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Abstract
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This thesis explores the social and productive landscapes of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, two
neighbouring Swahili sites in the Zanzibar Archipelago, Tanzania, which are dated to the 11th
to 15th centuries CE. Emerging on the East African coast around the 7th century CE, the Swahili
culture has traditionally been associated with vast Indian Ocean trade networks, stone towns,
and a cosmopolitan hierarchical Islamic society, within which social status was negotiated
through imported prestige goods and stone architecture. Departing from this traditional view,
this thesis seeks to investigate how social identity and status were expressed and negotiated
through labour, foodways, and different types of material culture, with a view to examine
(and question) the hierarchies so often assumed to have been present in Swahili towns of the
second millennium. Two seasons of archaeological fieldwork were carried out in Tumbatu and
Mkokotoni; the former was a large town with extensive stone architecture, while the latter was
a smaller settlement with few extant architectural features. Shovel Test Pit surveys covering
the known habitation areas at both sites allowed for site-wide comparisons of material culture
and food remains, while targeted excavations uncovered the remains of two domestic structures
on Tumbatu and a glass bead workshop in Mkokotoni — the first of its kind. Analyses of
the data from the two sites revealed a large and economically homogenous urban landscape,
within which the two sites can be considered as two neighbourhoods of the same town, each
with their own distinct role: Tumbatu was as a trading settlement with links to regional and
long-distance networks, while Mkokotoni functioned as a productive area. Crucially, the sites
yielded little material evidence for status distinction, indicating that trade wealth and imported
material culture were not monopolised by a small group of elites or integral to maintaining
social hierarchies. Instead, this study approaches social identities and structures through the lens
of activity and labour, and highlights how socio-economic differentiation was expressed and
negotiated through knowledge, production, the use of space, and adherence to various group
identities.
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INTRODUCTION 

The medieval world was highly interconnected, through routes of trade and contact that 
traversed enormous land masses and oceans. Contrary to the early modern period, it was not 
Europe but rather Asia and the Indian Ocean that stood at the centre of commerce, and Islam 
became a dominant religion connecting many diverse areas (Horton et al. 2020). While the term 
‘medieval’ is contested when applied to areas beyond Europe, it is a useful tool when analysing 
and comparing different regions within the time period 500-1500 CE. The eastern coast of 
Africa was a crucial and integrated part of this wider medieval Indian Ocean and Islamic world, 
supplying a variety of raw materials, finished products, and enslaved individuals, as well as ideas 
and technologies to other regions. This part of Africa was well-known to medieval geographers 
and travellers, recognised under a multitude of names, including the Arabic Sawahil, meaning 
coasts (Pearce 1920: 235; Chami 1998). Today, this long stretch of shoreline from Mogadishu 
to Mozambique is thus known as the Swahili coast (Figure 1.1), a name also used to refer to its 
people, language, and culture. The role of the Swahili as merchants and middlemen in the 
Indian Ocean trade networks, and the impact this trade had on the development of Swahili 
society, is well-studied archaeologically and historically: several large settlements, often referred 
to as stone towns, started to dot the coastline from the early second millennium CE, some of 
which functioned as city-states and entrepôts. The most famous of these have impressive ruins 
of stone houses, mosques, tombs, and town walls (Chittick 1974a; Kirkman 1974; Kusimba 
1993; Horton 1996; Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012; Wilson 2019), and while many were 
abandoned, others have continued their existence into the later second millennium, such as 
Lamu, Mombasa, and Zanzibar Stone Town, all well-known for their Swahili architecture and 
(to the many tourists who visit) exotic, timeless atmosphere.  

Significantly less is known about the social aspects of past Swahili settlements, both urban 
and rural: what kind of people lived there, how were they organised socially and politically, and 
how were different identities performed, displayed, or opposed? While these types of questions 
have received increasing attention recently (Wynne-Jones 2007a, 2018; Fleisher 2010a; 
Pawlowicz 2019), in step with the development of more social archaeologies globally, we are still 
far from fully appreciating the complex Swahili societies of the pre-colonial period and how 
gender, status, and labour identities were understood and experienced. While an elite and non-
elite dichotomy has been widely accepted for the coast, and much research expended on the 
elite portion of these settlements, there has been little critical engagement with the usefulness of 
such terms and whether they are appropriate for the pre-colonial period at all. Often, elite 
identity has been associated with material wealth (usually in the form of imported products), 
residence in stone houses, and involvement in long-distance trade. While these links have been 
demonstrated ethnographically for more recent centuries, archaeological investigations into 
earlier periods rarely show such explicit links; rather, they are assumed. Non-elite identity is 
consequently associated with non-stone houses (i.e. timber and daub), restricted access to trade 
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goods, and dependency on subsistence-based labour such as farming and fishing. Few so-called 
non-elite contexts have actually been explored, however, and only a very limited number of 
research projects have focused on the timber and daub areas of stone towns or their rural 
counterparts (LaViolette and Fleisher 2018; Pawlowicz 2019; Wynne-Jones et al. 2021).  

This thesis explores these social dynamics at two Swahili sites in the Zanzibar Archipelago, 
Tanzania, dating to ca 1000-1400 CE: Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. These areas were settled 
during a time period when the coast was becoming increasingly integrated into the Indian Ocean 
trade systems and many Swahili settlements expanded, followed by increased social and political 
complexity and material wealth accumulation, Islamisation, and architectural developments. It 
was a period of significant change and development for many of the larger coastal settlements, 
of which Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were very much a part. Two seasons of archaeological 
fieldwork were carried out at the two sites, revealing an array of imported as well as locally 
produced material remains, in addition to extensive stone architecture in the form of private 
houses and mosques at the site of Tumbatu. My study initially set out to explore the dichotomy 
of elite and non-elite identity, to understand the complexity and diversity of the non-elite or 
commoner populations of Swahili towns, and to identify the archaeological signatures of non-
elite identities. As the research progressed, however, and the data from the two sites were 
processed, it became increasingly clear that using these labels may hamper our understanding 
of the diverse socio-economic landscapes of the Swahili coast, and are not useful in 
understanding complexity, variety, or agency. Instead, I chose to approach Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni as a social landscape, studying socio-economic identities and structures through the 
lens of activity and labour, moving away from the previous focus on imported artefacts and stone 
houses as markers of wealth and high status. Assessing the archaeological data alongside 
historical and ethnographic studies have revealed two highly interdependent sites, connected by 
shared material culture, but also by familial and labour relations. There were no clear 
hierarchical structures expressed in variable access to material culture: instead, I propose that 
socio-economic differentiation was expressed through other forms of identity and display, and 
negotiated through knowledge, labour, and adherence to various group identities. One of the 
major discoveries of the project was the excavation of a beading workshop in Mkokotoni, unique 
on the coast, illuminating the importance of non-mercantile activities such as production in the 
development of Swahili society.  

A note on the term Swahili is also needed. It is often used as a shorthand to refer to the 
people of the East African coast, both in the past and the present, although it does not accurately 
portray the diversity of these people, how they have changed over time, or how they self-identify. 
The term Swahili only came into use sometime during the eighteenth or nineteenth century, 
introduced by Omani Arabs (Middleton 1992: 1), and the Swahili themselves have rarely been 
involved in the discussion (Caplan 2007; Fleisher 2015). Using one term to describe people who 
have occupied one extensive geographic area for almost 1500 years is complicated and not 
without its problems, and we need to be careful not to equate Swahili with one unchanging 
culture and identity (see discussion in Insoll 2007). However, it remains a useful term, and I 
have retained the use in this thesis to refer to the Muslim people inhabiting the East African 
coast and its islands, in the past and in the present. I also focus here on the urban coastal 
dwellers, emphasising a Swahili way of life rather than any kind of specific ethnicity. Although 
the Swahili are generally described as East Africans, they seem to have had an open society with 
permeable boundaries. This may very well have been an integral part of how they became such 
successful coastal merchants; their ability to adapt to changing circumstances and embrace new 
ways of life, while also retaining the old, will have been a significant advantage in their dealings 
with foreign merchants, and may also explain why the coast was not colonised by any Islamic 
governments until the Omani intervention in the seventeenth century.        



INTRODUCTION 

3 

Figure 1.1 Map of the East African coast, marking significant Swahili settlements  
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Research aims and methods 

The overall aim of this project is to examine how artefacts, food, and architecture were used to 
create, maintain, and communicate social and economic differentiation in north-western 
Zanzibar (Unguja) in the early second millennium CE, primarily through archaeological data 
from fieldwork conducted as part of this study. This study also aims to interrogate the commonly 
held assumption that socio-economic inequality in Swahili towns was maintained solely through 
the exchange and consumption of ‘exotic’ trade goods and the construction of stone houses, 
presumably leading to clearly hierarchical social structures and few opportunities for social 
mobility. I question and critique the dichotomy between elite and non-elite statuses along with 
the supposed importance of trade and the merchant class in the structuring of Swahili urban 
societies, while highlighting the different ways in which socio-economic status could have been 
negotiated and performed, especially through labour and gender roles. Thus, this thesis explores 
the material worlds of the inhabitants at Mkokotoni and Tumbatu, and the socio-economic roles 
of those people that move beyond the elite and non-elite divide.  

Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were chosen due to their assumed economic and productive 
roles within the wider landscapes of northern Unguja and the Zanzibar Archipelago. Tumbatu 
is a large (ca. 25 ha) urban site with extensive stone architecture mentioned in a historical 
document by Yakut, an Arab traveller, in the thirteenth century (Gray 1962: 16), suggesting 
Tumbatu would have been a significant trading town during its occupation. Mkokotoni is a 
smaller (ca. 9 ha) site with few architectural remains on the surface and presumed to have had 
few stone structures, with the majority of houses likely to have been constructed in timber and 
daub. When planning this project, the two sites were therefore deemed to have the potential to 
offer comparative data on the material differences between a large urban entrepôt and a smaller 
site presumed to be focused on production and agriculture (see Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017 
for a description of entrepôts). While I initially believed the two sites represented an elite 
(Tumbatu) and a non-elite (Mkokotoni) settlement, this simple dichotomy does not seem to fit 
these two sites, offering a new way of understanding this large urban landscape and its socio-
economic composition. Both sites were occupied during a period of significant development 
and change on the Swahili coast, with increased activity in trade and architectural construction 
as well as a presumed increase in hierarchisation and social complexity. This time period 
therefore lends itself perfectly to the study of social and economic diversity.  

As laid out above, my overarching research question is: how was social and economic 
differentiation materialised in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni? I chose to use surveys (the main 
method was a Shovel Test Pit survey, but a building survey was also carried out) and excavations 
to explore the two sites and answer my research question. These methods allowed me to explore 
both the wider townscape of the sites as well as four stone structures within each site, resulting 
in the recovery of large amounts of material culture and food remains that have been used to 
compare the nature and layout of the two sites and the different types of activities occurring at 
each. I considered this approach the most useful in accessing the sites and their remains on a 
macro and micro level while keeping within a manageable time frame. The excavations partially 
uncovered two residential houses in Tumbatu and one probable bead workshop and associated 
furnace in Mkokotoni, the latter of which was unexpected but highly interesting. The 
comparison between these two different types of space has driven much of the discussion in 
Chapters 7-9, and presents us with a unique window into the domestic and productive spheres 
of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni.  

Archaeology in a modern, complex world 

When I first entered archaeology as an undergraduate student, I had, like many others, a 
romantic view of what archaeology entailed. Exposure to wonderful stories about ancient Egypt 
and famous films about looting adventurers at an early age had left me wanting to explore not 
only the past, but the past beyond my own country’s borders. I had a keen interest in travelling 
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and exploring other cultures, and somewhat naively thought of archaeology as a non-intrusive 
way of doing so. Having spent the first 20 years of my life in Norway, a country reluctant to face 
its colonial past in public discourse, I was largely ignorant of the role the West had played (and 
continues to play) in the unequal allocation of resources, destruction of land, and creation and 
perpetuation of racism — something that is endemic within our discipline as well. As I became 
more involved and interested in the archaeology of East and West Africa and the histories of 
slavery, the line I had previously imagined between the past and the present became blurred. I 
became increasingly aware of the lingering effects of colonialism, and had to confront the ways 
in which archaeology (and archaeologists) have played a part in perpetuating these effects. What 
happened in the past continues to shape the actions, perceptions, and lives of people today — 
archaeology plays a crucial role in highlighting this, while simultaneously shaping the way we 
view and remember the past. 

I have spent much time considering and evaluating my own role as a white, European, 
and female archaeologist working in East Africa. It is a role I am not entirely comfortable with. 
There is a long and complicated history of white Westerners imposing their own (often biased) 
view of Africa and its past, and the majority of archaeological research on the East African coast 
has, until recently, been carried out by scholars from the global north (see Chapter 2). East 
Africans themselves have rarely had the opportunity to influence which stories are being told 
about their own past, or how, and the nature of academic publishing makes these stories 
unavailable to the majority of East Africans. Local knowledge is accessed through ethnographic 
and ethno-archaeological studies, but this knowledge is consequently curated by the ‘specialist’ 
archaeologists, and local people remain informants rather than specialists in their own right 
(Chirikure 2016). There is also a massive disparity in access to academic resources and funding 
between the global north and the global south, and African students and scholars often do not 
have the same opportunities to carry out fieldwork or get published, despite the wealth of 
expertise and knowledge they contribute to the field. Subsequently, there are currently many 
great discussions being had within the African archaeology community about how to make 
archaeology more inclusive, conscientious, and accessible. It is clear that the field is changing. 
And it has been a long time coming. 

So what is my role in this? I certainly have my own biases and agendas, which are 
influenced by my background as well as by my gender. While I attempt to keep an open mind, 
there is no doubt that my interpretations of the archaeological data are subjective. From the start, 
I had a wish to foreground certain people — the women, the enslaved, and the non-elite. My 
reasons for doing so are both personal and professional. These are groups of people who have 
traditionally lacked a clear voice in archaeological and historical interpretations of the past, yet 
they would certainly have contributed significantly to the societies and cultures we are so keen 
to study. As will become clear in the final chapters of this thesis, these groups are sometimes 
highlighted in my work, and sometimes not. Archaeology has great a potential to call attention 
to people frequently obscured by history, but is often ill-equipped to pick out specific individuals 
or groups among the heaps of potsherds and differently-coloured soils. Nevertheless, it is my 
hope that I have managed to highlight a part of Swahili history that may otherwise have gone 
unnoticed, in which the social and economic roles of ordinary people are appreciated. I am by 
no means suggesting that this is the story of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni; merely that it is a story, 
about the people who helped build and maintain these two impressive settlements.  

Conceptual framework  

There are many routes I could have taken in the approach to the study outlined in this thesis, 
and the framing of its data and consequent interpretations. Yet it was clear from the start that 
this would be a project framed and inspired by social archaeology (and social archaeologists) — 
it is the people, and their interactions, choices, and actions, that form the core of this study. 
While as an archaeologist I am concerned with things, it is not the things themselves, but how 
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they were used by people in their social worlds that lies at the heart of what I am trying to achieve 
with this study. Some conceptual themes have emerged as a route towards exploring these social 
worlds: labour and production, identities and agency, and social inequality. These are all broad 
themes with long and complex histories of archaeological study and debate, which would be 
unfeasible to recount here. Instead, I will outline the more general ways in which these themes 
(and terms) have been conceptualised and their relevance to my own work.  

Labour and production 

I will start with a clarification. Labour archaeology is a sub-field in itself, concerned with 
industrialisation, capitalism, and the labour class of the more recent past (Silliman 2006; Shackel 
2013, 2014), and as such is not directly relevant here. I have chosen to use the term labour 
alongside (and encompassing) that of production and craft, to emphasise the various forms of 
human action beyond that of strictly production and crafting, the latter of which has been the 
focus of many archaeologists working with the topic of labour in pre-industrial societies. The 
organisation of labour and production within a society is a key aspect in understanding wider 
societal organisation and socio-economic structures, identities, and agency. In this way, the 
themes explored here are intimately linked and best understood in relation to each other; what 
people do impacts their actions and roles in society.  

Archaeologists are uniquely positioned to study the material traces of different forms of 
labour, such as small and large-scale production, trade, and household activities. While these 
material traces are themselves worthy of study, giving clues to the kinds of technical skills 
involved, resource exploitation, and the spatial dimensions of this labour, they also open up for 
a broader study of the social, political, and economic aspects and divisions of labour. In 
particular, the relationship between production (or craft specialisation) and complex societies 
has been a key factor in archaeologists’ longstanding interest in these issues (Childs 1998: 109), 
and although craft and production are by no means restricted to complex or urban societies, it 
is there that we can expect to find more diverse types of labour and labour relations. These 
include those not exclusively related to subsistence, such as administration and trade (Lane 
2014), as well as the labour involved in government and large-scale infrastructure and 
architecture. While these labour systems can be difficult to recreate relying solely on 
archaeology, historical or ethnographic sources can help flesh out some of these more intangible 
social dimensions.  

Different ways of understanding and analysing labour and production in past societies 
have been put forward by several scholars, including the scale and administrative organisation of 
production. Sinopoli (1988) offers a useful overview, explaining how craft production or craft 
specialisation (see Clark 1995 for definition and use of terms) can be understood at different 
scales, including administered, centralised, and non-centralised production. Elsewhere, this 
relationship between labour and production has been discussed as attached and independent 
production (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Clark 1995). Administered production is recognised as 
being regulated and controlled by non-producing authorities, usually a political or religious elite, 
who request specific types of goods related to their own elite consumption — objects “used in 
the acquisition, expansion, manipulation, and expression of elite status and political dominance” 
(Sinopoli 1988: 581–82). Centralised production does not have this direct control from higher 
authorities, but is defined as being large-scale and spatially separated, regulated by market 
demands and traditions. A number of different types of goods are produced, including 
subsistence and household goods, but also so-called luxury items. Some involvement from 
authorities may be present in the form of taxation. And finally, non-centralised production 
occurs on a smaller scale and tends to focus on household items and subsistence, with smaller 
and more dispersed workshops or areas of production. In some societies, family or household 
groups may be responsible for this kind of production (Sinopoli 1988). While all types of 
production may not fit into this scheme, it is useful for understanding the type and extent of 
social complexity and hierarchy in some societies, as well as the variable agency available to 
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producers. As will be explored in Chapter 8, the kind of small-scale production associated with 
many Swahili settlements was probably largely non-centralised, and included opportunities for 
social and economic advancement, although the amount of involvement from the government 
or ruling classes can be difficult to ascertain based on archaeology alone. Some of the specialised 
production that was practiced in Swahili societies may also fit somewhere in between; while it 
may not have conformed to the type of large-scale centralised production described by Sinopoli 
(1988) in India, it could have required organisation beyond the household, perhaps through 
specialised craft groups or guilds.   

Production also exists on different spatial scales (and subsequently different scales of 
analysis for the archaeologist): from the small-scale households and spatially limited production 
areas, to the large-scale landscapes associated with resource extraction (Lane 2014). For the sake 
of brevity (and relevance), I will focus here on the small-scale, which is the main form of 
production commonly associated with many Swahili urban sites. The domestic house has long 
been recognised as a useful, well-contained, and informative unit of analysis for archaeologists, 
and has largely been understood as a domain associated with female craft and production 
activities, while also reflecting wider societal structures and events (Wilk and Rathje 1982; 
Hendon 1996). While domestic activities have previously been deemed non-productive and not 
directly relevant to larger societal issues and structures (Hendon 2006), there is now an 
increasing awareness of the importance of household (and women’s) labour to society as a whole 
(see for example Gokee 2014). However, the nature of household labour also has implications 
for women’s role in society and their opportunities for taking on other types of labour (outside 
or inside the home) and for social and economic advancement. Household labours such as 
cooking and washing can be highly time-consuming, precluding some women from taking on 
more prosperous work, including other types of production (Hendon 1996: 50). As I will 
explore in Chapter 9, the household can also be an arena for social and political interactions 
that women can access and negotiate. In societies where food consumption and feasting were 
important in social interaction beyond the household, women may have had access to certain 
forms of power, through their ‘control’ of food preparation and distribution (Gero 1992; Fung 
1995, as cited in Hendon 1996). In addition, the seemingly mundane household tasks are 
integral for other members of the household to carry out their work, therefore supporting the 
wider labour force of society. While I concur with previous studies of Swahili houses as 
productive, in this thesis I also attempt to understand how this production may have impacted 
women’s lives and their management of power, and how the household does not need to be a 
restraining force, but rather an empowering one. 

Another useful way of analysing labour and production is through learning networks and 
the transfer of skills, including systems of apprenticeships, which are defined as the “transmission 
of culture through a formal or informal teacher-pupil relation, as individuals or groups” 
(Wendrich 2013a: 2). The production of different types of artefacts requires knowledge and 
control of raw material extraction, technical skill, and body movement, which can often take 
considerable time and effort to learn. In addition, specialist ritual knowledge related to the 
extraction and/or production process is often involved, which is a key component of the process 
but not necessarily visible in the finished product and thus not recoverable archaeologically. 
Ethno-archaeology and experimental archaeology have therefore played an important role in 
the study of knowledge and skills networks (Wendrich 2013b). Several aspects of learning and 
apprenticeship are also tightly linked with social organisation within a production group as well 
as within the wider society, including the length of training, the relationship between teacher and 
student (whether familial or not), preservation of traditions, and types of learning (some allow 
for flexibility and innovation while others are more rigid, see Wallaert-Pêtre 2001; Wallaert 
2013). In Africa, pottery and iron production have been particularly well-studied in relation to 
the technological processes involved (the chaîne opératoire), rituals and taboos, and systems of 
apprenticeship (see for example Childs and Killick 1993; Kusimba 1996; MacEachern 1998; 
LaViolette 2000; M’Mbogori 2013; Mtetwa 2018). This focus on iron and pottery production in 
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particular is partly due to the availability of the material culture involved, which often survives 
well archaeologically, and partly as a result of intense ethnographic and ethno-historical research 
carried out in some parts of Africa.  

These different ways of doing and producing, and the way we analyse them, can highlight 
different identities, ethnicities, and ways of belonging that were present in the past (Costin 1998; 
Phillippi 2018), as well as different ways of negotiating and resisting social structures and the 
norms associated with them. They allow us to better understand the social aspects of labour and 
production, such as political, economic, social, and gendered inequality and the negotiation of 
power and authority. Coming back to Africa as an example, several studies have shown how 
metalsmithing — a specialised craft — has been associated with ruling elites among the Toro of 
Uganda (Childs 1998) and the Luba of The Democratic Republic of Congo (De Maret 1985). 
Elsewhere, however, smiths have been considered outcasts (McNaughton 1993; Haour 2013), 
although retaining the role as important technical and ritual specialists. Labour and production 
therefore offer useful frameworks for analysing wider societal structures, being a key component 
to how complex societies — such as the Swahili — were organised on a social, economic, and 
political level. While the role of craftspeople in Swahili societies has not been extensively 
explored in the wider literature, there is much potential in viewing these societies from the 
perspective of labour, including craft production, household activities, and trade (discussed in 
Chapters 8 and 9). By extending the view from merely traders to a wider array of different types 
of labourers and their contributions, we can more accurately assess the role of these labourers, 
their identities, and the ways in which they utilised their work and skills to negotiate status and 
agency. Labour roles (and labour identities) can be more easily recovered archaeologically than 
other, more intangible social identities, being so tightly linked to specific forms of material 
culture. However, as Lane (2014: 291) appropriately points out, studying labourers does not give 
an accurate representation of society as a whole, as it excludes those people not able, allowed, 
or required to work, such as the elderly, disabled, and very affluent, as well as children. 
Nevertheless, we should also keep in mind that some of these people may not have been entirely 
excluded from the labour force, instead carrying out what might be described as hidden labour 
(Mills 1995: 152; Hendon 1996: 53). They may have contributed to production and trade at 
different stages of the process, such as collecting raw materials, carrying out preparatory or 
apprentice work, or running errands. Children in particular may have constituted a significant 
group of such hidden workers.  

Identities and agency 

The exploration of different ways of being in, and interacting with, the world — this is at the heart 
of most archaeological studies today, and can be broadly understood through concepts of 
identity and agency. Both concepts became increasingly important to archaeological study and 
theory in the 1980s and 90s, spurred on by the greater attention paid to gender and power 
dynamics in the past and in the present. Identity is not easily contained within a single definition, 
especially not for archaeologists. It is the notion of who we are, in relation to other people, 
groups of people, places, and even things, but also how we think of ourselves, our personality, 
and our personhood. The former may be thought of as group identity, the latter as individual 
identity (Díaz-Andreu and Lucy 2005). It is largely the group identities we are concerned with 
as archaeologists, as these may be expressed through practice and interaction with the physical 
world, and can be defined as people’s “identification with broader groups on the basis of 
differences socially sanctioned as significant” (Díaz-Andreu and Lucy 2005: 1). These may 
include more familiar forms such as gender, ethnicity, age, labour roles, and status. However, 
identity is not limited only to the categories we commonly recognise today (Insoll 2007; Harris 
and Cipola 2017: 61), and could have comprised of different types in the past. Identities are also 
reflexive, in that they are informed and impacted by other identities. Status, for example, is 
determined by the intersection of other types of identities, such as gender and labour roles.  
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Identity is tightly intertwined with agency — people’s capacity to act — because identity can 
inform, restrain, and enable different ways of acting (Robb 2010). Simply put, agency theory 
relates to the different ways in which people choose to act (or not act), consciously or 
subconsciously, upon the world around them and the people, things, animals, and spaces within 
it. These actions are informed by choice, as well as cultural norms, social structures, and 
internalised habits (or habitus, see Bourdieu 1977, or Harris and Cipola 2017 for a more lucid 
overview), and agents in turn influence these norms, structures, and habits that allow for the kind 
of societal and cultural change with which archaeologists are often concerned (Dobres and Robb 
2000; Dornan 2002: 315). Not all agents have the same freedom to act within the same 
structures, however, again coming back to identity (and hierarchy, which will be discussed later), 
and particular historical and spatial contexts shape the types of agency available to different 
people. Nevertheless, all people do have agency, which is a key aspect for some of the 
discussions which will crop up in this thesis, because all people have the capacity to do 
something. While a king and an enslaved woman do not have the same power, they both have 
the ability to exert agency through their everyday actions and interactions. The enslaved woman 
may produce a ceramic pot in the style of her homeland, learned from childhood, helping her 
keep memories of home alive. Or, she may choose to reproduce the style of her enslaver’s 
society, continuing the traditions of a new home. Both of these actions are products of her 
agency, whether they are the result of a conscious decision or not, and influence her relationship 
with the world around her and it with her. As such, identity can both constrain and enable 
different forms of agency, allowing for both maintenance and change of social structures 
(Dornan 2002; Robb 2010). 

In archaeology, certain themes within agency and identity theory have received particular 
attention, such as gender, ethnicity, and class or status, and their relation to social, economic, 
and political power. It is difficult to view this development without considering the influence of 
second-wave (and later third-wave) feminism, and the beginning of gender archaeology in the 
1980s, which critiqued the androcentrism of previous archaeologies and archaeologists (Meskell 
2007). This interest further enabled many scholars to consider other forms of identity too often 
downplayed or ignored in Western scholarship, including age and sexuality (Voss 2008; see also 
Butler 1990), and the ways in which agency had been presumed to be limited to certain kinds of 
people in the past, such as heterosexual men. Contrary to what some may believe, feminist 
archaeology is not only about foregrounding women, it is also about opening up the discussion 
to consider multiple, fluid, and intersecting identities and how these enabled or constrained 
agency, power, and dominance.  

Archaeologists do not really study identities, however; we study material remains (this is 
a simplification of course, we study other things too). And from these remains, we infer identity 
— or more accurately, we project our ideas of identity onto the people who made, used, and 
traded those remains. It has long been recognised that identity may be expressed through 
different types of remains, including clothing, jewellery, food, pottery, architecture, and text. 
Even modifications to the body itself can be used to express identity and belonging, sometimes 
recognisable through the burial record (but often not). Certain morphological traits on the bones 
can even give indications of the types of labour carried out, enabling us to infer something about 
the labour identity of the person in question. Identity can thus be expressed intentionally or 
unintentionally, as well as voluntarily and involuntarily. While we often tend to think of ways of 
dressing and adorning the body as intentional ways of expressing identity, as they relate to choice 
and consumption practices, they are also impacted by access. Some things are not equally 
accessible to all people within a society, and access may be regulated by economic value, only 
available to those with enough means; social value, only available to those with a certain identity, 
status or rank; or ritual/religious value, only available to ritual or religious leaders and their 
followers (see for example Mullins 2011 on the archaeology of consumption). In addition to this 
are societal norms, which may not regulate access directly, but impact what might be deemed 
appropriate and socially acceptable to wear, make, or use. Material remains therefore need to 



INTRODUCTION 

10 

be understood as a medium related not merely to a person’s identity but also to their agency — 
people would not have had equal access to the material worlds around them. Access to certain 
types of material culture has been important to how we have come to understand Swahili (elite) 
identity, but as I will explore in Chapters 8 and 9, access need not be limited to wealth or status. 

Any interpretation of identity will be permeated with our own internal and cultural biases. 
Western concepts of identity have tended to be rigid and informed by the contemporary 
perceptions and associations we have of gender, ethnicity or race, class, and sexuality. This has 
extended into archaeology, and we try to fit people of the past neatly into our own categories 
such as male/female or non-elite/elite. In order to form a more complex and comprehensive 
image of the multiple and intersecting identities that may have been present in the past, 
ethnographic and ethno-historical studies have become increasingly important in inspiring new 
ways of thinking about identity and personhood beyond the Western gaze (Atalay 2006; Harris 
and Cipola 2017: 61–62), by including the views and experiences of non-Western people. A 
true study of the flexible and variable identities we might encounter in material traces of past 
people must be informed by a more racially and socially diverse archaeology (Gower et al. 1996; 
Hassan 1998; Meskell 2007). For the Swahili world, this includes understanding the complexity 
of Swahili coastal towns and their inhabitants, seeing them not just in terms of African or Arab, 
elite or non-elite, but as socially and ethnically diverse societies where identity was continually 
shaped and transformed according to local circumstances.   

There is great scholarly and societal potential in investigating the agency and identity of 
different social actors, including men and women, servants, slaves, producers, consumers, and 
everything in between. All of these different people influenced their worlds materially, 
ideologically, and culturally, albeit to varying degrees and with different forms of agency. It is 
through their social identities and social roles that they were able to act and manoeuvre in society, 
sometimes with visible and lasting imprints on objects, buildings, spatial layouts, and monuments 
— the things we study as archaeologists. Identities are therefore crucial to our understanding of 
how people act, and why, as people act within the frameworks and structures of their social 
identities and what is expected of them. Social identities such as gender, ethnicity, age, and 
religious affiliation can be accessible archaeologically, and allow us to question the different ways 
in which social differentiation and status were performed. It is important to remember the 
agency not only of people who had monuments built (often a group of elites), but of the people 
who built them (usually groups of non-elites). Someone was responsible for the actual 
construction of the monuments that we see as symbols of elite power and dominance (Pauketat 
2000). There has been much scholarly emphasis on trying to understand how the actions of 
individuals and groups have played a part in shaping and changing larger structures in the past, 
and studies of social inequality have tended to use agency as a way to understand and research 
how people pursued and gained power and prestige, and how this pursuit brought about larger 
societal changes (Dobres and Robb 2000). As such, identity and agency figure strongly in our 
understanding of social inequality and complexity.  

Social inequality and complexity 

Inequality somewhat lurks in the shadows of the chapters of this thesis. What started out as a 
project looking for the non-elite of a Swahili urban settlement ended up questioning the validity 
of this term altogether, and where socio-economic inequality should have been at the core is 
now the agency of a socially diverse urban population. Ideas about inequality — what it is, and 
what it is not — still permeate much of my thinking and the approach to my research, however, 
and thus deserve some elaboration. In addition, inequality, status, and class have been integral 
to the how Swahili towns have been studied and understood. This will be discussed in more 
detail in later sections of this chapter. 

