eleven churches were completed
during a single reign as part of a unified plan to create a new Jerusalem in the mountains
of Lasta. It has been argued above that the extant churches in fact represent diverse
architecrural styles and were probably executed over a considerable period of time. The
complex took its final form and symbolism in the reign of King Lalibela to whom was
subsequently attributed its total creation. This is confirmed by the presence in several
of the churches of wooden arks or tabots bearing Ge'ez inscriptions attributing their
establishment to Lalibela;™ it is by no means certain, however, that these fabots are
contemporary with the events which they purportedly commemorate.

It is only to be expected that many churches, like those ar Lalibela, will presene
traditions relating to their foundation. Debra Damo is a further example, It must be
recalled that it is the foundation which is important in this respect, not the origin of the
present butlding: modifications or replacements often feature little it at all in the extant
traditions. It is also reasonable that ancient and revered artetacts held at such churehes

will be traditionally Timked with the founder, as i the case of a metal cross at Lalibels

While suchattributions can rarely be confirmed by independent means, in many, but not
all, cases the implied chronology is not implausible. The same cannot be said for some
ot the claborations which have been woven around these traditions. The Abba Garima
cospels, for example, are artributed 1o one of the “Nine Saints™. It s conceivable,
unlikely, that they are of such antiquity.” Tradition also recalls that the saint completed
his work on the manuseript in a single day, and that the setting of the sun was delaved
by divine intervention in order that the task might be finished.

Finally, we may note that tradition is a powerful ally in the task of preserving the
heritage of the past. The ancient monuments of Aksum suffered virtuallhy no damag

during the upheavals of 1974-91. Not faraway, in a country church, is a shrine containing
an imported amphora of the fifth-sixth centuries A (fig. 60). Tt is preserved as the cup
from which God drank beer while oversceing the activities of the carly Christian
residents of the site. There could be no better example of the way in which the Fihiopian
past lives on.
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Notes and 1

forences 1o pp. 18-25
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Notes and references to pp. 25-32

Conus 1968-73. The writings of Nonnosus

evaluation of Ludolf’s work, sce Haberland

15 Sec pp. 33-7 and 38-03, below. Fapedition (Littmann of al. 1913, 1) Sec :

16 Camels were not seen in highland Tigray also Gebremedhin 1976. ! arc  partially  preserved in Photius’ 1969.

during the 1960s and 19705, but were re- 32 See pp 83-93, below. | Bibliotheca. 63 Bruce 1790, For the life of Bruce and an

introduced as transport animals during the 33 Lime ement had been known in Aksumite +4 The inscriptions from Ethiopia and Eritrea evaluation of his work, <ze Ullendorff 1933a;
subscquent war and have remained inouse. times (see pp. 92-3, below) and, trom the are detailed by Bernand o/ al. 1991 Reid 1968.

"They do not, however, breed at this altitude. ceventeenth century, around Gondar w here References to those from South Arabia are 66 These are published in Valentia 1809; Salt

17 or an account of the salt trade, including it was probably owed to o Portuguese more scattered; see, however, Jamme 1962 1809, 1814,

“trans-shipment’ from lowland camel to influcnces. and Beeston 1988, 67 Bernand ef al. 1991: inscription 1857270,
highland donkey, see O"Mahoney 1970 34 Sce  the  drawings, photographs  and , 45 Sce pp. 30-+and 123-5, below. The subsequent history of Aksumite archae-

18 The history of coinage and currency in deseriptions of Littmann ¢ al. 1913 and, for 46 Kobishchanov 1979: 111-1. ological rescarch is surveyed by Brandt and
Ithiopia and Eritrea is discussed by Gill 2 brief commentary on more reeent 47 van Donzcel 1980, Fattovich 1990
1991 and Bela 1987, developments, 1. Phillipson 1997: chapter 2. Kobishchanov 1969. 68 Monneret de Villard (1938) has published an

19 Sce below, pp. 63-70. 35 Ullendorff 1960: 1-2, 1968, The name Mordini 1960; Juel-Jensen 1994; Hahn 1995, invaluable anthology of early accounts of

