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This article presents new data from fieldwork in the de facto state of Somaliland, a region
in the Horn of Africa historically inhabited by nomadic pastoralists who played a key role
in commercial exchange from the first century BCE onward. Relations between ancient
empires and nomadic populations have received comparatively little attention in rela-
tion to other groups living within or outside imperial boundaries. Our understanding of
these interactions has been colored by stereotypes from classical authors and the elusive
nature of their archaeological record. It is thus not surprising that the role of nomadic
groups in long-distance trade networks in antiquity has been often downplayed. This is
the case in the Western Indian Ocean region. Archaeological evidence from survey and
excavation work conducted between 2018 and 2020 in Xiis and the Berbera area reveals
the strong integration of the region in the Indian Ocean network, the high purchasing
power of the nomads, and their heterogeneity. Participation in long-distance trade seems
to have provoked important social changes in local communities that did not, however,
put them on the path to sedentism and political centralization.'

INTRODUCTION

Nomads and Empire in Northeast Africa

Pastoralist communities were an important component of many empires
in antiquity. They were not necessarily living in the margins or beyond impe-
rial borders: semisedentary transhumant pastoralists have been documented
archaeologically and epigraphically for the Roman period in southern France,
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Spain, and Italy and for the early Byzantine period
in Anatolia.” Yet compared to farmers, they have re-
ceived relatively little attention. This is even more the
case with nomads inhabiting the most arid regions
of empires and their peripheries despite the promi-
nent political, social, and economic roles they played
vis a vis Rome, Parthia, and other imperial and state
formations with which they had intense interactions.
Nomadic societies were often deeply affected by the
expansion of state economies, as they were entangled
in imperial and world systems—such as the Western
Indian Ocean network (fig. 1).? In northern Africa, the
Roman conquest led to important changes among pas-
toralists, within and beyond its borders, including an
increase in interaction between settled and nomadic
or seminomadic communities, a decrease in feuding,
more restricted mobility, and the integration of herders
into a market system through fairs and waged labor.*
In Egypt and Sudan, nomads variously identified in
the sources as Saracens, Trogodytes, Blemmyes, and
Beja participated in an increasingly complex transre-
gional economy that comprised long-distance trade
and mining.® They do not seem to have had their mo-
bility reduced with state expansion—if anything, the
opposite—and in fact some of them moved across
provincial and imperial boundaries.® At different times,
nomads in Northeast Africa were co-opted as waged
laborers (“external proletariat”),” settlers, and border
guards, but also feared as raiders and brigands.® Thus,
the Nobatai of the Western Desert were settled by
Diocletian in the Dodekaschoinos to stop the attacks
of another nomadic group, the Blemmyes from the
Eastern Desert.” In turn, the Aksumite kingdom fought
against the Beja people of its western margins, but they
also used them as troops, as it did with the Barbaroi of
its eastern frontier."

From an archaeological point of view, much atten-
tion has been devoted to the origins of pastoralism
in Northeast Africa, but our knowledge for the first
millennia BCE and CE remains less than satisfactory,

2Badan et al. 1995; Hammer and Arbuckle 2017, 238-39.
3Tomber 2008; Seland 2010.

*Van Acker and Broekaert 2014.

3Warmington 1967; Barnard 2009; Power 2011.

6Sadr 1991.

7Sadr1991, 115.

$Power 2011, 334, 341; Power 2012, 20-25.

*Power 2012, 24; Bowersock 2013, 72.

YBowersock 2013, 97; Hatke 2013, 158-59.

despite this being a crucial period in which nomadic
pastoralism as we know it probably developed for the
first time."" Highly specialized forms of nomadism
became possible in complex state systems that fos-
tered interactions between different groups exploiting
specific ecological or economic niches. It is thus not
surprising that archaeological evidence of relations
between pastoralists and sedentary communities be-
came common throughout the first millennium CE in
Northeast Africa. From the Egyptian Eastern Desert to
the Sudanese Gezira, graves of mobile or semimobile
pastoralists have produced imported materials that at-
test to these pastoralists’ engagement in long-distance
networks and their high purchasing power, either be-
cause of their role as intermediaries or as purveyors
of key resources.'” This involvement was not without
sociopolitical and cultural consequences, whose reach
we cannot yet fathom. Few pastoralists benefited more
from their insertion in expansive commercial networks
than those of the Somali coastland. They are the sub-
ject of the present article. Here we present new data
coming from surveys and excavations conducted in
sites of the first millennium CE in the de facto state of
Somaliland between 2018 and 2020. Archaeological
evidence provides a glimpse of the complexity, dyna-
mism, and heterogeneity of nomadic communities in
Northeast Africa and their crucial role in the global
economies of the ancient world.

The Indian Ocean System and the Far-Side Ports

Like their counterparts in Sudan and Egypt, the
nomadic communities of the Horn of Africa were in-
volved in long-distance trade in antiquity. However,
in this case, we are referring to the most complex and
far-reaching commercial network of the ancient world,
one that had ramifications from northwest Europe to
China: the Indian Ocean system. While connections
throughout this ocean region existed from prehistoric
times, what we could call a world system came into
being around the end of the first century BCE and
developed throughout the first millennium CE, dur-
ing a period dominated by a few large state polities:
the Roman and Byzantine empires, the kingdoms of
Meroe and Aksum in Northeast Africa, the kingdom
of Himyar in South Arabia, the Parthian and Sassanian

1Sadr 1991.

">Egypt: Lassanyi 2010, 595-96, 602. Eastern Sudan: Sadr
1991, 47-50; Manzo 2017, 59-60, 243-435. Sudanese Gezira:
Brass2015,275-77.
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FIG. 1. Maps showing the area of study: top, map of Northeast Africa and the Western Indian Ocean ca.
300 CE showing major state actors (all capital letters) and nomadic groups (initial capital); bottom, map
of the study area in the northern Somali coast showing places mentioned in the text: 1, Zeila; 2, Berbera;

3, Siyaara; 4, Xiis; S, Ceelayo; 6, Qandala; 7, Daamo; 8, Ras Hafun; 9, Gugux; 10, Yiroowe.

empires in the Middle East, and the Middle kingdoms
and the Gupta empire in India."® The system was fully
established and operational by the mid first century
CE and remained so, despite various crises, until Euro-
pean colonization in the late 19th century. The system
allowed for the movement of goods, ideas, and people
across enormous distances, bringing together radically

13Reade 1996; Seland 2010; 2014; Cobb 2018a.

different cultures and social systems. This gave rise
to the emergence of cosmopolitan societies, hybrid
groups, and diasporic communities.'* As is the case
with other commercial networks, the role of nomads
and stateless peoples more generally has been largely
overlooked.

*On the cosmopolitan cultures of the Indian Ocean, see
Sherift2010.
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The relevance of the Horn of Africa, however,
should not be underestimated. It was located in a key
strategic position, a choke point between the Indian
Ocean and the Red Sea, and it had extremely valuable
resources, including incense and ivory. The northern
Somali seaboard, in fact, features in the Periplus Maris
Erythraei, the main source of information for the Early
Roman Western Indian Ocean trade." In that manu-
script, written by an anonymous sailor who was well
acquainted with the Indian Ocean routes during the
mid first century CE, the ports of the Somali coast are
grouped together under the label of “far-side ports”
and include Avalites (usually identified with Zeila),
Malaé (Berbera), Mundu (Xiis), Mosyllon, Ardmatén
Emporion, or “Spice Market” (Daamo), and Opéne
(Ras Hafun). Archaeological evidence in Somaliland
from the time of the Periplus has been known since
the 1880s, when the French traveler Georges Révoil
recovered in Xiis (Heis) a collection of Roman glass
dated to the first or second century CE." These finds
were a unicum in the Horn of Africa until the 1970s,
when Chittick found two other sites in the nearby re-
gion of Puntland (Somalia): Daamo and Ras Hafun,
south of Cape Guardafui.'” The latter is the only one
to have been excavated and the materials published
in detail. Two areas of Ras Hafun were documented,
one of which (Hafun West) furnished an assemblage
of imported pottery dating from the first century
BCE to the third century CE and the other (Hafun
Main), dating from the second to the fifth century CE.
The assemblage comprised, among other materials,
Roman amphoras, glazed Parthian-Sassanian pottery,
and Indian wares. At Hafun Main, a cairn necropolis
was found and one of the tombs excavated, yielding a
Mesopotamian glazed jar dated to around the third to
fifth centuries CE.'® Some 250 km south of Hafun, in
the Nugaal river mouth, a rock shelter was excavated;
the upper levels yielded handmade pottery and a sherd
of a wheelmade pot, likely ancient."”” There are no
references to ports of trade in this area in the ancient
sources. Farther south, no ports of trade have been
found. Roman finds are known, however, including

15Casson 1989.

16Révoil 1882; Desanges et al. 1993.

'7 Chittick 1976a, 123-24; 1979, 275; Smith and Wright
1988.

18 Chittick 1976b.

9 Clark 1954, 287, pl. 26.

a coin of Alexander Severus in Mogadishu and a sus-
picious coin hoard including Hellenistic and Roman
coins in Buur Gabo.”

PROJECT METHODS

Archaeological research on Western Indian Ocean
trade from antiquity to postmedieval times has over-
whelmingly focused on state societies and urban cen-
ters.”! Yet nomads played an important role in wide
areas across Northeast Africa. Since 20185, research
work has been conducted trying to redress the imbal-
ance by studying the involvement of the communities
of Somaliland in long-distance trade networks in an-
cient, medieval, and postmedieval times.*> Somaliland
is a de facto state that declared independence from
Somalia in 1991. Along with the autonomous state of
Puntland, it occupies the northern Somali seaboard,
which is the easternmost African region from which
clear evidence of sustained commercial interactions
in antiquity has been found so far.”*

Our project drew on recent research in the area
undertaken by the staff of the Department of Archae-
ology of Somaliland.** They inventoried many sites
from a diversity of periods and produced the first ar-
chaeological map of the country, but those sites with
incontrovertible evidence of ancient long-distance
trade remained basically the same as those described
by Georges Révoil in the 1880s and Neville Chittick
in the 1970s»—that is, the large cemeteries of Xiis and
environs. Our intention was to conduct fieldwork here
for several field seasons to better assess the region’s
role in the Indian Ocean network. However, cyclone
Pawan in late 2019 and the COVID-19 pandemic of
2020 interrupted our research after two campaigns.
We thus decided to resume work in the Berbera re-
gion, which we knew well, with the aim of comparing
two regions that had played important roles in long-

2 Freeman-Grenville 1963. Inconsistencies in the account
of the hoard’s discovery and the inclusion of coins from a wide
range of periods have raised doubts about its integrity.

2 Tomber 2008; Seland 2010; 2014; Cobb 2018a.

22Gonzélez-Ruibal etal. 2017; 2021.

*Roman beads and coins have appeared as far away as Tan-
zania, but there is no evidence of trade sites farther than those in
Somaliland and Puntland; see Chami 1999.

24See Mire 2015.

2Révoil 1882; Chittick 1976a; 1976b; 1979.


AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 


2022] INTERCULTURAL TRADE IN ANCIENT SOMALILAND 107

distance interactions according to classical sources:
Malaé and Mundu.