Social inequality and hierarchical social structures are often presumed to be key 
components of complex societies. Such societies are usually associated with urbanism, large 
populations, craft specialisation, diverse forms of architecture (including the monumental), 



INTRODUCTION 

11 

dispersed political and economic power, long-distance trade, and mixed economic activities 
(Paynter 1989; Chapman 2003; Wynne-Jones 2007b). While inequality is not exclusive to larger, 
complex societies, sedentism and large populations will more easily facilitate differences in 
power and economy, and the accumulation of different forms of wealth in the hands of elite 
groups (Smith et al. 2018: 9–10). Inequality can take many different forms, and exists at different 
scales, sometimes within the same society. Smith et al. (2018: 14-15) have identified four factors 
in particular that impact the degree and type of inequality: resources, population size, political 
complexity, and technology. As such, different definitions are used, although at the core lies 
unequal access to power, knowledge, or wealth — or a combination of these (Price and Feinman 
2010).  

Hierarchisation, as observed in different types of housing, access to trade wealth, changes 
in diet, and Islamisation, is assumed to have followed closely in the footsteps of urbanisation on 
the Swahili coast (see for example Kusimba et al. 2017), and while different forms of inequality 
may have existed in Swahili towns, much emphasis has been put on access and control of 
tradable prestige goods. Prestige goods systems are used by elites to maintain power within a 
society, through creating a demand for and a monopoly on certain types of goods (Robertshaw 
2003). Often these are so-called luxury items, in the sense that they are difficult to obtain, either 
due to time-consuming production processes, the rarity of the raw material, or long distance to 
their point of origin — or a combination of these. These prestige goods are then incorporated 
into local meanings of value, and access is generally regulated in a way that prohibits wide 
distribution socially and sometimes geographically. Prestige goods may not give elites power 
directly (Klehm 2017), although they help maintain social inequalities and different forms of 
display of wealth and status. This model has been long-lived in studies of the East African coast, 
but as I explore in this thesis, it does not necessarily fit the settlement structures of the early 
second millennium, and we are in need of new (or at least different) models if we wish to 
understand the complexity and variety of hierarchisation on the coast.  

The link between the power of elites and material goods has been a common theme in 
many archaeological explorations of social inequality, with luxury goods being a visible form of 
wealth accumulation and display that is easily accessible to archaeologists exploring the material 
past. Other forms of physical manifestations of inequality have also been explored, however. 
Differences in diet and unequal access to certain kinds of foods have been identified in many 
hierarchical contexts, which is sometimes a result of the limited supply of these foods, although 
elites or authorities may also directly control access to ‘elite’ foods (Grant 2002; McCormick 
2002). In some cases, differential access to food can be studied in relation to differences in 
stature in past populations (Payne 2016). Burials can therefore be a rich source of data when 
studying inequality, and other morphological traits can reveal status through for example hard 
labour, as briefly discussed above (Robb et al. 2001). In some archaeological contexts, burial 
goods are also present, which have been a key factor in archaeological studies of the relationship 
between wealth, access, hierarchy, and power (for example de Maret 1999; Gardela 2013), and 
have sometimes been used as evidence for the presence of the prestige goods systems discussed 
above. Architecture is another significant form of elite display of wealth and power, including 
private housing and tombs as well as monumental architecture and public spaces. The location 
of such buildings can be equally important, and many settlements show evidence of spatial 
separation between elites and non-elites, especially in societies that include elite authorities such 
as royals or other high-ranking leaders (see for example Manyanga et al. 2010). While these 
material and physical manifestations of inequality will have varied in importance and played out 
in different ways across different societies in the past, they are frequently interpreted as vehicles 
for displaying wealth and power. The visibility of elites may have helped maintain their status 
and played an important role in accentuating certain forms of power at different times. The type 
and degree of such display need to be carefully considered and appreciated in any archaeological 
analysis, as it related to the conscious demonstration of very particular forms of identities.  
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While power and authority tend to be associated with wealth, there are many different 
forms of wealth beyond that of material goods, foods, and property. Mulder et al. (2009) give 
examples of three different forms of wealth we should consider in archaeological contexts: 
material, embodied, and relational wealth. Material wealth refers to those forms discussed in the 
section above. Embodied wealth is related to the personal and physical power of individuals, 
including physical strength, practical skills, and reproduction, while relational wealth is defined 
through social ties and networks with other people and groups (Smith et al. 2018). In many 
African contexts, wealth in people has been emphasised as an integral part in the distribution 
and maintenance of power. This may take different forms depending on the society in question, 
but is broadly understood as a strategy focused on maintaining power through partnerships with 
other people, both groups and individuals — what Mulder et al. (2009) might describe as 
relational wealth. Elites amass followers and dependants (including wives, children, and enslaved 
people) through their knowledge, skills, status, and material wealth (Guyer and Eno Belinga 
1995; Monroe 2013). In addition to this, I would add wealth in knowledge, whether it is 
knowledge of crafts, religious or ritual practice, environments, or resources.  

There is an obvious bias in the above-mentioned research, which is focused on top-down 
approaches to social complexity and power, and the different ways in which elites amass wealth 
and social and political power. Although there is not an unquestionable link between wealth, 
power, and authority, these often occur together, especially in societies with centralised power. 
But elites need to be recognised as such, by other elites, but also by the non-elites (Klehm 2017). 
Increasingly, bottom-up perspectives of social organisation are becoming more visible, allowing 
for a more nuanced view of non-elites and their agency within these societies (Furholt et al. 
2020), and the ways in which different types of identities have been materialised and performed. 
These non-elites are the “hidden majority” (Fleisher and LaViolette 1999) of hierarchical 
societies, and consist of heterogeneous groups of people whose identities and socio-economic 
statuses may vary considerably. As such, they should not be studied as one single entity or group, 
purely due to their position as non-elites; defining everyone else based only on what they are 
not, still awards too much attention to the elites. Understanding how different people 
contributed to society and structured their everyday lives and activities relies on our ability to 
recognise the variable and intersectional identities of different groups of people. This is where 
archaeology really comes into its own, being well-positioned to emphasise alternatives to the 
“master narrative” and tell the stories of those who might have been intentionally or 
unintentionally silenced (Atalay 2006: 301).  

Social and economic inequality is maintained through access and control of material 
remains, space, and foods, and through the cultural or economic preference for certain identities 
(Spencer-Wood 2010). However, these same elements can be used by non-elites to negotiate, 
manipulate, or maintain their status, oppose authorities, or resists subjugation. While elites may 
have power over certain aspects in society, their power is rarely all-encompassing, and non-elites 
will develop separate ways of asserting their agency in their everyday life and practices, and 
sometimes also in larger social or political arenas. Rather than understanding social change and 
progress through the large-scale actions of powerful people and rulers (Pauketat 2000), we can 
use the notion of agency to view processes happening on a smaller scale, such as within the 
household or the neighbourhood. These processes are part of maintaining, creating, and 
negotiating social practice, production, and relationships through everyday action and 
interaction. As I highlighted in the discussion about agency, some people have more capacity to 
act than others, relying on their social power and relations that give them different opportunities 
to act, but this does not limit the capacity for action to those with social (or other forms of) power 
(Robb 2010). This is well-demonstrated in Cameron’s (2011) discussion of the ways in which 
captives and slaves have influenced their captor societies through the transmission of cultural 
practices that eventually can lead to broader cultural changes.  

Not all action is a form of resistance or opposition to the status quo, however (Dornan 
2002). If we wish to view societies beyond the binaries, such as elite and non-elite, we need to 
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fully appreciate different forms of agency and power at play within these societies at any given 
time, and how they may intersect, align, or oppose each other. Different forms of power can 
exist simultaneously, and while much archaeological attention has been given to hierarchical 
social structures, concepts such as heterarchy have been proposed as an alternative (and 
complementary) model, in which different power structures can be viewed alongside each other 
(Crumley 1995; Monroe 2013). There have also been calls by some archaeologists to question 
our assumptions about hierarchical societies of the past, and the way we equate social complexity 
with hierarchy, and material wealth with elite status (Souvatzi 2007; Klehm 2017). This is not to 
say that there is no merit in investigating power structures and socio-economic inequality, but 
there is much to be gained from questioning our own biases and assumptions, and recognising 
different forms of power and authority that are played out at different scales. Inequality does not 
just exist within the larger dynamics of societies for example, but can also be found at the 
household level, where age and gender identities are part of the structuring principles of 
households. People who have previously been deemed more or less powerless, including 
women, children, and enslaved individuals, have more recently gained recognition as people 
with significant agency, but in various arenas and at different scales. Again, we can see that 
identity, agency, and labour are key aspects of how we have come to understand social 
complexity.  

Interrogating Swahili social structures and dichotomies 

Politics and power: the role of merchant elites 

The process of urbanisation that occurred in many Swahili settlements at the start of the second 
millennium CE is widely believed to have been followed by (and instigated) increased socio-
economic differentiation and the development of hierarchical systems in both the private and 
public domains. This included the development of new labour roles, such as those related to 
political government, administration, religious organisation, and trade (Sinclair and Håkansson 
2000; Lane 2014). In addition, the widespread adoption of Islam on the coast at this time 
impacted social and political structures through religious norms and rules. While it is unclear 
exactly how much of Swahili daily life and politics were influenced by Islam, the coast was 
nevertheless part of the wider Islamic world, which would have included certain expectations 
and commitments (Risso 1995). The increased contact with the wider Indian Ocean world led 
to a natural flow of information, knowledge, and people, which in turn would have impacted 
Swahili social structures. Interestingly, Allen (1974: 66) has pointed out that the mosque designs 
of the early second millennium Swahili coast are indicative of Ibadhi Muslim influences, which 
are egalitarian in religious and to some extent social matters. Historical documents also attest to 
Ibadhi influences on the coast in the early to mid-second millennium CE (Wilkinson 1981). 

While these complex societies would undoubtedly have consisted of people with a variety 
of intersecting identities and statuses, Swahili settlements are most often understood through the 
elite, both archaeologically and ethnographically. The presence of an elite naturally means there 
must also have existed a non-elite, and more often than not such binaries have been a structuring 
principle for how we have understood the Swahili: male/female, Arab/African, urban/rural, 
stone/daub, local/imported — and elite/non-elite (Wynne-Jones 2007a). Scholarship is saturated 
with either/or; a symptom of historical archaeology more broadly (Russel 2005). These elites are 
to a large extent understood through historical and ethnographic studies, which give access to 
forms of data archaeology does not. While ethnography can thus be a rich source of data for 
archaeologists, it should not be used uncritically, and we do need to be explicit about when and 
how we use them. The Omani colonisation of the coast in the eighteenth century had profound 
effects on the culture and society of the Swahili, including norms about which groups of people 
could be considered elite.  
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 One of the more enduring concepts within ethno-historic studies of the Swahili, which 
tend to focus on the Swahili from the seventeenth century CE onwards, is the notion of 
waungwana1. Simply put, it is a term often used to denote the merchant elite, and which is usually 
associated with men (although Horton and Middleton 2000: 153, claim it can in fact refer to 
both men and women). The waungwana live in towns and dwell in stone houses, they mediate 
trade between Indian Ocean merchants and the African hinterland, and importantly — they 
belong to one of the many patrician clans on the coast. Clan membership has been an important 
structuring principle for the elite Swahili in the more recent past, and the further back a person’s 
lineage can be traced, the higher the rank of the person and their clan (Horton and Middleton 
2000: 150-153). Patrician clans usually trace their ancestry back to Arabia or Persia; this is a key 
component of being waungwana, and is probably partly a remnant of Omani and British colonial 
rule, which favoured non-African ethnicity (Constantin 1989): the British colonial government 
divided people into different tribes or groups, awarding Indians and Arabs higher status, thus 
creating a racial hierarchy. This led some people to self-identify as Arab, as these were subjected 
to less discrimination than Africans (Gower et al. 1996). It seems unlikely that similar emphasis 
on Arabic or Persian ancestry was practised in pre-colonial Swahili societies, although the use of 
Arabic (Islamic) names was common for some rulers, evidenced through the minting of coins 
with their names on them. Swahili chronicles also emphasise the lineages of local rulers being 
traced back to Arabia or Persia, and although they are based on oral histories, nearly all such 
chronicles were recorded in the nineteenth century and so their time-depth is unclear (see 
Chapter 2). Waungwana does not simply refer to social (and often economic) status, however; 
it is a state that must be embodied through rightful Islamic practice. Key components of this 
practice are knowledge, piety and purity.  

 On the surface, ungwana may appear strongly embedded in a rigid hierarchical structure. 
However, all the aspects of ungwana mentioned above, apart from patrician clan identity, are 
theoretically attainable for anyone. Knowledge, purity, wealth, and social/economic networks 
can be acquired through learning and labour, and according to Horton and Middleton (2000: 
182-183), waungwana status was partially flexible. Slaves and concubines who acquired some 
degree of “learning and purity” could be given honorary status as patrician as well as the respect 
that went with it. This is echoed by Nurse and Spear (1985: 25-26), who see waungwana identity 
as fluid; most people could be placed along a spectrum between two extremes, where washenzi 
inhabited the opposite side. As will be discussed below, washenzi is a term variably used to 
denote rural, African, and non-elite identity. Nonetheless, waungwana were rarely fully separated 
from the rural, as many of them would own farms and plantations and built their economies on 
these. While many may have used enslaved labourers to work these farms, elite farmers in Lamu 
have been known to work alongside their enslaved labourers (Eastman 1994; Horton and 
Middleton 2000: 134; Vernet 2017). While the term waungwana is often used as a shorthand to 
denote elite (male) Swahili identity by both archaeologists and anthropologists, in reality the 
hierarchical structures of recent Swahili society were more fluid and open to negotiation than 
the shorthand reference to waungwana suggests. There was room for social mobility, and even 
the patrician lineages may have been fully or partially fictional. Ungwana may in many ways 
represent the ideal society, as seen by the Swahili, but not necessarily the lived society. We 
should also not forget that the majority of the ethnographic accounts describing these social 
structures were written by Western scholars, whose understanding of these concepts would have 
been influenced by their own background and lack of intimate experience of different cultural 
and social concepts.  

 Much less is written about the non-elite of the Swahili coast. These are also more 
problematic to define; while waungwana is often associated with elite patricians, it has also been 
equated with Swahili identity more broadly, meaning that all urban dwellers who practice Islam 

                                                      
1 Ungwana is a term used to refer to a particular type of «culturedness», piety, and urbanity. The term waungwana 
(plural) is derived from this and refers to the people who embodied these traits. 
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and live a certain pure and pious lifestyle are waungwana, regardless of their economic status. 
Non-Swahili and non-waungwana are referred to as washenzi, who are seen as uncivilised, rural, 
African, and even barbarous (Eastman 1988). However, we should keep in mind that the terms 
washenzi and waungwana are both tricky to define and with fluid boundaries that are linked to 
class, ethnicity, religion, and lifestyle. Even within the waungwana group, there is a distinction 
between ‘true’ Arabs, and Africans with some Arab ancestry (Middleton 1992: 90; Eastman 
1994). The term washenzi has also been used by some scholars to denote slave status or slave 
ancestry (e.g. Croucher 2015). However, a separate word exists for enslaved individuals, which 
is watumwa (Eastman 1994; although see Vernet 2017 for multiple meanings). The blurred lines 
between the two terms is probably another reflection of recent historical developments on the 
coast, when large groups of enslaved individuals were transported to coastal plantations to work 
for Swahili and Arab owners. These were thus of mainland African descent, and even after 
gaining freedom may have struggled to shed this former slave identity owing to lack of kinship 
ties on the coast. This is a common aspect of slavery in Africa, and worldwide, where slave status 
greatly depends on the social death and foreignness of the enslaved (Patterson 1982; Glassman 
1991). While it is tempting to separate Swahili society between elite waungwana and non-elite 
washenzi, the reality is not so simple, and I would argue that these terms should be avoided 
when discussing the more distant Swahili past. Our basic understanding of these terms is also 
linked to the limitation of our data, as most ethnographies stem from three main coastal towns: 
Lamu, Mombasa, and Zanzibar Stone Town. These settlements are areas heavily influenced by 
colonial powers, slavery, and migration, and as a result they have developed unique societies that 
blend pre-existing practices with new cultural and religious influxes.  

 Archaeological interpretations of the pre-colonial coastal societies have to some extent 
incorporated the ethnographic evidence; we know more about male Swahili merchants than the 
commoners of Swahili towns, who resided in stone houses and traded with foreign merchants. 
This is particularly true for the early studies by archaeologists such as Neville Chittick and James 
Kirkman (see Chapter 2), but has to some extent continued into the present day. Status and class 
are assumed to have been an important structuring principle of early Swahili towns, where elite 
merchants were able to control the flow of goods and had a monopoly on the trade in exotic 
items. This monopoly enabled them to amass wealth and in turn use this wealth to exercise 
power and control in different social and political arenas beyond that of trade (Kusimba and 
Oka 2009). Some towns are even thought to have been ruled by a small group of elite merchants, 
reflecting the prestige goods system described earlier in this chapter, where control of and access 
to trade goods are understood to be some of the key forms of acquiring social and political 
power and authority (Wynne-Jones 2010a). These elites are also assumed to have owned and 
controlled access to productive land and urban spaces, and to have been the patrons of mosques. 
The main evidence for this elite role, apart from historical and ethnographic studies, is the 
presence of stone houses and mosques, as well as presumed prestige items such as jewellery, 
beads, imported ceramics, and glass vessels. However, a key aspect of the archaeological studies 
of more recent decades has been the increased appreciation for differences on the coast: no 
Swahili town was the same, nor were their inhabitants. While some towns such as Tumbatu, 
Takwa, Mtwapa, Gede, Songo Mnara, and Shanga had an impressive number of stone houses, 
others contained only a few public buildings of stone, such as Chwaka and, to an extent, Kilwa. 
In fact, the majority of settlements in the Zanzibar Archipelago seem to have been mostly 
constructed from timber and daub. Other variations between towns have been noted too, ranging 
from differences in diet, import ratios, trade links, ceramic styles, and productive specialisation 
(Sinclair and Håkansson 2000; Fleisher 2010b; Pawlowicz 2012). Perhaps it is fair to say that 
more recent archaeological investigations on the coast have tended to deal with the urban 
population as a whole, without distinguishing between elite and non-elite. The distinction 
remains, however, and because most archaeologists continue to excavate in stone houses when 
conducting urban archaeology, it is often assumed that these are the houses of elites.  
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A small but slowly growing number of excavations have been carried out in non-stone 
houses — i.e. collapsed timber and daub buildings — and have thus begun to counter the one-
sided focus on ‘elite’ structures. The first project to investigate timber and daub structures was 
developed by Fleisher and LaViolette (1999) in Pemba (see also LaViolette and Fleisher 2018), 
followed by Koplin in Gede (Pawlowicz 2019), Fleisher and Wynne-Jones at Songo Mnara 
(2013a), and Wynne-Jones, Alexander, and Sulas in Unguja Ukuu (Sulas et al. 2019; Wynne-
Jones et al. 2021). Much of this work has only been published in part or is still under publication, 
but when fully published it will have a significant impact on how we understand the dichotomy 
between stone and mud houses, as well as elite and non-elite people. The non-elite, when 
discussed in archaeological contexts, are thought to have had limited or no access to exotic trade 
goods, a diet consisting largely of seafood (including shellfish) and millet, and employed in 
productive or servile labour and local trade. They may not have owned their own land, and in 
some cases may have been denied access to settle in certain places in the town. In these general 
terms, it seems the non-elite may be equated with the poor; or at least, they were not wealthy in 
economic terms. They seemingly did not have access to the wealth offered by long-distance 
trade, and in turn could not use this wealth to build stone houses or large tombs. This notion of 
a non-elite is largely based on our assumption of what the opposite of an elite would look like, 
and on how we envisage the relationship between non-elite and poor people today. However, 
archaeologically, these distinctions seem to be less clear. How can we know that there were such 
things as distinct elite and non-elite identities, if nearly all the houses that have been excavated 
presumably belonged to elites? To my knowledge, apart from the projects mentioned above, no 
study has set out to explicitly compare an elite and non-elite household within the same 
settlement. Indeed, this was the very aim of my research, until it became clear that this distinction 
does not seem to exist on Tumbatu.  

This is not to say that social and economic differences have not been demonstrated by 
archaeological research, including variation in import ratios, diet and subsistence strategies, 
house types, and various degrees and types of productive activities. However, these differences 
tend to be observed between sites, rather than within them. A number of interpretations have 
been given to explain this difference between sites, ranging from access to trade networks and 
different connections to hinterland and interior groups (Helm 2000; Wynne-Jones 2005; 
LaViolette and Fleisher 2009; Pawlowicz 2012), to differences in settlement size and importance 
(Fleisher 2010b). The main aspects connecting these places are shared local pottery styles and 
adherence to Islam, allowing them to still be considered Swahili. Interestingly, however, 
imported goods — mostly beads and pottery — do exist almost everywhere on the coast, from 
small villages to large towns. They are more or less ubiquitous, and are even recovered from the 
far interior of mainland Africa. Thus, perhaps we do not yet have an adequate way of describing 
the non-elite Swahili, large and heterogonous as this group would surely have been. Settlements 
may have existed within hierarchies in relation to each other, at least when it came to their 
involvement to long-distance trade, but the social hierarchies that existed within them may have 
been less dependent on material wealth.  

Displaying wealth: the role of things 

Swahili society before the sixteenth century has largely been understood through the use, trade, 
and production of things, things being the domain of the archaeologist. Either implicitly or 
explicitly, prestige goods have played a significant role in this understanding and the rise of 
urban, socially complex towns on the coast (Wright 1993; Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2010). 
While earlier archaeologists may have adhered more strictly to the prestige goods model, and 
current research seems less concerned with this, the model still forms the core of Swahili 
archaeology. It has been used to understand a number of state-level complex societies 
worldwide, including the Great Zimbabwe culture found in southern Africa from the start of the 
second millennium (for discussion and critique, see Moffett and Chirikure 2016). Swahili 
merchants were likewise believed to be at the centre of urban development on the coast, where 
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they acted as middlemen between the African interior and the Indian Ocean world, controlling 
the import and distribution of exotic goods to Swahili towns and their hinterlands. This allowed 
the merchants to accumulate wealth, but also power and authority, holding a monopoly on trade 
goods.  

These prestige goods include imported glazed ceramics, glass vessels, beads, and jewellery 
from various Indian Ocean ports, but also artefacts of gold from the interior of southern Africa. 
Their prestige lay partially in their exotic and aesthetic nature, being rare and more difficult to 
obtain than locally produced goods. But they also had important social, ritual, and symbolic 
values. Imported ceramics and glass vessels were displayed in stone houses, presumably as 
markers of elite, merchant, and Islamic identity (Kusimba 1999; Fleisher 2010a). Additionally, 
imported ceramics were later incorporated into the architecture of mosques and tombs (Figure 
1.2). They have also been associated with changing food consumption practices such as the 
increasing use of rice, especially among the elite, and feasting events, which could be a 
performative action used by elites and rulers to establish, maintain, or negotiate power and status 
in society (Fleisher 2010a). According to the ethnographic observations made by Linda Donley-
Reid (Donley 1987; Donley-Reid 1990a), imported ceramics have also been used to absorb evil 
spirits, and broken vessels and sherds are thought to bring good luck. While other items such 
as jewellery and beads were also important items of trade, their use is less often discussed and 
not well understood, perhaps a reflection of their association with women. Beads in particular 
are almost exclusively discussed in relation to their role as trading commodities. Another 
significant prestige item is cloth, which was not only valuable in itself as trading commodity, but 
also used in clothes and furniture to display wealth and social identity (Prestholdt 1998: 31). 
However, cloth is not recoverable archaeologically, and is therefore rarely discussed in relation 
to pre-sixteenth century contexts, although historical documents describe the presence of both 
locally-made and foreign-bought cloth on the coast, including silk (Prestholdt 1998).  

I wish to return to Lynn Koplin’s study at Gede, as presented and discussed by Pawlowicz 
(2019), because it offers one of very few case studies in which so-called commoner households 
and neighbourhoods have been specifically analysed. Koplin’s aim was to study the timber and 
daub neighbourhoods of the Swahili stone town Gede, which is located some 4 km inland from 
the Kenyan coast and was inhabited between the twelfth and seventeenth centuries CE. Koplin’s 
project was to act as a counterbalance to the significant amount of work already carried out at 
the site by Kirkman (1974) and Pradines (2010), which had exclusively focused on the stone 
houses, burials, and mosques. Gede provides an interesting case study, because its layout seems 
to reflect socio-economic differences through its architecture: two concentric stone walls encircle 
much of the town, with the inner wall containing the majority of the stone houses (Figure 1.3), 
and the outer wall containing both stone and daub houses. According to Pawlowicz (2019), and 
presumably Koplin herself, these areas with timber and daub housing were settled by the non-
elite or commoner population of Gede. Similar interpretations have been made by Kusimba 
(1993: 288) at Mtwapa, which also had a stone house section enclosed by a stone wall. Pawlowicz 
argues that these non-elites should not be seen as one homogenous group, and that social and 
economic differences existed between them. Nonetheless, they are consistently referred to as 
commoners or sometimes even poor(er) residents. However, the data presented to support this 
is intriguing. Acknowledging some limitations of the study due to lack of access to the original 
data from Koplin’s 2001 fieldwork, Pawlowicz presents an overview of the distribution of 
different types of artefacts across the daub neighbourhoods, based on STP surveys and 
excavations. Imports such as ceramics, glass, and beads are ubiquitous. Although some 
differences exist within the area, it is clear that these goods were accessible to all excavated 
households. Rations of the imported versus local ceramics are also given, at 1.5% of the overall 
assemblage, but varying between 1 and 5% within different trenches. Although we are not given 
the ratios for the stone houses (presumably because they were not included in Koplin’s study), 
the import ceramic ratios from the “commoner” households are within the expected range for 
any urban coastal settlement. This correlation was also highlighted by LaViolette and Fleisher 
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(2018) in their excavation of timber and daub houses in Chwaka, Pemba. Clearly, imports are 
not a good indicator of wealth differentiation at this site. In addition, several households 
consumed significant amounts of domesticated animals such as cattle, goat/sheep, and chicken, 
as well as hunted animals and large amounts of fish and other marine animals. Remains of 
shellfish were rare, however, a food regularly associated with poorer households elsewhere on 
the Swahili coast (Ichumbaki 2014). Finally, the local ceramics were of a type similar to those 
found in the stone houses, and elsewhere on the coast, indicating shared food practices. This 
included a dominance of open bowls, and even some red-burnished bowls, which are a type 
associated with finer tableware. Pawlowicz (2019) argues that different ratios of artefact types 
reflect different socio-economic statuses within the daub neighbourhoods, but even he contends 
that the distinction is not so clear, and may relate to differential subsistence strategies, craft 
specialisation, and consumer choice. The study would greatly benefit from a full comparative 
analysis between this data and the data from the stone house excavations. However, I would 
argue based on the data presented by Pawlowicz (2019), that this case study does not support 
the notion that status can be measured by the presence and distribution of imported goods, 
specific food remains, or that timber and daub houses were the homes of non-elites or 
commoners. While I do not dismiss this interpretation as a possibility, we need more data to 
reject or support this notion. The study from Gede may be an example of archaeologists finding 
what we expect to find. This argument is by no means a critique of Pawlowicz or Koplin — the 
study is of immense value, setting an example for how we might approach the elite and 
commoner dichotomy in the future. In fact, it was the inspiration for my own choice of 
methodology.  
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While imported artefacts undoubtedly played an important social role and seem to have 
featured in everyday activities and identity performance, I believe we may have overstated their 
significance in creating and maintaining socio-economic inequality and power differentiation. 
This is in part because we have relied heavily on ethnographic and ethno-historic studies in our 
understanding of material culture more broadly, which focus on a time period during which the 
role of the waungwana was greatly emphasised, partly by the waungwana themselves, who in 
some cases may have presented the ethnographer with an idealised version of societal norms 
and practices. The earliest archaeological studies of the Swahili were also carried out by foreign 
scholars, whose colonial and racial bias led them to highlight the role of foreign influence and 
trade in the development of Swahili society. Archaeologically, prestige goods have often been 
associated with elite contexts, especially stone houses, tombs, and mosques. However, increasing 
archaeological attention to non-elite and non-urban sites is starting to prove this link tenuous, 
such as the case of Gede — in addition, we might re-evaluate the equation of imports with prestige 
goods. While the quantities of imports vary from site to site, as well as within sites, they are 
ubiquitous on the coast and at some sites in the hinterland and interior, refuting the idea that 

Figure 1.2 Glazed bowl inlaid into a stone 
tomb at Kizimkazi, southern Unguja 
(photo by author, 2016) 

Figure 1.3 View of the main entrance to 
the ‘Palace’ at Gede, Kenya, assumed to 
have belonged to a large and affluent 
family (photo by author, 2016) 
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coastal elites had a tight monopoly on these items (see particularly LaViolette and Fleisher 2018). 
Trade may have been more free, and while specialised merchants certainly would have existed, 
their control of the trade may have been limited, and there seems to have been little incentive 
or possibility to keep exotic goods out of the hands of ‘commoners’ or non-Swahili. In addition, 
locally-produced goods may also have been important in displaying status or particular social 
identities, an aspect that has been explored through Stephanie Wynne-Jones’ (2007c) research 
in the Kilwa region, where the distribution of locally-made pottery vessels known as Husuni 
Modelled Ware in Kilwa proper and its hinterland has been interpreted as a status symbol 
unrelated to the consumption of trade goods. While associated with elite contexts in Kilwa town, 
these vessels were also recovered from hinterland sites without stone architecture, and Wynne-
Jones argues that high status may not always have been related to urban merchants.  

Another type of ‘artefact’ that has been used to infer status is architecture: this includes 
not only houses, but also mosques and tombs. Some houses are seen as the epitome of elite 
Swahili identity; the place in which this identity is performed on an everyday basis through social 
interaction and hosting, while also communicating the owners’ ties to the land and their 
creditworthiness (Horton and Middleton 2000; Fleisher and LaViolette 2005; Kusimba and Oka 
2009). Stone houses would have required resources to build, both in terms of labour-power and 
raw materials, which in turn required some wealth. The timber and daub buildings, which 
represent the other form of domestic architecture found on the coast, would have been 
comparatively cheap to build, requiring fewer materials and less labour-power, taking a shorter 
time to build. They also tend to be smaller than stone houses, with fewer rooms. This has led 
to their association with poor or commoner households, partly also a result of early assumptions 
made by archaeologists such as Chittick when excavating Kilwa, who assumed daub houses 
belonged to the African part of the population (rather than the presumed Arab settlers), and 
thus were given little consideration. They have previously also been dismissed as not forming a 
proper architectural tradition (Prussin 1974). Anyone who has seen the mud architecture at 
places such as Timbuktu would beg to differ, however, and such structures are becoming 
increasingly better understood in Africa more broadly. Another factor linking stone houses to 
elites has been the recovery of imported material culture, like those mentioned above, through 
archaeological investigations of stone houses. Although as we have seen, too few timber and 
daub houses have been excavated to test this, and imported materials may have been part of a 
more general household assemblage in urban settlements. Timber and daub houses need not 
be seen as the houses of the poor or commoners, but could reflect other kinds of preferences, 
and material wealth may have been invested elsewhere. They are also much more flexible spaces 
than stone houses, and allow room for change and amendments, and repairs do not necessarily 
require specialist knowledge; a stone house may not be changed so easily. While I do not doubt 
that stone houses belonged to the relatively wealthy, wealth cannot necessarily be equated with 
high status, and does not automatically imply that timber and daub houses belonged to the poor. 