20 Tapeworm  infestation is consequently (whenee s derived the linguistic term ‘Pscudo-Callisthenes’, cited by Kobish- Aksum.
widespread. It s traditionally rreated by an -Cushitic) came subsequently to be applied chanoy 1979: 75. Sce also Priauly 1862-3.R. 09 Rippell 1838-40; Lefebyre 1845-8.
infusion prepared from the bark of the Losse particularly to inhabitants of Nubia, the part Pankhurst 1974. 70 Acton 1868 is an invaluable and profusely
tree, Hagenia abyssinica (Buxwon 1970: 22). of the Nile Valley immediately o the south of 51 See below, pp. 67-8. illustrated compenditm. Blanford 1870

21 Simoons 1960; R. Pankhurst 1961, 1908. Egvpi who were the non-Egyvptian Atricans 32 If they have been so studicd, the results are records geological and zoological obser-

22 The old systems are comeniently 1f with whom the outside world was most not available to the present writer. vations. Henry Stanley obtained his first
uncritically summarised by Ullendorft 1960: familiar. 53 Needham 1986: 132-9. raste of African travel as a journalist
187-9. 36 Ethiopians have nonetheless long taken these 34 van Donzel 1979. accompanying the expedition: his account

23 "The most recent Jdemonstration of this, with hiblical references as support for their status 55 Pedersen 1986, 1993, (Stanley 1874 320-4) provides a mention
the connivance both of many Falasha and of as a divinely chosen people. Verse 31in Psalm 56 E.g. the map of I'ra Mauro, ¢ 1460 {de Ta and illustration of an Aksumite ruinat Agula,
the then Frhiopian government, was in the 08 is frequently cited in this connection and Ronciére 1923: plate xxxvi). north  of  Makelle.  Tor accounts of
ears 1983-91 when almost the whole Falasha was quoted on the cdy —inscripton of : 37 For general surveys, the works of Rev 1929 manuscripts  taken from Magdala, sce
population of Ethiopia was transferred to Fthiopia's first modern coinage (Gill 1991). and Caraman 1985 may be recommended. especiatly Wright 1877: Ullendortf 1953b.
laracl, The moral, poliueal and religions 37 T'he term CErvthracan Sea’ applied both to Translations o the principal primar =1 Dillmann 1878, 1880.
contronersics surrounding this transter need the Red Seaand the Indian Ocean tas wellas sources are provided by Beckingham and 72 Bent 18932, Bent secured the collaboration
not be considered here the Perstan Gulf). Farly accounts of s Huntingford 1934, 1961 Cranford 1U538. 3 of TLD. Muller in the study of the

24 Kaplan 1994 P lzalon are ¢ons enjently summnrised by particularh intormative  seventeenth- inscriptions which he recorded.

05 U llendortt 19360 Such feares mehude a Buvsieim TN century account by M Barradas was 73 Bent 1893b
prohibition on catmg pork and circumersion I The Land of Puntis discussed mowreater published in Fnghsh translation im 1990 ~4 fiumann of af. 191307 comprehensively
on the cizhth day atter birth detait hokos (e 3% 35 Por a detailed account of Gran's explotis, see MMustrated Foglish translation of the DAE

Iy There are comparatinely fes adhorents o W0 o 4 comprehensive suney, see 1. Phallips Bassct 1897 -1904 aecount of Yhaumite monuments is iy course

Roman  Catholictsm and to western 1995\ remarkable eveeption is the capfes 39 Bruce 1790 of publication (1), Phillipson 1997).
protestant denominations,  although a {fie. S1osand 1o be from Yhsum, which was ol B Salt 18T Paaree IN31: Ruppedl 1838 -3 Sundstrom 1907; Paribent 1907,
Swedish protestant mission  has been presented o James Bruce in the cighteenth 40 Teenherg and Krapt 1843 W, Hares 76 1t appears that the Ttalian administration of
particularhy active i twentreth contury century and iy nowan the Roval Muscum of 1844 Parkans 18352 A Ahbadic 1865 Iritrea sought to prohibit such vest-
Prirea Seothand, Tdimburah (Bruce 179001 417 5. Johnston 180N, 1gations (Duncanson 1947)

27 Lor general accounts of the  Ethiopran TH: 496 Sternberg-¢] Hlotabt 1994) 61 Phere are numerous published accounts of 77 Kammerer 19261929,

Orthodoy Church, see Fhat 1928 Avmro 30 The best rendition of the Seriplus is that Dy the Magdala operation, notably Markham 78 Fg Guida 1938,
and Maotovu 1970: Zanctt 19960 Casson 1URY] which has replaced Funt 1569: Holland and Hovzier 18700\ more 9 NMatthews 1949: Vatthews and \Mordini