Work in Xiis in 2018 and 2019 consisted of an exten-
sive survey of the coastal plain to identify all potential
archaeological sites in Xiis itself and its surroundings.
At the main site, an intensive survey with total cover-
age of the terrain was conducted: all structures (more
than 300) were described in detail, inventoried, and
recorded with a GPS, and materials associated with the
cairns was collected, when available. Surface materials
and structures not associated with specific tombs were
also documented individually and mapped. These in-
cluded scatters on the islet of Xiis and on Ma%ajilayn
Hill, which overlooks the main cemetery (fig. 2). A
detailed topographic map was produced using an un-
manned aerial vehicle (UAV). In 2019, four tombs
were selected for excavation. They were excavated
in full following the stratigraphic sequence, and each
layer was documented photogrammetrically. Osteo-
logical analyses were conducted in situ and at the mu-
seum of the Department of Archaeology in Hargeisa
by physical anthropologist Candela Martinez Barrio,
to determine age, size, sex, and any pathologies. Bone
samples were collected for isotopic, DNA, and radio-
carbon analyses, with no positive results, as the sam-
ples did not have any collagen left.

The region of Berbera lies some 210 km along the
coast west of Xiis. We first surveyed the area between
2015 and 2017 and discovered many sites from a vari-
ety of periods, some as early as the Neolithic to some
as late as the late 19th century—but none from the
first millennium CE. In 2020, we explored new areas
and revisited some of the sites to try to find evidence
of occupation related to long-distance trade in antig-
uity. We also carried out extensive surveys of the hin-
terland of Berbera as far as Burao, some 116 km from
the coast as the crow flies, in which we located several
pre-Islamic necropoleis. Those sites in the Berbera re-
gion that yielded evidence of long-distance trade were
surveyed intensively, sampled, and mapped in detail.

Faunal remains were exported to the Complutense
University of Madrid for analysis by zooarchaeologist
José Yravedra. A large sample of imported artifacts
from the 2018 survey at Xiis were sent to the University
of Vigo, where they were studied by Roman pottery ex-
pert Adolfo Ferndndez. All other artifacts—including
all of those from the 2020 field season—were cata-
logued, drawn, and photographed in Somaliland. All

materials are deposited at the museum of the Depart-

ment of Archaeology of Somaliland, in Hargeisa. In
what follows, we present a summary of the finds and
interpret the data in the wider context of the Western
Indian Ocean system.

XIIS: NECROPOLIS AND PORT OF TRADE

The Periplus Maris Erythraei (9:4.1) refers to Mundu
as a place “where vessels moor fairly safely at the island
that lies very near the shore” A small, rocky islet is in-
deed located 200 m off the shore at Xiis (see fig. 2).
The entire landscape is dominated by a steep and rocky
flat-topped hill, known as Ma’ajilayn, which rises 145
m above sea level. As noted above, the necropolis of
Xiis has been known since the late 19th century, but
no systematic research was conducted there until 2017,
when Carl Phillips carried out a brief survey of the site
for a construction company planning a new road and
harbor in the area.”® He gathered a selection of arti-
facts that amplified Révoil’s collection and that coin-
cided with those we documented a few months later,
in a preliminary survey carried out in February 2018,
and in a more systematic survey and excavations the
following year.”” The objectives were to obtain a de-
tailed map of the site, find nonfunerary activity areas,
refine the chronology, and gather more archaeological
evidence in context to determine the importance of
long-distance trade at Xiis.

Survey of Xiis: Tomb Clusters and Tomb Typology
Our survey identified 296 graves of different shapes
and dimensions, distributed in five zones: two west
of Ma’ajilayn Hill (see fig. 2, A and B), two to the
northeast (D and E), and one in front of the islet (C).
The densest concentration of graves is located in the
northeast, which is where work focused. More cairns
can be found both east and west of the main Xiis
necropolis, including a funerary site called Shalaw,
where a stele with a Sabaean inscription was discov-
ered.”® The tombs in the main site at Xiis appear both
in clusters and linear arrangements and are of two
types: circular and square. Circular tombs represent
78% of the total; 18% are square structures, and the
remaining 4% are indeterminate, but most likely cir-
cular. So far, only individual graves have been found in

2 Phillips 2018.
*Torres et al. 2019; Fernandez et al. forthcoming.
*Mire 2015, fig. 4.
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FIG. 2. General map of Xiis and inset detail of main site, with zone letters A-E.

excavation, both in circular and square cairns. Square
tombs (online fig. 1)* have not been excavated so far
in Xiis, although Chittick dug one dated to the third
to fifth centuries CE at the Ras Hafun Main site in
1976, which he named Hafun MS A but did not pub-
lish (fig. 3).%° Square tombs in Xiis are usually 7-8 m
to a side. The outer perimeter is festooned with black
volcanic stones, and the cairn fill is made with sand-
stone or coral rubble. On seven of the 39 square tombs
there were between two and 12 stelae, whereas only
one round tomb had stelae. There is a tradition of rais-
ing baetyls in South Arabia and it is possible that Xiis’
standing stones are a manifestation of a South Ara-
bian influence. Square tombs are known elsewhere in

» Online figures available at https: //doi.org/10.1086/718184.

3 The excavation revealed an inner circular structure sur-
rounding a stone cist with the remains of a single individual. As-
sociated with the bones were a copper bangle, fragments of a
green glass vessel, and, in one of the edges of the cist, an intact
two-handled glazed jar and ablack glass bangle. A later examina-
tion of the materials from the site suggested a date for the last—
and main—level of occupation of the third to fifth centuries CE,
as noted above (Chittick 1976b). Black glass bangles are com-
mon from 300 CE onward (Spaer 1988, 54-55).

Puntland,* Somalia, and Kenya, and they have some-
times been described as “rectilinear cairns.”**

Circular tombs vary in size between 2.5 and 10 m
in diameter. As with the square cairns, chromatic ef-
fects are achieved by using blocks of different types
(volcanic, sandstone, coral). The blocks on the base
are usually larger in order to secure the stone heap,
and therefore the tombs can be considered of the
“kerbed cairn” type.* In the clusters with the densest
concentration of graves (see below), 70% of the circu-
lar tombs are 7.5 m in diameter or less (fig. 4; online
fig. 2). The most common sizes are 2-3 m (N = 24),
7-8 m (N = 19) and 4-5 m (N = 17). The small- to
medium-sized tumuli in Xiis contrast with the larger
sizes documented in Berbera (see below), where di-
ameters over 10 m are more common. The height is
between 2 and 3 m in the larger cases, and 0.5 to 1 m
for the smaller tombs.

In most cases the cairns have a crater-like shape that
was initially interpreted as looters’ pits, in accordance

3 Bortolini et al. 2019.
32 Davies 2013,230.
$Davies 2013,227.
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FIG. 3. Square structures: I, at Ras Hafun Main site, based on an unpublished plan
by Chittick (1976a); 2 and 3, at Xiis, Zone E.

FIG. 4. View of the main site of Xiis (Zones D and E). Visible are doughnut-shaped cairns in the foreground (Zone D, Clusters 4 and
5) and square structures close to the sea (Zone E).
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with the accounts by Révoil, Chittick, and the local
community. However, a closer examination reveals
that the lowest point of the supposed looters’ pit is
often well above the ground level in which the burial
was dug. Thus, the looters would have stopped before
reaching the grave, which in most cases lies 1 m or
more below the pit’s bottom. Furthermore, if the cairns
were looted, there should be stones lying around,
which is not often the case. Also, members of the local
community know that grave goods are located at both
ends of the burial pit and therefore tend to avoid the
center, as we will see. It thus seems that the tombs
were not fully filled with stones and that the crater-like
shape of the cairns has to do with the original structure.
In this case, the graves would belong to the type de-
fined as “doughnut-shaped” or “ring cairn,”** which has
been documented among diverse pastoralist commu-
nities throughout Northeast Africa. It is, however, un-
usual in Somalia, where it has only been documented
in large numbers at Xiis, Ceelayo, and Qandala (see
below, “Other Far-Side Ports”).

Circular and square cairns are largely complemen-
tary (fig. 5): the former appear to the west of the site
(Zones A-D), the latter to the east (E). Square cairns
are found in linear groupings, whereas circular ones
prevail in clusters. This complementarity may have
cultural, political, social (different clans or groups), or
chronological causes or combinations thereof. There
are three factors suggesting a chronological dimen-
sion. First, if the square cairn excavated in Ras Hafun is
dated somewhere between the third and fifth centuries
CE,* then it is later than the circular tombs of Xiis for
which there is datable evidence (first to third centuries
CE; see below). Second, it can be observed that many
square cairns have at their core a typical circular cairn,
out of which grows the rectangular stone structure; it
can thus be hypothesized that these latter monuments
are an evolution of circular tombs. Third, horizontal
stratigraphy is evident: the necropolis of Xiis seems
to have spread from the foothills of Ma’ajilayn toward
the sea, and square cairns are located closer to the coast
and to the east and therefore farther away from the hill.

Regarding the distribution of the tombs, linear ar-
rangements, mostly of square cairns, appear in the
eastern part of the site (Zone E), flanking a small val-
ley that opens up toward the sea. The arrangement,

3 Davies 2013,228-29.
35 Chittick 1976a.

which creates a sort of funerary avenue, is typical of
monumental tombs in Somaliland; it has been attested
for the 11th to 14th centuries and probably occurs in
other periods.* The clusters consist of between 8 and
59 tombs in Zone D. The largest are Clusters 3 and 4,
with 59 and 27 tombs, respectively (fig. 6). The den-
sity of graves is double in Cluster 3, as each grouping
covers around 4,500 m?. There are also smaller clusters
with two to four graves, which are perhaps later in date,
as they lie outside the main concentrations of graves.
Clusters 2-5 spread at the base of Ma’ajilayn Hill.
Tomb groupings may represent clans or other sorts of
corporate groups linked by kinship or affinity or both,
but they seem to have a chronological dimension,
too. This is suggested by the materials associated with
the graves (see below, “Regional and Long-Distance
Trade in Xiis”). Cluster 4 yielded the highest number
of Roman amphoras, which can be dated to the first
to second centuries CE, as well as the Italian terra si-
gillata, millefiori (mosiac glass), and ribbed glass, all
dated to the first century CE (online fig. 3). In contrast,
Cluster 3 produced no first-century CE imports, and
the only burial with grave goods excavated here fur-
nished a Roman glass flagon dated to the third cen-
tury CE. All materials from Révoil’s collection come
from Zone A and have been dated to the first to second
centuries CE.*” In this case, they are fully coincidental
with Cluster 4 and it can be safely assumed that two
different corporate groups existed and used different
spaces for burying their dead.

Excavation at Xiis

Four tombs were excavated in 2019, of which two
were intact and two looted: one in Cluster 2, two in
Cluster 3, and one in Cluster 4 (for full descriptions,
see the appendix; for a summary of the data, see
table 1). Two of the tombs (49 and 120) held children;
the other two (75 and 153), adults. Of the graves, one
(75) had no grave goods and another (49; fig. 7) had
perhaps only a Roman glass beaker and a shell pen-
dant. The other two (120 and 153) had funerary as-
semblages that allowed the tombs to be dated through
typological parallels. Tomb 120 (fig. 8) yielded a neck-
lace with glass and iron beads, iron anklets, and, more
importantly in terms of dating, a large glass flagon
probably from Roman Syria dated to the third century

36E.g., Gonzélez-Ruibal et al. 2017, 166, fig. 23.
%7Stern 1986; 1993; Desanges 1992; Ballet 1993.
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FIG. 6. Tomb Clusters 1-8 in Xiis. The area marked with an X is an activity area where abundant amphoras, storage jars, and

other imports were found. Pink dots mark the locations of excavated tombs.
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TABLE 1. Data from tombs excavated at Xiis in 2019.

Max. Length  Interment Age of the Sex of the
Tomb No. (m) Orientation  Disturbed? Interred (yrs.) Interred Date Grave Goods
49 2.6 SW-NE yes 5.5-6.5 unknown  1st-3rd c. CE? scarce
75 2.7 NW-SE no 25-39 male unknown none
120 3.7 E-W no 7.5-9.5 female? 3rdc. CE some
183 6 N-§ yes unknown unknown  1stc. BCE/CE many

FIG. 7. Orthophotos of the process of excavation of Tomb 49, Xiis: left, cairn; center, kerb and looting pit; right, burial pit with skeleton.