Purity and seclusion: the role of women 

The significant archaeological focus on the urban elite merchants of the Swahili coast has 
subsequently led to a focus on men. While women could certainly have been urban, elite, and 
even merchants, they are often assumed to belong in the less public domains, and to not have 
been active in long-distance trade. Whether it is explicitly discussed or not, the history of the 
Swahili is overwhelmingly male (Wynne-Jones 2018). This is of course also a product of how 
history is recorded, as the Arabic, Chinese, and Portuguese textual sources we often rely on were 
written by, for, and about men. Archaeology was also until very recently a male-dominated 
discipline (Gilchrist 1999). It is therefore largely through ethnography that we have come to 
know the lives of Swahili women. These studies have been spearheaded by female scholars such 
as Pat Caplan, Carole Eastman, and Margaret Strobel, whose work in the 1970s and 80s was 
heavily influenced by the emergence of feminist theory in previously male-dominated fields 
(Strobel 1979; Caplan 1982; Eastman 1988, 1994). 
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Sex segregation has been a pervasive aspect of Swahili (urban) society of the recent past 
(Gower et al. 1996) — and in some aspects, continues to be so today. In theory, it meant that the 
lives of men and women were separate, and that both men and women should have limited 
contact with people of the opposite sex outside their immediate family. In practice, this would 
have taken many and varying forms. While women were expected to take care of the house and 
the household, and not venture out in public without company, men’s place was seen as 
belonging outside the house, in the public sphere — in cafes, markets, and the mosque, the latter 
of which is inaccessible to women. The architecture of Swahili towns, villages, and houses reflects 
this: the ideal Swahili house is thought to have an intimacy gradient, in which different parts of 
the house are more or less public and accessible to non-household members. The innermost 
rooms should act as private spaces in which women were completely shielded from strangers 
and non-family members (Ghaidan 1976; Allen 1979; Sheriff 2001a). When venturing outside, 
women have been described as moving in back alleys and little-trafficked streets through 
settlements, in order to attract as little attention as possible (Caplan 2015). Women have also 
generally been kept from political power, although this cannot be said to be the case in Zanzibar 
today, where women can be found in a number of government positions. The ideal Swahili 
woman should be demure, respectable, and quiet, and preferably wear a veil. A woman who 
acted outside of these norms would risk bringing shame not just on herself, but her husband and 
family as well. 

Purity, usafi, is a quality held by women, and certainly in the past by free 
women. […] The most pure is typically a firstborn patrician daughter, and 
only if she and also her house [...] both undergo rites of cleansing and she 
is shown to be a virgin at her wedding. She would then properly live a life of 
seclusion, purity and piety, in which her own understanding of God and the 
Prophet are central. Her life will endow her husband with heshima, 
reputation. 

Horton and Middleton (2000: 183) 

For women who did not act in accordance with these norms, the consequences could be 
significant; they may have risked losing marriage prospects or face divorce, marriage being a 
great source of respectability as well as financial support for many Swahili women. Marriage, 
perhaps counterintuitively, could also bring more freedom for many women, as their 
respectability was then less likely to be questioned (Beckmann 2010; Keefe 2016). The image 
of the ideal Swahili woman seems to be one of sub-ordinance and inferiority, one where women 
have little power in the public and even private domains.  

 Women found other avenues through which they could exert agency, however, and while 
historically they have had fewer political rights and less personal freedom than men, Swahili 
women have created separate domains within which to act. Most notably is women’s association 
with ritual power, beliefs in which coexist with Islamic principles and practices. The duality of 
men and women’s roles in Swahili society has been emphasised in ethnographies of gender, and 
where (elite) men are often associated with the urban and Islamic, women have been associated 
with the rural and African. Eastman (1988) has argued that African traditional cultures were 
more easily maintained and transferred among women, as these were excluded from many 
public Islamic traditions while also spending a lot of time together, away from men. The 
traditions usually associated with women are referred to as mila (custom), often presented as in 
opposition to sunna (Islamic practice) — mila includes those practices and rituals that are seen 
as coming from African cultural and spiritual traditions, including songs, dances, and spirit 
possession (Caplan 1982, 2015). Women could exercise some power through these customs, at 
least within their own groups. For example, through certain rituals related to menstruation and 
marriage, women advice on various matters, including sexual behaviour, which seem to 
contradict Islamic teachings and cultural norms. In these rituals, young women are told about 
pleasure, contraception, and how to conduct intra-and extra-marital relations, providing them 
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with tools to deal with the realities of sexual and personal relationships (Beckmann 2010). In 
more recent years (since the early 2000s onwards), women have also gained increased access to 
education, government, contraception, and economy — Keefe (2016) explains how women today 
can more easily start their own business, which in turn gives them independent income and 
make them less reliant on husbands or other male family members. As such, more women opt 
for divorce as a means to control their life, livelihoods, and future.   

 While these ethnographies have given us insights into the lives of modern Swahili women, 
they have also highlighted a key feature of Swahili society more broadly and the role of women 
in it: it is constantly in flux. Recently, the effects of globalisation, the spread of HIV/AIDS, and 
changing circumstances in the wider Islamic world have had a significant impact on the gendered 
relationships between men and women on the coast (Beckmann 2010; Caplan 2015; Thompson 
and Stiles 2015; Keefe 2016), while colonial and national concerns shaped the lives of women 
in the nineteenth and twentieth century. In particular, the Islamic orthodoxy introduced by 
Omani (and other) Arabs to the coast after the eighteenth century is believed to have had a 
profound effect on society and Islamic practice, in which women’s roles became significantly 
more circumscribed and controlled. This history is important for archaeologists, because it 
means we should not assume that women’s roles were equally restricted in the past, despite 
widespread Islamic practice. Earlier Swahili society may have looked very different than it does 
today, mixing Islamic and indigenous practices in different and unique ways that have been 
obscured by more recent historical events and developments. Especially the notion of male: 
Islam / female: African seems to be a residual concept from earlier colonial assumptions, which 
saw Swahili settlements as founded by male Arab and Persian immigrants intermarrying with 
local African women. In addition, the slave trade of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw 
a huge influx of enslaved individuals from the African interior to the coast, many of whom were 
women absorbed into Arabic and Swahili households (Gower et al. 1996; Askew 1999).  

 When historical sources from earlier centuries are studied, a different picture of Swahili 
women emerges, however, albeit one which has so far been under-appreciated. A significant 
number of female rulers or queens have been named or otherwise identified in Portuguese 
historical texts and oral traditions from different coastal settlements. The earliest known female 
ruler was Mwana Mkisi, ruler of Mombasa around 1500 CE (Askew 1999). Politically powerful 
women continue to appear in texts up until the nineteenth century, at which point they become 
rarer, coinciding with increased Omani control. Tumbatu had at least three known female 
leaders in the nineteenth century: Fatuma binti Ali, Mwana Kazija binti Ngwali, and Mwana wa 
Mwana (Askew 1999; Horton and Middleton 2000). The relatively large number of women 
rulers (and these are only the ones recorded) suggests these were not isolated or abnormal 
occurrences, and that the exclusion of women from political office in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries was a direct result of Omani colonisation. While we do not have the names 
of female rulers before the sixteenth century, their presence on the coast at the time of 
Portuguese arrival suggests they would have been common also before this time.  

 While factors such as wealth, status, ethnicity, and geography would have impacted the 
role, power, and experiences of women in all time periods, and we should be careful when 
applying the lens of gender to our studies of the past, it is clear that gender has formed an 
important aspect in constructing and maintaining social identities. Studies of women have also 
contributed another aspect to our understanding of elite status, in which wealth and status have 
enhanced some women’s ability to conform to religious and cultural norms and expectations in 
the more recent past (Gower et al. 1996: 257). Archaeologists have been relatively silent on the 
topic of women (although see Wynne-Jones 2018) and the male bias of our research questions 
and concerns. This silence is particularly evident in the study of beads: unequivocally assumed 
to have been worn and used by women (except in the instance of large prayer beads), they have 
only been understood as a trade item, reflecting the long-distance trade with India and Southeast 
Asia. The same can be said for other forms of personal adornment such as metal and glass 
jewellery. Similarly, locally-made pots have been crucial in understanding local and regional 
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trade links and cultural development, as well as practices of feasting, but their (female) producers 
are often overlooked (discussed in Chapter 9). This is part of a wider issue, where women’s 
contributions are being downplayed or ignored in the study of societal processes and 
developments (Gokee 2014). 

Thesis structure 

Having explored some of the broader contexts of which this study is situated, I will here briefly 
outline the structure of this thesis. This structure has been developed to be straightforward to 
follow and to make the information contained within the thesis easily accessible. It also 
somewhat follows my own process, from desktop study through to archaeological fieldwork, 
ending with interpretations of the data. Following this introductory chapter, which has outlined 
some of the theoretical underpinnings of the thesis, Chapter 2 presents the history and 
archaeology of the East African coast as it is currently understood, as well as its historiography. 
This chapter is by no means an exhaustive review of the literature about this coastal landscape, 
but provides the reader with appropriate knowledge of the context and foundation onto which 
this study is built. Understanding how the coast has been studied is integral to understanding the 
research agendas of today, as well as our future trajectories.  

The following four chapters present the fieldwork data. Chapter 3 introduces the two 
sites, Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and their research history, before presenting the methods used 
during fieldwork, including the survey and excavation reports. This chapter also includes an 
overview of the location of survey areas and trenches, the contexts excavated, and the finds 
recovered. Chapters 4 to 6 present these finds in more detail, starting with the local and imported 
pottery in Chapter 4, all other finds in Chapter 5, and finally the food and agricultural remains 
in Chapter 6. An integral part of this project has been to make sure the archaeological data 
retrieved during the surveys and excavations is freely available to anyone who might wish to learn 
from it, and thus a substantial portion of the thesis has been devoted to presenting this data. 
More detailed information can be found in the appendices.   

The final three chapters comprise interpretation and discussion of the data and the 
research aims I set out to explore at the start of my project. These discussions have been heavily 
influenced by the data as presented in the preceding chapters; in many ways, the analysis and 
presentation of the data is what allowed me to develop the kind of interpretations put forward 
in Chapters 7, 8, and 9, and although I had specific research questions in mind when carrying 
out the fieldwork, the data has also led to new discoveries and ideas through patterns in artefacts 
distribution, quantity, and type. Chapter 7 explores the physical landscapes of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni, and the structures excavated there, as a route towards understanding the role of the 
two settlements, their relationship to each other, and the daily lives of their inhabitants. Chapter 
8 delves into the activities carried out at the settlements, framed within the themes of production 
and trade, and the ways in which these activities can start to give us a glimpse into the socio-
economic world of the inhabitants of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. Chapter 9 then builds on these 
two chapters and investigates the social landscape of these settlements, and questions the 
common narrative of elite and non-elite Swahili, which has previously emphasised elite male 
merchants, and presents a different approach to how we might understand these two settlements 
within the Swahili world of the early second millennium. The final chapter, Chapter 10, sums 
up and concludes the thesis, and posits some issues for future deliberation and research.  
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2 
SWAHILI WORLDS: HISTORY AND 
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF A COASTAL 

LANDSCAPE 

Our current understanding of the origins and development of Swahili society is based on a 
combination of archaeology, linguistics, history, and ethnography. This combined approach has 
helped uncover a complex history of a maritime, mercantile people with far-reaching 
connections and a thorough understanding of environment, architecture, and technology. This 
is evidenced by the construction of large settlements of both stone and daub in sometimes 
inhospitable places with limited resources, and a penchant for ocean travel. However, this history 
is by no means complete, and our understanding of it is crucially influenced by the agendas and 
biases of its researchers. While the ruins of the coastal stone towns have been known to 
researchers for some time, through colonial documents and local chronicles, systematic research 
on the coast only began some 60-70 years ago, at a time when most of Africa was still under 
colonial rule. While this chapter attempts to outline some of this history and historiography, it 
does so carefully and with a caveat: much of our current knowledge of the distant Swahili past is 
based on only a small number of archaeological case studies, many of which were developed 
during or just after colonial rule, and thus are in need of careful revision and attention to the 
racist and colonial attitudes that prevailed at the time. Even today, research is guided and 
sometimes curtailed by current political and social circumstances: both Somalia and 
Mozambique suffer from violent extremism by religious groups that hamper any prolonged 
investigation into their archaeological sites. Elsewhere on the coast, national borders, inadequate 
funding, and local legislation have led to differential access to and studies of Swahili sites, 
including those located on islands and archipelagos such as Madagascar and the Comoros.  

Approaches to the Swahili past 

The Portuguese arrival on the East African coast at the very end of the fifteenth century CE 
marks a time of change and adaptation among the Swahili coastal towns and settlements, a shift 
that is reflected in past and current research and disciplinary approaches. The paucity of written 
texts pre-dating the sixteenth century has led historians to focus on the period succeeding 
Portuguese arrival, while archaeologists have tended to follow suit and focus largely on the pre-
colonial period. The aim of the following sections is to provide a brief overview of the 
development of Swahili culture from the earliest known settlements of the coast until today. 
Using the archaeological, historical, linguistic, and ethnographic records currently available, I 
will show how these disciplines present us with different frameworks within which we have come 
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to understand the Swahili past. All these approaches are influenced by variations in methods, 
recording, and technology, as well as socio-political developments occurring over time, as we 
shall see later in this chapter. Here, I have attempted to recount the history and archaeology that 
is most widely accepted, and to indicate deviation from this when necessary.   

Archaeological studies 

Sixth to tenth centuries: the early Swahili  

Scant evidence of early coastal settlements from the Early Iron Age (first to sixth centuries CE) 
exists, but these settlements are materially different from the later Swahili sites and may have 
been seasonal (Chami 1999, 2000, 2003; Ntandu 2015). Archaeologically, these early 
settlements are associated with a type of pottery known as Kwale Ware, which is interpreted as 
a precursor to the later Swahili Tana ceramic tradition (Chami 1998). Only a small number of 
such sites are currently known on the coast, and there is very little evidence for continued 
settlement into the Swahili period, although a few settlements have revealed contexts with both 
Kwale and the later Early Tana Tradition/Triangular Incised Ware pottery (Chami 1994, 1998, 
2003). Such early settlements are also known from the first century CE Greek text, The Periplus 
of the Erythrean Sea, an often-cited document that describes early trade with East African 
settlements. Two of these settlements, Menouthias and Rhapta, are named in the text, although 
their locations have still not been clearly identified. Menouthias is described as an island and 
may refer to the Zanzibar Archipelago (Casson 1989; Chami 1999). The discovery of several 
ancient, pre-seventh century coins has also been cited as evidence of early trading settlements 
on the coast, although none of these coins have been recovered from secure archaeological 
contexts (Chami and Msemwa 1997). 

The earliest known settlements attributed to the Swahili start to emerge around the 
seventh century CE, and show evidence of small villages of timber and daub architecture built 
close to the shore on the mainland, and on offshore islands such as Pemba, Unguja, Pate, 
Manda, Mafia, and Kilwa Kisiwani. The inhabitants of early Swahili villages lived off mixed 
agriculture, fishing and shellfish-collecting, as well as some game-hunting (Walshaw 2010; 
Morales and Horton 2014; Crowther et al. 2016). Craft production also took place, including 
shell-bead making, weaving, and iron production (Kusimba and Killick 2003; Flexner et al. 2008; 
Fleisher and LaViolette 2013), and each settlement would have been highly self-sufficient. 
However, the first millennium Swahili were not so different from their neighbouring population 
groups, and they shared similar subsistence strategies and material culture, indicating regular 
contact with these groups. For example, timber and daub housing was a widely shared 
architectural tradition in East Africa that continues to exist today (Moriarty 1980; McKim 1985; 
Figure 2.1). This coast and hinterland interaction is most clearly evidenced through the pottery 
tradition known as Early Tana Tradition or Triangular Incised Ware (ETT/TIW)2. This 
tradition has been identified over a vast geographical area, including the entire East African coast 
from Somalia to Mozambique, and at interior settlements of inland Kenya and Tanzania, 
indicating a high level of interaction between first millennium East Africans (Horton 1996; 
Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2011). Tana Tradition pottery has played a key role in how we have 
come to understand the early, as well as the later, Swahili and their interaction with each other 
and their neighbours, and may reflect social, economic, and even familial relations between 
different groups of East Africans. In later centuries, ceramic traditions became more regionally 
varied, a development that seems to be in accordance with changing relations between the coast 
and interior, and a clearer separation between the Swahili and their neighbours in terms of 
language, culture, and religion (Caplan 2007; Fleisher et al. 2015). By the eighth and ninth 
century CE, several Swahili sites had appeared on the coast and populations seem to have grown. 

2 Here I use the shorthand ETT/TIW to refer to first millenium local pottery traditions (see Fleisher and Wynne-
Jones 2011 for an overview of these terms), while I use the term Tana Tradition to refer to both first and second 
millennium pottery. 
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The maritime character of these settlements as well as the presence of imported Indian Ocean 
trade items started to set them apart from their hinterland neighbours (Horton 2004a). 

The best-studied of these early Swahili settlements is undoubtedly Unguja Ukuu, a large 
site on the south-western coast of Unguja, the largest island in the Zanzibar Archipelago (Juma 
2004; Fitton and Wynne-Jones 2017). It may have been settled as early as the sixth century CE 
and is thus one of the earliest known Swahili sites (another contestant for the title is Fukuchani 
on the north-western coast of Unguja). Unguja Ukuu may be seen as a type-site for the early 
Swahili period, and shows evidence for extensive regional and international trade, as well as 
intensive local production. However, few other sites of this period have been studied to the same 
extent, the main exceptions being Tumbe in Pemba and Shanga on the Kenya coast (Horton 
1996; Fleisher and LaViolette 2013). Shanga was continuously occupied from the eighth until 
the fifteenth century, illustrating a continuous Swahili culture from the first to second millennium 
CE. This continuity has also been shown at Kilwa Kisiwani in Tanzania, although the earlier 
settlement contexts at Kilwa are relatively poorly understood, where the main research focus lay 
in its second millennium occupation, assumed to relate to Arab immigration (Chittick 1974a). 
While some early Swahili settlements continued to be occupied and grew in size and importance 
(such as Kilwa and Shanga), others declined at the end of the first millennium, for reasons that 
are not entirely clear. There seems to have been a shift in settlement patterns on the coast around 
the tenth and eleventh centuries, when many sites were abandoned and new sites appeared, this 
time favouring islands and peninsulas (Fitton and Wynne-Jones 2017; Horton forthcoming).  

However, this shift in settlement patterns may only be partially correct, and influenced by 
research bias (such as we have seen at Kilwa), as well as the limited study of many Swahili 
settlements. For example, second millennium occupation has been identified at Unguja Ukuu 
in areas previously unexplored (Fitton and Wynne-Jones 2017). Similarly, my own excavations 
at Mkokotoni have revealed early second millennium occupation at this site, which has 
previously been largely associated with first millennium occupation. These chronological 
patterns may only be revealed through more extensive, large-scale archaeological investigations 
that capture the geographical as well as the chronological extent of Swahili settlements. The 
complexity of Swahili settlement development has been illustrated by the investigation of Tumbe 
and Chwaka, two large settlements in northern Pemba. Tumbe was settled in the latter half of 
the first millennium, and represents a large village (or early town?) with regional and 
international trading connections, similar to Unguja Ukuu. This site seems to have been 
abandoned around the tenth century, and subsequently moved around 300 metres to Chwaka, 
a tenth/eleventh to fifteenth century settlement of smaller size (LaViolette and Fleisher 2018). 
Clearly, there is still much to be discovered regarding the development of Swahili settlements 
from the first to second millennium, and the urbanisation processes of early towns.   

 One of the defining characteristics of the Swahili was their connection to the wider Indian 
Ocean world, facilitated in large part by the monsoon winds carrying vessels from the eastern to 
the western edge of the ocean. The north-east monsoon would transport ocean-going vessels 
south down the East African coast between November and March, while the south-east monsoon 
took them back up between May and October (Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017). Trade goods were 
imported from the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, and the Arabian Peninsula, and later also India 
and China (LaViolette 2008), including glass and carnelian beads and glazed ceramics that have 
been interpreted as early indicators of status and wealth. In return, the Swahili exported ivory, 
mangrove poles, rhinoceros horn, ambergris, rock crystal, gum copal, and enslaved individuals. 
Many of these goods were valuable raw materials both from the interior and from the coastal 
landscape (Spear 2000), another indicator of the interconnectedness of the East African social 
and economic landscape. These long-distance connections with the Indian Ocean brought the 
early Swahili into contact with different technologies, social and material cultures, and religions. 
This would become a key feature in the development of Swahili settlements and towns, which 
came to inhabit a crucial position between Africa and the Indian Ocean. Knowledge and 
management of foreign cultures may have been a defining feature that allowed the Swahili to 
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become so integrated into Indian Ocean trade systems, and take advantage of the flow of goods 
and to accumulate wealth. These trade connections also brought new beliefs to the coast, and 
Islam was introduced through visiting foreign merchants or returning local traders who visited 
ports around the Arabian Peninsula. The first material evidence of Islam on the coast has been 
located through excavations of timber and daub mosques in the early levels at Shanga (Horton 
1996). Sequences of timber and daub mosques have also been excavated in ninth century levels 
at Ras Mkumbuu (Horton forthcoming). The limited number of early mosques and their small 
size suggests Islamic belief and practice may have been limited to a small proportion of coastal 
inhabitants in the first millennium.   

Eleventh to thirteenth centuries: growing Indian Ocean connections and urbanisation 

From the early second millennium CE, Swahili societies became more distinct from their 
neighbours through increased contact with and integration into the Indian Ocean world and 
greater consumption of imported artefacts, especially ceramics and beads (Kusimba 2007). This 
is also reflected in the broad acceptance of Islam on the coast by the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, which did not spread into the interior of East Africa until the nineteenth century, 
creating an ideological demarcation between coast and interior. This demarcation is most clearly 
seen in the construction of larger stone mosques, replacing the small timber and daub mosques 
of the previous millennium, and that were constructed from locally sourced coral rag, Porites 
coral, and lime plaster. While different forms of Islam may have been practised on the coast, 
Horton (2004a) argues that Sunni and Ibadhi were two of the dominant practices. Ibn Battuta 
also noted in the fourteenth century that the inhabitants of Kilwa were following Sunni-Shafi 
Islam (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 27-32). Trade with the Persian Gulf had declined by the 
eleventh century, a result of the demise of the Abbasid caliphate, and was replaced to some 
extent by the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden (Beaujard 2007). This change seems to have been 
favourable for the Swahili trading settlements and their economic development, as it opened up 
new markets and increased export of East African raw materials (Pouwels 2002). Much scholarly 
emphasis has been put on the role of the Swahili as middlemen in the trade between the Indian 
Ocean and the African interior (stretching as far as Mapungubwe and Great Zimbabwe in 
southern Africa), and increased trade has been understood as a key factor in the increasing 
wealth differentiation between urban inhabitants and the creation of a political and economic 
elite. As we saw in Chapter 1, merchants (presumably male) are perceived to have been powerful 
figures in these urban landscapes, wielding their material power to create and maintain political 
power.  

 Key settlements on the coast at this time include Kilwa, Shanga, Mtwapa, and Manda, 
which had their foundations in the first millennium CE. Several new settlements also emerged 
around this time, however, such as Tumbatu, Gede, Chwaka, Mombasa, and Kisimani Mafia. 
This period marks the beginning of widespread urbanisation on the coast, a time when several 
settlements became larger, more integrated into the Indian Ocean, and started to perform 
specific functions. These towns became centres for trade and religious practice in their regions, 
and may have contained a number of religious and secular institutions not visible in the 
archaeological record. Some would have housed political and religious leaders and scholars, and 
certain towns seem to have become more specialised in terms of their production (see further 
discussion in Chapter 8). The political structuring of these cosmopolitan towns remains poorly 
understood, although they are generally believed to have been independently ruled by individual 
sultans or elite lineages, or even elite merchant families (Sinclair and Håkansson 2000; Fleisher 
2014). As already discussed in Chapter 1, the archaeological evidence for these political 
hierarchies is mostly absent, although settlements such as Kilwa attest to the material wealth and 
power some rulers commanded: at Kilwa, the sultan(s) built an extensive palace complex in coral 
stone, unparalleled on the coast, and minted his own coins to be widely distributed to other 
coastal settlements. The Zanzibar Archipelago may also have had a rule of sultans (Chittick 
1963).  
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 It is not only the social and political character of some settlements that begin to change at 
the start of the second millennium: they also change materially. As discussed in Chapter 1, these 
material remains are believed to reflect increased socio-economic inequality and hierarchisation. 
Glass and ceramic vessels, textiles, jewellery, and beads are assumed to reflect a more 
pronounced elite identity, while the construction of monumental stone tombs near mosques 
signalled both wealth and piety (Fleisher 2013). An increasing number of residential houses were 
also being built from coral rag and mortar, another presumed signifier of social and material 
wealth (Figure 2.2). These houses became centres of trade themselves, as market exchange 
seems to have become more private: while there is evidence that trade was conducted on beaches 
and on board ships in the first millennium (Fitton 2017), in the second millennium some of this 
trade would have been conducted in the houses of local merchants under a patron-client 
relationship (Fleisher 2010c). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2.1 Modern timber and daub 
structure in Mkokotoni, Zanzibar (photo 
by author, 2019) 

 

Figure 2.2 Large stone house complex at 
Songo Mnara, Tanzania, ca. fifteenth 
century CE (photo by author, 2013) 
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The subsistence economy of towns may not have changed drastically, although some 
change has been noted. Mixed agriculture and fishing continued to form the basis of the Swahili 
diet, with one notable development; from the eleventh century onwards, rice, an Asian 
introduction, became increasingly common and presumably associated with elite status 
(Walshaw 2005: 155; 2010). There is also evidence for increased use of domesticated animals 
such as cattle and goat/sheep, and a decreased use of marine animals (Morales and Horton 
2014). However, these trends seem to vary at different settlements, and may reflect 
environmental as well as cultural considerations and preferences. There may also have been 
differential adherence to religious rules and prohibitions (see for example Gaastra and Insoll 
2020). As some settlements grew into towns, they would increasingly come to rely on 
neighbouring communities and villages for their food production, as noted by Ibn Battuta when 
he travelled to Mombasa during his 1331 travels. Here, he commented that the residents did 
not grow their own crops but had “food brought to them from the Sawahil [coast]” (Hamdun 
and King 1998: 22). 

 Despite the increasing number of stone structures in the second millennium, most people 
continued to live in timber and daub houses. The emphasis put on stone architecture by many 
scholars of Swahili archaeology stems from the greater degree of preservation and visibility of 
the latter, and has somewhat obscured the importance of impermanent timber and daub 
architecture among the Swahili (Fleisher and LaViolette 1999). This lack of attention includes 
the settlements beyond towns and entrepôts, those villages that dotted the coastal landscape and 
may have carried on much as before, albeit with increased access to certain exotic goods through 
trade and contact with larger towns. Village inhabitants may have travelled to urban centres for 
trade and religious practice, but their everyday lives would have differed in specific ways from 
their urban neighbours. Their integration into the wider Swahili world and Indian Ocean 
networks seem to have varied depending on time and place, however, and different villages may 
have had different needs that were contingent on their location, size, and development history, 
as well as their familial and political ties to other settlements. While some villages would 
undoubtedly have supplied larger towns with certain goods and raw materials, including 
agricultural produce, others may have been more or less independent (Wynne-Jones 2005; 
Vernet 2017). It is in the distinction between town and village that our definition of Swahili also 
becomes more diffuse, and our use of such ethnic labels may not reflect well back in time. What 
did a Swahili rural village look like? And what distinguished such a village from other coastal 
and hinterland villages? These questions can only be answered through extensive research into 
the broader coastal and hinterland landscapes of East Africa (see for example Abungu 1990; 
Abungu and Mutoro 1993; Chami and Mapunda 1998; Walz 2018). In addition, the distinction 
between town and village is not always clear, and many settlements exist along, rather than on 
opposite ends of, a broad spectrum (Caplan 2018). 

Fourteenth to sixteenth centuries: the ‘Golden Age’ 

The centuries between 1300 and 1500 CE mark a period of great economic, architectural, and 
material development along the Swahili coast, and has been termed the Swahili ‘Golden Age’ 
(Horton 1987; Pouwels 1987). There was a significant increase in the number of settlements 
from the thirteenth century, and many villages grew into larger towns with mixed stone and daub 
architecture (Sinclair and Håkansson 2000). Some, such as Gede, Songo Mnara, and Tumbatu 
(although Tumbatu was settled earlier than the other two), were developed as stone towns from 
the start and included a large number of both public and private stone architecture. Others, like 
Kilwa and Chwaka, continued as largely timber and daub settlements with coral stone mostly 
reserved for public architecture, but played a significant role as trade centres and entrepôts. 
These towns have challenged some of the previous assumptions about elite settlements and 
entrepôts, and show the high variability between Swahili settlements and their architecture. They 
also highlight the need for archaeologists to engage critically with earlier scholarly work at coastal 
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sites, and pay more attention to impermanent (timber and daub) architecture (Fleisher and 
LaViolette 1999; Pawlowicz 2019; Sulas et al. 2019).  

However, the differentiation between stone and daub, the access to imported items, and 
changes in consumption practices, are elements assumed to reflect a society that had become 
increasingly stratified, diverse, and cosmopolitan. It has been argued that many of the larger 
settlements and towns developed important ties of reciprocity with neighbouring settlements, 
and some Swahili towns have even been labelled city-states (Sinclair and Håkansson 2000). 
These links supplied towns with food products such as rice, grains, and vegetables, and perhaps 
also labour-power (Vernet 2017). Archaeological research has shown that food production and 
activities such as spinning, metalsmithing, and bead production took place within both stone 
towns and smaller villages, indicating local and household production at all levels of society 
(LaViolette 2018a).  

Trade with the Indian Ocean continued to expand in this period, and although most of 
the trade with foreign merchants occurred locally on the coast, some Swahili vessels also sailed 
out to trade at distant ports in the northern Indian Ocean (Vernet 2015; Pollard and Ichumbaki 
2017). Strandes (1961: 92) has noted that East African sailors used compasses, charts, and 
instruments similar to quadrants in their skilful navigation. This period was also impacted by the 
growth of the gold trade from interior settlements in southern Africa, such as Great Zimbabwe, 
and gold was exported via the coast. This cultural and economic high started to decline in the 
late fifteenth and early sixteenth century at most settlements, as the Portuguese entered the 
Indian Ocean world. The Portuguese entry led to declining and shifting trade relationships 
reflected at numerous ports along the coast (Beaujard 2007). The Portuguese occupied Sofala 
in 1503 and Kilwa in 1505, while sacking Mombasa in 1505 (Sinclair and Håkansson 2000), and 
although many settlements continued and some even prospered, these events marked the 
beginning of a new era for the Swahili.  

Linguistic studies 

The Swahili language, Kiswahili, is today spoken by over a hundred million people across 
eastern Africa, and has become the national language of both Kenya and Tanzania (Lodhi 2004). 
Before it became the lingua franca of the region, however, it was predominantly spoken by the 
people living on the coast, and who today may be identified as Swahili. The history and 
development of this language have been an important part of understanding the origins of 
Swahili culture, and of demonstrating its African origins. A relatively large number of Arabic 
loan words can be found in Kiswahili today, leading some scholars to assume that the language 
was of Arabic origin, matching the colonial views of the 1950s and 60s. This ‘myth’ was 
effectively debunked by Nurse and Spear (1985), who showed that Kiswahili was undoubtedly a 
Bantu, and therefore an African, language. Bantu refers to a large speech community that 
includes languages spoken across vast areas of Africa, including many of the peoples 
neighbouring the Swahili, such as the Pokomo and Mijikenda. Bantu is also often used as a 
shorthand to refer to Bantu speaking communities associated with a sedentary lifestyle supported 
by farming (Pouwels 2002; Bostoen 2018). It is assumed that the coastal Bantu languages have 
a common origin (see Helm 2000 for discussion).  