I8 Grierson 1993 Girma 1996 ingtord 1980, The commentary by Scholt dispassionate modern  account iy 1939,

29 For a comprehensive, it dated, account ot 1912 i~ ~till usctul. Fora SUCCINCT SUMMITY Rubenson 1966, 80 Fleo de Contenson 1930, 19610, 1961b,
Ithiopian  and Eritrean  Isfam see of the dating, see Casson 1989 -7 62 “The history of the twenticth century s here 19632, 1963h; Anfray 1963, 1967, 1908,
Trimingham 1932, 41 Page 1930 cummarised very bricfly, to provide acontent 1972b, 1974

300 A generaland up-to-dateaceount is provided 42 “I'hese muarters are discussed m greater detanl for the rescarch described below, For more ST Fhis institution has been known successively
Iy Dubois 1996 on pp. 11N below, with supporung detail. the reader is referred o the works of as Addis Ababa Universiny College, Haile

31 Deseriptions and illustranons of Tiern references Bahru 1991 and Marcus 1994 Sellassie 1 University, and Addis Ababa
architecture and house-contents have been 13 Por Cosmas, sew VMeCrindle 18970 W instedt 63 Beekingham and [Huntingford 1961 L niversity,
published by the  Deutsche Ahsum 1009: or the superior rendition of Wolska 64 Ludolf 1661, 1681, 1691, T0US. FFor an > Ricei and Fattovich 1987

146, 147
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Notes and references to pp. 30-3

‘The relevant inseriptions from Aksum are
those of King Ezana (Bernand o «f. 1991:
nos. 1857270 and 185his/270bis; tor English
translations, see Kirwan (960; Sergew 1972:
934, 103, 105-6; Munro-THay 1991a: 224-0).
Although
mscription of an un-named Aksumite king at

its date is uncertain,  the

Adulis, the so-called  *Monumentum
Adulitanum’ (Wolska-Conus 1968-73), may
also be relevant to this discussion.

S. Smith 1954; Sergew 19720 123-38 and
references.

Kirwan 1960; Shinnic 1978; Burstein 1981;
Hagg 1984, 1994 and references.
Munro-Hay 1991a: 95-9. The decline of
Aksum is discussed in greater detail on pp.
125-6, below.

Sutton 1989, Climatic and environmental
factors have also been emphasised (Butzer
1981). )

See pp. 86-90 and 93-111, below.

Sce the gazetteer in Munro-Hay 1989a: 340-
0.

Le at Tatakha Marvam, Enda Semon, Fnda
Mikacel, Dungur and a recently excavated site
to the north of Aksuwm, discussed on p. 86,
below.

Szymusiak 1958, King Fzana is known trom
coins and mscriptions as well as from other
Sazana o owas

rT_r.::ir.:T:,v SOUTCCeS,

apparently - his cbrother™  or mihitan

commander

Belaynesh ez o/ 1975 The adentiticanion s
further discussed  and queried onpp 123
Sand TH-3, below
Tora discussion of the numismatic evidence,
see pp. 74, below,
Munro-FTay 19930,
Seey for example, the following tpes hsted

by Munro-Tay and Juck-fensen 19930 36/7

(gold, Fzana, fourth century, depicting
seepire and flyv-whisk); 39 (gold, Lon, carly
fifth century, showing fhv-whisk): 147 (sibver,
Gersem), 131 (sihver. Armah), and 133
(copper, Armah) all of the carly seventh
century and showimg crosses.

S. Smith 1954; Scrgew 1972 138, For the
primary source, by John Malalas, see Migne
1560, Spinka 1940, The mention ot linen s
spectfics it is known from archacobotanical

imvestizations (discussed on po 390 below)
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that Lo was grown at Aksum at this time,
although there is no other indication that it
was used for textile production rather than
for oil. Tt is possible that a Byzantine visitor
may have mistaken cotton cloth for linen,
although the latter was reaching Ethiopia
from Egvptian sources by at least the ninth
century, as indicated by matertals preserved
at Debra Damo (Marthews and Mordini
1939). Likewise it is uncertain whether
pearls or beads were meant. For the domes-
tication of clephants, see also p. 25, above,
These monuments are described in detail
and illustrated by Littmann ¢f «f. 1913, 11
+45-67; . Phillipson 1997: chapter 6.