CE. This appeared with the remains of a child (ca. 7.5~
9.5 years old), probably a girl, as anklets and necklaces
are historically an indication of female identity in the
Horn of Africa. The Periplus Maris Erythraei (6) men-
tions the import of iron to the Somali coast and South
Arabia (6, 10) and in one case refers specifically to its
coming from India.

Tomb 153 was the richest of the four but had been
severely looted. Although only a few fragmentary
bones appeared, the remains of the funerary offerings
revealed an extremely rich burial: inside the tomb and
on the surface were Mesopotamian glazed pottery,
millefiori bowls, Roman monochrome glass vessels,
decorated glass inlays, Egyptian fine ware, Italian terra
sigillata, and abundant Roman amphoras (Dressel 2-4)
and South Arabian Organic Storage Jars. The assem-
blage can be dated most likely to the first half of the
first century CE. This is the only place where such a
large amount of imported materials was found on the
surface. This can be partly explained by the erosion
to which this part of Cluster 4 has been subjected and
some of the artifacts surely having come from neigh-
boring graves, but some finds may also be associated
with rituals and funerary banquets taking place around

the tombs, as has been documented in late pre-Islamic
contexts of the 12th to 14th centuries CE.*® Thus,
while amphoras were deposited in the tombs, they also
seem to have been discarded outside. Wherever the
objects’ original deposition, the finds from Tombs 120
and 153 reveal the far-reaching long-distance contacts
of these communities.

Other Activity Areas at Xiis

Apart from the tombs, three areas produced surface
finds: the islet of Xiis, the hilltop of Ma’ajilayn, and a
zone in the foothills adjacent to Cluster 4 to the south-
west. On the hilltop, finds were less diverse than in the
necropolis. There were remains of many South Arabian
Organic Storage Jars and cooking pottery, but fewer
glazed wares (15 sherds of turquoise-glazed pottery)
and no other fine wares or glass. Traces of at least three
rubble walls, one forming an angle that suggests the
corner of a building, can be seen, but whether they can
be associated with the finds or not is still unclear. The
place was perhaps a temporary settlement area, with

3 Gonzélez-Ruibal et al. 2017, 165.
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FIG. 8. The human remains of Tomb 120 with grave goods, Xiis.

the advantage of having an extraordinary visual com-
mand over the sea and the shore. As for the islet (on-
line fig. 4), there are some handmade plain wheelmade
wares but few amphoras or fine wares, which suggests
that the place was not used for unloading goods. It
might have been a temporary settlement, perhaps for
the merchants. Remains of low walls and terraces can
be seen; they could have been used to adapt the irregu-
lar terrain to the pitching of tents or huts.

Finally, an area with boulders, small rock shel-
ters, and outcrops between Cluster 4 and the base
of Ma’ajilayn Hill yielded an important quantity of
Roman amphoras, South Arabian Organic Storage Jars,
and a few fragments of wheelmade kitchenware. Fine
quality items were also recovered, including shards of
various glass vessels, shards from two different mille-
fiori dishes, and two fragments belonging to a single
core-formed glass alabastron or aryballos in opaque

blue with undulating yellow bands. Fine wares are
represented by some sherds of green and turquoise
Mesopotamian Glazed Ware. Among the amphoras
there are two ostraka with Greek letters. On the larger
sherd, which belongs to a Koan or Rhodian amphora,
it is possible to make out the letters A, Y, and N (on-
line fig. 5), and on the smaller, A and K. The pres-
ence of the ostraka makes it tempting to interpret the
scatter as a merchants’ camp. However, local items
were also found, including a fragment of a handmade
finger-printed rim and three shell beads, two of them
of Engina mendicaria, a sea snail with black and white
stripes.’” Considering the proximity to the tombs, this
could have been a meeting place between nomads and
merchants. The most striking evidence for its pos-
sible use for commercial exchanges is several chunks
of incense resin (fig. 9), whose significance will be
explained below.

Regional and Long-Distance Trade in Xiis

The survey of the necropolis furnished a remark-
able number of imported materials (table 2).* In fact,
local pottery is virtually absent, with only halfa dozen
plain sherds on the islet and one in the necropolis, rep-
resenting less than 1% of the entire assemblage. Dur-
ing the survey, 80 cairns yielded imported items, with
Mesopotamian Glazed Ware being the most common
(46 of the tombs), followed by glass of different types
(N =25), Roman amphoras (N = 19), and undeco-
rated wheelmade wares (N = 15). Stone or glass beads
appeared in seven cairns. Outside the necropolis—on
the Ma’ajilayn hilltop and in the foothills—common
finds included, as noted above, amphoras and large
numbers of South Arabian Organic Storage Jars.

The study of the materials showed both similarities
with and differences from Révoil’s collection, which
is dominated by high-quality glass including millefiori
and inlays. The French explorer picked up fragments
from at least 11 millefiori dishes and bowls, to which
a minimum of four vessels from the latest fieldwork
can be added. Inlays, plaques, and tiles are among the
most remarkable finds from Xiis (fig. 10).* They are
variously decorated with palmettes, rosettes, feather

%9 Engina shells were also used for making necklaces in Ber-
enike; see Then-Obluska 2015, 736.

*For a detailed study of the finds, see Fernandez et al. forth-
coming.

#Stern 1986, 23-25.
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TABLE 2. Summary of imported materials (first to third centuries CE) found at Xiis by type and provenance.

Category Type Provenance

amphora Dressel 2-4 Italy, Aegean
Gauloise 4 southern France
Agora M54 southern Turkey
AE3 Egypt

transport jar Organic Storage Jar South Arabia

fine ware terra sigillata Italy
Mesopotamian Glazed Ware Persian Gulf, Mesopotamia
Egyptian fine ware Egypt

glass beaker Italy
pillared bowl Italy
flagon Syria/Cyprus
inlays Egypt
millefiori bowl Egypt

bead glass beads Roman empire
Indo-Pacific glass beads India
stone beads (agate, carnelian, zeolite) India

anklet iron anklets India?

FIG. 9. Resin from the artifact scatter south of Cluster 5, Xiis
(scale = cm).

patterns, floral motifs, and in one case a theater mask
representing Dionysus. They were originally embed-
ded in boxes made of ivory and perishable materials
such as wood. Révoil found these inlays in Zone A,
and we documented them in Zone E (Tomb 153,
Cluster 4) (see fig. 6). They are identical and were

surely produced in the same place, probably Alexan-
dria, where, like the millefiori, they have some paral-
lels.* As for the palmette-decorated inlays, the best
match comes from one of the royal tombs of Meroe,
dated to the mid first century CE.* Other glass finds
include pillar-molded bowls in translucent blue-green
glass, of which two were collected by Révoil* and two
others found in the latest fieldwork; they can be dated
to the first half of the first century CE. In Tomb 120 a
complete cylindrical flagon, which has characteristic
handles with multiple combings, was found, dated to
the third century CE (see figs. 8, 11). This luxurious

*#The Dionysus plaque has a good parallel in Los Angeles, J.
Paul Getty Museum 2004.27 (acq. 2004 [unprov.] ), which is as-
signed a first century BCE date and an Alexandrian provenance;
see www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/221494/unknown
-maker-cast-plaque-fragment-greek-or-roman-1st-century
-be/. This object was acquired after 30 December 1973; there
is no evidence of its documentation before 1974 or its legal ex-
port from the country of origin; qual. pub. Saldern 1974, 126,
no. 335b.

* Dunham 1957, 127, fig. 83, pl. LXIX; Wenig 1978, 17;
Stern 1993, 34.

#Stern 1993, 52-53.


http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/221494/unknown-maker-cast-plaque-fragment-
http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/221494/unknown-maker-cast-plaque-fragment-
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FIG. 10. Glass from surface survey in Xiis: I, plaques and tiles; 2, unguentarium; 3, mosaic glass.

piece, perhaps a perfume bottle, was likely produced
in Syria or Cyprus® and has some parallels in the royal
graves of Aksum, which is indicative of its value.*

Révoil also collected a few sherds of terra sigillata
and amphoras, but these represent a minor part of his
documented assemblage. The new materials are coinci-
dental in terms of chronology with those of the French
explorer, but they are more varied. Clearly he focused
on the most spectacular artifacts, not the most com-
mon, the aforementioned amphoras, South Arabian
Organic Jars, and Mesopotamian Glazed Wares. The
latter two are not even present in Révoil’s assemblage,
and the first is greatly underrepresented, even if he
surely encountered them in the field.

Among the amphoras, Dressel 2-4 prevail (tables 3,
4). Most are from Italy, but there are also one Cilician
and one Aegean Dressel 2-4. Other amphoras include
Egyptian AE3 and Dressel 2-4 / AE4, Gauloise 4, and
one Cilician Agora M54 (fig. 12)."” The other major
category of containers is the South Arabian Organic
Storage Jar. These have elongated, ovoid bodies and
bases with high footings and thick walls. Four differ-

# It has a nearly identical parallel in Toronto, Royal Ontario
Museum 950.157.91, acq. 1950, which has been dated to 200-
300 CE, with a provenance in Syria or Cyprus; see Hayes 1975,
61,no. 160.

*Hayes 1975, 61, no. 160.

#Fernandez etal. forthcoming. For the AE typology, see Em-
pereur and Picon 1998, esp. 76-78.

"

FIG. 11. Glass flagon from Tomb 120, Xiis (scale = cm).

ent fabrics have been documented, three of which,
known from sites in South Arabia and India,* contain
abundant straw temper (thus the name of the vessel).
A fourth one, with volcanic temper, has not been re-
corded so far elsewhere, but the inclusions point to

“Buffa2014.
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TABLE 3. Diagnostic amphora sherds from the 2017 survey (Phillips 2018) and the 2018 Incipit-CSIC survey.

Total No.
Production Type Inclusions of Sherds  Rims Bases Handles MNI
Italian Campanian  Dressel 2-4 black sand / grits 10 S 3 2 S
Italian Dressel 2-4 medium black 3 - 1 2 1
inclusions
Gaulish Gauloise 4 - 3 2 - 1 2
Egyptian Dressel 2-4 / AE4 - 3 3 - - 3
AE3 - 3 2 - 1 2
unclassifiable - 1 1 - - 1
Cilician Dressel 2-4 - 1 1 - - 1
Agora M54 - 1 1 - - 1
Rhodian Dressel 2-4 - 1 1 - - 1
Aegean Dressel 2-4 - 1 - - 1 1
Total 27 16 4 7 18

MNI = minimum number of individuals.

TABLE 4. Amphora sherds found at Xiis by provenance, from the 2017 survey (Phillips 2018) and the 2018 Incipit-

CSIC survey.

Amphora Provenance Total No. of Sherds MNI MNI %
Italy 13 6 35
Egypt 7 6 35
Eastern Mediterranean 3 18
Gaul 2 12
Total 26 17 100

MNI = minimum number of individuals.

Yemen or Oman, where basalt formations are com-
mon. Despite this difference, the overall aspect is very
similar to the other organic jars.*’ A small number of
imported cooking wares were also recovered, which
are characterized by coarse fabrics, gray core, and red-
slipped surfaces. Their provenance is uncertain; it
could be Egypt or the Persian Gulf.

Fine wares found are terra sigillata, Egyptian fine
ware, and the aforementioned Mesopotamian Glazed
Ware (fig. 13). Italian terra sigillata and Eastern Sigil-
lata A were already collected by Révoil in the tomb
cluster identified as Zone A (near the village of Xiis).*

“Tomber 2008, 50-51.
**Desanges 1992, 100; Ballet 1993, 63-64.