The majority of the Arabic vocabulary was introduced to Kiswahili in the seventeenth to 
nineteenth centuries, during the Omani colonial period, and mostly concerns specific cultural 
contexts such as law, religion, maritime technology, and trade (Nurse and Spear 1985; Spear 
2000). Kiswahili belongs to a sub-group of languages known as Sabaki, to which Ilwana, Pokomo, 
Mijikenda, and Comorian also belong. These languages are today spoken all along the East 
African coast and its hinterland, as well as in the Comoros. Nurse and Spear (1985: 47) propose 
that the proto-Sabaki speakers all spread from a common ancestral land somewhere in the 
region of the Kenya/Somali border. It has been suggested that these were the makers of Kwale 
Ware, the ceramic tradition associated with the coastal Early Iron Age and believed to precede 
the later ETT as discussed above (Spear 2000; Walsh 2018). This linguistic evidence suggests 
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that the early Kiswahili speakers spread southwards along the coast, eventually all the way to 
Mozambique and northern Madagascar.  

The linguistic evidence corroborates the archaeological data: these early Kiswahili 
speaking people were not very different from their neighbours and lived off agriculture and 
fishing, smelted iron, and used canoes (Nurse and Spear 1985: 47). As they began to take 
increased advantage of their maritime environment however, they gradually became 
differentiated from the peoples in the hinterland. By the ninth century, Kiswahili had become a 
separate language (Spear 2000). The Kiswahili language also separated into two dialect groups, 
a northern and a southern group, which can still be identified today. The influence of the 
northern dialects on the southern ones shows the continual migration of Swahili people from 
the north to the south, and attest to the high level of contact and communication along this long 
stretch of coast (Nurse and Spear 1985: 14; Nurse 1997. The Kiswahili spoken today in Zanzibar 
is often referred to as the best or purest form of Swahili, and differs from other dialects and 
sociolects of Kiswahili. In Nairobi, Kenya’s capital, for example, a “hybrid linguistic code” 
known as Sheng (Swahili-English Slang) has developed over the last several decades as a result 
of different ethnic groups coming together and the introduction of slang (Githinji 2006). 

Historical studies 

The early written history of the Swahili coast is patchy, consisting of a variety of textual sources 
from different time periods. There is little indication that the Swahili people had written records 
themselves before the seventeenth century — at least nothing that has survived — although they 
had very rich oral traditions, as indicated by the proliferation of chronicles and poetry that 
predates the arrival of written tradition (Pouwels 1984; Knappert 1988; Amidu 1993). There can 
be little doubt, however, that many Swahili would have been literate in Arabic, which is the 
language of the Islamic holy book, the Quran. Portuguese documents mention some Swahili 
owning the Quran (Pouwels 2002), which presumably they would have been fully able to read. 
Additionally, Arabic inscriptions on tombs, coins, and mosques (the latter known from both 
Kizimkazi and Tumbatu in the Zanzibar Archipelago) attest to local knowledge of Arabic script. 
Apart from these scattered pieces of evidence, all of our knowledge of the early written history 
of the Swahili comes from foreign observers who wrote about the coast and its people. The first 
of these is The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, written in the first century CE, which was a guide 
to the different ports of the Arabian Sea written in Greek (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 1–2; Casson 
1989). Some of these ports can be linked to known settlements, such as Opone (Hafun in 
Somalia) and Menouthias (probably Pemba or possibly Mafia in Tanzania), although the 
enigmatic Rhapta is yet to be located. Another early document is Ptolemy’s Geographia, written 
around 150 CE, which also mentions several place names and settlements with which to trade 
(Freeman-Grenville 1975: 3-4). These are tantalising, although sometimes quite fanciful, texts, 
demonstrating the early interconnectedness of the settlements of East and North Africa and the 
Mediterranean.  

Following these two early texts, there is a long temporal gap in which there is no currently 
known written data, before a number of texts by Chinese and Arab travellers, traders, and 
scholars begin to appear in the seventh to ninth centuries (LaViolette 2004). While I imagine 
there is a large body of text not yet translated and thus unknown to most Swahili archaeologists, 
Freeman-Grenville (1975) has compiled a useful overview of several of the translated documents 
pertaining to the East African coast, in his book The East African Coast: Select Documents from 
the First to the Earlier Nineteenth Century. These are a mixed bag of sources, some of which 
seem to be more reliable than others. One of the early Chinese texts describing this part of the 
Indian Ocean, for example, written in the ninth century by Tuan Ch’eng-Shih, tells of people 
trading ivory and ambergris, in return for cloth provided by Persian traders, highlighting the early 
trade also demonstrated in archaeological studies. Several texts also describe the raiding and sale 
of enslaved individuals (Freeman-Grenville 1975; Rødland et al. 2020), indicating that the 
practice of slavery and slave trading began early on the coast. From Al-Masudi, writing in the 
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tenth century, we learn that Sofala (in modern-day Mozambique) is the furthest point to which 
Persian and Arab ships would sail, and from the coast they imported leopard skins, ambergris, 
ivory, and gold. Al-Masudi also describes some coastal people as having filed teeth, which may 
relate to non-Swahili groups of south-east Africa, where this practice is known to have occurred 
until recent times (Cox and Sealy 1997). However, it is also possible that tooth modification was 
practised by some Swahili during this time. From the descriptions of people and customs by 
Tuan Ch’eng-Shih and Al-Masudi, it seems the majority of the coastal people they encountered 
were not Muslim during this time. For example, Al-Masudi writes: “The Zanj have an elegant 
language and men who preach in it [...]. These people have no religious law: their kings rule by 
custom and political expediency” (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 16). This observation fits with the 
archaeological evidence we currently have, which indicates that only some coastal people were 
Muslim around the tenth century.  

 Slightly later, in the twelfth century, there is an account by Al-Idrisi, an Arab geographer. 
He describes traders going between the Comoros and Zanzibar in large and small ships, and 
how the people from these islands understand each other’s languages. According to Al-Idrisi, 
these coastal people were mostly Muslim, although they were “very dark in colour”, presumably 
demonstrating that they were Africans and not Arab settlers. However, the Chinese 
commissioner Chao Ju-Kua describes the people of Zanzibar in the thirteenth century as being 
“of Arab stock” and Muslim, wearing blue cotton cloth and red leather shoes (Freeman-
Grenville 1975: 21), probably reflecting the mixed and cosmopolitan nature of Swahili towns. 
Intriguingly, Marco Polo also left an account of Zanzibar and its people, despite never having 
visited the islands. Freeman-Grenville (1975: 25) proposes that Marco Polo may have picked up 
various bits of knowledge about the islands from other travellers during his journeys into Asia — 
this seems to be true for many early texts, challenging their legitimacy. The most famous text 
may be by the fourteenth century Moroccan traveller Ibn Battuta, who visited Mogadishu and 
Kilwa in 1331 (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 27-32). Mogadishu (in modern-day Somalia) is 
described as a large town with wealthy merchants, who were also producers of a particular cloth 
that was traded to other distant ports including Egypt, highlighting their dual role as merchants 
and craftspeople. One of the crucial accounts made by Ibn Battuta relates to the way in which 
trade was carried out with foreign merchants arriving by ship. He described a system of 
patronage, in which foreign merchants were hosted by local traders in their homes, where the 
trade itself was conducted. Ibn Battuta was also graciously welcomed by the Shaikh of 
Mogadishu, who offered lodgings and food during his stay, generally being a generous host. Ibn 
Battuta then travelled on to Kilwa (modern-day Tanzania), where he was met with similar 
generosity. He calls Kilwa the principal town of the coast, probably referring to the prosperity 
and growing political influence of this town at the time, which has also been shown 
archaeologically. Of the town, he writes: 

Kilwa is one of the most beautiful and well-constructed towns in the world. 
The whole of it is elegantly built. The roofs are built with mangrove poles. 
There is very much rain. The people are engaged in a holy war, for their 
country lies beside the pagan Zanj. The chief qualities are devotion and 
piety: they follow the Shafi’i rite.  

 (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 31).  

 The early historical texts relating to the East African coast must be understood within their 
temporal, religious, and cultural contexts, and some seem to be more or less pure fantasies. The 
cultural and racial biases of the authors are sometimes obvious and remind us to read the texts 
critically. In addition, researchers of Swahili archaeology and history rely heavily on the 
translations of the original texts, which will be fraught with their own errors and biases (Shen 
1995). Yet some of the texts have been crucial to the understanding of the East African coast in 
the late first and early second millennium and its relationship to the wider Indian Ocean world, 
highlighting trading relationships, subsistence economies, cultural practices, architectural 
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traditions, and personal adornment. When viewed alongside the archaeological and linguistic 
data, these texts can be rich sources of information. However, the majority of written sources 
come from the sixteenth century onwards, marking the point in time when the Portuguese 
entered East Africa and the Indian Ocean. 

 Vasco da Gama and his Portuguese crew rounded the cape of southern Africa in 1498, 
arriving into coastal Mozambique, Mombasa, and Malindi, and later Zanzibar on the return 
journey. This marked the beginning of a new period of Swahili history, although the Portuguese 
presence impacted settlements in various ways and to different degrees. The Portuguese left 
several written accounts of their travels and exploits, including comments about the people they 
encountered. Arriving in Mozambique, they remarked on how the locals there were Muslim 
and some spoke Arabic; immigrants from the Red Sea and India were also settled there. They 
apparently also encountered several Christians, and in Mombasa there was a whole community 
of people of Christian faith, with whom the Portuguese conducted mass (Strandes 1961: 19). 
Through historical studies, Vernet (2017) has also demonstrated the close ties the Swahili had 
with their mainland neighbours, with which they had reciprocal relationships of trade and 
patronage. Non-Swahili people would work alongside the Swahili in agriculture and military 
service, and although some of these would have been enslaved, many were also free clients 
(Vernet 2017). The East African coast was ostensibly a very cosmopolitan region and open to 
newcomers at the end of the fifteenth century — in several towns, the Portuguese were welcomed 
and offered food and gifts, and the Swahili were enthusiastic about conducting trade. Like Ibn 
Battuta’s written accounts some centuries earlier, the generosity of the Swahili is demonstrated 
quite clearly. The Swahili were not just firmly settled on the coast, welcoming visitors from 
abroad, however: there is ample evidence that they ventured into far-way ports themselves. 
While travel between coastal towns is well attested archaeologically and historically, the Swahili 
seem to have built and owned ships that took them into Arabia and India as well (Prestholdt 
1998: 18; Vernet 2015). 

We also get a sense of the socio-political structures of some of the larger towns, as the 
Portuguese often encountered kings or sultans, indicating that these towns may have been small 
city-states (see also Sinclair and Håkansson 2000), with various ties to each other. Some towns 
were allies, while others seem to have been in opposition to each other. In terms of architecture, 
sources describe houses of both mud and stone; in Mozambique, some Portuguese texts relate 
that only the mosque and sultan’s palace were built from stone, while the rest of the town was 
made from mud and timber (Strandes 1961: 20). The dress and finery of some Swahili are also 
often commented upon, describing fine clothes of silk and cotton, turbans, umbrellas, and 
jewellery (Gray 1962: 30; Strandes 1961: 18-20, 27, 90). Several remarks were made about the 
status of different people, based on the type and quality of their clothes, and sometimes the 
colour of their skin. Some people are described as wearing only simple clothes of cotton or a 
loincloth, and presumed to be poor or enslaved (Strandes 1961: 90). While enslaved people 
would certainly have been present both for internal use and trade (Vernet 2013, 2017), certain 
cultural and racial biases may have led the Portuguese to presume the ethnic and socio-economic 
identity of different people they encountered. According to Prestholdt (1998), cloth was an 
integral part of exhibiting social, cultural, and religious identity on the coast during this time, and 
both imported and locally produced textiles played an important role in expressing these 
identities — display was clearly an important aspect of being and becoming Swahili. This was true 
regardless of economic background, as most people would strive to have the appropriate 
garments, although the wealthier Swahili naturally could afford more costly cloth and a lavish 
lifestyle. Prestholdt (1998: 20) relates this back to the notion of ungwana (see Chapter 1). He 
describes the waungwana as the “cultured aristocracy”, but then continues by stating that a large 
part of the urban populations belonged to this waungwana social group, defining themselves by 
their urbanity, ‘culturedness’, Muslim identity, command of Kiswahili language, and dressing in 
Swahili fashion. Waungwana identity during the time of the Portuguese arrival thus seems to be 
related to being Swahili, rather than a small elite section of society. 
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 The Portuguese arrival onto the Indian Ocean scene was spurred largely by the desire to 
find new markets for obtaining certain goods (especially gold, spices, and ivory) and to 
monopolise trade, while also aiming to suppress the Muslim presence in the region. The latter 
objective was carried out either through conversion or violence, which led to quickly souring 
relations with many Swahili towns (Strandes 1961; Pouwels 2000). The Portuguese carried out 
numerous attacks, some of which were successful, enabling them to establish trading forts and 
missions at various points along the coast, although they never gained a full monopoly of coastal 
trade and their power was sporadic (Sheriff 1987: 16). While some Swahili rulers allied 
themselves with the newcomers, the Portuguese faced much resistance, largely due to their 
opposition to Islam (Pouwels 2000). Consequently, the Swahili sought assistance elsewhere, first 
with the Ottomans (unsuccessfully), and later with Oman (Pearson 1998). These efforts led to 
strengthened ties with Arabia, and the period from the 1500s onwards saw increased 
immigration from this area to East Africa. In particular, a significant influx of Hadhrami from 
Yemen led to cultural and religious changes. They settled first in Pate, but later moved all along 
the coast where they established Hadhrami communities, including in Tumbatu (Pouwels 1987, 
2000). Some Hadhrami reportedly also became politically powerful, and while the Swahili were 
used to accommodating foreigners in their society, the arrival of these Hadhrami may have 
marked the beginning of a more substantial form of change and migration on the coast, which 
was also exacerbated by the Portuguese presence. The latter was not to last, however, and Swahili 
and Omani forces eventually managed to drive the Portuguese out during the latter half of the 
seventeenth century, although they remained in Mozambique until very recently. The final push 
took place in Mombasa in 1728 (Pouwels 2000; Rhodes et al. 2015).  

These events led to a cementing of ties with Oman and increased immigration of Muslim 
Arabs to the coast, especially Omanis, leading to what Pouwels (2002: 413) has referred to as an 
“Arabization” of East African coastal society between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Importantly, this led to changing attitudes towards ideas about status and socio-economic 
identities, and the notion of being waungwana incorporated a degree of Arabness: ungwana — 
the state of being civilized — became linked to being and living like an Arab (ustaarabu, see 
Pouwels 2002; Middleton 2003; Glassman 2010). This development has ramifications for how 
we have come to understand social hierarchies and what it means to be Swahili (see Chapters 1 
and 9). The influx of Arabs introduced new ways of practising Islam, which were more in line 
with Arab ideas of what it meant to be a good Muslim. It is also during this time that the majority 
of the Arab loan words present in the Kiswahili language today were incorporated. Perhaps most 
noteworthy is Pouwels' (2000: 265) assertion that “This growing trend toward greater literacy and 
attention to the written law had other consequences. Landownership, family inheritance 
practices, and the general status of women underwent subtle changes”.  

Oman exercised increasing control over parts of the coast, dominating trade and 
monopolizing wealth. The Omani presence became more formalised as they installed a 
governor in Zanzibar in 1744, and eventually moved their sultanate to Zanzibar in 1820, 
controlling various parts of the coast (Rhodes et al. 2015). This reinforced Zanzibar’s position 
in East Africa and the Indian Ocean, and the role of Zanzibar’s Stone Town as an entrepôt. Part 
of the wealth concentrated in the hands of the Omani and Swahili elites came from trade in 
enslaved labourers, which increased significantly as the French established plantations in the 
Mascarenes, for which Zanzibar and Kilwa became key ports of trade (Alpers 1970; Vernet 
2009). Zanzibar also became an important employer of slave labour itself, however, as the 
plantation economy flourished there from the early nineteenth century (Croucher 2007, 2015), 
changing not only the physical landscape of the islands but the cultural and ethnic make-up of 
their inhabitants. It also led to changes in land-ownership and the concentration of wealth, factors 
that came to influence the development of Zanzibar and others parts of the coast for a long time. 

While the Portuguese were mostly active in Mozambique during this time, other 
European nations became increasingly involved with East Africa in the nineteenth century: the 
British became progressively preoccupied with ending the slave trade and use of slave labour in 



SWAHILI WORLDS: HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF A COASTAL LANDSCAPE 

36 

East Africa (and elsewhere). By this point, East Africa had regular visitors from all over the 
world, and their clove and coconut plantations were supplying global markets. The Swahili coast 
had become truly cosmopolitan, on a global scale. British abolitionist efforts succeeded in the 
final decades of the nineteenth century, at which point Zanzibar became a British protectorate. 
They initially kept the Sultan, Khalid Bargash, on the throne, although the British gained 
increasing control of Zanzibar and other areas of the Tanzanian and Kenyan coasts (Sheriff and 
Ferguson 1991), adding to their global, colonial empire. This ushered in a new and different era 
of colonialism in East Africa, which included Portuguese (having been present in Mozambique 
for centuries), British, and German control. Tanzania and Zanzibar claimed their independence 
in 1961 and 1963 respectively, marking the end of centuries of foreign control and influence on 
the coast.  

In light of these historical developments, I will turn briefly to the oral history of East 
Africa. Several towns on the coast have their own oral histories, of which the Pate and Kilwa 
chronicles are the best known, although over twenty chronicles are known to exist for smaller 
and larger settlements. The earliest written versions of the chronicles appeared in the sixteenth 
century, while the texts we have today are copies of these early texts, the oldest copy being around 
200-300 years old (LaViolette 2004; Pawlowicz and Laviolette 2013). They have been written
down in Portuguese, Arabic, and Swahili, and changes are expected to have occurred during the
translation and transmission of these texts. However, the sixteenth century chronicles are
believed to have been based on earlier oral histories, perhaps several hundred years old, and
although oral histories are malleable and susceptible to change to reflect the values of the
societies in which they are told, the deep history of the chronicles make them highly interesting
to archaeologists and historians alike. The chronicles all share similar themes: they revolve
around the founding of the town by a ruling family who had migrated from Persia (Shiraz is
often given as the point of origin) or Arabia. These founders were wealthy Muslims of royal or
aristocratic lineage, who formed ties with the local Africans through marriage and gift-giving
(Spear 1984; Pouwels 1984; Middleton 1992: 28-31). Scholars have engaged with these
chronicles in various ways. In the early days of archaeology on the coast, they were used as
evidence for the foreign origin hypothesis of Swahili towns, and archaeologists like Neville
Chittick let the chronicles inform his exploration and interpretation of Kilwa town, which he
assumed was founded by immigrants from Persia (Chittick 1974a: 14-15, 237). More recently,
however, the historical accuracy of the chronicles has been questioned, and few scholars tend to
take them as literal accounts of past events. While certain aspects may contain some historical
accuracy, the chronicles not only bear resemblance to each other, but to similar legends from
elsewhere in the Islamic world (Pouwels 1984; Risso 1995: 43), indicating they were used
symbolically to link the Swahili Muslims to wider Islamic traditions and the Islamic heartlands.
This suggests that Islamic identity has been integral to how the Swahili have identified themselves
for a long time, and may have played a role in asserting their difference from other (non-Muslim)
East African groups (Pawlowicz and Laviolette 2013). This may have become increasingly
important to the Swahili during the first half of the second millennium, when many settlements
became more urbanised and Islam became more widespread on the coast. The chronicles may
have allowed the coastal Swahili to forge a shared identity, linking the coastal towns and their
populations to each other through their shared values and practices.

Ethnographic studies 

A large number of ethnographic studies have been produced on the East African coast, 
especially from the 1970s onwards, when issues such as identity and gender became particularly 
important to anthropologists working in the area (Eastman 1971, 1988; Arens 1975; Strobel 
1979; Caplan 1982; 2015; Askew 1999), in addition to the structuring of physical and social 
space (Donley-Reid 1990b; Middleton 1992; Eastman 1994). Although most of these studies 
were not conducted with the archaeologist in mind (bar Donley-Reid’s), some ethnographies 
have been used by archaeologists wishing to understand aspects of daily life, social composition, 
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and ritual activity not easily accessible through material culture alone. Using this kind of direct 
historical approach to the near and distant past assumes a more or less direct link between the 
present and the past in terms of cultural and material continuity. However, ethnographies are to 
a large extent unique products of the research interests of individual researchers and the political, 
social, and economic climate in which they were written (Mazrui and Shariff 1993). A critical 
understanding of these variable contexts is integral for any archaeologists looking to use 
ethnography in their interpretations, as well as the limitations when trying to project the present 
into the past.  

One of the most well-known and comprehensive studies of the Swahili is a notable 
example of how archaeology, history, and ethnography have been used to fuse the past and the 
present: Horton and Middleton’s (2000) seminal work The Swahili: the social landscape of a 
mercantile society. While a rich and useful resource on Swahili social, political, and economic 
structures, the lines between the past and the present are blurred, and it is difficult to tease out 
archaeology-derived interpretations from the ethnographically-sourced data. While the authors 
themselves acknowledge that Swahili society has not been static, they nevertheless argue that 
there are “basic underlying structures that have probably changed little” (Horton and Middleton 
2000: 2). More recently, the edited volume by Wynne-Jones and LaViolette (2018), The Swahili 
World, presents a more systematic approach. Their breakdown of the past into different time 
periods, sites, and themes allows for a more nuanced understanding of the Swahili world over 
time. These two works, separated by almost two decades, can be seen as products of their time, 
and the development from seeing ethnography and ethno-history as a window into the past to a 
more careful consideration of the changing landscapes of the Swahili world. A critical evaluation 
of these trends is crucial if we are to understand the historiography of the coast, and the trajectory 
of archaeological research.  

While this is not the place for a comprehensive overview of the ethnographies produced 
on the Swahili coast, a brief summary of the themes that have informed archaeological research 
will provide a useful backdrop to some of the issues that crop up in this thesis. Some of the more 
enduring and influential concepts derived from ethnographic research are the notion of the 
wealthy, urban, and pious waungwana (Spear 1984; Donley 1987; Horton and Middleton 2000; 
Giles 2014; see discussion in Chapter 1), who reside in stone houses in towns. The stone house 
has thus come to represent a certain way of life, associated with the wealth, power, and stability 
of Swahili elites, where access and use of space were organised according to cultural and religious 
norms as well as social structures (Allen 1979; Donley 1982; Donley-Reid 1990b). The house 
itself has been presented as a female space, structured according to an intimacy gradient, in 
which the house becomes more private and secluded as one moves further in (Ghaidan 1976). 
This allowed pious Muslim women to be shielded from the outside world and carry out their 
lives in private. These aspects of purity and seclusion of women have also been highlighted in 
Donley-Reid’s (Donley 1982, 1987; Donley-Reid 1990a) ethno-archaeological studies of houses 
in Lamu, which have been particularly influential (although see Fleisher 2015 for critique). This 
contrasts with the male world, which takes place in public and in the mosques. This separation 
of the genders has been a common theme for many anthropologists working on the Swahili coast 
(Strobel 1979; Caplan 1982; Eastman 1988), where Islam is seen as one of the structuring factors 
for the seclusion of women and their lack of economic and public power. 

The towns and villages themselves have also been assessed according to similar 
hierarchical structures, and the often-cited work by Middleton (1970, 1992) separates between 
stone and country towns, or patrician and commoner towns (Horton and Middleton 2000). In 
Middleton’s work, the stone towns were spaces controlled by the wealthy urban elites 
(waungwana), while the country towns are described as more productive and self-sufficient, 
supplying stone towns and other settlements with produce and products. Most settlements are 
defined as being structured around kinship relations, consisting of different wards (mitaa) in 
which cognatic descent groups live. Membership to these groups gives rights to both residential 
and agricultural land (Spear 1984; Bissell 2018; Caplan 2018), highlighting the importance of 
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ancestry and belonging. Towns also enabled a certain way of living, being centres of trade, 
cosmopolitanism, and religious community and practice that was particularly valued by the 
waungwana. Towns allowed them to distinguish themselves through architecture, cuisine, 
clothing, poetry, and other outwards expressions of elite identity (Horton and Middleton 2000: 
15-18). The longevity of stone towns on the coast has resulted in their being portrayed as “portals 
to the past” (Bissell 2018: 589). This is especially true for towns like Lamu, Zanzibar Stone 
Town, and Mombasa’s Old Town area, where the stone houses, narrow alleyways, and wooden 
doors are seen by some to reflect ancient ways of living that have changed little (see discussion 
in Hillewaers 2018; Figure 2.3).  

 

 

  Figure 2.3 A view from Zanzibar’s Stone Town today (photo by author, 2017) 
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Hierarchy, ancestry, and the social use of space have thus been central themes in the study 
of the Swahili past and present. And while the temporal and spatial variability of towns and 
villages (and the spectrum on which these exist) has become widely recognised and appreciated 
by archaeologists, historians, and ethnographers alike more recently, these themes continue to 
shape archaeological interpretations to varying degrees. Ethnographic data can be highly useful 
for understanding complex social and political developments in the past, but archaeologists 
should be cautious about projecting detailed understandings of society onto earlier populations. 
Many scholars have also been careful to emphasise the great social and religious changes brought 
on by the Omani colonisation from the late seventeenth century (Wynne-Jones 2016: 12–13), 
which led to an increased preoccupation with ancestry, ethnicity, and piety. Various colonial 
administrations brought new sets of political and religious rules to the coast, and would 
distinguish between different ethnic and religious groups. Furthermore, the introduction of large-
scale slavery and slave trading presented another aspect to this increasing adherence to identity 
politics. It is also important to recognize that not all Swahili lived in urban environments and 
stone houses (Fleisher and LaViolette 1999), and we should question the way we use and apply 
the term Swahili to both past and current populations. The role of women has also been 
contested, and the largely male narrative of the waungwana we are presented with today does 
not project well back in time (Askew 1999; Wynne-Jones 2018; Chapters 1 and 9).  

A history of archaeology on the coast 
The Swahili coast has attracted a relatively large number of archaeologists over the past 70 years, 
many of whom were enticed by the remnants of houses, mosques, tombs, and walls constructed 
from coral rag and lime mortar. These ruins have remained a symbol of Swahili culture, and 
were the focus of much archaeological attention during the 1950s and 60s, which emphasised 
Arab and Persian origins for these Swahili stone towns. As research developed through the 70s 
and 80s, such colonial views were being discarded in favour of a more Afro-centric approach to 
Swahili towns and villages, pioneered by a small number of archaeologists from East Africa and 
Europe. Current research agendas build on these earlier debates and aim to move beyond the 
stone town and the elite inhabitants, and employ a wide range of scientific and methodological 
techniques. In the following sections, I outline some of this history from its early beginnings 
through the various debates ignited by old preconceptions and new research, to the most recent 
studies of Swahili archaeology. What is presented here is by no means a comprehensive 
overview and cannot do justice to the wealth of research and material from the coast, but should 
serve as an appropriate background to succeeding chapters and their place within the wider 
research framework. It is from much of this research, and its resulting questions, that I have 
developed my own study and its parameters. 

East Africa in context  

Significant interest in the African past by Europeans began as a result of Europe’s expanding 
colonial power into the continent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Colonial exploits on 
the coast and into the interior regions of Africa led to encounters with incredibly diverse peoples, 
languages, religions, and material cultures, including both state-level societies and smaller mobile 
groups (Monroe 2013). The disruption to these societies caused by some European nations’ 
considerable appetite for land, raw materials, and enslaved labour is well-known, and covered 
in detail elsewhere (e.g. Lane and MacDonald 2011). However, colonialism also had a significant 
impact on how the archaeology and history of the continent have been interpreted by Western 
scholars, and subsequently how it has been presented to Western audiences (Sheperd 2002; 
Kusimba 2009; Lane 2015). Struggling to marry their own perceptions of Africa with the 
complex states and kingdoms they encountered, early European scholars and explorers 
theorised that state-level societies and social complexity had arisen in Africa as a direct result of 
contact with the outside world; early colonisation and migration from the Mediterranean, Persia, 
and Arabia was put forward as the most likely reason for state development (Ndoro 2001; 
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Robertshaw 2003; Chirikure 2020b). This aligned with colonial governments’ views of their 
African ‘subjects’ as primitive and incapable of creating complex culture, build monuments, and 
manage long-distance trade relationships. After all, Europeans were there to bring civilisation, 
culture, and religion to ‘depraved’ Africans. A continent that already had all these things, and 
then some, did not align with this view and was therefore not considered a possibility.  

Archaeology became one of the tools used to counteract (although sometimes also to 
corroborate) these earlier, colonial narratives. By digging into the past of these African states and 
kingdoms (figuratively and literally) and revealing their early origins, some scholars began to 
argue for their indigenous roots (Monroe 2013). This is best encapsulated in the study of Great 
Zimbabwe, a large and spectacular archaeological site in modern-day Zimbabwe, with complex 
and extensive stone architecture dating to the eleventh to eighteenth centuries CE (Moffett and 
Chirikure 2016; Chirikure 2020b). It has also revealed a large number of luxury items of gold 
and glass, both locally produced and imported from Indian Ocean locales via the East African 
coast. While Great Zimbabwe has received significant archaeological attention over the past few 
decades, it was initially excavated by Gertrude Caton-Thompson in the 1920s (Caton-Thompson 
1931). An archaeologist from England, Caton-Thompson was one of the few women in an 
otherwise male-dominated profession, a trend that has continued to haunt the discipline until 
very recently. Through her work, she was able to highlight the indigenous African origins of 
Great Zimbabwe, consequently dismissing the racist bias of other Europeans and colonial 
governments, and emphasising African ingenuity and socio-political complexity. She was also an 
advocate for the inclusion of indigenous voices in the interpretation of local histories of the 
deeper past (Chirikure et al. 2016). Elsewhere in Africa, however, the foreign origin hypothesis 
continued to prosper. Such was the case on the East African coast, whose architecture initially 
seemed to have more affinities with Arabic and Persian houses and mosques than anything 
found elsewhere in Africa.   

The early beginnings 

Apart from the valuable surveys of the Zanzibar and Kilwa archipelagos by Major F. B. Pearce 
(1920) and M. H. Dorman (1938) in the first half of the twentieth century, the first scholarly 
investigations of the coast by Western academics took place in the late 1940s and 50s, and were 
led by historians such as Gervase Mathew and G. S. P Freeman-Grenville and archaeologists 
like James Kirkman and Neville Chittick (Garlake 1966). The latter two were appointed by the 
colonial governments in Kenya and Tanganyika respectively, both British colonies at this time, 
and responsible for the documentation and excavation of several coastal sites. Like many before 
them, Chittick and Kirkman were drawn by the unique architecture and exotic artefacts scattered 
along the coast and its islands, the result of centuries of trade networks with the Indian Ocean. 
The ubiquity of foreign material culture and lack of contemporary historical documents from 
the region, coupled with colonial and racist viewpoints, led the researchers to attribute the origin 
of these stone towns to foreign merchants (Allen 1974: 42-43). It was a commonly held 
misconception that Arab or Persian migrants had settled on the coast, and thus any local African 
influence was simply downplayed or ignored altogether: “the idea of indigenous, complex 
African societies was anathema and threatening” (LaViolette and Fleisher 2005: 332). This belief 
was also fuelled by the local origin chronicles emphasising foreign ancestry for the Swahili. As a 
result, archaeological research principally focused on understanding the origins and 
developments of these towns, and on stratigraphic sequences and the provenancing and dating 
of imported ceramics. Garlake’s (1966: 3) statement that stone structures “were obviously the 
most important buildings” reflects a widely held belief that indigenous architecture and 
technology was inferior to that of outsiders.  