For an illustration, sce 1. Phillipson 19953:
fig. 40.

Littmann ef /. 1913, 11 49-54.

Beckingham and Huntingford 1934: 92-6.
Littmann e of. 1913, 11: 60.

Wolska-Conus 1968-73.

noted that, according to Cosmas, the Adulis

It 15 not always

throne was adorned with relief carvings of
Hercules and Mercury.

Kirwan 1960,

Beckingham and Huntingford 1961: 227,
Sce belowzalso pp. T12-14 and 123-8.
Photographs of the insceription in its original
position were taken by the Deutsche Aksum-
Fapedinon (see DL Phillipson 1997 figs 208,

209y and by Cheesman 1936: 376,

Bernand er o/ 1991 no 1857274 for English
translaions, see Kirwan 19600; Sergew 1972
a4 NMunre Hay 19914 224 0

Bermand 19820 Bernand o7 o/ 1991 no

/2 0bis
Wolsha-Conus 1908-73
NMunro-las 19974 222

toos noteworthy that urban settfements o

this and carlier times in South Arabia did
have mural defences (Audouin er of. TUSS)
Sce the translations provided by Scrgew
19722934103, T05-6, 1234 and by Munro
Tlay 1997a; 221 32,

The presence of slaves is confirmed
several ancient accounts: for a discussion, see
Kobishchanoy 1979: 150-9: also pp. 34 and
119-23 below.

For Matara and Adulis, see Antray 1974 For
Ahsum see DL Phillipson, Revnolds er «
1996,
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Nutes and references 1o pp. 55-9

Models from Hawelti-Mclazzo are described
by de Contenson 1963a, one from Aksum by
Chittick 1974 (fig. 39 here).

Anfray 1967: pls Ixi, Inxyi-ii.

Matthews wad Mordini 1939, The church at
Debra Damo is discussed in greater detail on
pp. 128-31, below.

Buxton and Matthews 1974,

The most comprehensive assemblage comes
from the third-century Tomb of the Brick
Arches at A\sum, see D. Phillipson 1995 and
pp. 98-100, betow.

The imports concerned were *African red-
slip ware', of North African origin, cf. p. 63,
below,

There is nonetheless much overall similarity
between the locally produced pottery wares
in different parts of the Aksumite realm, cf.
Anfray 1966; Wilding 1989; Dr ], S. Phillips
pers. comn . personal observations. Study of
Aksumite pottery fabrics and clay sources is
ongoing by Dr J. S. Phillips and others.

E.g. de Roux 19706.

Casson 1989. See also Mapunda 1997,

Cf. Chapter IVb, below,

For examples, see . Phillipson 1993: figs,
18, 20.

For cxamples, see D, Phillipson 1993: 28
NMunro-Tay 1989a: Anfray 1990: 111,
Littmann ez o/ 1913 1) Phillipson 1997
1647

[tis unfortumate that archacological rescarch
has not vet revealed smclting sites., forges,
workshops or the mint,

See p 80, below,

D Phillipson 1990; 1. Philhpson 1997

. Phillipson 1997 Rescarch continues,

Cotton is now mosth grown at ~significanth

lower alttudes. Ditterent varicties have
distinetaltitude tolerances (1 Tutthagel 1961).
[+ 35 not vet known which variets /varictios
were represented at Aksum,

For the possibilinn that linen may also have
been used, see po 32 above,

The existence of a substantial ceclesiastical
population is indicated in several sources
cited by Sergew 1972,

The only archacological attestation for
painting at this period (other than on
pottery) comes from an Aksumite-type site

Shabwa in Yemen (Audoum 1991).
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61
62
63
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66

69
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71
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L. Phillipson 1997.
Michels 1994: see also pp. 119-23, below.

Bard and Pattovich 1995: 1), Phillipson,
Revnolds es al. 1996. Research continues.

Kobishchanov 1979, Contemporary inscrip-
tions in South Arabia make specific mention
of camels. For the chronology of the
introduction of camels to _m:::_wi\?.:_é.,r
see 1D, Phillipson 1993b and referenc

For such rtrade in
O Mahoney 1970.