Two more examples of Italian terra sigillata were re-
covered in the looted Tomb 153 in Cluster 4,°! and
survey yielded another fragment of Eastern Sigillata
A in the foothills of Ma’ajilayn. Egyptian fine ware is
represented by bowls and dishes similar to those found
at sites like Myos Hormos and Berenike.*> Mesopota-
mian Glazed Ware is very common and is represented
by small jugs and bottles, often with handles. The glaze
is green, blue, turquoise, and beige, the last perhaps
due to weathering. Turquoise- and blue-glazed vessels
seem to have better levigated fabric.

SI'Torres et al. 2019.
2David et al. 2016.
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FIG. 12. A selection of amphoras and storage jars from surface survey in Xiis: 1, 2, 5, Italian Dressel 2-4; 3, Gauloise 4; 4, AE3; 6-8,

South Arabian Organic Storage Jars.

Finally, a variety of beads exist in glass and stone—
agate, carnelian, and a type of zeolite. Stone beads
most probably came from India, where those minerals
abound; trade in such beads with Africa is known from
ancient to postmedieval times.** Northeast African
sources are known as well.** As for glass beads, some
were probably also imported from India, including tiny
(0.2-0.8 cm) round beads in green, yellow, and blue
that are very similar to so-called Indo-Pacific beads.*

Finds in Xiis show intense relations with the Roman
empire, South Arabia, and the Parthian empire, and at-
tenuated ties with India. Archaeology completes the
picture provided by ancient sources, which empha-

SInsoll et al. 2004; Then-Obtuska 2015, 746.
$*Then-Obtuska 2015, 74S.
5 Abraham 2016.

size, for obvious reasons, direct relations between the
Mediterranean and the rest of the world, while other
interactions that leave aside the Roman empire, such
as between Arabia and Africa, are underrepresented.*
The importance of the Roman element in Xiis was fur-
ther overemphasized by Révoil’s selective collecting. In
contrast, the recent survey has shown that commodi-
ties from South Arabia and Parthia, represented by
Mesopotamian Glazed Ware and South Arabian Or-
ganic Storage Jars, outnumber Roman imports in terms
of volume, if not in terms of significance; it seems that
the Roman empire was providing luxury goods in
smaller quantities but with outsized value.

What were the locals exporting? If Xiis is identified
with Mundu, then the nomads were providing three

$¢Seland 2016.
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FIG. 13. Fine wares from Xiis: 1-4, Mesopotamian Glazed Ware; S and 6, Italian terra
sigillata (after Ballet 1993); 7, Eastern Terra Sigillata A; 8 and 9, Egyptian fine ware.

kinds of incense-like resins: myrrh, frankincense, and
mokrutu, according to the Periplus Maris Erythraei
(9). As we have seen, we have archaeological proof of
the trade in aromatic resins near Cluster 4. The best-
quality incense is known to be found from Xiis to the
east,”” and the Daallo mountains, near Xiis, have three
varieties of incense-yielding trees: Boswellia frereana,
Boswellia carterii, and Commiphora myrrha. This is
unique to the entire region, including the Horn and
South Arabia, as elsewhere the different species do
not overlap. The variety and abundance of incense
trees probably gave Xiis its commercial advantage

¥ Casson 1989, fig. 6.

and would explain the richness of the finds in the
necropolis.

THE BERBERA REGION

As noted above, one of the goals of our project was
to compare different regions within the northern So-
mali seaboard to assess potential differences in trade
patterns in antiquity. We thus chose the region of Ber-
bera, which has had a prominent role in long-distance
commercial relations at least since the Middle Ages.
Indeed, our survey discovered a plethora of trade sites
dated from the 11th century onward. Earlier sites have
proven more elusive, but in our 2020 survey we were
finally able to locate evidence of premedieval commer-
cial connections (fig. 14). The name “Berbera” refers
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FIG. 14. Map of Berbera with pre-Islamic and medieval sites and shell middens.

to the ethnonym “Barbaroi,” which appears in Graeco-
Roman sources and was still used as the name of a
people as late as the 14th century by Arab travelers.*®
While the meaning of “Barbaroi” in Africa kept chang-
ing in the writings of ancient authors, by the early
Islamic period it was associated specifically with the
present-day territory of Somaliland. It has been argued
that the denomination is unrelated to the Barbarians
and probably refers to a local theonym, ethnonym, or
geographic name.* The Aksumite kings claimed Bar-
baria to be part of their polity in the third-century CE
Monumentum Adulitanum, but the territorial claims
were obviously far-fetched.

Maléo has usually been identified with the historical
town of Berbera because of the topographic descrip-
tion in the Periplus Maris Erythraei (8.3.24)," which
says the harbor is a dppog émiocadog, sheltered by an
dxkpwthptov running out from the east. If we translate

*$Fauvelle-Aymar et al. 2011, 65.
*Bowersock 2013, 26.
“Bowersock 2013, 47.

¢1See Casson 1989.

dxpwtipiov as “promontory”—as does Casson”—or
“cape,” the description does not fit Berbera well, be-
cause there is a sand spit but not a proper prominence.
But dxpwrripiov could also be translated as a “projecting
part,” and therefore Schoff’s translation as “spit” would
make more sense.” However, other references to dxpw-
Hipiov in the Periplus (11, 30) refer to quite conspicu-
ous headlands (e.g., Syagros in Hadramawt and Cape
Elephas on the coast of Somalia). As for 8ppog émicalog,
this can be translated as “open roadstead” or “roadstead
with rough waters” or “tossed on the sea.” This does
not fit modern Berbera at all, which has a closed, calm
roadstead.

Rather, it is more accurate as a description of Si-
yaara, 30 km east of Berbera. That place also has a
very prominent, isolated, and rocky dxpwtiipiov, the
only such topographical feature between Djibouti’s
border and central Somaliland. As we will see, some
evidence of ancient connections has been found in this
place, which was intensely used for long-distance trade

©2Casson 1989, 120.
3Schoff1912, 81.
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beginning in the 11th century.** In addition, Siyaara
has drinkable well water all year round, unlike Ber-
bera. Furthermore, it is strange that the Periplus failed
to mention the island in which the port of Berbera was
originally located and that is cited from the early 16th
century onward.* Unfortunately, the modern town of
Berbera is built on what was the old settlement. Im-
portant evidence of medieval trade, however, has been
found in the immediate surroundings of the town,
which means that even if the site of the town itself was
not always a hub for long-distance trade, the wider re-
gion was. In any case, we should perhaps not be look-
ing for a specific spot, but rather a region (Barbaria) in
which different mooring places could have been used.
From this perspective, we could interpret Barbaria/
Berbera to be the area between the Issutugan river
mouth in the west to Siyaara in the east, a coastal area
of some 100 km that has provided several testimonies
of pre-Islamic occupation (see fig. 14). Unfortunately,
there is no necropolis equivalent to the one at Xiis in
the vicinity of Berbera and therefore finding evidence
of trade is not an easy task. Several cairns have been
found, some of which are undoubtedly pre-Islamic,
but there are no large cemeteries.

Nomads Trading in the Berbera Region: Siyaara and
Ceel Gerdi

Despite the dearth of cemeteries, some sites were
discovered with imported materials dating from the
first millennium CE. One of them is the site of Siyaara,
mentioned above. It was the seat of a large seasonal
fair that had its heyday between the 11th and 16th
centuries. During surface survey we documented a
large amount of imported medieval pottery and glass
as well as many bangles, beads, and stone vessels.®® In
addition among the finds were fragments belonging to
three Himyarite jars (fig. 15), which are loosely dated
between the first millennium BCE and the mid first
millennium CE.“” These jars have brown fabric with
poorly sorted coarse granitic temper. They have necks,
often undulating, and peaked rims. No other obvi-
ous pre-Islamic imported materials have been found,

% Gonzalez-Ruibal and Torres 2018; Gonzalez-Ruibal et al.
2021.

¢ The island was described by Ludovico di Varthema, who
visited it in 1504; see Varthema 1863, 88.

% Gonzélez-Ruibal and Torres 2018, 29-31; Gonzélez-
Ruibal etal. 2021.

7 Ciuk and Keall 1996, 38-39,95/10.

but excavations might reveal more. While no full-size
cemetery has been found in Siyaara and its surround-
ings, half a dozen cairns were identified, of which two,
based on their large dimensions, are clearly pre-Islamic
in date. Another two of them, one in Siyaara and one
some 4 km to the southwest, are on the shore and very
conspicuous (fig. 16). It makes sense that they were
devised to be seen from the sea or the coast, as they
are much less visible from the interior.

The most significant sites near Berbera are located
in the surroundings of Ceel Gerdi, a small hamlet west
of Siyaara and 22 km east of Berbera (see fig. 14). Here,
six shell middens extend for 6 km along the coast, of
which three are Neolithic and can be dated to the
second millennium BCE through ceramic parallels
in neighboring Djibouti.®® The other three—Ceel
Gerdi 2 (CG-02), Ceel Gerdi 8 (CG-08), and Ceel
Gerdi 9 (CG-09)—could be dated through imported
artifacts to the first millennium CE (fig. 17). South
of Ceel Gerdi 4 (CG-04), in the village of Ceel Gerdi
itself, an off-site scatter was found, consisting of half
a dozen sherds of plain, handmade pottery and a pos-
sible imported sherd, which may also be from the first
millennium CE. Both CG-02 and CG-09 were located
in flat areas with coral outcrops next to large dunes,
whereas CG-08 was on top of a consolidated dune.
CG-02 extends along a northwest—southeast axis and
is much longer than it is wide, with a maximum length
of around 135 m, a maximum width of 20 m, and a
total surface area of 2,800 m* (online fig. 6). Shells
are evenly distributed throughout the scatter, but pot-
tery and imported artifacts are more abundant in the
northwest zone. CG-08 is located 2.7 km northeast of
CG-02.Itis composed of two small scatters covering a
surface area of 1,500 m? (online fig. 7). The actual size
of the shell midden might be slightly bigger, as only
exposed areas of the site were mapped. The density of
shells is similar at CG-02 and CG-08, but pottery and
other finds are fewer and less diverse at CG-08. CG-09
is a small shell scatter of around 100 m?, situated south-
east of a large Neolithic midden (CG-01).

None of the sites are stratified; shovel tests revealed
that all remains are on the surface, indicating low oc-
cupation redundancy and low spatial congruence.”
This means that people were returning to the same
place, but not to the same spot, which makes sense,

 Cauliez et al. 2008.
®“Brooks and Yellen 1987.
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FIG. 15. Three Himyarite jars found in Siyaara.

FIG.16. A pre-Islamic cairn at the site of Styaara 2 (4 km south of Siyaara), overlooking the Gulf of Aden.

as the many shells, often large, would have hampered
repeated occupations. This explains the abundance of
shell middens along the coast and, within the middens,
specific scatters that may represent different visits to
the area. All middens were likely the campsites of small
nomadic communities composed of a few nuclear
families. In his classification of occupation density of
pastoralist sites in northeast Sudan, Sadr considered
sites with 25 sherds or fewer per square meter to be low
density, while those with 100 or more were high densi-
ty.”? At CG-02 there are 8.5 sherds per square meter in

7Sadr 1991, 20.

the area with more finds. If, as Sadr proposes, artifact
density correlates positively with duration of occupa-
tion, then the occupations of the Ceel Gerdi middens
were short. The sites yielded a variety of materials
including handmade pottery, imported pottery, flint
flakes and cores, ostrich egg shells, turtle shells, fish
bones, and, of course, sea shells. Finds that appear only
in CG-02 include animal bones, handstones, pound-
ers, and net sinkers.