Kirkman and Chittick carried out several large-scale excavations in Kenya and Tanzania, 
most notably at stone town sites such as Gede, Ungwana (Kirkman 1965, 1974), Manda, and 
Kilwa (Chittick 1974a, 1984). The publications that were produced as a result of this work, 
especially the Kilwa and Manda monographs, continue to serve as foundations for our 
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understanding of these and other sites, as they offer detailed descriptions of the sites and their 
excavated data. Few excavations have since been carried out at this scale; famously, Chittick 
commissioned the building of train tacks at Kilwa to carry away the massive amounts of soil from 
his excavations. No other coastal excavation can be paralleled in terms of scale, and perhaps also 
importance: Kilwa was a major city in the second millennium, and a strategic entrepôt in the 
region. Understanding the development of Kilwa has been a key feature of how we have come 
to understand Swahili urban settlements and settlement relations (Wynne-Jones 2016). 
Chittick’s own aim was to test the various versions of the Kilwa Chronicle against the 
archaeological evidence, and the assumption that Kilwa had been an Arab or Persian outpost, 
and therefore there was an exaggerated focus on imports rather than local material resulting in 
biased results (Horton 2004a). 

Other excavations on a smaller scale included Kisimani Mafia (Chittick 1961), Takwa, 
Ras Mkumbuu, Kilepwa, and Mnarani (Kirkman 1952, 1957, 1959, 1965), as well as a 
comprehensive survey carried out by Peter Garlake in order to document the ruins along the 
coast (Garlake 1966). These studies revealed an impressive quantity of stone architecture, 
including houses, mosques, walls, and tombs, as well as large amounts of imported and local 
ceramics, beads, and glass vessel shards. The richness and potential of the coast encouraged 
further investigations of its archaeology, and eventually led to the establishment of the British 
Institute of History and Archaeology in East Africa (today known as the British Institute in 
Eastern Africa or BIEA for short) in Kenya in the 1960s (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2015). This 
marked the start of a rich research history in East Africa that was destined to encompass much 
more than the ruins of stone towns and foreign traders. As Freeman-Grenville readily admitted 
in 1958, knowledge of coastal history and archaeology was fragmentary at the time, and required 
more combined efforts from several disciplines in order to fulfil its full potential (Freeman-
Grenville 1958: 106, 111).  

Changing perspectives  

As the struggle for independence in Tanganyika, Zanzibar, and Kenya bore fruit in the early 
1960s, the colonial interpretations of coastal sites were challenged and a new model was put 
forward, which emphasised the African origins of Swahili towns. Within academia this 
development was spearheaded first by foreign Western scholars such as Mathew, Freeman-
Grenville, Nicholls, and Allen (Chami 1998), wishing to dispel the notion that Swahili towns 
were a product of Arab or Persian settlers. Excavations at several coastal sites in Kenya and 
Tanzania in particular revealed early levels that were comparable to other Iron Age sites in the 
hinterland (Soper 1967a; 1967b; Phillipson 1979), not only strengthening the local origin thesis 
but highlighting the early regional networks of trade and contact throughout East Africa. A 
crucial step in the development of this understanding was Mark Horton’s excavations at Shanga 
in Kenya (Horton 1987, 1996). Extensive excavations revealed a site with origins as a timber and 
daub settlement from the eighth century CE that later developed into a large stone town that 
lasted into the fifteenth century. It was also here that the oldest known mosque on the coast was 
discovered, through the excavation of several phases starting with timber and daub mosques 
from the late eighth century that developed into a series of stone mosques from the early tenth 
century (Horton 2004a). The long settlement period of the site enabled Horton to create a 
pottery typology, which he dubbed the Tana Tradition, based on locally-made pottery from all 
the layers at Shanga, showing the continuation of this pottery tradition over centuries. Crucially, 
and as reviewed above, the earliest types of this tradition, ETT/TIW, were compared to similar 
types from hinterland sites excavated previously by Phillipson (1979). This was a pivotal moment 
in time for Swahili archaeology, when it became clear that ETT/TIW pottery was distributed all 
along the East African coast and its hinterland; ETT/TIW pottery was found almost 500 km 
inland from the coast (Horton 2004a). Not only did this demonstrate a clear link between the 
origins of early Swahili sites, it also highlighted the continued contact between coast and 
hinterland settlements (Phillipson 1979; Chami 1998). The typological similarities between 
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hinterland and coast also indicated that the Swahili people originated somewhere in the interior 
or hinterland of Kenya or Tanzania. This allowed for a shift in focus that appreciated the role 
of regional interaction in the development of Swahili society, and less emphasis on foreign trade 
connections oriented only towards the sea.  

 Another important development during this period of research was the increasing focus 
on the beginning of urbanism in sub-Saharan Africa (Connah 2008; Sinclair 2013). The research 
project Urban Origins in Eastern Africa, headed by Paul Sinclair at Uppsala University, played 
a crucial role in this development, aiming to move away from earlier colonial interpretations and 
redefine the meaning of urban development from an African perspective (Ekblom et al. 2018: 
10-11). Of particular note is Abdurahman Juma’s (2004) work on Unguja Ukuu in Zanzibar, 
which explored the urban origins of this early Swahili site, and its importance as a trading 
settlement in the early days of Indian Ocean trade. The site is one of the oldest known Swahili 
settlements on the coast, and the size and richness of Unguja Ukuu demonstrate the crucial role 
these early settlements played in the development of Swahili culture and long-distance trade. In 
keeping with the focus on the origins of urbanism and of the Swahili, projects were also 
developed in Madagascar (Radimilahy 1998) and Mozambique (Sinclair 1982; Duarte 1993; 
Ekblom 2004, 2012), adding an important spatial component to Swahili archaeology and 
demonstrating the variety of coastal sites that had existed in the past.  

Starting in the late 1980s, several new projects aimed to go beyond the focus on towns 
that had dominated Swahili archaeology from its beginning. In Tanzania, the work of several 
archaeologists from the newly established Archaeology Unit at the University of Dar es Salaam 
during the 1980s and 90s became highly influential. Through a number of large-scale landscape 
surveys, several new sites on the coast and in the hinterland were discovered, many of which 
spanned the first millennium CE (LaViolette et al. 1989; Chami and Kessy 1995; Chami and 
Mapunda 1998). As most of the preceding archaeological work had focused almost exclusively 
on larger coastal sites with stone architecture, these surveys highlighted the relationship between 
coast and interior during the first millennium and the complexity of settlement patterns and 
relations during this time. They also showed the early integration of this part of Africa into the 
Indian Ocean world, through the recovery of imported ceramics, glass, and beads from both 
coastal and hinterland sites. The work of Felix Chami has been particularly important in 
developing a better understanding of pottery sequences for the first and second half of the first 
millennium, and the relationship between the two periods: several sites have revealed contexts 
with ETT/TIW pottery (relating to the earliest Swahili settlements) overlying older contexts with 
Kwale ware. While the transition between these periods, occurring sometime in the sixth 
century, is still not well understood, the sites excavated by Chami and colleagues have been 
integral in moving this discussion forward and in highlighting the African (and Bantu) origins of 
the Swahili (Chami and Msemwa 1997; Chami 1998). Archaeological work exploring 
relationships between the coast and the hinterland (and interior) were also carried out in Kenya 
around the same time (Abungu 1990; Abungu and Mutoro 1993; Mutoro 1998). 

The results from this work allowed archaeologists to more fully appreciate the distribution 
and variety of settlements in East Africa, and revealed extensive regional trade connections that 
were previously poorly understood. Similar extensive surveys were also carried out by Wynne-
Jones (2005) in southern Tanzania, revealing the long-standing and deep relationships between 
the Swahili and their neighbours (Pawlowicz and Laviolette 2013). This shift towards more 
spatially holistic research of Swahili society was taken up in the work of Fleisher and LaViolette 
(1999, 2013; LaViolette and Fleisher 2009) on Pemba Island, Tanzania, which utilised Shovel 
Test Pit and surface surveys to investigate the smaller villages and hinterland beyond the towns, 
in a landscape that differed from the mainland coast. This technique was also utilised with great 
success by Pawlowicz (2011, 2012) in his study of Mikindani in northern Mozambique, and by 
Fleisher and Wynne-Jones at Songo Mnara, investigating the stone town and its hinterlands 
(Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012, 2013b; Fleisher and Sulas 2015). 
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These studies have highlighted the importance of moving beyond the stone towns and 
understanding the interplay between town and hinterland, and within local and regional 
landscapes. They have revealed the extensive use of the wider landscape and the relationships 
of production and trade between villages and towns. Importantly, the studies have also exposed 
the widespread use of impermanent timber and daub buildings continuing from the first 
millennium into the second. Although often associated with the non-elite populations of the 
Swahili coast, these buildings are gaining increasing attention as it is becoming clear that most 
settlements consisted of only timber and daub or a mix of daub and stone structures. Projects 
on Pemba and Songo Mnara (see below) included the explicit search for and excavation of 
timber and daub houses, in order to develop a methodology for uncovering such houses and 
understanding their role in the Swahili urban and rural landscape. Recently, at Unguja Ukuu, 
the testing of soil chemistry within a timber and daub house has even allowed for the recognition 
of how different activities were carried out within different spaces inside and outside the house 
(Sulas et al. 2019). However, there is still a long way to go in terms of recognizing Swahili social 
compositions and structures, in order to understand questions regarding labour relations, 
slavery, and wider economic engagement (Kusimba 2004; Lane 2014) 

Current approaches and future trajectories 

These studies have been greatly expanded upon through the development and use of new 
technological equipment coupled with new methodologies. The analyses of micro-remains, such 
as phytoliths, macro-botanical remains, and soil chemistry have only recently begun to be 
explored in earnest on the East African coast, but have already provided unique insights into 
dietary habits, agricultural practices, landscape use, and the organisation of domestic space 
(Walshaw 2010; Sulas and Madella 2012; Fleisher and Sulas 2015; McParland and Walshaw 
2015). Great contributions have been made by the Sealinks project, aimed at studying the early 
maritime connections of the Indian Ocean. The project has explored several early sites in East 
Africa through archaeological and palaeoenvironmental studies, using some of the latest 
scientific techniques within radiocarbon dating, zooarchaeology, and archaebotany to explore 
dietary subsistence and change, environments, early trade links, and settlement patterns 
(Crowther et al. 2014, 2016; Prendergast et al. 2016; Wood et al. 2020). On a larger scale, 
geophysical surveys have led to the discovery of previously unknown sites and structures: 
magnetic and electromagnetic methods and resistivity surveys have been used to locate both 
stone and daub structures at Songo Mnara (Welham et al. 2014), Kilwa Kisiwani (Fleisher et al. 
2012), Vumba Kuu (Wynne-Jones 2012), and Unguja Ukuu (Juma 2004; Fleisher and Sulas 
2015). This is a non-invasive method of understanding the layout and spatial distributions of 
sites while allowing for targeted excavations. This was also demonstrated by Fitton (2017) in his 
search for harbour areas in Zanzibar, which revealed activity areas on beaches related to 
shipbuilding, maintenance, and trade. New advances within maritime archaeology have also 
encouraged investigations into East Africa’s underwater heritage, which has revealed the location 
of shipwrecks and causeways (Breen and Lane 2004; Pollard 2008; Pollard et al. 2012; 
Ichumbaki 2015; Bita 2018). Along with studies of the wider maritime landscape, including 
intertidal and coastal zones, and the recovery of moorings, anchorages, and jetties, a clearer 
picture of the maritime technologies and developments of the Swahili coast is starting to emerge. 
Together, these methods highlight the daily activities in Swahili towns and the varied use of 
space, aspects of the past that were previously out of reach to archaeologists. 

Urban and rural landscapes on Zanzibar 

I now wish to hone in on the area most relevant for my study, which is the Zanzibar Archipelago, 
to introduce the historical and physical landscape of which Mkokotoni and Tumbatu were a 
part. The Zanzibar Archipelago sits almost at the centre of the Swahili sphere of interaction, 
located around 50 km off the coast of modern-day Tanganyika, with which it forms the United 
Republic of Tanzania, separated by an ocean channel 20 to 60 metres deep (Chami 2009a). It 
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consists of several islands, of which the largest is Unguja (often known only as Zanzibar), closely 
followed by Pemba. The majority of people can be found on Unguja, a third of whom live in 
the capital Stone Town (Sharpley and Ussi 2014). The settlement history of the two islands is 
argued to date back at least 20,000 years (Chami 2009a; Shipton et al. 2016), at a time when low 
sea levels formed a land-bridge between the current mainland and Unguja. However, we only 
have evidence of permanent settlements, and the beginning of what has later been termed 
Swahili culture, from the sixth and seventh centuries CE. Despite the prominent place occupied 
by Zanzibar in the history of trade and development on the coast, much of this history has been 
obscured by later colonial encounters and the prominence of plantation economies in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Considering the well-known position of Zanzibar in Swahili 
history, surprisingly little archaeological work has been carried out on early second millennium 
sites in the archipelago, with the exception of northern Pemba, which has been explored 
intensively by Jeffrey Fleisher and Adria LaViolette (Fleisher 2003; LaViolette 2004; LaViolette 
and Fleisher 2009; Fleisher and LaViolette 2013). As such, there is little data with which to 
compare, and the history of the area is known largely through historical documents and a small 
number of type-sites, such as Unguja Ukuu, Tumbe, and Chwaka. Mark Horton and Catherine 
Clark carried out an extensive survey of the archipelago in the 1980s (Horton and Clark 1985), 
with some work continuing into the 90s, but little of this has been published. When published, 
I expect it will make a significant contribution to our understanding of the archipelago.  

The landscape and environment of Zanzibar 

The Zanzibar Archipelago has a tropical climate with relatively steady temperatures throughout 
the year. Similar to much of the East African coast, it also has two rainy seasons, known as the 
long and short rains; the first between March and May and the latter from October to December 
(Punwong et al. 2013). The Indian Ocean also brings the monsoons, which has carried traders 
and travellers to and from the East African shores for millennia. These monsoon winds are 
divided into two seasons: the north-eastern winds lasting from October to March/April, before 
they shift to a south-eastern direction lasting until September (Pouwels 2002). Both Unguja and 
Pemba are known for their fecundity owing to the high levels of rainfall and fertile soils, and 
Pemba in particular has played a vital role in supplying larger areas of the coast with agricultural 
surplus (LaViolette and Fleisher 2009), being the more fertile and green of the two. Unguja’s 
western side is also known for its fertile soils and good access to water, except Tumbatu, which 
is more arid and has very thin soil cover. The eastern side of Unguja is less fertile, however, and 
more prone to the harsh weather conditions brought by the Indian Ocean, making fishing and 
mooring particularly difficult there (Kessy 2003). Almost all settlements predating the sixteenth 
century are located on the western side of the island, probably a reflection of the favourable 
conditions. They are also located near the shore, typical for Swahili archaeological sites, although 
the lack of surveys in the islands’ hinterlands may have over-emphasised the importance of 
coastal settlement locations: the hinterland of both Unguja and Pemba may have played an 
important agricultural role and extensive surveys of these areas are needed to understand the 
wider settlement distribution of the islands (LaViolette and Fleisher 2018; Alders 2020). Both 
islands are formed of coral limestone, which is covered in soil of various thickness. The rich, 
sandy soils of Pemba and western Unguja support forests as well as food crops and clove trees, 
and some areas can also be used for growing rice (Middleton 1970: 1-2). Even areas with thin 
layers of soil and exposed bedrock are used for crops, and small pockets of soil in the coral 
allow for the growth of individual plants. The agricultural rhythm is also greatly affected by the 
two rain seasons. Both islands are covered in mixed vegetation consisting of dry and wet forests 
and areas of shrub and grassland (Prendergast et al. 2017), although plantation and tourist 
activities in the past 200 years have had a drastic impact on the landscape and vegetation of the 
two islands.  
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Early settlements in the archipelago 

The earliest known permanent settlements in the archipelago can be found on Unguja: 
Fukuchani on the north-western coast and Unguja Ukuu on the south-western coast are both 
dated to the sixth or seventh century CE (Juma 2004; Fitton 2018). On Pemba, the earliest 
evidence comes from Tumbe, a large seventh to tenth century site (Fleisher and LaViolette 
2013). These dates correspond to early Swahili settlements elsewhere on the coast, and the 
presence of ETT/TIW pottery tie these settlements into the large network of trade and 
communication of first millennium East Africa. These early settlers relied heavily on a mixed 
marine diet, as well as food husbandry, cultivation of millet and sorghum, and occasional hunting 
(Juma 2004: 149; Crowther et al. 2016; Prendergast et al. 2017). Settlements varied in size, from 
small hamlets of 4 ha to large villages of up to 25 ha, such as Tumbe and Unguja Ukuu. These 
were made up of scattered timber and daub architecture, common on the coast during this time. 
Excavations have also uncovered materials from a variety of production activities, including shell 
bead making and iron production (Wood et al. 2016; Flexner et al. 2008; Juma 2004:135). 
Unguja Ukuu revealed a significant amount of iron slag, a discovery that is so far unprecedented 
on Unguja (Kessy 2003), possibly indicating specialised production at this site. During surveys 
and excavations carried out by Fitton and Wynne-Jones (2017), it has also been suggested that 
some productive activities can be related to the harbour at Unguja Ukuu, signalling the close 
relationship between production, trade, and marine exploitation at this settlement.  

Another important feature of these early coastal settlements is their connection to the 
wider Indian Ocean, indicating early exploitation of the trade in so-called luxury goods from 
particularly Arabia, Persia, China, and India. The most common finds include glazed ceramics 
of Islamic origin and glass beads from India and Southeast Asia, in addition to metal artefacts 
and glass vessel remains (Horton and Clark 1985; Juma 2004; LaViolette and Fleisher 2009). 
Early introduction of foreign animals has also been discussed in relation to the recovery of faunal 
remains including chicken and black rat at Fukuchani and Unguja Ukuu (Prendergast et al. 
2017). Exports would have included ivory, timber, gum copal, animal skins, rock crystal and 
other raw materials (Crowther et al. 2015), although the archaeological evidence for this is 
limited due to poor preservation conditions. Neither island supports these exports locally (apart 
from timber and copal), and may therefore have functioned as trade hubs for goods arriving 
from the mainland. Both Unguja Ukuu and Tumbe have been interpreted as important centres 
of trade in their time, also indicating the prominence of the Zanzibar Archipelago from early on 
in Swahili history. This is accentuated by the small number of historical travellers’ and 
geographic accounts written by foreign visitors to coastal East Africa, such as first century text 
The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea describing the island of Menouthias, possibly referring to the 
island(s) of Zanzibar (Pearce 1920: 20; Gray 1962: 11; although Freeman-Grenville 1975 has 
suggested it could be Mafia). The islands appear again from the tenth century onwards in several 
Arabic texts under the names Qanbalu/Qanbala (Pemba), Lunjuya (Unguja), and Zang-bar 
(Zanzibar) (Pearce 1920; Foltz 2018). The island of Tumbat (Tumbatu) was also described in 
the thirteenth century Arabic text by Yakut (Gray 1962: 16). These historical texts highlight the 
antiquity of these place names and their continued use, and the centrality of the islands to East 
African trade.  

Continuous contact with the Islamic world through trade eventually led to the adoption 
of Islam across the islands and the coast in general, and by the early second millennium CE, it 
was the dominant religion. The early evidence is scant however, and Islamisation was probably 
a gradual process that continued to incorporate local ideologies and practices. According to 
Crowther et al. (2015), the recovery of a brass incense burner from early layers at Unguja Ukuu 
may be indicative of Islamic rituals taking place at the settlement, although this is difficult to 
prove without any additional data. The discovery of early mosques (Juma 2004; Fitton and 
Wynne-Jones 2017) at Unguja Ukuu might shed additional light on the process of Islamisation 
of Zanzibar in the first millennium and the role of Islam in settlement development and trade 
relations. Considering the use of political and military force by first millennium caliphates in 
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Arabia and Persia in their expansion process, the adoption of Islam on the coast would probably 
have been a strategic move enhancing power and autonomy by the Swahili in trade relations. 
Archaeological evidence from known sites shows expansion of trade and an increase in the 
number of settlements on Unguja and Pemba during the eighth century (Fitton 2018), which 
may coincide with the early adoption of Islam and increased integration into the Indian Ocean 
world. It may also reflect increased immigration into the archipelago. This lasted until the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, at which point many settlements declined, or were entirely abandoned 
or moved, with new settlements favouring protected sites and deeper harbours (LaViolette and 
Fleisher 2009; Fitton 2018). 

Urban developments 

After this period of decline, Unguja and Pemba again experienced increased development 
between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries. New settlements formed and old settlements 
expanded, while architectural features developed to include structures built from coral rag and 
lime mortar, signifying the start of Swahili urbanisation and the appearance of stone towns. 
Although most domestic buildings were still built using timber and daub, coral rag became 
increasingly common when building mosques and tombs, creating durable structures that have 
survived in some form until the present day. Tumbatu is the only site in the archipelago with 
extensive stone architecture, with no apparent daub and timber buildings, and at least four 
mosques, indicating its regional prominence (see Chapter 7). Historical documents describe 
Unguja and Pemba during this period as agriculturally productive and their inhabitants as 
wealthy, dressing in “very good clothes of fine silk and cotton” (Barbosa, as cited in Gray 1962: 
30).  

Early Portuguese writers also noted that several sultans ruled in Pemba and Unguja upon 
their arrival in the sixteenth century, supported by the discovery of presumably locally minted 
coins bearing the names of three different sultans: Al Hassan ibn Ali, Al Hassan ibn Ahmad, 
and Ishak bin Hassan (Gray 1962: 23). The urban centres of Zanzibar may therefore have been 
divided into different local and autonomous sultanates, although this tells us little about the role 
of Zanzibar’s rural settlements and areas. Presumably, these played an important role as 
suppliers of agricultural products and labour, and may themselves have been semi-autonomous 
(see Vernet 2015). Today there are three ‘tribes’ or cultural groups recognized within the 
archipelago: the Wahadimu, the Wapemba, and the Watumbatu, the former historically 
belonging to the southern parts of Unguja, while the other two relate to Pemba and Tumbatu 
respectively (Ingrams 1931: 29). Although these ethnonyms may be of relatively recent origin 
and relate to the political situation in the archipelago over the past 500 years, they might also be 
remnants of earlier social and spatial divisions among the islands’ inhabitants (Juma 2006). 
These ethnic divisions are further emphasised by local oral histories, relating to early sultans and 
their families ruling in Pemba, Tumbatu, and at Kizimkazi (Gray 1962: 12-16). Although these 
oral traditions heavily emphasise the foreign origin of early Swahili settlers, they also outline the 
complexity of the settlement history of the archipelago and local ideas about identity and 
ethnicity. 

During this period of urban development, there seems to be a decrease in the rural 
populations, and settlement is focused on the urban centres (Fleisher 2010b), at least in Pemba, 
possibly reflecting increased economic and productive opportunities in the towns and their roles 
as religious centres. The flourishing trade is evidenced through the amount and variety of 
imported goods at urban sites, reflecting not only increased wealth, but also more extensive and 
substantial links with other Indian Ocean ports and merchants. Kessy (2003) argues that the 
trade was fuelled by extensive local and regional networks that supplied Zanzibar’s trade centres 
with both raw and worked products, including iron, salt, ivory, and animal skins, as well as 
enslaved individuals. There is also reason to believe the towns themselves were highly diverse 
and cosmopolitan, attracting visitors and merchants from across the African continent and the 
Indian Ocean. A dietary shift has also been observed in relation to urbanisation, in which there 
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was a decrease in the consumption of marine foods and increased consumption of rice and 
domestic animals (Walshaw 2005, 2010), as well as increased exploitation of off-shore fish 
(Morales and Horton 2014). These dietary changes are also observed in the ceramic material, 
with continued use of local Tana Tradition pottery but increased use of bowls, possibly reflecting 
changes in rituals related to eating and feasting (Fleisher 2010a). Zanzibar’s role as a major centre 
for trade started to decline in the fourteenth century, probably as a result of the rise of Mombasa 
and Kilwa and their increased control over the inland trade routes (Fitton 2018: 241). Many 
settlements on Zanzibar continued as before, however, and seem not to have been greatly 
affected by the arrival of the Portuguese in the sixteenth century. 

Colonial encounters 

The first Portuguese visit to Zanzibar lasted only a day, when Vasco da Gama and his crew 
stopped briefly on their way to the Cape of Good Hope in 1498, after having sailed from 
Portugal to India to establish a new trade route from the ‘East’ to European markets. They 
described Zanzibar as a fertile island well-connected to other parts of the coast, with which it 
traded in grain and other commodities (Strandes 1961: 33). The success of the Portuguese 
voyage led to further expeditions in the early sixteenth century, this time with the intent to 
establish permanent trading bases at various points along the coast and take advantage of the 
lucrative gold trade from Sofala in the south. This was the start of more regular and forceful 
presence of the Portuguese on the coast, and in the Indian Ocean more broadly, and in 1503 
the ruler of Zanzibar agreed to pay tribute to the Portuguese crown (Strandes 1961: 51). The 
Portuguese presence led to a shift in power relations and trading activities, but may have had 
little impact on the daily lives and activities of most Swahili people (Croucher 2015: 36). The 
somewhat exaggerated notion that the sixteenth century led to rapid changes on the coast may 
have been partly spurred by the shift in scholarship, often divided between the archaeological 
pre-colonial period and the historical colonial period.  

Only a few archaeological studies have been carried out at colonial sites in Zanzibar, 
including excavations at the Old Fort in Stone Town (Horton 2017, pers.com.), Mtoni (Folkers 
2010), Fukuchani (LaViolette and Norman 2017, pers. com.), as well as Croucher’s (2007; 2015) 
influential study of clove plantations of the nineteenth century. Most scholarship from this 
period in Zanzibar’s history is focused on Portuguese and Arabic texts, which are less 
informative of the daily practices of local Swahili populations. The Portuguese erected structures 
at several sites on Zanzibar, including Stone Town (Shangani). Their presence here was limited, 
however, and their attention was focused on Mombasa and Kilwa, which were major trading 
hubs at the time, and at Cape Delgado, which promised wealth through the trade in gold. Forts 
were constructed in Mozambique, Mombasa, Kilwa Kisiwani, and Malindi (Strandes 1961: 55; 
Croucher 2015; Rhodes et al. 2015), and a fortified trading post was established in Zanzibar in 
1509 (Rhodes 2018). 

The Portuguese presence on the coast was relatively brief. The rulers of Zanzibar and 
Pemba requested the help of Oman to overthrow and expel the Portuguese in 1652, eventually 
leading to a decline in Portuguese power on the coast after the attack on Mombasa’s Fort Jesus 
in 1698 (Pouwels 2002; Rhodes et al. 2015). Although contact between Oman and the Swahili 
coast has a long history dating back to the ninth century (Wilkinson 1981), the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries saw a significant shift in the relationship between the two areas. During these 
centuries, Oman became a dominant power on the coast, as discussed above, and gradually 
dominated much of the trade in enslaved people, ivory, and other important commodities from 
the East African hinterland. Shangani, which is today the site of Zanzibar’s Stone Town, became 
the centre of this trade and grew rapidly during the eighteenth century, and an Omani fort was 
constructed at the waterfront. Immigrants from other Swahili towns, the East African interior, 
Oman, Europe, and India lived together in close proximity, and contributed to making Stone 
Town culturally and architecturally diverse and mixed. Some neighbourhoods were dominated 
by different ethnic and religious groups, and mosques, churches, and Hindu temples were 
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spread out across town (Sheriff 2001a). Much of this architecture remains in Zanzibar’s Stone 
Town today, contributing to the town’s renowned historic atmosphere (Figure 2.4).  

During the start of the nineteenth century, Zanzibar continued as a major entrepôt, but 
also began its venture into what was to become one of the most important and divisive 
developments for the islands — the growth and export of cloves (Sheriff 1987). The soil and 
climate of Zanzibar and Pemba proved to be ideal for the growing of clove trees, and plantations 
soon covered much of the islands. Apart from greatly boosting the financial economy, the move 
towards a plantation economy also led to increased demand for agricultural labour (Cooper 
1997; Croucher 2015). This demand was met by a massive increase in the importation of 
enslaved people from the mainland, tapping into a trade that had existed for centuries. Caravan 
routes stretched from several termini at the coast far into the East African interior, transporting 
cloth, beads, and other Indian Ocean and European imports and carrying back ivory and 
enslaved people (Lane 2011; Vernet 2013). In Zanzibar, enslaved workers laboured to meet the 
increasing demand for cloves by the world market, and by the end of the nineteenth century, 
Zanzibar was one of the leading suppliers of cloves worldwide. As a result, the enslaved 
population outnumbered the local and immigrant populations greatly (Croucher 2015). The 
enslaved also worked in domestic services and as labourers at the docks, and as concubines to 
wealthy households. These labourers helped maintain a certain opulent lifestyle and an outward 
appearance of wealth for many Zanzibar elites. In the 1820s, the Omani sultan moved his 
government to Zanzibar, and spreading his household across palaces and plantations all over 
Unguja. As a result of these events, the nineteenth century witnessed increased immigration into 
the islands and growing wealth for those occupied by the trade and plantation economies 
(Rhodes et al. 2015).  

 

 

 

  

  

Figure 2.4 The Omani fort in Stone Town, known as the ‘Old Fort’, built from coral rag and lime mortar 
(photo by author, 2018) 
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The developments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the expansion and 
diversification of the populations of Stone Town, have had significant impacts on the history and 
politics of Zanzibar. The Sultan of Oman continued to dominate the Zanzibar islands and parts 
of the coast until 1890, at which point the islands came under British protectorate. At this time, 
Britain took over control of Unguja and Pemba, incorporating the islands into its empire. 
Zanzibar finally gained its independence in 1963 and joined with the mainland territory then 
known as Tanganyika, forming the modern nation of Tanzania (Chami 2009a; Rhodes et al. 
2015). However, this process was not an easy one, and the 1964 Zanzibar revolution was the 
culmination of many years of discontent among the local populations and African immigrants 
in Zanzibar. The Revolution was marked by the expulsion or execution of the majority of the 
Arab populations of Zanzibar, spurred by nationalist concerns and a lengthy, complicated 
colonial history (Sheriff 2001b).   
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3
THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF TUMBATU AND 

MKOKOTONI 

Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are located in the coastal areas of north-western Unguja (Figure 3.1). 
Mkokotoni takes its name from the modern settlement that surrounds the archaeological site, 
and can easily be reached from Stone Town, as one of Unguja’s main roads passes through 
Mkokotoni today. The archaeological site of Tumbatu is situated across the channel from 
Mkokotoni, in the south-eastern corner of the island with the same name, close to the modern 
town Jongowe. Tumbatu can thus only be reached by boat, and there is frequent travel between 
the two settlements using both motorised and sailing boats. In this chapter, I will situate the two 
sites within the environmental and archaeological contexts of the Zanzibar Archipelago, before 
describing the archaeological field work carried out at the two sites during 2017 and 2019 and 
the methods used. The relevant aspects of this fieldwork will be further discussed in the final 
chapters of the thesis. 

Site descriptions 

Tumbatu’s archaeological site measures ca 25 ha and is divided in half by a footpath stretching 
inland from the shore. Low mounds and ruins of collapsed stone buildings are scattered across 
the site. Today, much of the area is used as farmland, and in some places, the remaining walls 
of the ruins are used as farming huts or sheds. A small fishing village comprised of wood and 
palm-frond huts can also be found on the beach near the site, and shellfish collecting takes place 
in the shallow waters during low tide. The site sits on a coral plateau above the water, which in 
many places is steep and inaccessible, and the beach forms a slight incline up onto this plateau. 
The ground at the site is covered by small and large coral rocks and pebbles, and the bedrock 
can be seen on the surface in several areas (Figure 3.2). Depending on the type of cultivation 
taking place, some areas are more accessible than others. Large and sometimes dense bush and 
shrub cover parts of the south-western area of the site. There are no known archaeological 
remains elsewhere on the island, although a burial ground and mosque in Jongowe are 
rumoured to be ‘old’ — without excavation, it is impossible to determine exactly how old.  