Some occurrences are marked in (he
National Atlas of Lthiopia (1988). N
ancient mines have been located in the

recent  times,  see

Aksumite heartland. The fanciful accounr of
a possible ancient mine in western Ethiopia
by Bartleer 1934: 113-3
evaluate.

Wolska-Conus 1968-73; see also Wainw right
1942,
Obsidian,

1S NOt casy to

chert,  chaleedony,  breccia,
soapstone and fine-grained siltstones were

all utilised in Aksumite time

This 15 the journev-time recorded by
Procopius in the sixth century. Other ancient
estimates which have been recorded vary
between cight and fifteen days,

Cf Bent 1893b,

D Phillipson 1990,

B Phillipson 1977

D, Phillipson 19900 19930 Uhis case should
be taken as a salutary warning of the danver
of jumping to conclusions about the aue of
specimens whose strativraphic associations
are dess than certain

Casson TUND 32250 see also B Phillipson
1993b and references.

Bard and Fartovieh 1995 Fattovich and Bard
1993,

Do Phillipson, Revnolds o7 of. 1996, S
poers.

_.C/ﬁ.:.r._l_ conumnues.,

Boardman comn. \s Boardman’s

Mustrations ot both are provided Iy
Littmann ¢/ 4/ 19130\ comparable stone
from Adulis, now in the Museum at \smara.
s regarded as a Byzantine impaort (Heldman
1904,

[ittmann o/ o/ 1913, TF 74-72 D). Phillipson
1997\ simnlar instatlation at Flam, i south-
casternmost Fritrea not far from Vdigrat, has

been recorded by Antray 1963,
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Notes and references to pp. 77-8

32 Albwerc produced by forging.

33 Seep. 36, above.

34 Seep. 98, below.

35 John Malalas® description of King Kaleb

(p. 32, abore) may refer to such a textile,

36 L.g. Munro-TTay 198Ya; D, Phillipson,
Revnolds ef «/. 1996.

37 Munro-Hay 1989

38 This was first observed by Puglisi 1941,
1946.

39 Flaked stone tools are still used in parts of

Fthiopia for the processing of hides (Brandt
1996).

40 Munro-Hay 1982; Casson 1989: 54-3.

41 D). Phillipson 1995, For the working of ivor
in a broadly contemporary and culturally-
related South Arabian context, see Beal 1991

42 Noted by Dr L. Phillipson, pers. cammi.

43 For an Aksumite throne, albeit Jater in date,
see the copper <oins of Armah (Munro-Hay
and Juel-Jensen 1993: type 133). The famous
sixth-century ivory throne of Maximian in
the Archiepiscopal Muscum at Ravenna
(Rodiey 1994 and references) incorporates
rectangular panels with analogous decor-
ation which are thought to be of Aexandrian
origin.

44 NMunro-tay 198% 143-6. 347-8: Morrison
198Ya.

45 CC DL Philtipson 1995 REN

40 CE D Phillipsen 19950 fig 10

17 Studies are being undertahen by NS

,]_"

Boardman m an attempt to ascertam the
Linds of wood that were used.

Wilding 19892 3150 1) Phillipson, Resnolds
of 1996,

49 Munro-Hay 19914 156,

4

2

30 Vunro Py 1089 211210 Wilding 1989
2N

51 Casson 1989 52-3.

32 Munro-Hay 1989a: 211-21.

53 Van Endu 1977, 1978.

34 Wilding 1989: 313,

35 Sergew 1972: 186; Munro-Hay 1984

36 Traces of mural painting are, however

present at an Aksumite-period building at
Shabwa in Yemen (Audouin 1991).

57 Uhliz 1993; see pp. 136-8, below.

38 Taddesse 1983,

59 CF pp. 86-90 and 93-T11, below

60 Tittmann ¢f «f. T9F30TE 1072210 see abso
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1>, Phillipson 1997.

Chittick 1974; Munro-Hay 1989a: 12142,
Anfray 1990,

. Phillipson, Reyredds er al. 1996,

This feature is ofi:n compared with the
deseription by Cosmas Indicopleustes of the

‘four-towered palace of the king of Ethiopia
(Wolska-Conus 1968-73).

Littmann e «f. 1913, 11: fig. 251, The
illustration cited has been reproduced on
several occasions, notably by Buxton 1970
and Michels 1979

Littmann ¢/ «/. 1913, 1L
Phillipson 1997: 96-104.
Chittick 1974, 1976; Munro-Hay 198Ya: 138,
Anfray 1990: 120-1.