Marine shells, as might be expected, are the most
common find. They range from 34 to 50 specimens per
square meter, on the surface (table §). In CG-02, two
units, of 2 x2 m and 1.5 x2 m, were sampled to assess
the malacological assemblage (online fig. 8). In CG-08,
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FIG. 17. Map of the Ceel Gerdi shell middens.

TABLE 5. Shells from samples in middens CG-02 and CG-08 at Ceel Gerdi.

Taxon CG-02, Sample 1 CG-02, Sample 2 CG-08, Sample 1
Tricornis tricornis 114 17 17
Callista umbonella 7 - 4
Sea snails 7 - 10
Tectus dentatus 3 - -
Anadara antiquata 2 - 41
Chicoreus erythraensis 2 1 -
Conus namocanus 1 - 2
Littorinidae 1 - -
Lambis truncata - 2§ -
Total 137 43 74

Note: Other species were documented at CG-02 that were not present in the sample, including a few Cypraediae (cowries), a type of
large edible clam ( Tivela damaoides), and a variety of small gastropods (Cerithiidae, Strombidae ). CG-08 overall is dominated by Lambis
and Tricornis, although Sample 1 in the table was taken in the northeast zone of the site, where cockles (Anadara antiquata) dominate.

the shells are dominated by Lambis and Tricornis, but
there are scatters, probably representing different epi-
sodes of consumption, where different species pre-
vail. In a cockle scatter, a 1.5 x 1.0 m sample unit (see
table 5, CG-08, Sample 1) yielded 74 shells and many
shell fragments, one pottery sherd, and one fragment
of ostrich egg shell. The density of the scatter, both in
terms of shells and pottery, is lower than in CG-02.

The people of Ceel Gerdi were exploiting other ma-
rine resources, such as fish and sea turtles. Fish bones
appear at both sites, one in CG-02 and five in CG-08.
Fish vertebrae belong to the Serranidae family (two
in CG-08, one in CG-02), probably a kind of grouper.
Two other vertebrae in CG-08 are of the Sparidae
(e.g., sea bream) or Lethrinidae (emperor fish) family.
All are littoral, sedentary fishes that can be fished all
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year round near the coast (even from the coast) and
live along shores with rocky bottoms, as is the case in
Ceel Gerdi. The Periplus Maris Erythraei (7, 8), how-
ever, mentions the people of this region, the Barbaroi,
sailing in rafts to trade with Muza and Okelis, markets
on the Yemeni coast, for Barbarian incense and wood,
so they may have sailed for fishing. Apart from the fish
bones themselves, evidence of fishing is provided by
stone net sinkers.

That the communities of Ceel Gerdi were not
only foraging is demonstrated by the bones of goats
or sheep, found in CG-02. Surprisingly, remains of
larger Bovidae (size 3) are as common as those of
goat/sheep (table 6).”" It is impossible, unfortunately,
to tell whether they are domesticated or wild, but the
presence of cattle in Ceel Gerdi would be surprising,
as the aridity and lack of water could not sustain them,
even seasonally. Size 3 wild animals in the region in-
clude antelopes such as Oryx beisa and Tragelaphus
strepsiceros. The former was abundant on the coastal
plain around Berbera until the early 20th century;” the
latter exists in the nearby mountains. Another option
is that the bones do belong to cattle obtained through
trade in the highlands and slaughtered and consumed
on the coast. Whatever the case, it diverges from the
expected faunal assemblage of a nomadic group in
Somaliland, which would include a large number of
goats or sheep and a few camels, as documented for
the medieval and postmedieval periods, but not large
Bovidae. A camel metatarsal was also documented in
CG-02, the oldest occurrence of this species so far in
Somaliland. A fragment of a rib from a size 4 herbivore
could also have belonged to a camel. CG-02 also deliv-
ered several handstones, which could have been used
for a variety of purposes, among them perhaps grind-
ing cereals. In sum, the nomads of Ceel Gerdi were
engaged in a mixed subsistence economy: they were
grazing their herds, fishing, collecting mollusks, and
probably hunting. Foraging activities still contributed
greatly to the pastoralists’ diet in Africa during the first
millennium CE; in faunal assemblages from pastoralist
sites in Roman Libya, for instance, gazelle represents
up to 20% of the collections.”

7! Animal size classification follows Bunn’s animal weight/
size classes, specifically devised for African mammals (Bunn
1982): size 1: <50 kg; size 2: 50125 kg; size 3a: 125-250 kg;
size 3b: 250-500kg; size 4: 500-1000kg; size 5: 1000-4000kg.

72Drake-Brockman 1910, 85-86.

73Van Acker and Broekaert 2014, 108.

Regarding pottery, seven different fabrics were
identified at both sites (six of them are described in
table 7), of which one is surely local and another one
perhaps as well; local fabrics represent 95% of the as-
semblage (online fig. 9). The most common fabric is
brown to gray in color, with poorly sorted, abundant
granitic temper, and untreated surfaces. Shapes as-
sociated with this fabric are handmade unrestricted
and globular bowls, often decorated with incisions or
shell impressions—quite distinct from the comb im-
pressions characteristic of the Neolithic. Shell impres-
sions were made using valves of Anadara, a mollusk
that appears in noticeably large quantities in middens
only during this period, as we have seen above. Hand-
made pottery of the first millennium CE is clearly an
evolution of local Neolithic traditions: while decora-
tions differ, the shapes and fabric are identical. Several
of the sherds have holes that were drilled after firing.
This allowed the pots to be hung using a rope, a solu-
tion that is particularly suited to the nomadic lifestyle.
The very limited range of pottery forms is also typical
of nomadic and seminomadic groups.

Regional and Long-Distance Trade in the
Berbera Region

A variety of imported pottery was found in the shell
middens at Ceel Gerdi. A minimum of seven vessels
were found in CG-02, including a wheelmade one in
pink fabric and fine muscovite temper, perhaps from
the Mediterranean; several sherds of brick-red pottery;
and two fairly complete pots, a Himyarite jar similar
to those of Siyaara and a Late Aksumite jug (fig. 18;
table 7). The latter shows two characteristic elements
of Late Aksumite production (550/610-800/850
CE):" black surface and geometric decoration. The
paste (Fabric S) has abundant mineral temper, includ-
ing volcanic inclusions. Similarities in terms of fabric
and decoration are greater with the Agame pottery
tradition of eastern Tigray than with productions from
Aksum itself or southern Tigray. Interestingly, the pot-
tery technique resembles contemporary traditions in
Adigrat, also in eastern Tigray.”®

Regarding the brick-red fabric (Fabric 2), the sherds
are compact, hard, and homogeneous in color, but
coarsely molded and with some muscovite temper.

7*Bard et al. 2014, 293, fig. 4; Fattovich 2019, 256.
7 Wilding 1989, 301-11, fig. 16; Phillips 2000; Bard et al.
2014; Gaudiello and Yule 2017, 105-88; Gaudiello 2020, fig. 8.
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TABLE 6. Faunal remains found in CG-02 at Ceel Gerdi.

Taxon No.  Skeletal Part Section Taphonomy/Other

Bovidae, size 3* 3 humerus diaphysis high weathering

Bovidae, size 3 1 vertebra axial 2 cut marks (transversal incisions)

Bovidae, size 3 1 vertebra axial -

Bovidae, size 3 1 femur diaphysis weathering

Bovidae, size 3b 1 mandible cranial moderate weathering,
biochemical alterations

Bovidae, size 2 (goat/sheep?) 3 rib axial -

Bovidae, size 2 (goat/sheep?) 2 mandible cranial premolar 3 not erupted

Bovidae, size 2 (goat/ sheep?) 1 radius diaphysis high weathering

Goat/sheep 1 molar 3, lower right cranial -

Goat/sheep 1 molar 2, lowerright ~ cranial -

Camelid 1 metatarsal distal epiphysis -

Chelonia 8 shell shell high weathering

Bovid, indeterminate S tooth cranial -

Undetermined, size 4 1 rib axial high weathering

Undetermined 13 - - poorly preserved corticals

Total 43

* See supra n. 71 for size classifications.

The walls are thick, suitable for cooking or storage
pots. The surface has a characteristic polishing and stri-
ating caused by brushing. This fabric resembles Clas-
sic and Middle Aksumite period utility or table ware
(globular pots, goblets, cups, and bowls with polished
to slipped surfaces).”® Given the absence of good diag-
nostic elements, it is difficult to confirm a provenance,
but red fabrics were common in central-western Tigray
and similar fabrics are still found in modern produc-
tions in the area. In association with these reddish
sherds, there is a small fragment in CG-08 of a rim
from a globular pot, which can be described as Black-
Topped Ware. This type of pot, with a reddish exter-
nal surface and a blackish band around the rim that
continues on the internal surface, is dated to the first
millennium BCE. Nevertheless, echoes of this typical
pre-Aksumite production are present in a few cases (or
present in low numbers) in the later ceramic assem-
blages of the Proto- and Early Aksumite periods (ca.

7*Wilding 1989, 236-90.

fourth century BCE to second century CE) in several
sites in Tigray.”’

Another of the fabrics documented at CG-02, a gray
ware with abundant coarsely crushed shell inclusions
(Fabric 4), has been found in Oman and the United
Arab Emirates.” Two vessels in this fabric appeared at
Ras Hafun, where they had clearly been imported.”

Imported materials appeared in other scatters domi-
nated by Neolithic materials besides CG-02 and CG-
08. This makes sense, as two of the Neolithic middens
are contiguous to CG-02 and the people from the later
site surely moved around the surrounding dunes. Such
finds include two handles, which are unknown in the
local tradition and therefore must have been imported.
One of them is a flat vertical handle in red fabric with
little temper, for which good parallels have not been
found. The other one is a horizontal lug handle, oval
in section, with impressed decoration and ochre

77Fattovich and Bard 2001.
7Reddy 2015.
7 Smith and Wright 1988, 122.
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TABLE 7. Imported pottery found at Ceel Gerdi (CG) and Siyaara, by fabric type.

Type Description Provenance CG-02 CG-05 CG-07 CG-08 CG-09 Siyaara Subtotal

Fabric2 red, compact, scarce, Aksumite, S 1 - 2 1 - 9
fine temper west-central Tigray?

Fabric3 brown-red outside, Himyar/Yemen 1 - - - - 3 4

gray inside, coarse
granitic temper

Fabric4 gray, friable, Oman / Persian Gulf 1 - - - - - 1
shell-tempered

Fabric 5 gray, abundant temper, Late Aksumite, 1 - - - - - 1
volcanic eastern Ethiopia

Fabric6 wheelmade, pink, fine =~ Mediterranean? 2 - - - - - 2
muscovite

Fabric 8 ocher, compact, well unknown - - 1 - - - 1
levigated

Total 10 1 1 2 1 3 18

0 5cm

FIG.18. Imported pottery and glass bangle from Ceel Gerdi: 1, Aksumite jug, CG-02; 2, Himyarite jar, CG-02; 3 (CG-07) and 4, han-
dles of unknown provenance; S, bangle in dark green, almost black, glass, probably Egyptian.

fabric with little temper (Fabric 8). While horizon- Also imported are two pieces of obsidian at CG-08,
tal handles exist in the Aksumite area, no convincing a bladelet core and a flake. Obsidian from Yemen and
comparanda exist for this piece. There is also the pos- northern Ethiopia was part of long-distance and re-
sibility that it is a medieval intrusion, as horizontal gional trading networks involving the Horn of Africa
handles are common in medieval sites in Somaliland. and South Arabia from the Late Neolithic onward and

However, it would be the only medieval sherd in the
entire assemblage.
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these finds must therefore be considered trade items
on an equal footing with pottery and glass.®

Finally, the most remarkable of the foreign artifacts
from the shell middens is a bracelet of plano-convex
section in a monochrome very dark green (almost
black) glass found in CG-02. This kind of bangle is
common in Egypt and the Levant between 300 and
700 CE and particularly abundant between the fifth
and seventh centuries CE, a date coincident with the
Aksumite jug.®' Compared to those at Xiis, imports
from Ceel Gerdi reflect a regional trading network
involving the Horn and South Arabia rather than
the long-distance network revealed at Xiis. However,
we must bear in mind the nature of Ceel Gerdi—
campsites of small nomadic communities foraging
along the coast, rather than a proper place of trade as
Xiis was.