Mkokotoni has more varied vegetation, with mixed farm- and bushland (Figure 3.3). 
Much of the archaeological site is uninhabited, and most structures are limited to small farm 
huts, although a low cement wall cuts through the site. I was told by local informants that these 
were the remains of a hotel that was planned but never built. The archaeological site measures 
around 9 ha according to Horton (forthcoming), although it is unclear how far into the hinterland 
it extends. The landscape is undulating, with large earth ridges running inland from the coast. 
These ridges become larger and taller as one crosses the site from south to north. A coral and 
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earth plateau can also be seen on the coastal side of this site, and a long stretch of beach runs 
beneath it. In some places, archaeological material such as pot sherds and glass beads can be 
seen eroding out of this plateau. Apparently, some people collect the beads and sell them, and 
during the fieldwork we were handed several glass beads by children observing us. Mangrove 
forest grows at a creek on the north-eastern end of the site. Another archaeological site known 
as Shangani, dated to the fourteenth century, can be found to the east of this creek (Ingrams 
1931; Clark and Horton 1985; Kleppe 2007). Little is known about it, although Ingrams (1931: 
145) reportedly discovered a large number of beads there, and the site may be an extension of
Mkokotoni. The modern settlement at Mkokotoni surrounds the archaeological site, and is
concentrated to the south and east. Fishing is an important occupation, and many boats are
beached or anchored at Mkokotoni harbour, and it is also from here that boats travel to
Tumbatu. The road to Nungwi runs right through the modern settlement, and is lined by various
shops and workshops.

Figure 3.1 Map of northern Unguja showing the location of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

Tumbatu and Mkokotoni today 

There are two settlements on Tumbatu today: Jongowe in the south (Figure 3.4) and Gomani 
further north. Gomani is the larger of the two and houses a government building. The total 
number of inhabitants on the island was recently recorded as 15-20,000 people (Ormberg 2010: 
8). There are no roads on the island, and therefore no cars, and boats are one of the main modes 
of transport between the two settlements and between Tumbatu and Unguja. In his observations 
about the island, Pearce (1920: 249) commented that the inhabitants were aloof and not wishing 
to mix with outsiders. This impression has been echoed by later researchers (Ingrams 1931: 31; 
Ormberg 2010: 13), although this was not my experience. During both field seasons, the 
inhabitants were welcoming and happy for the research to take place as long we respected official 
and local guidance. The second field season also offered an opportunity for paid work for several 
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of Jongowe’s inhabitants, which seemed to be an important incentive to allow us to work there. 
There are few opportunities for paid work on the island, which partly explains the frequent travel 
between Tumbatu and Unguja, and many residents also travel to Stone Town for paid work 
(Ormberg 2010: 2). Rather than being hostile towards visitors, the Tumbatu inhabitants seem to 
mainly want control over who visits the island and how their land is being accessed.  

A few tourists came to visit the site during our work there but were always accompanied 
by guides, although it is unclear to what extent the Tumbatu inhabitants or leaders are involved 
in guiding tourists. In general, it seems the opportunities offered by tourism are welcome, 
although naturally, it should benefit the local inhabitants. A few of the people from Jongowe 
would come to visit the site during the surveys and excavations, but in general, there was little 
interest in the archaeological work and a sense that the site is not ancestral to the people living 
on the island today. However, in the first season of fieldwork, we were asked to pause our work 
for one hour at midday, to show respect for the ancestral spirits at the site, so the site is clearly 
associated with certain stories and beliefs. It is unclear if this is why the area is not settled today, 
although the presence of the site may have played a role in the current settlement pattern. While 
working in Tumbatu, I was required to meet with the sheha3 of Jongowe, as well as with a council 
of elders. The Jongowe sheha at the time was a woman, although all the village elders were men. 
There are also two sheha in Gomani, responsible for two separate areas or shehia, known as 
Uvivini and Gomani/Chwaka. Above these is the sub-district officer, located in Gomani 
(Ormberg 2010). 

 Similarly to Tumbatu, the archaeological site in Mkokotoni is mostly left clear of any 
permanent settlement, although various farming activities take place, including coconut farming. 
As it is unclear how large the site actually is, there may also exist archaeological remains under 
the current village, which are unknown to archaeologists. Mkokotoni is a large and sprawling 
village and a meeting point between the coastal routes from Tumbatu and land routes from 
Nungwi and Stone Town. Boats from further away such as Tanga (mainland Tanzania) also 
embark from Mkokotoni.  Several market stalls line the main road, and a daily fish market takes 
place on a roofed cement platform. Mkokotoni also houses a police station and some 
government buildings, as well as a fenced-off harbour area. Like Tumbatu, the settlement has 
its own government official, or sheha, who represents the link between the local inhabitants and 
the government.   

                                                      
3 Sheha refers to an officially appointed local leader  
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Figure 3.2 Views of the archaeological site on Tumbatu (photos by author, 2017) 
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Figure 3.3 Farm and bushland in Mkokotoni (photo by author, 2019) 

 

 
Figure 3.4 Aerial view of Tumbatu's southern end, with Jongowe in the west and Tumbatu archaeological site in the 

east, demarcated by the white dotted line (modified by author, satellite imagery provided by © The Zanzibar 
Mapping Initiative and the Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar: http://www.zanzibarmapping.org/) 

  



THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF TUMBATU AND MKOKOTONI 

56 

Historical descriptions 

According to Gray (1962: 29), Portuguese records from the sixteenth century stated that Pemba 
was divided into 5 kingdoms, while Unguja only had one king. However, local traditions also 
relate that the southern part of Unguja was sometimes divided into two kingdoms, and Gray 
believed the northern part may have been occupied by “the surplus population of the islet of 
Tumbatu”, who at the time of writing described themselves as being different from the other 
inhabitants of the archipelago (Gray 1962: 30). Most historical sources refer to either Pemba or 
Unguja as a whole, and individual settlements cannot be identified, with some exceptions. 
Thirteenth century Arab traveller Yakut writes of Lunguja (Unguja):  

[it is a] large Island in the land of the Zanj, where their king lives. The vessels 
which trade on this coast come there to careen. There are some vines, which 
bear fruit three times a year. The inhabitants have been removed from this 
island to another called Tumbat, the inhabitants of which are Muslims.  

Gray (1962: 16) 

Yakut also states that Tumbatu was used as a refuge by other Zanzibar inhabitants to “seek 
protection from their enemies” (Pearce 1920: 47). No historical sources are known specifically 
for Mkokotoni. Yet it is noteworthy that Pearce (1920: 13, 154) mentions that one of the roads 
leading out of Stone Town runs to Mkokotoni, suggesting that the settlement had some 
significance at the time of Pearce’s writing. This is probably due to the presence of a government 
station there. Apparently, Mkokotoni was also the location of a sugar mill in the mid-nineteenth 
century, during the islands’ plantation days (Sheriff 1985: 166). 

Yakut’s text is the only known contemporary reference to Tumbatu, although a Tumbatu 
chronicle also existed until the early 20th century but has since disappeared (Ingrams 1931). The 
chronicle is probably a more recent text based on various oral histories. It describes the 
foundation of Tumbatu by Yussuf, the first ruler of Tumbatu and a Shirazi prince. Yussuf is 
believed to be the father of Ismael, the founder of Kilwa (Pearce 1920: 250). According to the 
chronicle, Yussuf arrived in Tumbatu in 1204 CE (AH 600 in the Islamic calendar) from the 
land of Basra, in modern-day Iraq (Gray 1962). In this sense, the Tumbatu Chronicle is similar 
to other foundation manuscripts and origin myths from the coast, such as the Kilwa, Vumba, 
and Pate Chronicles, which emphasise foreign (often Shirazi/Persian) heritage. Their historical 
accuracy has been disputed, as discussed in Chapter 2, and the events described are believed to 
represent a mixture of local origin stories and later historical events. According to Gray (1962: 
17), the story of the Tumbatu Chronicle then goes as follows:  

At about the same time an African named Chongo crossed over from the 
mainland and settled at the southern end of Tumbatu at a place called 
Chongowe (the Jongowe of modern maps). The sultan wanted to kill him, 
but he managed to hide. Soon after Makutani was attacked by Arabs who 
destroyed the town, and killed or enslaved its inhabitants. Some escaped, 
and when the raiders left they built a new town at Gomani. They joined 
forces with Chongo, and from this union came the present tribe of 
Tumbatu. 

More recently, the ruins at the site have been briefly described by Burton (1872) and 
more thoroughly by Pearce (1920), who visited the island in the early twentieth century. Many 
of the ruins remained hidden during Pearce’s visit owing to dense vegetation, although then, as 
now, some effort was being made to keep the site clear. Interestingly, the inhabitants claimed 
that ruins lay scattered along the coast at intervals for some miles, suggesting that there may be 
ruins beyond the known limit of the site. Most likely, this comment refers to the coast running 
west from the site, where some older coral buildings are known to exist in and just outside 
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Jongowe. Pearce writes that an ancient mosque and several stone buildings were scattered 
between the mud huts at Jongowe (Pearce 1920: 251). Pearce (1920: 400) gives a detailed 
description of those buildings or features he deems are “of general interest”, such as the Great 
(Friday) Mosque, the Palace, a buried arch, and a subterranean chamber. He mentions how 
some of the inhabitants suggest that the side chamber of the great mosque may have been used 
by women. However, Horton (2004a: 80) has suggested this extension belonged to a minority 
group of Ibadhi Muslim inhabitants, possibly refugees from Kilwa. ‘The Palace’ refers to the 
large house complex in the southern corner of the site, which the local inhabitants claimed had 
been the residence of Yussuf, the first ruler of Tumbatu. It is noteworthy that Pearce (1920: 403) 
also refers to a customs house. He describes it thus:  

About 100 yards to the west of the mosque are the remains of two extensive 
buildings standing close together. They are surrounded by an enclosing wall 
[...]. The natives suggest that these godowns and buildings may represent the 
site of the custom sheds, where goods and merchandise were stored; as they 
are situated exactly opposite the only feasible landing-place, this conjecture 
is certainly sustainable. 

The location of these buildings cannot be determined for certain, but may relate to the double 
house and courtyard excavated by Horton and Clark in the 1990s (Horton forthcoming). Pearce 
does not describe the features that would make the area opposite the only feasible landing place; 
however, it is near the location of a subterranean chamber, which I suggest may have been an 
area for storing goods.  

Previous archaeological work 

Surveys and excavations at Mkokotoni and Tumbatu were carried out during the larger survey 
of Zanzibar and Pemba by Mark Horton and Catherine Clark in the 1980s and early 1990s 
(Clark and Horton 1985; Horton and Clark 1985). They managed several large-scale excavations 
on Tumbatu, including inside the Friday mosque, the southern house complex (Pierces’ 
‘Palace’), one smaller mosque, and a double house. The excavation units were not completely 
backfilled, and the ruins are kept clear for conservation work and visiting tourists. The results 
from these excavations have not yet been published. Horton and Clark’s (1985) claim that many 
of the houses in Tumbatu were mortared with daub rather than lime mortar seems to be 
unsubstantiated, based only on the fact that many of the stone houses collapsed and left only 
mounds. However, during my survey, several test pits dug into these house mounds revealed the 
presence lime plaster, and the excavation of one such mound revealed standing stone walls 
underneath.  

The report by Clark and Horton (1985) also claims that Tumbatu is waterless, perhaps 
based on the situation today, as water is carried to the island from Unguja through submerged 
pipes. The presence of several ancient wells in Tumbatu does not seem to support this claim 
however, and climatic conditions may have been substantially different during the occupation of 
the site. Both wells and cisterns may have been used in the water management of the site, and 
access to freshwater would have been crucial for the inhabitants. While freshwater is naturally 
needed for basic survival, the construction of stone houses also requires access to water, which 
is used to produce lime mortar and plaster. In addition, religious and cultural norms emphasise 
the importance of cleanliness, both physical and spiritual (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2014a), as 
evidenced by the purification rituals performed before entering a mosque. The entrance to the 
Friday mosque in Tumbatu, like many other mosques on the coast, is flanked by two large water 
tanks or cisterns for ritual ablutions (Figure 3.5). These cisterns may have been provided with 
rainwater from the roof of the mosque; carved coral spouts for collecting rainwater have been 
recovered from one of the mosques at Songo Mnara, indicating this was a possible solution 
(Horton et al. 2017). Other sites of similar occupation dates, such as Gede and Songo Mnara, 
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also had limited access to freshwater although this does not seem to have hindered the 
construction of large stone towns at these sites.  

In Mkokotoni, only smaller test trenches were opened up by Horton and Clark (1985), 
and used as a basis for understanding the chronology of the site. They also recorded the presence 
of several burials in addition to standing stone house ruins. Horton (forthcoming) argues for two 
occupation sequences of Mkokotoni: the initial phase dated to the eighth to tenth centuries, and 
the later phase to the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. This seems to reflect the placement of 
the trenches rather than the actual occupation of the site, however, as will be discussed in later 
sections of this chapter. The relationships between Tumbatu and Mkokotoni and other nearby 
settlements such as Fukuchani, Mvuleni, and Shangani are also unclear, although their proximity 
suggests that they would have been in contact.  

Figure 3.5 The entrance to the Friday mosque on Tumbatu (photo by author, 2016) 

Contemporary sites in the Zanzibar Archipelago 

Many of the archaeological sites on Unguja and Pemba are well known to the local inhabitants 
through oral histories or the physical presence of ruins and artefacts. Some sites also carry ritual 
significance or can be places of remembrance, such as tombs and mosques. A number of these 
sites were recorded by visitors to the islands, such as Burton (1872), Pearce (1920), Ingrams 
(1931), and Buchanan (1932), and have therefore been known to archaeologists for a long time. 
This knowledge was greatly enhanced upon by the survey carried out by Catherine Clark and 
Mark Horton (1985), during which 58 sites were recorded in total, most of which were located 
through conversations with local inhabitants and the study of previous historical descriptions of 
the sites. However, the majority of these sites have not been excavated or explored in detail, and 
although the survey provided some preliminary dates, the spatial and temporal extents of most 
sites are unclear. During their fieldwork in northern Pemba, Fleisher and LaViolette (Fleisher 
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and LaViolette 1999; Fleisher 2003) also demonstrated the importance of sub-surface surveys, 
as many sites do not have any visible stone structures or artefact surface scatters. This proved 
particularly true for earlier first millennium sites. Fleisher (2003) also surveyed large areas of the 
Pemba hinterland, and although the majority of the sites were found close to the coast, a similar 
survey in Unguja would probably uncover a number of currently unknown sites (see Alders 
2020). In Unguja, smaller farmsteads and agricultural areas may have been located further away 
from the coast, and could potentially highlight the relationship between town and hinterland. 
With the exception of Unguja Ukuu, which has been extensively excavated over several decades 
(Juma 2004; Crowther et al. 2015; Fitton and Wynne-Jones 2017; Sulas et al. 2019; Wood et al. 
2020), most of the sites on Unguja have not been thoroughly studied or reported on. It is 
therefore difficult to compare Tumbatu and Mkokotoni to other contemporary sites on Unguja, 
and to assess the importance of the former in relation to other sites of comparable size. However, 
the relationship with contemporary sites in Pemba, from where we have substantially more 
published data, will be explored in Chapter 8. Below I will briefly outline what we know about 
some contemporary sites in the archipelago; only two of these are in Unguja, the rest are located 
in Pemba (Table 3.1 and Figure 3.6).  

 

 

Table 3.1 Contemporaneous sites in the Zanzibar Archipelago 
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Figure 3.6 Settlements with early second millennium occupation dates in the Zanzibar Archipelago  
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Fukuchani  

Fukuchani can be found on the north-western coast of Unguja, not too far from Mkokotoni. It 
is home to one of the earliest Swahili archaeological sites in Zanzibar, dated to the seventh to 
tenth centuries CE (Wood et al. 2020), but the site also has a later component as evidenced by 
the presence of a large stone structure and enclosure near the beach. This site was explored 
during Horton and Clark’s survey of Zanzibar, who commented that the plan of the stone 
structure is almost the same as that of nearby Mvuleni, both of which date to the sixteenth 
century (Horton and Clark 1985). However, during excavations of a nearby midden, they 
recovered fourteenth century coins, a large number of beads, Chinese celadon, and red-
burnished local pottery. This assemblage suggests that the site was occupied at the same time as 
both Mkokotoni and Tumbatu. 

Kizimkazi 

Surprisingly little is known (or at least 
published) about Kizimkazi, despite this site in 
south-western Unguja being excavated on 
three separate occasions. It is also rather 
famous for its mihrab with a dated Kufic 
inscription from 1107 CE (Flury 1922), now 
incorporated into a modern mosque at the site 
(Figure 3.7). Kizimkazi was first investigated by 
Chittick (1962), who identified archaeological 
deposits dated to the twelfth and fourteenth 
centuries, thus overlapping with the mihrab 
date. The site was also included in Horton and 
Clark’s (1985) survey, who recorded several 
stone ruins south of the mosque, and an 
enclosure wall. They also recovered local 
pottery of twelfth century date, imported 
Sgraffiato pottery, shell, and animal bones. 
Kleppe (2001) also carried out some work 
there from 1989. She argues that the site was 
never more than a small fishing village, 
covering an area of ca 0.5 ha, although the 
presence of imported beads, glass, and ceramics 
attest to Indian Ocean trade networks. Kleppe 
also recovered metals and slag, local pottery in great quantities, cowries, rock crystal, 5 bead 
grinders made from reused local pottery, and beads of various materials, of which 137 were 
glass. She also found remains of stone houses and pieces of daub. As many of these remains 
were below ground and only uncovered during excavation, it is certainly possible that the site 
could have been larger than she suggests, and it is hard to believe it was ‘only’ a small fishing 
village. As Tumbatu has a similarly dated mihrab inscription, Kleppe (2001) suggests the two 
sites were in contact with the same Indian Ocean trade networks. A comparison of the imported 
materials, and especially the beads, would help shine a light on this.   

 

  

Figure 3.7  Kufic inscription in Kizimkazi, 
incorporated into the modern mosque structure 

(photo by author, 2016) 
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Chwaka 

Chwaka started out as a small village of around 2 ha in the eleventh century, but grew into a 
medium-sized stone town of about 12 ha with dense settlement, reaching its height in the 
fourteenth to fifteenth centuries (Fleisher 2003: 406; LaViolette and Fleisher 2018). This 
archaeological site can be found on the north-eastern side of Pemba Island, only 300 metres 
from the earlier trading village Tumbe, and close to a well-protected harbour. It seems Chwaka 
was founded around the same time that nearby Tumbe was abandoned. The town had three 
stone mosques and a number of stone-built tombs, but seemingly only one stone house: all the 
other houses of the town were built from timber and daub (LaViolette and Fleisher 2009, 2018). 
The population relied heavily on domesticated animals and rice for their food source, in 
addition to fish and shellfish (Walshaw 2005; LaViolette 2018b).   

Mkia wa Ngombe 

According to Buchanan (1932: 18), Mkia wa Ngombe has one of the most extensive sets of ruins 
on Pemba. These include a large stone mosque, several tombs, and rubble from collapsed stone 
houses (Clark and Horton 1985). The site is dated from the eleventh to fourteenth or fifteenth 
centuries, and covers around 18 ha, located on a peninsula in north-west Pemba. Fleisher (2003: 
154-158) investigated the site during his work in northern Pemba, which included surface and 
STP surveys and the excavation of one trench. He recovered the usual imported and local 
ceramics, but also chlorite schist, pumice, and a coin. Despite the impressive number of stone 
architecture, the majority of the site would have been built with timber and daub, as was the case 
with other Pemba sites during this time.  

Mduuni 

This site was also included in Fleisher’s work, and he calls it a second-order town, smaller and 
seemingly less regionally and internationally significant than for example Chwaka or Mkia wa 
Ngombe (Fleisher 2003: 119). It is situated very close to Mkia wa Ngombe, however, facing it 
across an inlet. Mduuni has one small stone mosque and a surface scatter of ceramics, and was 
founded around the same time as Mkia wa Ngombe, in the eleventh century. It is around 7 ha 
in size. Despite the designation of this settlement as a second-order town, Fleisher (2003: 138, 
162) found similar quantities and types of material culture as at other stone town sites, but less 
“architectural elaboration”. Among other things, the excavations revealed significant quantities 
of Yemeni Yellow imported pottery, as well as late Sgraffiato and Chinese stonewares. 

Mtambwe Mkuu 

The majority of information about this site comes from Clark and Horton’s survey. The site is 
located on an island of the same name and contains several stone buildings (Clark and Horton 
1985). It was also recorded during Pearce's (1920: 355) survey, who found many beads of 
different materials at the site, including glass. This is noteworthy, as few sites on Pemba seem to 
have had any great quantity of glass beads, apart from Ndagoni (also known as Ras Mkumbuu). 
Mtambwe Mkuu is also associated with the Mtambwe coin hoard; 630 locally minted silver coins 
and 8 gold coins (including Fatimid dinars) were recovered from an earthen house context 
(Horton et al. 1986; LaViolette 2018b). The site is relatively large at 16 ha at its greatest extent. 
It was settled between the ninth and fifteenth centuries. It had at least two mosques, several non-
domestic buildings, and a large number of burials (LaViolette 2018b). 

Ras Mkumbuu  

This site was excavated by Kirkman (1959), who suggested it may have been the location of the 
historically known Qanbalu, and included in Clark and Horton’s (1985) survey. It has several 
stone house ruins and tombs, including the recognisable Swahili pillar tombs, and surface 
artefact scatters suggest it covers an area of ca 12 ha. Clark and Horton (1985) claim the mosque 
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at Ras Mkumbuu is the largest on Pemba. Horton (forthcoming) recognised two settlement 
phases: the first between the tenth and twelfth centuries, covering ca 6 ha, and the second 
between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, covering 10 ha. Much of the settlement would 
have been constructed from timber and daub; in addition, a timber and daub mosque was 
uncovered during Horton’s excavations (LaViolette 2018b).  

Archaeological approaches and methods  

The fieldwork at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni presented here was carried out during two separate 
field seasons. Between August and September 2017, my team and I carried out a systematic 
Shovel Test Pit (hereafter STP) survey on Tumbatu Island. Between January and March 2019, 
we continued with another STP survey in Mkokotoni, as well as excavations of nine trenches in 
total within both sites (Figure 3.8 and Figure 3.9). The extent of the two sites had been 
determined in advance based on data from Mark Horton’s work during the 1980s and 1990s 
(Horton and Clark 1985; Clark and Horton 1985; Horton forthcoming) and partially tested 
during the surveys. Survey and excavations were the preferred methods of fieldwork and chosen 
in order to answer my main research question (see Chapter 1), and to allow for comparison 
between the data from both sites. The surveys were also intended to uncover the remains of at 
least one timber and daub house for later excavation. During the first season, I worked with a 
team of five people: Abdallah Khamis Ali from the Department of Museums and Antiquities in 
Zanzibar; Bakari Awesu Shehe, resident of Tumbatu and caretaker of the archaeological site; 
Willy Valency Mosha and Cecylia Mgombere, two former students of archaeology at the 
University of Dar es Salaam; and Anna Sunneborn Guðnadóttir, a former archaeology student 
at Uppsala University. Cecylia also carried out the archaeobotanical analysis from both field 
seasons. During the second season, I worked with a team of 15 people in total: Faki Othman 
Haji and Ali Juma Ameir from the Department of Museums and Antiquities; Bakari, Othman, 
and Haji, residents of Tumbatu; Rashidi, Ali, Ibrahim, and Time, residents of Mkokotoni; Juma 
Kombo Othman, a former student of archaeology at the State University of Zanzibar; 
Batholomeo Chinyele, Pius Fanuel Gondeka, Antonitha Maria Agapiti, Balele Kafumu, and Fea 
Michael, former students of archaeology at the University of Dar es Salaam. The teams were 
integral to the work, which could not have been completed without their help, guidance, and 
expertise.  
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Figure 3.8 Tumbatu archaeological site and trench locations 

 

 
Figure 3.9 Mkokotoni archaeological site and trench location 
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Shovel Test Pit and building surveys 

Landscape and site surveys are an effective method of assessing the presence, extent, and type 
of archaeological sites in an area, and can be carried out at different scales depending on the 
need of the surveyor and the artefact density. Both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni had, as presented 
above, previously been subject to extensive surface surveys by Mark Horton and Catherine Clark 
during the 1980s, which gave approximate date ranges of the sites, their estimated limit based 
on surface scatters, and an overview of visible architecture. As the locations of the two sites were 
thus already known, the aims of my surveys were to confirm the extent of the two sites; develop 
an understanding of the spread of different artefacts and food remains across the sites; investigate 
the depth of deposits; explore possible areas for further excavations; and locate collapsed timber 
and daub houses. An STP survey was chosen as the most appropriate survey for these aims, as 
this would allow for greater recovery of artefacts, as well as providing insight into the use and 
function of the public, open spaces of the site in relation to the domestic or private areas 
(Fleisher and Sulas 2015).  

An STP survey is carried out by digging a small hole using only a shovel or similar tool, 
and sieving the soil to recover any artefacts or ecofacts. The size of the hole varies depending on 
the tools used and the depth of deposits. The pits can be placed at random or according to a 
predetermined grid. The STP survey is a cost- and time-efficient way of covering a large area of 
land, and is a widely accepted method of discovering new sites in areas that lack physical surface 
remains and/or with poor visibility due to vegetation (Krakker et al. 1983; Shott 1985). It works 
best in soils where the archaeological remains lie close to the surface as the depth of an STP is 
limited (Kintigh 1988). Both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have dense vegetation and variable 
surface visibility, making this type of survey most likely to yield positive results, as opposed to a 
surface survey. However, a building survey was also carried out alongside the STP survey, to 
record all standing house mounds and ruins.  

This type of intra-site STP survey method is still relatively unexplored in East Africa4, but 
has been used at other coastal sites such as Songo Mnara (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2013a), 
Unguja Ukuu (Wynne-Jones et al. forthcoming), and Gede (Koplin, as presented in Pawlowicz 
2019). At these sites, it has proven to be a useful method for understanding specific sites without 
full excavation, limiting the disturbance of the site and its archaeology while yielding significant 
quantitative results. Koplin’s study was particularly relevant to my own, as she aimed to 
document and explore the non-elite or commoner neighbourhoods of Gede through a 
combination of STP surveys and excavations (see brief discussion and critique of this work in 
Chapter 1). Such intra-site surveys have been particularly useful in exploring open areas with 
little or no visible architecture within settlements, revealing previously unknown activities while 
questioning earlier designation of these areas as ‘empty’ (Fleisher 2014; Smith et al. 2017). 
Timber and daub structures are more ephemeral than stone houses, and rarely survive intact for 
more than a few generations (McIntosh 1974, 1977). However, the recovery of hardened, usually 
burned, pieces of daub through the STP surveys at all the three sites mentioned above, and the 
subsequent excavation of daub structures, shows that even these ephemeral structures can 
survive in some form (Fleisher 2014; Pawlowicz 2019; Sulas et al. 2019). Through their work on 
Pemba, however, Fleisher and LaViolette (1999) have argued that such surveys may not always 
be conclusive, and that STP surveys are better equipped at identifying sites than individual 
houses. Through their work, they identified a large number of new sites, many of which did not 
contain surface material or stone house remains, highlighting the importance of such sub-surface 
surveys in discovering new sites.  This method should be an integral part of continued research 
on the coast in order to fully understand the presence and distribution of impermanent 
architecture such as timber and daub houses, which have received too little attention in the past. 

4 Regular test pit surveys, in which larger 1x1 metre trenches are excavated within an area, are more common in East 
Africa and elsewhere, however, and was extensively used by the Urban Origins in Eastern Africa project at Uppsala 
University (see Chapter 2) 
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 Tumbatu is the larger of the two sites, where we excavated 243 STPs in total in and around 
the town (Figure 3.10). The location of each STP was planned in advance according to a grid 
system, and each pit was placed at intervals of 50 metres east-west, and 25 metres north-south. 
These intervals were chosen to give adequate coverage within our time limit. The grid was 
created in an excel spreadsheet where each pit was given a coordinate and a unique STP 
number. Clark and Horton's (1985) map of Tumbatu, including an estimated town boundary, 
was used as a reference. The STP grid covered the area within and just beyond this boundary, 
in order to accurately assess the extent of the site. Two additional transects leading away from 
the town were added on later, in order to confirm the lack of habitation outside the estimated 
perimeter of the town. During the survey, each pit was located by plotting the predetermined 
coordinates into a handheld GPS. As the handheld GPS only has an accuracy of +/- 4 to 8 
metres, we initially attempted to use a compass and tape measure to locate the STP location, 
but this proved to be highly inaccurate and was quickly abandoned in favour of the GPS. Only 
a small number of pits deviated significantly from the original plan, normally due to dense 
vegetation, coral bedrock, or trees. After finishing the predetermined STP grid, four extra 
exploratory STPs were added to investigate two low mounds suspected to be remains of daub 
houses, but the pits revealed that these were middens and collapsed stone houses. A simple 
building survey was also carried out alongside the STP survey, by examining the area around 
each pit using a radius of 25 metres. In total, 150 probable buildings were recorded (including 
those excavated by Horton), of which 50 had visible stone walls while 100 were coral and earth 
mounds with no visible wall (although 9 were explored through the STP survey and contained 
plaster). In some cases, the limit of individual structures could not be ascertained, and ruins or 
mounds recorded very close together may belong to one single structure or house complex. 
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Figure 3.10 All STPs in and around the archaeological site on Tumbatu 
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Once the location of the pit had been determined, we excavated a small hole with a shovel 
or a trowel (depending on the soil) and sieved the soil using a small hand-held sieve with a 2 mm 
mesh size (Figure 3.11 and Figure 3.12). The soil on Tumbatu consisted of silty sand with small 
coral-pebble inclusions, and could easily be excavated and sieved. We did not record the 
stratigraphy as there was very little soil variation, and stratigraphic differences could rarely be 
observed. Volumetric measures of the soil were not taken, although in hindsight such measures 
would have been useful for future comparative analysis with other sites. The pits ranged from 
20-50 cm in diameter and 20 to 85 cm in depth. The depth was kept to this maximum as deeper 
pits would require substantially more time and a larger diameter, although we excavated several 
of the pits on Tumbatu until we hit bedrock, reflecting the thin soil cover on the site. All artefacts 
were recovered and placed in clearly marked zip-lock bags for later washing and sorting. We 
also collected soil samples for flotation. A form was filled in for each pit, including information 
about surface finds near the pit, vegetation and structures, depth and width of the pit, colour and 
texture of deposit, visible stratigraphy, building materials present (such as plaster or daub), and 
artefacts recovered. After completion, the pit was filled back in. 