A comparable structure has, however, been

107-12, 1.

investigated at Shabwa in Yemen (Scigne
1991). For non-¢lite buildings at the same
site, see Darles 1991

Anfrav 1963, 1967, 1974 Anfray and
Annequin 1965,

Anfray 1974

). Phillipson, Revnolds er o/, 19960 1.
Phillipson and Phillips in press.

1. Phillipson 1994

Tt was erected i the Piazza di Porta Capena.
Vrrangements for its return to Fihiopia are
under discussion.

Pattmann of o/ T3 16,

). Philtipson 1993

1o Sergen 19720

1t the ~telais 1o he returned to Ysum, it s

essential that the whole arca be thoroughly
investigated archacologically before am
attempt s made at re-erection

\ detailed illustrated account of these stelae
is presented by Lamann oo/ 1015, 11 16
27 ¢l also the nelish rransfanion (with
additional illustrations) provided by D
Phillipson 1997 chaprer 3.

A discussion, with references, is provided by
Schott 1912 61-6.

The church at Debra Damo is discussed i
greater detail below, on pp. 128-31, below.
Daum 1988h: 11-12: Teweock 198
For the tracery on the Aksum stela, see D
Phillipson 1094: fig. 13, Tor Debra Damo
wee Mathews and Mording 1930: fig. 110 abo

pp. 128-31, below,

None of these plaques remains i stz Yol

85
86
87
8§

97
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99
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102
103
104
103

P

106

i
108

109
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Notes and references to pp. 88-9¢

their fixings, see D. Phillipson 1997: fig. 39.
Artefacts which may represent the remains
of such a plaque are described on 1.. 98,
below.

D. Phillipson 1994.

Chittick 1974

de Contenson 1963a.

Buxton and Matthews 1974; Munro-Hay
198%a: 159-63. .
Examples arc illustrated by Littmann ef al.
1913, 11: 101-6; . Phillipson 1997: figs 249,
250.

1. Phillips 1995; D). Phillipson 1994; further
research is in progress.

D. Phillipson 1994

Munro-Hay 1989a: 116-20, 165-6; D.
Phillipson 1994; see also pp. 101-102, below.
See pp. 107-9, below.

See pp. 101-3, below.

Littmann ¢/ «l. 1913, 11: 94-6, 112-21.
Munro-Hay 1989a: pl. 6.35; sce also fig. 48
here.

Littmann ez «f. 1915, 1T 112-21.

Anfrav 1967,

Munro-Hay 1989a: 113, 156-7.

Examples may most easily be seen at the Old
Cathedral of Marvam Tsion at Aksum, and in
churches at Lahbela,

Buxton and Matthews 1974,

NMunro-Hay 198Ya: 158,

Sce pp. 132-60 below

Fora brief eritique, see 1. Phillipson T990
That the word was already applicd 1o stelae
in pre-Christian Vhsumite tmes is shown by
the mseribed stelae at Matara and elsewhere
(e.o. Ullendorft 1931 Bernand ez o/ 1991
Fattovich Y87 Joussaume 1996; see also pp.
37-8, above. The practice has continued o
recent tmes.

e S, Pankhurse 1955 62-3.

Liattmann ez «f. 1913, 11 33 and fig. 50D
Phillipson 1997 60-1; Valentia 1809, 111
map at p. 82,

Bazen is recorded in traditional king-hists as
ruler of Aksum at the time of the birth of
Christ (Belavnesh e al. 1973). There s no
evidence that the area was linhed with Bazen
prior to the tomb's discovery iy the 19305 |
should not be assumed that the auribution
has any chronological significance

Kebbede and Teclant 195350 The human

‘s

'

bones that were recovered may or may not
have belonged to a primary deposit.

111 Cf Littmann ez af. 1913, 1
now standing in the grounds of th. Touring

fig. 5. The stela

Hotel may have been moved from s area.

112 A plan has been published by Munro-Hay
1989a: 34-40. Despite the small break
opposite Mai Shum, it seems best 1o regard
the whole area
field.