With what were the nomads trading? According
to the Periplus Maris Erythraei, the items traded in
Mala6 and Mundu were the same, which means differ-
ent types of incense and myrrh and a few slaves. The
people of Ceel Gerdi might have brought incense that
they had harvested during their trips from the interior
to the coast, but they could also have provided marine
resources; namely, turtles. Both CG-02 and CG-08
have furnished several turtle shell fragments. Casson
noted that turtle shell receives more mentions than any
other item in the Periplus,* and in the account of the
Somali coast, it is mentioned in descriptions of Avalites
(Periplus 7), Mosyllon (10), and Opdne (13), as well
as of the island of Socotra (Dioscurides) off the coast
of Somalia (30), so it is quite likely that they were also
hunted and sold elsewhere. Green turtles were abun-
dant in the Gulf of Aden and have been found in shell
middens from the Bronze Age onward.** Many turtle
bones were retrieved in the excavations of Ras Hafun
Main, and the absence of shells has been convincingly
interpreted as the latter being sold to merchants.** An-
other item that could have been traded is ostrich egg
shells, several fragments of which appeared in both
CG-02 and CG-04. Trade in ostrich egg shells is doc-

80Khalidi 2010.

81 Spaer 1988, 54-55.
82Casson 1989, 101-2.
8 Mosseri-Marlio 1998.
% Chittick 1979, 270.

umented for the early Islamic period in the region.*
Exchanges were not necessarily conducted in Ceel
Gerdi itself, but they could have taken place in the
whereabouts of either Siyaara or Berbera.

The sites of Ceel Gerdi can be dated to between
the fifth and seventh centuries CE based on the chro-
nology of the Aksumite jug and the glass bangle. This
period partly coincides with the hegemony of the Ak-
sumite presence in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden
during the sixth century.* Indeed, in Adulis, the main
trade center on the Eritrean coast, the most intense oc-
cupation is in the fifth and sixth centuries CE, which
is also when more abundant pottery imported from
the Ethiopian highlands appears. This is interpreted
as proof of the stronger inclusion of the coast in the
sphere of influence of the Aksumite kingdom dur-
ing the sixth century.*” At the same time, evidence of
South Arabian materials in both Ceel Gerdi and Si-
yaara speaks of relations between locals and the poli-
ties of the Yemeni coast, a phenomenon that is already
attested in sources for the first century CE (Plin., HN
12.42.88; Periplus 7-8).

The Inland Routes

The hinterland of Berbera as far as Yiroowe (south
of the town of Burao) was also explored through ex-
tensive surveys combined with analysis of satellite
imagery, covering a tract of some 130 km in a straight
line from the coast. In the area between the escarp-
ment dividing the coastal plain and the highlands and
the Burao area, we located 22 necropoleis with cairns
flanking the main natural routes. One of the largest
cemeteries is in Gugux, east of the town of Sheikh and
65 km south of the coast. The complex consists of 44
tumuli and one large rectangular and segmented struc-
ture (fig. 19). The tumuli range in size from 5 to 1S m
in diameter and are between 1 and 2 m in height. The
cairns are disposed following a perfect north-south
orientation along an elongated hill with the same ori-
entation. Unfortunately for the dating of the site, there
were no associated surface finds. However, the cairns
were intact, indicating the site has not been looted or
disturbed by natural processes, so future archaeologi-
cal work can be productive.

8 Power 2012, 174.
8 Power 2012, 63-75.
87Zazzaro etal. 2014, 71.
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FIG. 19. Map of the pre-Islamic necropolis of Gugux.

Another necropolis, Galoley, extends along a wadi
near the main road linking the coast and the town of
Burao. Here a partially looted cairn was excavated
and yielded no finds whatsoever. Another cairn, some
3.5 m in diameter (online fig. 10), which was not
aligned with the main group of tombs, had some bones
protruding from the stones. One of them was taken
for radiocarbon analysis and yielded a postmedieval
date.” The bones might be a later intrusion, since they
appear in the upper part of the cairn, or the cairn itself
might be recent.

Another site was more productive: on a flat-topped
hillock in Yiroowe, 22 km southeast of Burao, rising
some 30 m from the surrounding plain, sits a smaller
necropolis, with only four cairns. Two of the cairns are
on the eastern edge of the hilltop and two are on the

88190 + 30 BP (Beta-557627), calibrated using IntCal20 to
cal CE 1649-1916 (20).

southern slope. Those on the hilltop were larger, with
a diameter of around 12 m, and made of small stones
(ca. 0.1 m). Those on the slope were smaller (ca. 4 m
in diameter) and probably later in date—smaller cairns
were in use in the region at least until the 19th cen-
tury (as seen in the case of Galoley), whereas no large
cairns are known to have been built after the early sec-
ond millennium CE. One of them was half destroyed
and furnished no finds whatsoever. The larger cairns,
however, did yield some materials, because they had
been disturbed by anthills (fig. 20). The southern tu-
mulus had several fragments of turquoise glass on the
surface, mixed with the stones of the cairn, which was
disturbed. The fragments come from a single vessel
whose shape could not be reconstructed. The glass is
patinated and clearly ancient, although it is difficult
to specify a date. Next to the northern cairn a glazed
pottery sherd turned up. The type of glaze—green and
crazed—and the bulff] friable fabric, are quite unlike
those of the medieval period in color and texture but
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FIG. 20. One of the tumuli at Yiroowe, with tall anthill.

FIG. 21. Comparison of glazed pottery: I, sherd from Yiroowe
found near the tumulus in fig. 20; 2 and 3, Mesopotamian
Glazed Ware from Xiis (full scale = S cm).

are strongly reminiscent of the Mesopotamian Glazed
Ware found in Xiis (fig. 21). A date before 700 CE is
most likely, as Muslim graves do not typically have fu-
nerary offerings.

Cairn cemeteries were established along the main
natural routes between coast and interior followed

by nomads (still today), and it can be expected that
these graves would have commodities exchanged with
foreign merchants. Large concentrations of smaller
cairns, such as those documented at Xiis, however,
are unknown in Berbera and its hinterland. Before
excavation, we cannot say whether the larger tombs
were collective or individual, as in Xiis, but based on
size and parallels elsewhere in the Horn, collective use
seems more likely.

OTHER FAR-SIDE PORTS?

We visited Zeila, which has been traditionally identi-
fied with the ancient port city of Avalites.* There was
nothing on the surface predating the 13th century,
and previous researchers have failed to discover pre-
Islamic remains, either in excavation or on the neigh-
boring Sacadin Island, where medieval sherds and
structures are abundant.”® That the Zeila region played

% Further north, in the northern coast of Djibouti, another
ancient port of trade that is not mentioned in the Periplus has
been located: Berenike epi Deire. Large cairn necropoleis can
be made out in satellite photographs in the border between Er-
itrea and Djibouti and near Ras Siyyan (Labrousse 1978).

% Curle 1937, 316; Fauvelle-Aymar et al. 2011. A recent re-
examination of Curle’s materials in the British Museum by one
of us (de Torres) failed to identify any artifacts that could be se-
curely dated to the first millennium CE.
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an important role in pre-Islamic times, however, can
be inferred indirectly by the abundance oflarge cairns
flanking the natural routes leading from the Borama
highlands to the coast. It is possible that ancient re-
mains are buried deep or somewhere else in the area.
A more systematic survey of the region is needed.

According to the Periplus Maris Erythraei, the an-
cient settlement of Mosyllon was located between
Mundu and Arématén Emporion. As noted above, it
is possible that Mundu corresponds with Xiis. As for
the Ardmatén Emporion, it has been identified with
Daamo, where Chittick found Mesopotamian Glazed
Ware and Dressel 2-4 amphoras.” Mosyllon could be
located either in Qandala in Puntland or Ceelayo, on
the border between Somaliland and Puntland.** Satel-
lite photographs show large necropoleis in both loca-
tions, very similar to Xiis in size, cairn typology, and
organization. The necropolis at Qandala is located east
of the town near an estuary that penetrates deep inland
(online fig. 11). The cemetery has doughnut-shaped
cairns identical to those at Xiis and the tombs are simi-
larly arranged. Around 200 cairns can be detected in
the satellite imagery, adjacent to an escarpment facing
the sea, as in Xiis. The majority of the burials are appar-
ently circular or doughnut-shaped, ranging in size from
2.5 to 17 m. Those with greater dimensions are larger
than any known in Xiis, but the most common cairns
in Qandala are less than 10 m in diameter, as in Xiis.
The site could not be visited, as the situation in Punt-
land is not as safe as in Somaliland, but the necropolis
is so similar to Xiis that a contemporary chronology
can be posited. As for Ceelayo, near the border of So-
maliland, the cemetery is even larger, with perhaps
as many as 500 tombs, extending 6 km parallel to the
coast, between the dunes and an escarpment (a topo-
graphic setting again reminiscent of Xiis). The tombs
include large circular and doughnut-shaped cairns, and
in this case, also dozens of square structures like those
of Ras Hafun and Xiis. Again, given the similarities to
those dated sites, the time frame is most likely the first
half of the first millennium CE.

*ITomber 2008, 96.
2 Dualeh 1996.

DISCUSSION

Research on the sites of Xiis and Ceel Gerdi con-
firms much of what was already known from written
sources and from the few archaeological materials from
previous explorations.

However, it also provides new insights that chal-
lenge some preconceptions. The places differ in nature
and chronology. Based on the available data, Xiis seems
to have been in use mostly (or perhaps only) between
the first and third centuries CE, after which trade may
have moved elsewhere, not necessarily very far, as there
are other cairn clusters in the area. This proposed chro-
nology could change should the square tombs prove to
be later in date. The middens of Ceel Gerdi, however,
were in use at some point between the fifth and sev-
enth centuries CE. They reflect nomadic camps, where
people engaged in a diversity of subsistence activities,
typical of a mixed economy—and also trading, both
regional and, to a lesser extent, long distance.

In Xiis, research has confirmed that the nomads had
high purchasing power, which was already known from
Révoil’s collection. This should come as no surprise:
pastoralists have already been shown to have access to
luxury goods, including gold jewelry, in other areas,
such as Late Roman Egypt,* thanks to their control
of key resources and routes. Yet due to the influence
of classical texts and limited archaeological knowledge,
the commodities acquired by nomads are still often
referred to as “commonplace,” “inexpensive,” or “low
value””* The distribution of imports throughout the
necropolis of Xiis indicates that Révoil’s finds were not
aunicum and that high-quality goods from the Roman
and Parthian empires were arriving in Somaliland in
good numbers during the first centuries CE (fig. 22).
Among the clearest evidence of such purchasing power
are the glass plaques and tiles embedded in boxes, with
close parallels in the royal tombs of Meroe. This wealth
must be related to the virtual monopoly that the people
of Somaliland had on one of the most expensive prod-
ucts of the ancient world: prime quality frankincense,
one pound of which equated to 50 days’ pay of a skilled
laborer in Rome.*®

Other conclusions are more counterintuitive. First,
the Xiis assemblage as a whole—which includes

% Lassanyi 2010, 600.
**McLaughlin 2014, 121.
% McLaughlin 2014, 28.
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FIG. 22. Provenance (squares) of the imported materials documented in Somaliland: I, Gaul (amphoras); 2, Italy (amphoras, terra
sigillata, glass); 3, Aegean (amphoras); 4, Egypt (fine wares, glass, inlays, amphoras); S, Cilicia (amphoras); 6, Syria (glass), 7, Mes-
opotomia/Persian Gulf (glazed wares); 8, Aksumite kingdom (pottery, obsidian); 9, Himyarite kingdom (pottery, transport jars,
obsidian); 10, Oman (shell-tempered wares, storage jars); 11, India (beads, iron artifacts?). Dots indicate ports of trade along the

northern Somali seaboard.