The STP survey in Mkokotoni followed the method used in Tumbatu (Figure 3.13). As 
this site is smaller and we were pressed for time, we only excavated 61 pits in Mkokotoni. The 
STP grid was based on Horton’s (forthcoming) plan and site boundary of Mkokotoni. The pits 
were placed at 50-metre intervals across the site, and the deepest pit was 74 cm. The soil across 
the site was more mixed than on Tumbatu, with both sandy and clay soils. The clay soils were 
often either hard or sticky, and difficult to both excavate and sieve. In some cases, we had to 
break the soil apart manually to recover any artefacts, which led to a lower recovery rate of 
smaller artefacts like beads. We also collected some soil samples for flotation during this survey, 
but we could only collect one per day due to the weight of each sample. 
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Figure 3.11 Digging and sieving STPs on Tumbatu (Bakari and author in picture; 
photo by W. Mosha, 2017) 

Figure 3.12 Digging and sieving STPs in Mkokotoni (Faki and Juma in picture; photo by author, 2019) 
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Figure 3.13 All STPs in and around the archaeological site in Mkokotoni 

 

The STP surveys proved to be a highly effective method of recovering large amounts of 
data from both sites, and have provided detailed information about dietary patterns, trade, and 
production. The results from these surveys are laid out in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Nevertheless, 
during the fieldwork a number of problems arose that have impacted the results to varying 
degrees. The most significant issue for the comparative analysis of the two sites is that of scale — 
we had substantially more time to carry out the STP survey in Tumbatu than in Mkokotoni, and 
therefore the former survey was much more extensive and included almost three times as many 
pits as at Mkokotoni (although the Tumbatu site is also larger). Owing to time constraints, we 
were also unable to excavate two outlying transects in Mkokotoni to determine the extent of site 
and use of hinterland areas. It is unlikely that these extra transects would have made a significant 
difference, however, as the occupation of this area of Unguja was more widespread and long-
lasting than in Tumbatu, making it difficult to determine the site’s extent based on STPs alone. 
In addition, the two sites also have different types of landscapes and vegetation cover, and 
moving around in Mkokotoni was more strenuous due to the undulating landscape and denser 
vegetation. However, neither site is currently occupied and they are both used mostly for 
farming, which made our work considerably easier, although the farming activity may also have 
disturbed the archaeological deposits to some degree. In Mkokotoni, two pits were located 
within the modern village but were completed after seeking permission from the landowners. 
One pit was not excavated as it was on government land.  

The soils at each site vary considerably. On Tumbatu, the soil consists mostly of sand and 
lose coral pebbles, which made sieving quick and easy. The depth of the deposits was also 
relatively shallow, and we would often hit coral bedrock after only 20-80 cm. However, the 
recovery of large amounts of small (2-6 mm) glass beads in some of these pits made excavation 
highly time-consuming, and we would sometimes spend up to 90 minutes excavating one pit in 
Tumbatu. In Mkokotoni, the soil was more mixed, including silts, sands, loam, and clay. Some 
areas contained highly clay-rich soils and were very difficult to excavate, and we sometimes had 
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to use a trowel to hack away the soil. Because of this hard soil, some pits were very shallow, and 
it is highly likely that archaeological remains can be found underneath the clay soils. The 
deposits in Mkokotoni were also significantly deeper, and we never hit bedrock in this area. 
Recovery of artefacts at Mkokotoni was therefore less rich, which must be taken into 
consideration when comparing the data from the two sites. Some data inconsistencies were also 
due to failure of communication on my part, and reflexive approaches: on Tumbatu, the 
collection of shells became semi-random, as I had not adequately communicated to the project’s 
research assistants that these should all be recovered and bagged. 

Summary of results 

The majority of the pits in Tumbatu yielded positive results (i.e. contained at least one artefact), 
while the Mkokotoni pits were less rich and yielded less varied material (Table 3.2). As 
mentioned above, this difference is in part owing to the deeper deposits at this site, and this type 
of survey was clearly better suited for Tumbatu. However, the difference may also be reflective 
of the type of site in question; Tumbatu was probably a more densely populated site whereas 
Mkokotoni’s settlement was more spread out over both time and space. No clear evidence of 
timber and daub structures were recovered from Tumbatu; a small number of hardened lumps 
of clay or daub were recovered, but these were small in size and may have been worn pieces of 
pottery. The amount recovered did not suggest that there were any timber and daub structures 
present. In addition, such a structure would probably have left a slight mound in the landscape, 
similar to those left by collapsed stone houses. No such mound was identified. The lack of daub 
houses was an unexpected result of the survey, as all known coastal stone towns have some 
timber and daub architecture; in this way, Tumbatu is unique. In Mkokotoni, we recovered 
larger pieces of hardened (sometimes visibly burned) daub from several pits, indicating several 
timber and daub houses had been located there. The dates of these are unknown, and may 
relate to either the first or second millennium occupation of the site. The spread of artefacts at 
both sites was relatively equal, giving little indication of any specific spatial separation. Tumbatu 
is more clearly contained within the site boundary, with very few of the outlying pits yielding 
more than a small amount of artefacts. While 150 buildings were recorded in Tumbatu, we only 
encountered one structure in Mkokotoni, barely visible due to vegetation and built-up deposits. 
No systematic surface survey of buildings was carried out in Mkokotoni due to this poor visibility 
and the nature of preservation there — even those buildings recorded by Clark and Horton some 
30 years previous seem to no longer be visible, although I did not have the exact coordinates for 
these.  
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Table 3.2 Summary of finds from STP surveys (details can be found in the appendix) 

Excavations  

The aim of the excavations in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni was to excavate within different 
domestic contexts at the two sites. An explicit focus on domestic structures and associated 
households has become standard practice at many urban (and increasingly also rural) 
archaeological sites. The explorations of preserved house floors, associated artefact assemblages, 
and structural remains have allowed for increased consideration of domestic production, 
household practices, gendered space and activity patterns, intra-household social relations, and 
a more complex understanding of who and what is included in a household (Hendon 1996; 
2006; Allison 1999; Lawrence 1999; Wynne-Jones 2013). In Africa, such household studies 
have often also been accompanied by careful ethnographic observation and interviews with living 
populations, creating awareness of specific and local cultural, ritual, and social relations not 
usually observable in the archaeological record alone (Moore 1986; Donley 1987; Lane 2006). 
In many urban societies, households consisted not only of the core family members (parents 
and their children), but often also extended family members and other dependants, as well as 
servants or enslaved labourers (Wilk and Rathje 1982). Attempting to analyse the household 
without acknowledging the presence of these members will result in an incomplete 
understanding of the various social and productive activities and rituals taking place, as well as 
undermining the important social roles of servile labourers.  

Several house excavations have already been carried out elsewhere in East Africa; stone 
houses and house complexes in particular have been a major focus of research since the earliest 
archaeological attention to Swahili urban sites and have been extensively excavated at Kilwa 
Kisiwani (Chittick 1974a), Takwa (Kirkman 1957; Wilson 2019), Shanga (Horton 1996), Manda 
(Chittick 1984), Gede (Kirkman 1974; Pradines 2010; Pawlowicz 2019), and Songo Mnara 
(Fleisher 2013; Wynne-Jones 2013). Although often overlooked during the earliest excavations 
of the 1950s and 60s, timber and daub houses have also gained increasing attention in more 
recent decades during excavations at Gede (by Koplin, published by Pawlowicz 2019), Tumbe 
(Fleisher and LaViolette 2013), Unguja Ukuu (Sulas et al. 2019), Vumba Kuu (Wynne-Jones 
2010b), and Songo Mnara (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher forthcoming). Various interpretations 
and discussions about the probable identity of the inhabitants of these houses have been 
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proposed, often in relation to already established economic and mercantile roles. While the 
inhabitants of stone houses are often assumed to be wealthy merchants occupied with both 
regional and long-distance trade, the inhabitants of the timber and daub houses are usually 
relegated to the more homogenous but less well-understood non-elite, probably participating in 
farming, fishing, and local production activities (Fleisher and LaViolette 1999; Pawlowicz 2019; 
see also Chapter 1). However, there has been no consideration of the socio-economic make-up 
of the inhabitants on a household level — i.e. variation in status, productive roles, and social 
identities among the inhabitants of one household (although see Rødland et al. 2020). In 
addition, most research on the Swahili coast have focused on the site-wide make-up of these 
settlements, rather than the internal structuring of space, with the few but notable exceptions of 
Donley-Reid’s (1990b; Donley, 1982, 1987) study in Lamu and Fleisher and Wynne-Jones’ 
study at Songo Mnara (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012; Sulas and Madella 2012; Wynne-Jones 
2013).  

The initial aim of my research project was to investigate how socio-economic and status 
differences might be detectable within a single household and how these differences may have 
been reflected in the presence and distribution of certain artefacts and ecofacts within the 
domestic structure of this household. To achieve this aim, the proposed methodology included 
the excavation of one stone (presumed to be elite) structure and one timber and daub (presumed 
to be non-elite) structure within one urban area, in this case the wider Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
urban landscape, intending to both test the hypothesis that these different structures represented 
the differential status of the inhabitants, and to compare the household assemblages of these two 
types of structures. However, despite the presence of daub in several STPs in Mkokotoni, the 
structure we excavated there turned out not to be a timber and daub house. Instead, we 
excavated parts of two stone structures, probably mortared with daub. The lack of above-ground 
surface remains in Mkokotoni also meant that the extent and layout of the full house could not 
be determined prior to excavation, and would only be revealed after the opening of the trenches. 
This contrasts with Tumbatu, where the presence of partially standing stone walls at some of the 
houses made the identification of structures and rooms easier, and allowed for partial mapping 
of the layout of one of the houses prior to excavation. The discovery of a stone rather than daub 
house in Mkokotoni had a significant impact on my research objectives. This finding has 
subsequently informed the interpretation of the sites, as well as the discussions (Chapters 7-9). 
Significantly, the nature of the two sites and their architecture have inspired me to rethink the 
role of houses as proxies for status. The excavations provided highly useful data, and allowed 
me to compare material assemblages and foodways between the two sites and between two 
different types of structured space.   

Tumbatu  

We excavated six trenches in total in Tumbatu, covering an area of 52.75m2, with a volume of 
ca 49.9 m3 (Figure 3.14). The sandy and shallow soils made it possible to excavate until bedrock, 
which consists of jagged coralline rock. Each area was cleared of vegetation and the topsoil 
excavated using hoes while the other layers were excavated with either hoe or trowel. We sieved 
all the soil using 2 mm mesh sieves, which allowed us to recover very small glass beads and fish 
bones. Despite using a fine-meshed sieve, it was noted that some glass beads measured less than 
2 mm and slipped through the mesh. Levels were taken using two level strings and a measuring 
tape, to get the relative depth of each deposit. All excavations were carried out using the single 
context method, which allows for the recording of detailed stratigraphic information and works 
well within urban sites (Harris 1989; Roskams 2001). At the time of excavation, the south-
western half of the site was being cultivated with cassava, and we therefore decided that we should 
work on the north-eastern side, to avoid any active farming areas. The aim of the excavations on 
Tumbatu was to excavate at least one stone house, which would be divided up by room where 
possible.  I used data from the 2017 building survey to choose our excavation area, which should 
fulfil the following criteria: (1) include standing stone walls, (2) be easily accessible and within 
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walking distance of the beach at which we arrived by boat every morning. Due to the small size 
of the mound and apparent lack of walls, we only excavated one trench in house 1 before moving 
to a second location to excavate the remaining trenches in house 2, where there was evidence 
for better preservation of walls and internal structure than at house 1.  
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Figure 3.14 Plan drawing of house 2, trenches 2-6, after closing 
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Trench TUM19‐001 (house 1) 

Coordinates: 39.233902, -5.854338 

This trench was dug into the side of a large house mound with one corner wall visible at the top 
of the mound. I had recorded this mound during the previous field season as TUM17068 (here 
labelled house 1), and it lay close to the modern path, which facilitated easy access to the site. 
The selection of this area for excavation was based on the criteria outlined above. Although we 
had no information about the internal division of space for this structure, the height of the 
mound indicated that the archaeological contexts would be well-sealed and offer a good 
stratigraphic sequence. The visible corner wall was used to form the south-western corner of a 2 
by 3 metre trench running from the top of the mound down its northern slope. After removing 
a thin layer of topsoil (context 1001), we proceeded to remove a thick layer of rubble from the 
collapse of the walls (1002), exposing the remaining parts of these walls. Context 1003 included 
large amounts of ceramic sherds and shells, in addition to two concentrations of shell in the 
south-western and north-eastern corners (Figure 3.15), indicating that the area was used as a 
midden after the abandonment of the house/room. During the excavation of context 1004 we 
uncovered a stone feature in the south-western corner of the trench, which I have interpreted as 
a toilet (Figure 3.16 and Figure 3.17) based on its shape, size, and location. Wash-rooms in 
Swahili stone houses seem to generally follow a similar plan, consisting of a small raised stone 
structure with a central hole dug into the ground and an area for washing (Wynne-Jones and 
Fleisher 2014a). We excavated the soil inside the feature as two separate contexts (1005 and 
1009) and collected soil samples for macro-botanical analysis. After removing context 1004 in 
the rest of the trench, we came onto two different floor contexts, covering roughly half the trench 
each. Context 1006 may have been a packed earth floor, but the falling rubble from the collapse 
of the house made it impossible to determine the exact level of this floor. Context 1007 was 
more clearly defined as it consisted of hard-packed earth and pieces of plaster, and was probably 
a plaster floor that broke apart as the house collapsed. The final contexts consisted of sub-floor 
layers/floor fill (1008 and 1011) and an ashy lens (1010). The majority of the finds from this 
trench were recovered from the rubble layer in the top contexts and in the floor fill, indicating 
that these were deposited as waste. The presence of a plaster floor in only half the trench could 
reflect the presence of a (now collapsed) low separation wall between the toilet area and the rest 
of the room, a feature that has been observed in other Swahili stone houses (Wynne-Jones and 
Fleisher 2014a).  
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Figure 3.15 Trench 1 northwest-facing section 

 

 
Figure 3.16 Trench 1 after closing 
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Figure 3.17 Plan drawings of trench 1   
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Trench TUM19‐002 (house 2) 

Coordinates: Long. 39.236462, Lat. -5.853564 

To get a better sense of house layout and use of space I chose to place the second trench in 
another house (TUM17131 – here labelled house 2). This house was chosen as it had several 
visible standing walls and some relatively thick deposits despite farming taking place within some 
of the walls. Trench 2 was placed within three standing walls of the house, measuring 4.2 x 5 
metres (Figure 3.18 and Figure 3.20). Owing to the size of the trench, it was divided into four 
quadrants labelled A, B, C, and D for spatial control. I suspected the rubble collapse from the 
walls and the loose sandy soils would make it difficult to detect a floor in this house, and the 
trench was therefore excavated in two parts after the removal of topsoil (2001). By excavating 
the western half of the trench (areas B and D) first, I hoped to understand the stratigraphy better 
before excavating the other half, which would allow us to excavate the floor as a separate layer. 
However, it soon became clear that there was no detectable floor and that the floor may in fact 
have been removed previously by farming activity. This is further indicated by the presence of a 
faint horizontal indented line on the western wall, just above the topsoil, which may mark the 
original level of the floor. The majority of the contexts in this trench were therefore likely to be 
sub-floor layers. The upper contexts will also have been mixed as a result of continuous farming.  

Contexts 2002 and 2003 mainly consisted of rubble from the collapsed walls, although 
2003 included a cache of cowrie shells in the north-western corner. Context 2004 was probably 
a mix of the rubble collapse and the sub-floor layers — all contexts included large pieces of coral 
rock, making it difficult to determine their stratigraphic relationship. It is likely that coral rock 
was used as a floor fill as well as in the construction of the walls. Similarly to what we encountered 
in trench 1, the sub-floor contexts (2005 and 2006) contained large amounts of local and 
imported ceramics and beads. Context 2005 was defined as a small area of soil with a darker 
colour, but otherwise similar to the surrounding contexts. We proceeded to excavate the eastern 
half of the trench (areas A and C) relatively quickly as there had been little stratigraphic 
difference in the western half, and contexts 2007 and 2008 were similar to contexts 2002, 2003, 
and 2004. No floor could be detected in the eastern half. Context 2009 was a sub-floor layer and 
similar to 2006. The large amount of material from the sub-floor layers indicate that parts of 
these layers may have been refuse deposits, which were used as fill for the construction of the 
floor.  
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Figure 3.18 Trench 2 after closing 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.19 Trench 2 north-facing section (as imagined, cutting through middle of the trench) 
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Figure 3.20 Plan drawing of trench 2 
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Trench TUM19-003 (house 2) 

Coordinates: Long. 39.236462, Lat. -5.853564 

The third trench was placed just west of trench 2, where the ground level was higher, indicating 
a lesser degree of disturbance and better-preserved deposits. Trench 3 measured 7 x 2.5 metres 
and was enclosed by two visible stone walls. The trench was divided into three areas (A, B, and 
C) for spatial control (Figure 3.21). After removing the topsoil (3001), a wall was revealed during 
the excavation of context 3002, running parallel to the dividing string between areas A and B. 
Area A was therefore excavated as a separate unit (contexts 3003, 3011, 3012, and 3013) 
belonging to a different room of the house. All the deposits in area A were highly uniform in 
terms of colour and texture of the soil and the large amount of coral rubble inclusions. Another 
coral wall was exposed in the northern edge of the trench, confirming that this was probably an 
indoor room or space. We encountered bedrock at a level much higher than in areas B and C, 
indicating that the floor would have been much higher in this room than elsewhere.  

Areas B and C had a slightly more complex stratigraphy once the layers of rubble collapse 
had been removed (context 3002-3006). Although we did not encounter a definite floor, a thin 
layer of fine soil (3007) with few inclusions may have been the remains of a packed earth floor, 
which would have become loose as the surrounding walls collapsed on top of it. During the 
removal of context 3007, a stone feature was revealed. The feature was given a context number 
(3012), as we attempted to excavate parts of it to determine its integrity. The feature consisted 
of large coral rocks stacked to form a hole in the middle, and may have been kept together using 
both packed earth and lime mortar. This feature was probably a drainage pit, and indicates that 
this area was a courtyard, as we revealed at least three surrounding walls. The hole was filled up 
with the root of a bush and a large amount of empty land snail shells, and was therefore not 
excavated. The shells were removed to determine the size and nature of the hole, which seemed 
to run underneath the stone feature to the south. Context 3008 was a mix of rubble collapse, 
floor, and sub-floor and could not be clearly defined, while 3010 was excavated until bedrock 
and represents the sub-floor layers.  
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Figure 3.21 Plan drawings of trench 3, areas A, B, and C 
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Figure 3.22 Trench 3 east facing-section (as imagined, cutting through division between area B and C) 

 

Trench TUM19‐004 (house 2) 

Coordinates: Long. 39.236462, Lat. -5.853564 

Trench 4 was placed to the north of trench 3, separated from area A by a stone wall, measuring 
2 x 1.5 metres (Figure 3.24). Unlike the other trenches, we recovered a large number of finds 
from the topsoil (4001), and the rubble layers (4002-4004). Context 4004 contained a large piece 
of the roof, indicating that the room had a plaster roof and that the context beneath (4005) would 
probably have contained the floor layer. 4005 and 4006 contained several pieces of plaster with 
a flat surface, indicating that there had been a plaster floor that was broken up during the 
collapse. The next context, 4007, was noticeably different from the above layers, as it was almost 
free of any large coral inclusions, and may have been used to level out the floor fill below the 
plaster floor. Context 4008 contained larger coral rocks and was probably the floor-fill — this 
was excavated until bedrock. Six yellow wound beads came from the two bottom contexts, 
suggesting a cache of these beads was buried just below or in the floor. In addition, five smooth 
pebbles, one of which was quartz, came out of trench 4 and the top layers of trench 5, and may 
have been another type of intentionally buried deposit.  
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Trench TUM19‐005 (house 2) 

Coordinates: Long. 39.236462, Lat. -5.853564 

Trench 5 was placed to the east of trench 4, and measured 2 x 1.5 metres as well. Contexts 5001 
and 5002 were removed as topsoil, and revealed the top of a sloping stone wall that was probably 
a continuation of the wall separating areas A and B in trench 3. It also confirms that trench 4 
was an indoor space, while trench 5 seemed to be part of the courtyard area to the east of this 
wall.  Context 5003 was a layer of packed soil significantly harder than elsewhere on the site, and 
was therefore difficult to define. It was a very thin layer, however, giving away to looser soils 
underneath, and may be a result of modern farming. Context 5004 revealed the western side of 
the wall, and the deposits from this context are probably related to contexts within trench 4. 
5005 and 5006 were probably the rubble collapse from the surrounding walls, while 5007 may 
have contained a packed earth floor. We discovered a concentration of broken shells in 5007, 
also observable in the trench section (Figure 3.23). 5008 was overlaying the bedrock and 
represents the sub-floor layer.  

 

 
Figure 3.23 Trench 5 north-facing section (as imagined, cutting through middle of trench) 
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Trench TUM19‐006 (house 2) 

Coordinates: Long. 39.236462, Lat. -5.853564 

Trench 6 was an extension of trench 5, measuring 1.5 x 1.5 metres and placed just east of trench 
5, and was therefore also inside the courtyard area. Contexts 5001-5004 consisted of topsoil and 
rubble collapse from the walls, while 6005 may have been an earth floor. A stone feature was 
revealed during the excavation of 6005, which presumably is part of the stone feature uncovered 
in trench 3, believed to be a drain (Figure 3.24). Contexts 6006 and 6007 were the sub-floor fills 
and surrounded the stone feature. It seems likely that this feature was built directly onto the 
bedrock and the floor fill put in around it to create an even floor, which would cover the 
construction of the drain, leaving only the hole visible.  

 

 
Figure 3.24 Plan drawing of trenches 4, 5 and 6, showing partially collapsed wall and stone feature 

 

Summary of results 

Unlike Unguja, Tumbatu Island has relatively shallow soil deposits that consist mostly of silt and 
sand. No clay soils were encountered at the archaeological site and conversations with local 
inhabitants during fieldwork indicated that clay for pottery production would come from Unguja, 
but this does not rule out different types of soils elsewhere on the island. Another striking feature 
at the site is the ubiquity of loose coral pebbles and rocks, both on the surface and in the deposits. 
This made it very challenging to distinguish between different types of deposits and contexts, 
and very few contexts in any of the trenches were visible in the wall section. It is also impossible 
to say whether the larger coral rocks once formed part of the house, although the presence of 
plaster in many of the contexts helped confirm this. While my plan had initially been to excavate 
only one house, the excavation of trench 1 indicated that little remained of the rest of that house, 
owing to the size of the mound and the lack of continuous walls. Parts of this house may also 
have been bulldozed when the modern path was created. Therefore, the remaining five trenches 
were excavated at another location. The presence of partially standing stone walls made it 
possible to excavate within single structures and rooms, although we could not recover the 
complete layout for either house 1 or house 2. Several walls were only discovered during 
excavation, highlighting the need for larger trenches, as opposed to smaller test trenches, in order 
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to reveal internal space. All trenches were rich in both artefacts and food remains (Table 3.3) 
throughout all contexts, although the richest contexts were usually those below the suspected 
floor levels. The lack of any clear floor surface, plaster or otherwise, in most of the trenches is 
noteworthy. This poses serious challenges to recovering data regarding household activities and 
living areas, and we must assume that some or most of the data from these excavations stem 
from refuse contexts, either in the form of house floor fills or middens, related to the pre- and 
post-construction phase of the house. Objects lost or discarded during the habitation of any 
house are likely to be removed during sweeping and general cleaning, especially on plaster 
floors, and the archaeological remains therefore rarely represent a true picture of the life of the 
house and its household members (LaMotta and Schiffer 1999). The presence of gaming pieces 
in the floor fills of trenches 2 and 3 is intriguing, and may relate to activities occurring during the 
construction of the house, potentially revealing more about this largely unknown process of 
stone house construction (Garlake 1966; Wynne-Jones 2019, pers. com). 

 

 

Table 3.3 Summary of Tumbatu trench assemblages  
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All six trenches excavated on Tumbatu were located within domestic spaces, in the sense 
that they were probably private houses. Trench 1 is challenging to understand in its lack of spatial 
context, as this was the only trench/room excavated at this area of the site. However, the presence 
of a probable toilet in one corner indicates that this room was a washroom. The separation 
between a clear plaster floor and the toilet area also suggests a division here, perhaps in the form 
of a low wall seen within the lavatories of other Swahili houses, including at the southern house 
complex in Tumbatu. A large proportion of the finds from trench 1 seem to have been from 
midden materials deposited after the room went out of use. The presence of 33 cowrie shells 
and a large glass bead assemblage in the earliest contexts of this room is interesting, however, as 
it suggests an intentionally buried deposit under the floor. Such sub-floor offerings are related to 
the ritual protection of Swahili houses and their household members (Wynne-Jones 2013). 
Ethnographic evidence for such practices has been observed in the use of the fingo pot, which 
are locally-made pots used as containers for offerings, and placed in corners, doorways, or other 
liminal places at settlements or inside buildings (Wynne-Jones 2005: 126; Mutoro 1987). These 
offerings are believed to protect the house and its occupants from bad intentions or spirits. 
Similar practices were recorded by Donley-Reid (Donley 1987) in her ethno-archaeological 
study in Lamu, where animals were buried under the floors of houses. The presence of such 
offerings within a washroom would seem unusual, and may suggest that the room/area had 
several functions or that the area was used for a different purpose before the construction of the 
washroom. Perhaps this room was added onto the house at a later stage.  

Trenches 2 to 6 were excavated together in the same area, in a different spot to trench 1, 
and are presumed to belong to the same house, although the walls were incomplete and 
therefore this cannot be determined with certainty (Figure 3.25). Trench 2 seems to have been 
situated within a large indoor room. The presence of a square niche on the eastern wall and a 
relatively large amount of imported ceramics compared to the other trenches of this house 
suggest this was a communal room, used for daily household gatherings as well as receiving guests 
or visiting merchants. The practice of hosting travelling merchants within the houses of local 
traders has been described by Ibn Battuta during his visit to Mombasa in the fourteenth century, 
and is believed to have been practised elsewhere on the Swahili coast as well (Fleisher 2010c; 
Wynne-Jones 2013; Gensheimer 2018a). The display of imported ceramics may have been an 
important aspect of the public life of this house, showing the wealth and finesse of its inhabitants 
and their links to the Indian Ocean trade. Niches are believed to have been used for the purpose 
of displaying such objects, and are also present in mosques (Donley 1987; Wynne-Jones 2016: 
44–45). Several cowrie shells were also recovered from the north-western corner of this room, 
14 of which were found in situ, another indication of a ritual offering.  

 Trenches 3 (areas B and C), 5, and 6 seem to have been located within an enclosed 
courtyard in house 2, indicated by its large size and the presence of a probable drain in the 
centre (Figure 3.26). The drain would help divert water from the courtyard, and may have 
facilitated activities such as cooking and washing laundry. Similar drains were also excavated at 
Kilwa by Chittick, who refers to them as soak-pits (Chittick 1974a: 23). The courtyard was also 
the location for the only spindle whorl recovered from the Tumbatu excavations, indicating 
some small scale production of thread. Courtyards are natural places for productive activities 
such as these, as they offer an enclosed and shaded outdoor space. The use of this space for 
such activities is also evidenced by the relatively low number of imported ceramics, as these were 
probably not used in everyday practice.   
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Figure 3.25 View of house 2 in Tumbatu, looking east towards Unguja (photo by author, 2019) 

Figure 3.26 Trench 3 (area B and C) after excavation, with coral drain seen on the left (scale missing; 
photo by author, 2019) 
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Trench 3 (area A) was separated from this courtyard space by a coral wall, which was only 
exposed during excavation. I have interpreted this as an indoor space, as it was enclosed by at 
least two stone walls, but its function remains elusive. Few finds were recovered from this trench, 
and the bedrock appeared at a much higher level than in the surrounding trenches. It did, 
however, contain three copper coins, over 700 glass beads, and a large number of marine shells 
(almost 8 kg, a significant amount when considering the small area excavated). There were 
comparably few local ceramics and no imported ceramics. I would suggest this space may have 
been a storage area, accessed through one of the surrounding rooms. 

 Trench 4 was also located within a probable indoor space, surrounded by at least two 
stone walls. It is the only area within this house that had some evidence of a plaster floor. This 
trench had the largest number of glass beads at the site at over 4,000 beads (the total number 
recovered at this house nearly 6,000 beads). It is possible that these had a ritual function, as the 
majority were located underneath the level of the possible plaster floor (Figure 3.27). During 
excavation, it was also noted that six yellow wound glass beads were recovered from these sub-
floor levels, although they were not recorded in situ. In addition, this room was the location of 
several smooth stone pebbles. Such pebbles are believed to have a ritual function, sometimes 
found at burial sites where they are believed to be ritual offerings made to the deceased (Horton 
et al. 2017). Two copper coins were also recovered from the lower contexts, below the floor, 
which have also been linked to ritual offerings at burial sites (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012). 
The variety of ritual offerings found during these excavations indicate that different objects had 
different ritual or symbolic meaning. It is interesting that two types of artefacts related to burial 
offerings were found within trench 4. The practise of burying infants under the floors of the 
ndani, the innermost private room of the house, has been recorded by Donley-Reid in her 
ethno-archaeological work in Lamu (Donley 1987). It is possible that such a burial had taken 
place within the house on Tumbatu, although this remains highly speculative as no human bones 
were recovered. 

 

 
Figure 3.27 Glass beads by m3 in trench 4 
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Mkokotoni 

Excavations at Mkokotoni were aimed at studying a timber and daub house (although this was 
not achieved, see below), which would offer comparative data to the stone house excavations on 
Tumbatu and expose differences and similarities in subsistence strategies and household 
activities at both sites. Mkokotoni was chosen due to its proximity to Tumbatu and therefore 
presumed to be related to this larger site, and due to the lack of any timber and daub houses in 
Tumbatu. Based on the results from the STP survey, three areas showed potential for locating 
such a structure, as their STPs contained significant amounts of daub. After a quick survey of 
the three areas, one area (STP233) was chosen because of its accessibility and discreet location 
away from the village. We placed three trenches close to each other, measuring an area of 10m2 
and a volume of 12.7m3. The area had previously been farmed, which was evident from the ridge 
and furrow pattern in the soil, leading to disturbance of the top layers. The site was also some 
100 metres from a freshwater well, which became integral to the project as the soils had a high 
clay content and needed to be soaked before excavation. It also allowed us to wet sieve all the 
deposits, which increased the recovery rate of finds significantly. Method of excavation included 
the single context method and was carried out using both trowel and hoe.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.28 Plan drawing of trenches 7, 8, and 9 in Mkokotoni, after closing 
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Trench MKT19‐007 

Coordinates: Long. 39.263284, Lat. -5.872419 

Trench 7 was the first trench we excavated in Mkokotoni, and was laid out directly to the north 
of STP233, measuring 2 x 2 metres. The topsoil layer (7001) was uneven owing to the ridge and 
furrow farming, and was therefore removed until the trench was roughly level. This top level was 
very hard and nearly impossible to scrape off, and we therefore used hoes to hack the soil apart. 
This was extremely time-consuming and damaging to the artefacts, and after consultation with 
colleagues in Sweden I decided that we should soak the soil in the trench before attempting to 
remove it. This worked very well, and softened the soil to a point at which it could be scraped 
off using the hoes. Contexts 7002 to 7005 were topsoil layers mixed with some daub and coral. 
Context 7006 revealed the top of wall 1 (Figure 3.28), which at this point was linear and running 
north-south, measuring ca 40 cm in width. This corresponds to the width of the stone walls on 
Tumbatu and elsewhere on the coast, which usually range between 44 and 48 cm (Garlake 1966: 
16). The wall was built using coral rag and no plaster or mortar was found, indicating it was held 
together by daub. Daub was recovered from several contexts on top of and next to this wall. The 
discovery of the wall resulted in the trench being split in two, roughly down the middle where 
the wall was expected to continue: context 7007 was located on the eastern side while 7008 was 
located on the western side (Figure 3.29).  