113 Chirtick 1974; Munro-Hay 1989 60-104,
1532-6. See also Leclant 1939; de Contenson
1959.

114 Munro-Hay 1989a: 28-9 and references.

115 Stelae were Hkewise set on platforms at the
pre-Aksumite burial ground of Ona Enda
Aboi Zague on Beta Givorghis hill near
Aksum (Fattovich and Bard 1993, 1993)

116 Chirtick 1974,

117 The work was instigated by Ras Mengesha

s comprising a single stelae

Sevoum, then Governor of Tigray, at the
time the new Cathedral in Aksum was built.
The author and his colleagues have learned
about this operation in the course of
discussions with several residents of Aksum,
whose interest and courtesy is grarefully
acknowledged.

118 Munro-FHay 1989a: especially pp. 340-6.

119 The term ‘granite’, often apphad. is not
strictly correct. Some of the smaller stelae
arc of fine-grained trachyte

120 D. Phillipson 1994, This and other tech
nological matters relating to the quarrving,
transport, finishing and crection of the stelae
are desceribed above on pp. 86-90.

121 For detatled deseriptions and alfustrations,
see Littmann ef . 1913, 1 7-30, pls s (D
Phillipson 19970 T1-43). Seealso Buston and
Matthews 1974

122 D Phillipson, Reyvnolds o7 af. 1996; Fattovich
pers. comni.

123 In the case of the Targest stela, this was
undoubtediy the case, as is deseribed below

124 Chittick 1974 Munro-T s 1989a: 78-100.

123 Afrer preliminary exploration by Doresse in

1954, the arca was further investgated by
Chittick in 1973-74, when the tomb aiselt
was located (Munro-Hay 198Y%a: 35-60). A

preliminary account ot more  recent

excavations is provided by Do Phillipson
1995,
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Naotes and references to pp. 120-31

For a similar situation in Yemen, see Gentelle
1991,

Conti Rossini 1910

R. Schneider pers. comm.

F.g. Drtelius 1373,

Antray 1963, 1967, 1974;

Sergew 1972: 126; Anfray 1963: 90.

Anfray 1974 760. Unlike the Aksum/Ycha
region, there is no evidence for the density of
rural scettlement around Matara.

Cagson 1981 argues that Adulis moved from

near the modern Massawa to this inland

location sometime after the first century AD.
Wolska-Conus 1968-73.

Munro-Hay 1989c.

Sundstrom 1907; Paribeni 1907,

Anfray 1974

Kirwvan 1972,

Heldman 1994; Munro-Hay 1989¢.
Stevenson 1932,

Littmann ¢/ «f. 1913, 1L 148-32; S
Pankhurst 1935 pl. «.

Invaluable gazetteers of known sites have
been published by Godet 1977, 1982,
Michels 1994,

de Contenson 1961b.

Kobishchanov 1979: 99-108; Wolska-Conus
1968-73.

Munro-Tay 199Ta: 224-5,

Kabishchanoy 1979: 99-108.

Vhsum’s eeclesiastical prominence survived
the removal of the political capital. "The
aditionally recorded lists of Kings and
abunas are completely distimet, See also
Scrgew 1969

Casson 1Y89: 32 3,
Cruids 1922; Frend 1989

Scergew 19720225320 ¢f Chennati 1976
Munro-Fay 1984b, This daung iy con
cordant with the possibility (noted above on
p. 72) that Armah, the last Aksumite king to
1ssue coins according 1o the sequence
proposed by Munro-T1ay and Jucl-fensen
(1995), may have been a contemparary of the
prophet Mohammed.

D). Phillipson, Reynolds e7 /. 1996

al Masudi: of: Barbier de Meynard and de
Courteille 1864-77; Scrgew 1972: 223

Ct. Butzer 1981,

Sutton JU8Y.

de Contenson 1969; Zurawski 1693
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Aksum
The traditional date for the inception of
Zagwe rule is ap 1137, The period
immediately before this remains exception-
ally poorly known and there is no agreement
whether or not it should be subsumed within
the Aksumite period.