Mesopotamian Glazed Ware, terra sigillata, fine glass,
wine, and perfumes—is not so different from that
of other regions involved in the Indo-Roman trad-
ing network during the first to third centuries CE.
The nomads were partaking in a shared world that
was not only economic but also cultural. They were
acquainted with foreign practices and scales of value
and were strongly integrated into the Western Indian
Ocean system. The volume and diversity of imported
items along the northern Somali seaboard indicates
sustained interaction rather than sporadic visits by
foreign merchants.

Second, imports were not only for individual use as
grave goods. The presence of large numbers of con-
tainers (South Arabian jars and Roman amphoras)
points to practices of collective consumption that had
passed unnoticed so far. We now have the two sides of
the coin: individual consumption of status symbols, as
reflected in luxury items in graves, and collective con-
sumption of perishable products, probably wine and
food, most likely in the context of rituals, banquets,

and funerary ceremonies. The abundance of containers
could be associated with acts of communal consump-
tion in which status was displayed and negotiated, as in
other societies living on the peripheries of the Roman
empire, pastoralist or not.”® The import of wine by
East African communities is mentioned in the Periplus
Maris Erythraei (17) in connection with Rhapta. Here
it is stated that wine was imported not as a trade item
but as a way of facilitating commerce with the Barbaroi,
which can be interpreted as wine being used in feasting
between locals and merchants or among locals. Also,
annual communal feasting by indigenous communities
is described in the Periplus (65), though in reference
not to Africa but to India. In Xiis itself, the contexts of
amphora deposition could perhaps be related to feast-
ing by nomads and merchants to facilitate commercial
exchanges; these kinds of ritualized celebrations are
known in other archaeological and historical contexts

¢ Mattingly 2002, 186; Woolf 2002, 11; Sadr 2004.
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of trade—including in Somaliland itself, where they
have been attested for the medieval period.”” For the
moment, this is just a theory. Another possible expla-
nation for the Xiis amphoras is that nomads transferred
the contents of the amphoras to animal skins in order
to transport the wine to the interior and discarded the
containers in situ.

Another aspect revealed by archaeology is the indi-
vidual nature of many of the tombs in Xiis, Ras Hafun,
Ceelayo, and Qandala. This is remarkable; the little we
know of Neolithic burials in the region indicates that
they were collective.” The same is true for late first-
millennium CE cairns in Ethiopia.”” Unfortunately,
diachronic knowledge of burial customs in Somali-
land is extremely patchy, but individual tombs seem
to prevail during the first few centuries CE and again
beginning in the 13th century.'® This coincides with
peaks in long-distance trade and increased social differ-
entiation. More graves need to be excavated at Xiis to
confirm this, but the appearance of individualism and
rich grave goods is already telling and might be related
to the emergence of inequalities without centralization
or sedentism. In this regard, the existence of elabo-
rate children’s tombs with, in one case at least, luxury
goods, may indicate ascribed status or the projection
of the parents’ status onto their offspring.

As for Ceel Gerdi, it is impossible not to think of
the Ichtyophagoi, the Fish-Eaters, situated by Greek
writers from the sixth century BCE onward along the
Red Sea coast and the Gulf of Aden. They are a topos
of savagery in Hellenistic to Byzantine literature, in
which they are variously described as naked, living
on shellfish and fish cast upon the shore, eating them
raw, dwelling in small, poor villages, and using wooden
and lithic implements.'”" The cliché, as is almost al-
ways the case, includes both an element of truth and a
distortion of reality. The Ichthyophagoi of Ceel Gerdi
may have looked primitive from the perspective of
Mediterranean cultures, but they were also engaged in
commercial networks involving the Byzantine empire,
Oman, and the kingdoms of Himyar and Aksum, and

%7Gonzalez-Ruibal et al. 2021.

% The platform cairn of Antakari (Djibouti), e.g., which has
been radiocarbon dated to the mid third millennium BCE,
yielded 20 individual burials. See Cros et al. 2017, fig. 13.

% Fauvelle and Poissonnier 2016.

10 Cros etal. 2017; Gonzalez-Ruibal et al. 2017.

191 Nalesini 2007; Power 2012, 65.

were well acquainted with their material culture. This
participation in long-distance and regional trade is
actually hinted at by Artemidorus (ca. 100 BCE) and
the author of the Periplus Maris Erythraei, who men-
tion the Ichthyophagoi of the Horn of Africa providing
myrrh and turtle shell to merchants.'” Now we know
that they maintained their involvement in trading net-
works until late antiquity—and later.

It is obvious that the author of the Periplus consid-
ered the people of each of the far-side ports a distinct
group—akin to what we would call an ethnic group—
but the text revealed very little of their cultural speci-
ficity. This is one of the aspects to which archaeology
can make an important contribution. There is the
tendency to see pastoralists as a single cultural com-
plex from Egypt to Somalia. The sources provide little
detail about their lives, except some clichés regarding
their diet and a few comments on their propensity to
trade, or lack thereof. While there is still much that a
careful examination of classical texts can do, it is obvi-
ous that only archaeology can provide a full picture of
the cultural distinctiveness and sociopolitical organi-
zation of each of the pastoral groups that lived along
the shores of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. As
noted at the beginning of this article, all nomads re-
jected sedentism and centralization and shared simi-
lar ways of constructing and using the landscape. But
their cultural variability and dynamics over time, then
as today, were immense, and this clearly shaped the
ways in which they interacted with foreign merchants.

Another lesson from recent research in Somaliland
is that we should not always try to fix the trade on the
African coast to specific locales as mentioned in the an-
cient sources. The proclivity to do so is influenced by
the urban-centered imagination of the Mediterranean
societies (and our own), but in nomadic areas the situ-
ation was probably quite different. For medieval and
postmedieval times we know that places of trade were
volatile and could change in a matter of months—due
to clan conflicts, for instance.'® This volatility was
underscored by the lack of both infrastructure that
anchored people to specific locales and centralized

192 Nalesini 2007, 303.

19 Burton (1856, 411-13) describes one such conflict,
which led to one clan moving away from Berbera and driving
part of the trade some 70 km east of Berbera to Bulhar, which
thus became an important place of trade.
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authorities. For the first millennium CE, more sites
have been documented along the coast than are known
in ancient sources, and this might be related to the
shifting landscape of trade in Somaliland and Punt-
land. This, in turn, has to do with nomadic heterosta-
sis, which comprises flexible politics and a strategic
use of mobility.'™ Places of trade were mobile because
the local communities were mobile themselves. The
movement of pastoralists followed an annual rhythm
marked by the monsoon winds. The monsoon brought
rains—and thus grass for the herds—during specific
times of the year. It also brought foreign sailors, whose
movements, in this case by sea, were equally deter-
mined by the regime of the monsoon winds, which
seems to have been fully mastered by the end of the
first century BCE.'” The trading season and the graz-
ing season along the coastal strip coincided and made
the interaction between nomads and merchants pos-
sible for two millennia. Therefore, the sites that we
have documented were most likely the locations of
seasonal fairs that lasted for a few months and whose
nature does not seem significantly different from
those described in the mid 19th century by European
travelers.'*

CONCLUSIONS

The participation of Somaliland in the Western In-
dian Ocean network has been known from archaeolog-
ical remains since the late 19th century. However, no
systematic work has ever been conducted in this terri-
tory. Recent research in the necropolis of Xiis, which
was discovered in 1881, and in the sites around Ber-
bera, has provided a wealth of data that enable a better
understanding of long-distance and regional trade in
the Gulf of Aden during the first millennium CE. Per-
haps more importantly, it provides new insights into
nomadic societies in the Western Indian Ocean sys-
tem. Of all the actors involved in the network, nomads
are the group that has received by far the least atten-
tion from archaeologists and historians. This is despite
the fact that nomadic pastoralism was the dominant
subsistence strategy from Egypt’s Western Desert to
southern Somali (more than 6,000 km of coastline)

%Honeychurch 2014, 291-96.
195 Cobb 2018b, 23-24.
1% Cruttenden 1849.

and these groups had control of highly valued re-
sources such as turtle shell and frankincense. Research
in Xiis, commonly associated with ancient Mundu,
has resulted in the first detailed map of the necropolis
and a reliable chronology. It has also confirmed the
wealth of the nomads participating in trade and their
strong integration, both cultural and economic, in the
Western Indian Ocean system at the beginning of the
Common Era. While the presence of high-quality glass
was already known, an important number of Roman
amphoras and South Arabian storage jars have been
collected, as well as terra sigillata and Egyptian fine
wares. Two ostraka with Greek graffiti confirm the
presence of merchants from the Roman empire on
Somali shores. Indo-Roman trade in Somaliland may
have influenced the practice of individual burial—the
few earlier graves excavated to date are collective—and
an increase in social differentiation without this lead-
ing to either centralization or sedentism.

Fieldwork in the Berbera region, identified with
ancient Malao, has documented a rather different
panorama. No extensive necropolis has been found,
but several shell middens bearing evidence of contact
with the kingdoms of Himyar and Aksum in late antiq-
uity were identified. The people in the surroundings
of Berbera were not the typical specialized pastoralist
society with which we have come to associate nomads,
but rather mobile communities with a mixed economy
in which the exploitation of marine resources and
probably other foraging and hunting activities played
a prominent role. This reveals the heterogeneity of the
nomadic populations of the Horn of Africa, which is
quite different from the stereotypical image inherited
from antiquity and that still prevails in contemporary
imagination. The documentation of many pre-Islamic
cemeteries following the routes to the coast in the Ber-
bera hinterland reveals a complex network that linked
the shores of Somaliland and the interior of the Horn
of Africa.

In both Berbera and Xiis, research has shown, on the
one hand, that regional networks—involving the Horn
of Africa and South Arabia—played a more prominent
role than could be inferred from written sources alone
and, on the other, that Parthians were primary actors
during the first few centuries CE. Further research
will surely provide a more accurate picture of those
nomads who traded with empires.
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Appendix: Descriptions of the Tombs
Excavated at Xiis
CANDELA MART{NEZ BARRIO

TOMB 49 (CLUSTER 2)*”’

This tomb had no cairn, the structure consisting of a
simple stone ring of 2.60 m in external diameter delimited
by medium-sized stones (0.3-0.5 m) placed directly on the
ground (see fig. 7). This is one of the seven circular struc-
tures without cairns documented in this area, and it was
selected to determine whether they were tombs or had a
different purpose. There were no obvious traces of looting

197 Clusters are mapped in fig. 6.

on the surface, such as pits or displaced rubble, but the ex-
cavation showed that the grave had in fact been plundered.
Surface cleaning yielded three small fragments of light green
glass, two of them rims, apparently from a beaker, but it can-
not be determined with absolute certainty that they come
from the tomb rather than from any of the nearby struc-
tures. After the removal of the surface layer inside the stone
ring, two well-defined stratigraphic units appeared: a layer
of reddish sand interspersed with numerous small white
stones covering most of the area and a small oval shape of
gray sand west of it. Initially, the latter was interpreted as
the fill of the tomb’s pit, but it was later realized that it was
actually a robbers’ pit. The actual, much larger, burial shaft
was elongated and lay underneath the robber’s pit, with a
southwest-northeast orientation. The remains of a human
skeleton were documented 1 m deep in a supine position at
the bottom of the pit. No objects were found in association
with the bones, except for a small sea snail with a perforation
to use as a pendant. It appeared in the fill, near the feet, so
it is not possible to tell with certainty whether it belonged
to the individual or not. Several attempts at dating various
bones were unsuccessful as they had no collagen left, which
leaves us without a chronology for this context. Should the
glass belong to the tomb, the dating would be between the
first and third centuries CE.

The human remains, which were in a good state of pres-
ervation compared to other burials, appeared in two differ-
ent stratigraphic units. Some of the bones appeared mixed
and disarticulated in the robbers’ pit filled with gray sand.
Among the disturbed bones there were fragments of a man-
dible; some teeth; ribs; the right humerus, radius, ulna, and
hand bones; vertebrae; and the right coxal. The rest were in-
determinate bone fragments. The looters dumped the bones
in the pit after plundering the tomb. Lying on the bottom
of the grave, in situ, was the lower third of the skeleton. It
was lying on its back with the right hand stretched along the
body and the left hand over the abdomen. The lower limbs
were extended. The individual’s age was estimated based on
the measures of the long bones. The maximum length of the
diaphysis of the femur and tibia (without epiphysis) provide
an age between 5.5 and 6.5 years at the time of death.'” Den-
tal development could not be used to calculate age, as only
a fragment of mandible and some loose teeth were found.
Biological sex could not be determined either. Some char-
acteristics of the long bones and ribs are compatible with a
potential pathology, but this requires further examination.'”

1% Scheuer and Black 2000.

1 As the skeleton had already been affected by looting, we
decided to remove the bones and, after careful packaging, take
them to the Department of Archaeology in Hargeisa for further
study.


mailto:alfredo.gonzalez-ruibal@incipit.csic.es
mailto:jyravedr@ghis.ucm.es
mailto:ahmjam14@gmail.com

134 ALFREDO GONZALEZ-RUIBAL ET AL.

[AJA 126

It is possible that the deceased had grave goods and that
they were located in the area of the head, which had been
heavily disturbed and partially removed. The thorough de-
struction of the upper third of the skeleton would suggest
that there were indeed some objects, and the presence of
glass shards would suggest that at least a beaker was part of
the grave goods. Alas, the disturbance of the context pre-
vents definite conclusions.

TOMB 75 (CLUSTER 3)

This is a fairly intact cairn, albeit with some evidence of
a looting attempt that affected its northern side. It has an
oval shape of 2.7 x 2.0 m and a height of just 0.57 m. It is
built with volcanic stones of medium size (0.3-0.5 m) with
a ring of bigger stones (0.6-0.8 m) at its base. The cairn
was selected because of its good state of preservation and
small size (online fig. 12). The excavation started with the
removal of the volcanic blocks, under which a second layer
of blocks appeared—this time of coral and with a thickness
0f 0.4-0.5 m. Underneath the coral blocks appeared a third
layer of volcanic stones placed flat on the ground, with an av-
erage thickness of 0.4 m. Under these three layers of stones
there was a deposit of white sand mixed with small frag-
ments of coral stones and, underneath that, a homogeneous
level of coral and light brown sand with no anthropogenic
intrusions; this is in all likelihood geological. The pit, which
had a northwest—southeast orientation, was 1.98 x 0.56 m
and was filled with white sand mixed with shells and small
coral fragments. At the base of this stratigraphic unit, there
was a large flat stone on the southeastern side and the re-
mains of a wooden framework embedded in red clay on the
northwest. Once the flat stone and red clay were removed,
human remains appeared, 1.4 m under the surface. The
skeleton was complete but the state of the bones was not
good; they had many postmortem fractures and crumbled
easily upon exposure.

The individual had the head to the northwest, facing
south, and the arms stretched along the body. The collapse
of the wooden framework left visible traces on the bones in
the form of dark brown horizontal stains. Two perforated
shells, a cowrie and a sea snail, were found in the fill, so they
do not belong unambiguously to the dead. No proper grave
goods were documented and the sample bones that were
taken for radiocarbon dating turned out, again, to have no
collagen. No stable isotopic analyses could be conducted
either, and a sample of wood dust also failed to deliver a
date. After samples were taken, the skeleton was studied
in situ and reburied. Tomb 75 revealed a careful and very
elaborate funerary structure, which is quite uncommon.
However, it is not matched by rich grave goods, as could
have been expected.

The buried individual is male, which can be inferred
from the cranium and coxal bones. The age was estimated
based on the pubic symphysis and the auricular surface of
the coxal bones: there are no traces of fusion in the bones

and the third molar is completely erupted. The morphology
of the symphyseal face places the individual in phase III,
with a range between 21 and 46 years of age at the moment
of death."” The observation of the sacroiliac region sug-
gests that the auricular surface of the individual is situated
between phases I and IV, with a range between 25 and 39
years of age.""" Measurement of the long bones as well as the
total length of the skeleton gave a height of approximately
1.68 m. The estimated stature using the maximum measure
of the right humerus was 163.16 + 4.43 cm and using the
left femur was 167.41 + 3.94 cm.'"? The individual had re-
markably good dental health, with no antemortem losses,
cavities, or dental calculus. However, medium to advanced
dental wear was observed, mainly in the molars, with several
points of dentin exposed in the dental crowns.

There is no hypoplasia, fistula, or alveolar resorption.
There are some nonmetric, individualizing features, includ-
ing a marked concave impression on the inferior surface of
the sternal (medial) end of the clavicle and some joint de-
generation in the sternal face of the same clavicle.

TOMB 120 (CLUSTER 3)

Tomb 120 is a small circular cairn, 3.7 m in diameter and
1.5 m in height. It was made of medium-sized (0.2-0.3 m)
volcanic stones forming a cone at the top and a ring of bigger
blocks (0.7-1.0 m) at the base. The southern side showed
evidence of an unfinished looting attempt.

Once the stone cover was removed, alternating layers of
sand of different colors and compactness were found (light
brown, slightly compacted; white, highly compacted) (on-
line figs. 13, 14). It is possible that the white sand was mixed
with gypsum (of which there are outcrops in the vicinity)
to achieve more compactness in order to seal the grave.
Two layers of compacted white sand interspersed with light
brown sand were documented before the outline of the pit
was found. It had an east-west orientation and was 1.60 m
long, 0.50 m wide, and 0.67 m deep. In the fill, a single un-
modified shell of Anadara uropigimelana was found. Lying
on the bottom of the tomb was a skeleton, complete except
for the feet, which had completely disappeared.

Tomb 120 yielded a small but very interesting assemblage
of grave goods, consisting of a 22 cm tall Roman glass flagon
lying next to the cranium on the right side; a necklace of 24
beads around the neck of the individual, 12 of which were
blue glass, six were faience, and six were bronze, and an iron

10 Phases noted here follow the Brooks and Suchey (1990)
pubic age determination system.

""'Lovejoy etal. 198S.

12 Left femur: max. Igth. 46 cm; Igth. of distal epiphysis
8 cm; greater trochanter—smaller trochanter 6.4 cm; greater
trochanter—fovea capitis 9.8 cm; fovea capitis—smaller trochan-
ter 7.8 cm; max. head diam. 4.9 cm. Calculations of height based
on Trotter 1970.
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anklet on the right ankle. The glass flagon was cylindrical
and had a combed handle; it can be dated to the third cen-
tury CE (see fig. 11; online fig. 15).

The osteological analysis was conducted in the field. The
individual was lying supine, head to the west, facing south,
and arms stretched along the body. The state of preservation
of the bones was not good. Preservation was particularly
poor in the distal extremities of arms and legs. Numerous
postmortem fractures and problems of bone consistency
were probably caused by the pressure of the cairn stones.
The skeleton is slightly tilted to the right due to post-
depositional processes, but the joints are tight and there are
no relevant bone displacements.

There is major decomposition and bone loss in the tho-
racic zone, pelvis, hand bones, knee joints, and ankles. No
bones from the left hand, patellae, right fibula, or foot bones
were found.

Based on dentition and the measurement of long bones,
it can be ascertained that the individual was a child aged 7.5
to 9.5 years.'” To narrow down the age range, a radiograph
would be necessary to assess not only tooth eruption but
also the development of the crowns and roots of the perma-
nent teeth yet to come out. The maximum measurements
of the long bones provide an estimate of 4 to 5.5 years of
age,''* but these measurements were taken in the field and
are approximate because the extremes of the bones were
not well preserved. It is thus possible these calculations un-
derestimate the actual age; however, the estimate of 4-5.5
years can be utilized as the lower margin. No pathologies or
traumas were documented. The biological sex of the indi-
vidual cannot be determined. There is a strong association
between the type of artifacts found in the tomb (particularly
the necklace and anklet) and female individuals in the Horn
of Africa, particularly those belonging to nomadic groups.
Babies and toddlers are usually not distinguished by gender
in terms of personal adornments, but distinction normally
appears by three or four years of age.

TOMB 153 (CLUSTER 4)

When this tomb was recorded in 2018, a significant con-
centration of materials was found in its vicinity, including
green-glazed Parthian pottery, amphora fragments, and
glass, and it was thus targeted for excavation during the fol-
lowing field season. The tomb had been extensively looted
and was in a very poor state of preservation, with the cairn
almost completely dismantled.'"* Its morphology is thus
uncertain, but it seems that it originally consisted of a rect-
angular structure that was surrounded by a stone ring, lost
for most of the perimeter. It seems that the structure was

113 Alqahtani et al. 2010.
114Scheuer and Black 2000.
STorres etal. 2019.

originally circular, approximately 6 m in diameter. The
tomb was surrounded by other poorly preserved structures
that had been eroded by torrents flowing from the slope of
Ma’ajilayn Hill. The deposits documented during excavation
were characterized by a high level of disturbance by looting.
The southern part of the tomb was almost completely gone,
while the northern part was better preserved. Deposits of
light and dark sand were interspersed with medium-sized
stones, sea shells, and fragments of archaeological objects.
Human remains were absent with the exception of five small
fragments of 3 cm or less, of which only one could be identi-
fied; it was a phalanx.

Archaeological materials were, however, abundant, al-
though strongly disturbed and mixed to the extent that
pieces of the same object were found separated by a depth of
1 m. In some cases, the materials showed evidence of having
been affected by fire, although given the level of disturbance
of the grave it is impossible to determine in which context
this process took place. The tomb was significantly deeper
than the other three, reaching a depth of 1.8 m. The mate-
rials located in Tomb 153 are very diverse and representa-
tive of the site as a whole. They are also strikingly similar
to those found by Révoil. At least 10 different objects have
been identified. Glass fragments are the most abundant
material, including monochrome and mosaic vessels and
inlays. The monochrome examples correspond to at least
three different vessels, but they are extremely fragmented,
and only a pillar-molded bowl could be identified in the
sample, dating from the first century BCE or first century
CE."'¢ There were fragments of at least two millefiori bowls
that can dated to the same period.""” Regarding inlays, a total
of 25 strips in white or red glass paste were found, some with
black palmettes. They originally decorated a box or casket.
Pottery is represented by four items: a small vessel of Meso-
potamian Glazed Ware with green glaze, straight neck, and
flaring rim; a fragment of Italian terra sigillata; a sherd of a
Roman amphora; and a bowl of Egyptian fine ware. The
assemblage is completed by a carnelian bead, a glass bead,
and a fragment of iron.
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