For this and alternative derivations, see
Sergew 1972: 239,
Known mainly

tradition (e.g. Budge 1928), this hiatus scems
to have been marked by the activities of

through ccclesiastical

several pretenders or impostors. It s
tempting to suggest that it represents a time
when the Christian credentials of the
Ethiopian rulers were questioned by the
Patriarch in Alexandria. Muslim scrtlement
in Tigray was also taking place at this time, as
15 shown by a scries of Arabic-inscribed
tombstones from Makelle (Pansera 1945; M.
Schneider 1967). Whether or not the carly
Zagwe rulers were nominally or sincerely
Christian, it scems to have been through the
intervention of the Nubian King George that
the Patrtarch was persuaded to resume
nomination of an abina for FEthiopia (Budge
1928: Sergew 1972: 223y,

R. Schnetder 1984, Munro-TTay 1991
Al TYTSO TV Sergew 19720 R

Schnewder 19

Littmann

4. The dating should he
regarded as approvimare.

Munro-TTay 199714: 232,

Amagro o al 1973

There are clear surface traces at Lalibela of
substantial ancient buildings apparently
unconncected with the rock-cut churches, but
they have received no scholarly artention
See Plant 1983 for a uscful and compre
hensively allustrated survey which does not,
unfortunately, cover Eritrea. The proncering
work of Beatrice Plavne 1934 should also he
noted.

Littmann e «/. 1913, H: 168-93.

Matthews and Mordini 1939,

Mordin 1947,

Coins and textiles have been recorded at
Dcbra Dumo which confirm use of the sie
by late in the first millennium (Matthews and
Mording 1939).

Buxton 1947 (Debra Libanos and Imrahs

B=

20
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Notes and references to pp. 131-44

Kristos): Littmann er o/, 1913, 11: 195-8
(Asmara).

For good general accounts, with distribution
maps, see Buxton 1971; Plant 1985,

Gire and Schneider 970,

E.g. Monti della Corte 1940: Bidder 1959
Gerster 1970; see also Buxton 1971,

Many of these columns have collapsed and
have been replaced by replicas built with
stone blocks.

Cf. Buxton and Matthews 1974; Heldman
1995.

A possibly carly example ts shown in pl. 11
1993 55, Getatchew  and
Macomber 1973-87.

Leroy et al. 1961; Uhlig 1993,

Cerulli 1968; for a masterly summary, sce
Getatchew 1993,

Leroy 1960, 1968; Uhlig 1990; Heldman
1993: 129-30).

Heldman 1993.

Lepage 1987

Heldman 1993: 130-32.

Buxton 1970: 138-41, pls 68-75.

Heldman 1983, 1993: 176,

For a general discussion, sce Buston 1970:

Getatchew

164-76: Korabiewicr 1973, 1and crosses are
discussed i greater detatl by Tlecht of o/,
1990, and processional crosses by Moare
19710 See also Pererel 19862 Fuel fensen
1693, ) ’

1o
Munro Tay and Juel Jensen 1993)

an copper coms of Armal (tvpe 133 of
Juel-Jensen and Rowell 1750 24, pls 62,638
Junton 19700 1724 pls 120 22,

R. Pankhurst 1901

Chaprer 7 'The Mceaning of Tradition

|

Judge TY220see also ivimann 1904 Shahid
1970
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The importance of this work 1s brought out
by the request from Yohannes 1V for the
return of the copy removed trom Magdala by
British forces (Budge 1922: xv; Ullendorft
1960: 64-3).

A counterbalance to this tradition may be
detected in the version which traces the
Zagwe dynasty to a union carlier the same
night between Solomon and a servant of
Makeda.

Belat 1992; The 1933 constitution s
summarised by Ullendorff 1960; 194-6.
Beckingham and Huntngford 1961: 145-8;
Ludolf T681.

Ct Pritchard 1974; Philby 1981, The name
‘Bilgis', by which she is recalled in Yement
tradition,  carries  the  implication
‘concubine’.

I Kings ch. x, vv. 1-13.

This book is concerned with instances of
such atrribution in Ethiopia and Lritrea. Tt
should be noted, however, that similar
artributions occur in Yemen (Daum 1988¢).
See also Spencer 1979,

For a comparable attribution of the Tomb of
the False Door, see pp. 103-7 and note 137,
above.

Fxamples include Stonchenge in Fngland
(Chippindale T983)as wellas sites in Buhava,
Tanzama (P Schmide 1978).

Within recent decades the growth o
tourtsm, both Fthiopian and forceien, has
added s own pressures

Thas diserepaney s not unusual. s noted

above, tew of the Vsumite Mnes named on

the comagcnseriptions may be comvincingh
identified in the traditional king-lists
Heldman 1993

Crizar TUNE, 1087

Hlekdman 1993: 129,
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