The north-eastern corner of context 7007 revealed a patch of soil that was slightly browner 
than the surrounding areas, which would later turn out to reflect an underlying stone and daub 
structure (wall 2). During the excavation of context 7008, wall 1 was further exposed and revealed 
to be curving to the west, resulting in a new context outside (7009) and inside (7010) this curved 
wall. The deposits inside wall 1 became darker and looser as we excavated further down 
(contexts 7010, 7012, 7013, 7015, 7018, and 7019), and these deeper levels contained a large 
number of glass beads, although all contexts contained glass beads and glass bead waste. Some 
smaller pieces of possible lime plaster were also found, as well as large amounts of daub. Context 
7013 contained frequent inclusions of charcoal as well as pieces of burnt daub, and was the 
richest context within this feature in terms of finds. Several (broken) ceramic pots were also 
recovered in situ from 7013, 7018 and 7019, one of which contained animal bones (SF038). 
Further excavation was made impractical by the small space available within this feature, but it 
was noted that the deposits in this area went deeper than the deposits outside the wall, which 
were excavated to sterile soil. Context 7009 outside this wall revealed the top of another wall 
(wall 2) in the north-east corner of the trench, composed of daub and large pieces of smooth, 
grainy orange rocks, presumably (degraded?) coral rag. Excavation of contexts 7011, 7014, 7016 
and 7017 continued to expose this wall as a linear feature composed of daub and stone, sloping 
towards the south-west as if about to fall. This area was excavated until we hit a light/medium 
orange-brown sandy soil with a very low amount of artefact inclusions.  
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Figure 3.29 Plan drawings of trench 7 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.30 Trench 7 north-facing section 
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Trench MKT19‐008 

Coordinates: Long. 39.263284, Lat. -5.872419 

Trench 8 was placed to the north of trench 7 and measured 1 x 2 metres, with the aim of 
following the two walls exposed in trench 7. The stratigraphy in this trench was straightforward, 
and the area probably represents an outdoor space between the two structures partially exposed 
in trench 7. After removing the topsoil (8001), a small area of browner soil was exposed along 
the eastern wall of context 8002, reflecting the underlying structure of wall 2, although only a 
small amount of stone rubble and daub was recovered from this and below contexts. Context 
8003 contained small pieces of plaster, indicating that the outside of wall 1 and/or 2 was plastered 
with lime mortar. Walls 1 and 2 were also exposed in this context — wall 1 continued to curve 
into the western section of the trench, while wall 2 seemed to be a linear feature continuing into 
the northern section, although much of wall 2 had collapsed in trench 8. Thus we could not 
determine its trajectory with certainty. Contexts 8004 and 8005 were layers of rubble collapse, 
while 8006 may have been the living surface, reflected in the base of wall 2 corresponding with 
this context. Wall 1 continued further down and we were unable to reveal the base of the wall. 
We closed the trench when we hit sterile soil, consisting of the same orange-brown sandy soil 
we found at the bottom of trench 7. This trench also contained a large number of glass beads 
and some glass bead waste, the most prolific context being 8005.  

Trench MKT19‐009 

Coordinates: Long. 39.263284, Lat. -5.872419 

Trench 9 measured 2 x 2 metres and was placed to the east of trenches 7 and 8, with the aim of 
exploring the area inside wall 2, which seems to have been an indoor space. Parts of wall 2 were 
exposed in the southern section of trench 9, indicating this was a corner wall. Contexts 9001 to 
9003 consisted of topsoil layers, mixed with rubble collapse lower down, while contexts 9004 to 
9007 consisted of rubble collapse including coral stone pieces, daub, and some lime plaster or 
mortar. The eastern half of wall 2 was also exposed during the removal of these rubble layers, 
and a small area within this wall belonging to trench 8 was included in trench 9 for ease of 
excavation and finds recording. Context 9007 included a significant amount of marine shell 
remains spread across the entire contexts, as well as frequent pieces of charcoal. Context 9008 
(fill) and 9009 (cut) was a circular feature exposed at the closing of context 9007, measuring 22 
cm in diameter and 5 cm in depth. The size and shape indicate that this was a posthole, possibly 
supporting a wooden post placed centrally in the room supporting a thatched roof. The charcoal 
remains in 9007 may have come from the burning of the post and/or roof. Context 9010, which 
contained the possible posthole, has been interpreted as a probable floor surface based on the 
level of the posthole and the base of wall 2. It also contained concentrations of shell, as well as 
frequent charcoal inclusions. Context 9011 was therefore probably the fill underneath this floor, 
laying on top of sterile sandy soil, while 9012 was an unknown feature in the south-eastern corner 
of the trench (Figure 3.31 and Figure 3.32). It was identified as a darker area within the trench 
at the closing of context 9010. However, the edges of context 9012 were difficult to define during 
excavation, and it may therefore have been either a cut into 9011 or a darker layer overlying and 
mixing with 9011. Glass beads and glass bead waste were numerous in all contexts, particularly 
in contexts 9004 and 9005.  
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Figure 3.31 Trench 9 after closing 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.32 Plan drawings of trench 9 
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Figure 3.33 Trench 9 west-facing section 

 

Summary of results 

Although aimed at recovering the remains of a timber and daub domestic house, the excavations 
at Mkokotoni seem instead to have revealed the walls of a bead workshop or production area, 
producing or processing a hitherto unknown bead series, which I have called the Mkokotoni 
series (see Chapter 5). The main evidence for this is the remarkably large number of beads 
recovered from all trenches and contexts, although they were by far the most numerous in trench 
7 (Table 3.4). A relatively high amount of glass bead waste, probably reflecting some kind of 
production, was also recovered from all three trenches. If this area was the location of a 
workshop, it is the first such place discovered on the Swahili coast. Indeed, workshops are 
generally not identified as such, perhaps because many were impermanent structures of wood 
and/or daub. The structure in trench 9 (wall 2) may have been the indoor workshop area, 
although a number of activities seem to have been carried out here, as evidenced by the recovery 
of bead grinders, grinding stones, a spindle whorl, and local as well as imported pottery. This 
may have been the area where beads were sorted and strung. The circular stone feature in trench 
7 (wall 1) is more enigmatic, and circular structures are rare on the Swahili coast more broadly. 
Some exceptions exist, including a circular subterranean chamber located at the 
fifteenth/sixteenth century site Pujini in Pemba, which is 2 metres in diameter (LaViolette 2004: 
139), and a circular structure of unknown function located during surveys on the Quirimbas 
Islands in Mozambique, built next to a square stone building (Rodríguez et al. 2016: 63). A 
circular stone feature of similar size to the one in Mkokotoni was also excavated at Takwa 
(Wilson 2019: 216). I think it is plausible that the circular structure in Mkokotoni may have 
been a furnace used to melt glass or heat-treat glass beads (see Chapter 5 for a description of 
production methods). This proposition is supported by the large number of beads and bead 
waste recovered from this feature and the ashy charcoal layer associated with context 7013. 
Other finds from wall 1 included a quartz pebble, copper coin, and a possible fingo pot. The 
latter was found broken but in situ with animal bones inside. Similar fingo pots associated with 
bone (and shell) were also recovered under a house floor at Songo Mnara, a fifteenth century 
stone town site in southern Tanzania (Wynne-Jones 2013). Another broken pot was found in 
situ in the same context, placed upside down. These may be artefacts of ritual significance, 
similar to those buried under the floor at Tumbatu, perhaps in relation to the work that was 
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carried out at this site. It is possible this circular structure/furnace was used as a midden after it 
went out of use. The excavations in this area of Mkokotoni only covered 10m2 and did not reveal 
the full layout of either of the stone structures (Figure 3.34). Any other features that may be 
related to the workshop are therefore yet to be explored.  

Both structures seem to have been built with coral rag and daub mortar, possibly plastered 
with lime plaster. The stratigraphic sequences were only partially visible in the trench sections, 
as deposits were relatively similar throughout the excavation of all three trenches. This is typical 
for tropical soils, which quickly become homogenized after the abandonment of the site (Sulas 
et al. 2019). I have interpreted the space between the two structures as an outdoor area/open 
space with mixed functions. Both structures were built on a layer of sand, which may have been 
brought in from the nearby beach to create a living surface. It is also possible that original beach 
sand covered a larger area at the time of occupation, as the trenches are located only 100 metres 
from the modern beach. The workshop structure seems to have had a palm frond (makuti) roof 
held up a central wooden pole. Several layers of charcoal-mixed soil indicate that the roof may 
have burned at some point.  

 

Table 3.4 Summary of Mkokotoni trench assemblages 
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Figure 3.35 Bucket flotation demonstrated by 
Cecylia Mgombere and Willy Valency Mosha 
(photo by author, 2017) 

 

Figure 3.34 View of all trenches in 
Mkokotoni, wall 1 in the foreground 
(scale missing; photo by author, 2019) 
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Soil sampling and flotation 

In order to assess the agricultural basis of the two sites and the types of foods grown and 
consumed by their inhabitants, we collected several soil samples from different areas of the two 
sites, which were subsequently processed for the recovery of macro-botanical remains. This 
study uses macro-remains only, which are plant remains that can be seen with the naked eye, 
although a microscope is usually used for identification. During the project, 27 samples were 
collected in total; 20 from Tumbatu and 7 from Mkokotoni. During the STP surveys, samples 
were collected from across both sites, in order to sample from different types of space. During 
the excavations, samples were taken from several different contexts, with the aim of retrieving 
samples from the floor layers or layers just above the floors of the structures. Two samples were 
also taken from within the presumed toilet feature in trench 1 on Tumbatu. The sizes of the 
samples depended on the size of the test pit or context. The first samples from the survey on 
Tumbatu were sieved, due to the large number of coral pebbles in the soil, but stopped after 
consultation with archaeobotanist Cecylia Mgombere, as she advised the practice may result in 
loss of larger botanical remains such as nuts.  

To process the soil samples and recover the archaeobotanical remains, we used a method 
of bucket flotation, which has been proven to work well in East Africa, as it requires little 
equipment and water (Walshaw 2005: 84; Figure 3.35). During the first field season, all samples 
were processed by Cecylia Mgombere and Willy Valency Mosha, while those from the second 
season were processed by Batholomeo Chinyele and myself. All samples were processed at the 
field house in Mkokotoni, where there was adequate access to freshwater (although the 
intermittent shortage of water led to the recycling of water for some samples). We used a 
hosepipe for easy access, and sieves and buckets were cleaned thoroughly between each sample. 
The process was carried out by pouring the soil sample into a bucket, which was then filled with 
freshwater from the hose pipe. The soil was then gently stirred by hand, to encourage the macro-
botanical remains (also called the light fraction) to float to the top. Then the water was carefully 
poured into a geological sieve (with 0.5 mm mesh) suspended over another bucket, which would 
catch the botanical remains while leaving the heavier sediments behind. Fresh or recycled water 
would be poured back into the sediment bucket and the process repeated until the water was 
clear of botanical remains. Finally, the sediments were sieved using a 2 mm geological sieve, in 
order to recover any other archaeological remains (heavy fraction). The archaeobotanical 
remains were collected and placed in coffee filters labelled with context information and sample 
number, which were hung to dry indoors in the shade for at least 3 days. After the samples had 
dried completely, they were placed into plastic zip lock bags and stored until they could be 
processed. The laboratory analysis was carried out by Cecylia Mgombere and done according 
to standard procedures outlined in Fritz (1995) and in communication with Dr Sarah Walshaw. 

Radiocarbon dating 

Eight charcoal samples were sent for analysis at the Tandem Laboratory at Uppsala University 
and used to obtain radiocarbon dates, four from each site (Table 3.5). These are calibrated to 
2-sigma, after Reimer et al.  (2013). The aim of dating these samples was mainly to confirm the
estimated occupation period of the sites as established through the imported, and to some
degree local, pottery assemblages. The pottery indicates that both sites were in use between the
eleventh and fifteenth centuries CE, with the main period of occupation occurring in the
thirteenth century (see Chapter 4). Owing to the mixed stratigraphic sequences of the excavated
contexts at both sites, and in particular the farming activity currently occurring in Tumbatu, no
firm occupation dates can be determined from either the radiocarbon dates or the pottery. Even
relative dating is challenging owing to the mixing of deposits and the possible identification of
the sub-floor fills and post-abandonment rubble as middens. In addition, coastal contexts such
as these can sometimes present problems, as the use of mangrove wood is believed to have been
widespread on the coast. Mangrove wood incorporates old carbon from seawater, which may
skew the results (Sinclair 1991). The dates presented here must therefore be understood with
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caution, and do not reflect detailed occupation sequences. The deposited charcoal samples will 
also in some instances be older than the deposits in which they are found, depending on when 
the wood was carbonised (Bayliss 2009). 

 Three of the samples from Tumbatu came back with a relatively modern date (Figure 
3.36 and Figure 3.37), and they may therefore have been mixed in with the archaeological 
deposits as a result of farming activity, as they deviate greatly from the assumed occupation 
period of the site and the house itself. These samples came from relatively shallow contexts, and 
trench 2 in particular showed evidence of much recent farming disturbance. Nevertheless, these 
dates are still interesting, as they show that the site was in use after the abandonment of the town, 
and probably used for farming as it is today. The date obtained from sample 6, dated to cal 
1051-1257 CE, may more accurately relate to the use of the house, and it fits comfortably within 
the date range estimated with the ceramics. As it was recovered from the sub-floor fill of trench 
3, the date probably relates to the construction and earliest occupation of the house. The sample 
came from the very bottom context of this trench (the courtyard area of the house), which would 
thus have been a relatively secure context without recent disturbance. It seems the house was in 
use from at least the thirteenth century onwards, if not earlier. 

 

 
Table 3.5 Overview of charcoal samples and their contexts 

 

 All four samples from the workshop area in Mkokotoni also seem to fit well within the 
dates obtained from the ceramic assemblages, and suggest this area was in use from around the 
eleventh or twelfth century. In addition, they confirm that the areas within wall 1 and wall 2 (the 
possible furnace and the workshop) were in use around the same time, which is also indicated 
by the similarity of the bead and ceramic assemblages between the two. While the stratigraphy 
in these trenches was not disturbed like those in Tumbatu, there was little difference between 
the material assemblages between different contexts to suggest different temporal uses of the 
structure. This probably stems from the use of the areas as middens after abandonment, as was 
also the case in Tumbatu. However, the radiocarbon dates do provide a slightly more fine-
grained picture. Sample 12, cal 994-1153 CE, was taken from the sub-floor contexts of the 
workshop (trench 9), indicating it related to the construction phase of this structure. Sample 11, 
cal 1021-1154 CE, comes from the context above, most likely the floor layer, and therefore 
seems to relate to the use of the structure, starting in the eleventh or twelfth century. Similarly, 
the possible furnace was in use around the same time, as seen from samples 8 and 9. Sample 9, 
cal 1019-1154 CE, came from one of the richest contexts at this site, and seems to be 
contemporary with the initial occupation of the workshop. Sample 8, cal 1170-1272 CE, came 
from the context above, and indicates that this area of Mkokotoni was in use at the same time 
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as the house in Tumbatu, confirming that the two sites were contemporary. The dates obtained 
from the charcoal samples and from the ceramics assemblage also challenge the notion put 
forward by Horton (Clark and Horton 1985; Horton forthcoming) that Mkokotoni was 
occupied in two phases. Horton suggests that initial occupation occurred in the eighth to tenth 
centuries, after which the population moved to Tumbatu, before resettling in Mkokotoni again 
in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. However, as the data from my study spans this 
intermediate period, it seems probable that the site was continuously occupied over this time 
span, and that the population may have spread to Tumbatu during this time. 

 

 
Figure 3.36 Result of 14C dating of charcoal 
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Figure 3.37 Calibration curves for radiocarbon samples 
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4 
MATERIAL CULTURE, PART 1: LOCAL AND 

IMPORTED POTTERY 

Objects and architecture, subsumed under the term material culture, have played a significant 
role in how we have come to understand Swahili culture and its temporal and spatial 
development. The widely shared material culture of the coast is indicative of a large area of 
interaction between different settlements, and is sometimes interpreted as reflecting a shared 
Swahili identity. Simultaneously, differences in types, quantities, and distribution of this material 
culture have been equally important in understanding diversity among settlements and regions: 
Swahili settlements are materially similar, yet different. Changes in material culture have also 
been linked to changes in social structure and settlement type over time; from the first to second 
millennium, settlements are believed to have become more urbanised, hierarchical, and 
integrated into the Indian Ocean world. Materially, these changes are associated with the 
development and wider use of stone architecture, increased access to imported artefacts, the 
minting of coins, and more specialised production; broadly speaking, there seems to be a decline 
in general production industries in the second millennium, while some settlements began to 
specialise in specific types of production, such as cloth at Kilwa and Chwaka and iron at Mtwapa 
(Kusimba 1993; Walshaw 2005: 123; Wynne-Jones 2016: 49). These items may have been 
traded within both local and long-distance networks. Ethnographic studies by Donley-Reid 
(1990a) in the 1970s also highlighted the symbolic and ritual significance of artefacts such as 
beads and potsherds, which may have considerable time-depth, highlighting the multifaceted 
role of objects as functional, ritual, and communicative. For instance, the presence of wall niches 
indicates a long-lasting tradition of displaying artefacts such as glass and ceramic vessels in stone 
houses and mosques, while glazed ceramics have been found in situ at several stone tombs and 
mosques along the coast.  

In this and the following two chapters, I will present all the finds from the two field seasons 
in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, starting with the local and imported pottery. Where relevant, this 
data is discussed in relation to other coastal sites and wider discussions about particular types of 
artefacts. The analysis and presentation of this data form the groundwork for the discussions 
laid out in the final chapters of this thesis. The data and its distribution at both sites have allowed 
for a more thorough understanding of the relationship between the two sites, their economic 
and productive activities, their regional and long-distance trade relationships, and how everyday 
life was structured at the two settlements. This analysis, in turn, has informed my interpretations 
of how social structures, identity, and agency were maintained and expressed through material 
culture and use of space, which will be presented in Chapters 7-9. As neither site has been 
extensively explored archaeologically until now (apart from by Horton, see chapter 3), the 
artefactual data has guided the interpretation of this large urban landscape to a significant degree, 
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necessitating detailed analysis of each artefact group to look for patterns within the assemblages 
to guide the interpretation.  

Local pottery 

Pottery vessel sherds made up a large portion of the excavated materials from Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni (Table 4.1), and the majority were locally produced earthenwares. Pottery fragments 
are one of the most common types of artefact recovered from archaeological sites on the coast, 
and have proven to be useful tools for dating settlements and for understanding the connections 
between sites over both shorter and longer distances (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2011; 
M’Mbogori 2013). Pottery also give clues about dietary habits that required different vessel 
forms. For the purpose of this study, pottery analysis was undertaken to understand the 
relationships between Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and the wider Zanzibar and Swahili world 
through trade and contact, as a route towards exploring local pottery production at the sites as 
well as their trading networks (Chapter 8). I also wished to assess variations in dietary practices 
between and across the two sites, and the relationship between such practices and the 
social/economic composition of the inhabitants. The pottery types recovered from Tumbatu 
and Mkokotoni show two highly interconnected sites with a shared pottery tradition that reflect 
both local tastes and wider Swahili stylistic preferences. There is also some indication that a 
small amount of pottery is of non-Swahili origin, suggesting either trade or migration into the 
two sites from elsewhere in East Africa (Chapter 9). The dominance of bowl forms is also 
reflective of more widespread trends, being indicative of changing dietary habits and the social 
aspects of consumption.  

The development of an East African coastal pottery typology known as Tana Tradition 
has already been briefly discussed in Chapter 2. Even though Tana Tradition spans the entire 
period from the sixth to the fifteenth century (and perhaps later), the typology has been more 
useful for dating first millennium sites than those from the second millennium. This is partly 
due to the greater regional variation in pottery types in the second millennium, but it is also 
owing to the fact that much more focus has been given to the Early Tana Tradition/Triangular 
Incised Ware pottery. As Tana Tradition categories were developed largely from the Shanga 
assemblage they can be a useful comparative tool, but will not be sufficient to describe the variety 
within the Tumbatu and Mkokotoni assemblage. I have therefore established here a local 
typology for these two sites, with the aim of comparing local and regional pottery types, which 
falls within the eleventh to fifteenth centuries CE, the main occupation period of both sites. 
Where the Tumbatu/Mkokotoni types resemble other documented coastal types, this has been 
noted. Comparison has been based on a small number of well-published ceramic datasets from 
Shanga, Kilwa, Manda, and Pemba.  

 The locally-made pottery from both Mkokotoni and Tumbatu is usually easily 
distinguishable from imported types, which are often glazed, a factor that is also reported from 
other coastal sites. These local vessels are unglazed and consist of a coarse, porous fabric, and 
vessel shapes tend to conform to a restricted number of types. Clays would probably have been 
sourced locally, and the uniformity of the fabrics suggest that clay sources do not vary greatly 
along the coast. However, as Tumbatu does not have any known clay sources, the clay was 
probably brought in from nearby areas, such as Mkokotoni. Alternatively, the Tumbatu 
inhabitants may have imported whole vessels and did not produce pottery themselves.  

It is unclear whether the production of pottery took place on a household level for private 
use, or if they were produced by groups of potters working together semi-professionally with the 
aim of producing vessels for local and regional trade. The actual building of the vessels could 
have taken place anywhere, and the new vessels would dry quickly in the sun, negating the need 
for specific production areas or storage facilities. Owing to the seasonal rains experienced in all 
of East Africa, we might assume that pottery production took place mostly during the dry season, 
to prevent the soaking of unfired vessels. The vessels would have been fired in an open fire, with 
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temperatures ranging between 900 and 1200 degrees (Rice 1987: 5). Open firing is a low-cost 
form of firing and is carried out by placing fuel on the ground, placing the dried ceramic vessel 
on the fuel, then adding more fuel around and on top of the vessel. The process is relatively 
quick and several vessels can be fired at once or separately (Rice 1987: 153-154). A variety of 
fuel may have been used, including wood, charcoal, grasses, animal dung, and palm fronds. 
Owing to the amount of smoke that can be expected from open firing, we can assume that the 
firing took place at the edge of the settlements, which would also lessen the risk of the fire 
spreading. After the firing of the vessels, they would be left to cool and may have received an 
application of organic material as a post-firing treatment to seal the inside or outside of the pot 
(Rice 1987: 163). This practice was observed by Wynne-Jones and Mapunda (2008) during their 
ethnographic study of potters on Mafia Island. Unfortunately, very little of this production 
sequence is recognisable in the archaeological record, and currently, no pottery production sites 
are known for this time period.  

 The majority of the sherds are undiagnostic, i.e. undecorated body sherds or fragments 
smaller than 2 cm. During initial sorting, all fragments were weighed and all undecorated body 
sherds weighed and counted (Table 4.1). These were then discarded, as a large enough number 
of representative diagnostic sherds remained for further analysis. A total of 450 sherds from 
Mkokotoni and 634 from Tumbatu were deemed diagnostic and retained for further analysis, 
making up 11.6% of the total assemblage (excluding <2 fragments). Diagnostic sherds include 
undecorated and decorated rims, decorated body sherds, and bases. Any undecorated sherds 
with plastic additions, such as handles, were also kept. A small number of other ceramic artefacts 
were also recovered, and these will be discussed in Chapter 5. Each diagnostic sherd was 
recorded in a separate spreadsheet for the purpose of doing quantitative and qualitative analysis. 
Attributes relating to the sherd size, vessel form, surface treatment, decoration, and fabric were 
recorded in as much detail as possible. It should be noted here that the original spreadsheet was 
somewhat modified during the writing up of this chapter, to more directly relate to my research 
questions. Therefore, certain attributes have not been recorded for each individual sherd and 
cannot be included in the quantitative analysis. These attributes include the shape of the lip and 
the presence of carination on the shoulder of certain vessels. The quantitative analysis therefore 
includes broader classifications such as vessel form, surface treatment, and decoration, while the 
typology includes the variation seen within these classifications. Where appropriate, a discussion 
of the fabric has also been included. However, the fabrics are generally uniform across the 
assemblage.  

 

Table 4.1 All undiagnostic and diagnostic sherds from both sites 

 

 

Fabric 

The fabric of the pottery consists of two components: the matrix, which is the clay, and 
inclusions, which are larger than the clay minerals and may be natural or added as temper (Orton 
et al. 1993: 67). I inspected the fabric visually, in some cases using a pocket microscope with 60-
100 x magnification to confirm the initial observation. As I did not have access to any reference 
material, identification of inclusions was done based on personal assessment and known temper 
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materials from other coastal sites. Inclusions/tempers include shell, grog, organic materials (seen 
only as voids), coral, mica/quartz, and fine, medium and coarse sand. The most common 
inclusion/temper in the assemblage was fine to medium sand, which seems to be responsible for 
the often coarse and friable nature of the pottery (Table 4.2). This coarseness and the frequent 
inclusion of sand was also observed by Fleisher (2003: 231) in his Pemba pottery assemblages 
and by M’Mbogori (2013: 185) in her assessment of the pottery from Manda. The ubiquity of 
sand suggests that the clays were not pre-treated to remove the natural inclusions before use.  

Mica/quartz and organic materials were common secondary inclusion, i.e. present but not 
dominant, and may therefore have been added as a temper to the clay. This was probably also 
the function of less common inclusions such as grog, coral, and shell. The temper helps to create 
a more malleable clay, and may impact the use of the vessels; for example, shell and grog are 
good to use in cooking vessels, to limit expansion and breaking of the fabric when heated (Rice 
1987: 119, 237). As expected, this pattern was the same for both sites. A smaller number of 
vessels (n=174/16% of diagnostic sherds) had a finer fabric with smaller inclusions (Figure 4.1), 
and these were probably used for serving or storing food: 30.5% were open bowls, 12.6% jars, 
and 5.7% closed bowls. 48.8% of the fine fabric vessels were red-slipped. Although many of 
these were body sherds, we might assume that most of these red-slipped vessels were open bowls, 
which are the most common red-slipped vessels. The difference in fabric and inclusions may be 
the result of more careful preparation of the clays to remove larger impurities, and create finer 
vessels intended for display and food consumption, rather than cooking. However, as only four 
vessels from Tumbatu had this type of fabric, it may also indicate that a different clay source was 
used.  

 

Table 4.2 Non-plastic inclusions by sherd count and per cent for both sites 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Left: Coarse sandy fabric from an open bowl. Right: Fine fabric from the rim of a necked jar. 
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The fabrics vary in colours from black through brown and grey to orange, although the 
most common colours are orange and brown. The colours are usually a reflection of the firing 
process and not the colour of the original clay, as well as the iron content of the clays and its 
distribution within the matrix (Orton et al. 1993: 69). In some sherds, the colour is consistent 
throughout the fabric, while in others they vary — most often it is the core colour that varies from 
the outer surface colours. In instances where the core is black or dark grey, it is probably the 
result of incomplete burning of organic materials within this core. This can be a reflection of the 
open firing of the vessel during production. Such open firing led to a less controlled 
environment, producing more variable results (M’Mbogori 2013: 195). Fabric has generally not 
played a significant role in the classification and analysis of local pottery in coastal East Africa, 
and Fleisher and Wynne-Jones (2011: 267) argue that fabric does not provide a very meaningful 
variable owing to the limited range of inclusions and clays. However, comparisons between 
coastal assemblages is challenging, as fabric is often not well documented compared to other 
aspects such as form and decoration.  

Form 

The form of the vessels usually depends on their function during their lifetime, and the contents 
they would have held. Open bowls were for example more appropriate for eating and serving 
food than closed jars, while closed bowls could be used both for storage and serving food. One 
vessel could also serve several functions or be reused for other purposes (Rice 1987: 209; Orton 
et al. 1993: 76). The assemblage from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have a relatively limited range 
of forms, but with minor variations that may relate either to their function or aesthetics. The 
fragmentary nature of most of the assemblage makes it challenging to determine exact forms and 
sizes. Although there are some useful classification systems for identifying different forms such 
as jars, dishes, bowls, plates, and vases based on features such as orifice versus body ratios and 
rim shape (Rice 1987: 216; Orton et al. 1993: 79-80), this classification was not used as few 
sherds were complete enough. Instead, I devised a simpler system for separating between plates, 
open bowls, closed bowls, and necked jars based on the shape of the rim in relation to the vessel 
body (see Figure 4.2 for terminology).  

 

 

Figure 4.2 Terminology used in the text to describe parts of the pottery vessel  
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The categorisation of plates was simply based on their shallow depth, although the angle 
of the rim was difficult to determine and therefore these ‘plates’ may have been shallow open 
bowls (Figure 4.3). The shape of their rims differs from other open bowls, however, indicating 
a different type of bowl nonetheless, with a wide and flattened lip. Bowls were divided between 
open and closed bowls (Figure 4.3 and Figure 4.4); the former categorisation was applied to any 
widely open vessel where the orifice was greater than the total diameter of the body, while the 
latter was applied to vessels with a restricted orifice smaller than the diameter of the body but 
no neck (although some had a collar). Jars were identified by the presence of a neck, either 
everted/curved or straight, with an orifice smaller than the diameter of the body (Figure 4.5). In 
some cases, it was difficult to distinguish clearly between closed bowls with a collar and squat jars 
with a short neck, and these two forms may be closely related. Minor variations within these 
forms included alterations to the lip and the addition of handles or carinations. Such variations 
will be discussed further under the section Typology. The term collar has been adopted here to 
refer to a raised rim that is not significant enough to form a neck, as opposed to the definition 
used by Rice (1987: 212): “A collar [...] usually begins at the point of maximum diameter [...] 
and does not significantly reduce the orifice opening relative to the diameter of the body”. Very 
few bases were recovered, indicating that most vessels had rounded bases that were not clearly 
distinguishable from the rest of the vessel body. Such vessels would have needed to rest against 
something or on top of some kind of support made of cloth, grasses, or similar. Only two vessels 
had handles in the form of moulded clay attached just below the rim. Both came from the 
Mkokotoni excavations.   

 Vessel functions can be divided into three categories: storage, cooking and food 
preparation, and serving and eating. These definitions of function are largely related to the vessel 
form, although one vessel could serve several functions. This was probably the case with the 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni vessels, which have a limited range of forms. The most common are 
open bowls, followed by closed bowls (Table 4.3). This pattern is also seen on Pemba, Shanga, 
Manda, and Kilwa, where bowls became more common than necked jars over time and became 
dominant in the second millennium (Chittick 1974b, 1984; Horton 1996; Fleisher 2003). This 
may reflect changes in food consumption practices, such as the increased importance of 
communal meals and feasting, as well as the inclusions of new food types such as rice, which 
became more common in some settlements from the early second millennium (Fleisher 2010a). 
The move away from jars, which presumably were meant to hold liquids, may also indicate 
changes in drinking habits. It is possible that the brewing of local alcoholic drinks, which would 
have required jars for both storage and serving, declined over time, perhaps related to the 
increasing influence of Islam on the coast.  

 

Table 4.3 Overview of vessel forms from both sites 
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Figure 4.3 Varieties of plates and open bowl forms from both sites 
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Figure 4.4 Varieties of closed bowl forms from both sites (double carination only found in Mkokotoni) 
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Figure 4.5 Varieties of necked jar forms from both sites 
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Decoration and surface treatment   

Only 6.7% (n=627) of the total local ceramic assemblage contained one or more decorative 
element (57.8% of the total analysed diagnostic material), including slip, paint, burnish, and 
plastic modification (Figure 4.6 and Figure 4.7). Slip and burnish are also a utilitarian elements, 
as they make porous fabrics impermeable, allowing them to hold liquids better (Rice 1987: 232; 
Roux 2019: 100). The most common form of decoration from both sites is slip, which is made 
by adding water to a clay paste, and applying the mixture to the surface of the pot (usually before 
firing). At Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, most slips were red or brownish-red in colour, indicating 
that a red pigment was added to the slip mix. This may have been powdered hematite, which 
has been recovered in small lumps from various coastal sites including Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni. Some pots were slipped with a graphite slip, giving them a shiny and slightly 
sparkling look. Between half and one-third of all slipped vessels were also burnished, which had 
the effect of adding a sheen to the slipped surface. This is a method of smoothing the surface 
when the vessel is leather hard, using a hard tool such as a smooth pebble. Several vessels also 
show signs of being smoothed before hardening, a process done by hand or possibly with a hard 
tool such as a piece of wood or shell (M’Mbogori 2013: 190), either for aesthetic reasons or to 
decrease permeability. Almost all slipped vessels that had an identifiable form were open bowls 
or plates (see Typology), and the slip was applied to the interior body and interior rim, and 
sometimes also to the lip and exterior rim and body. Only eight sherds in total had both slip and 
paint decoration, in the form of a red slip underneath graphite paint.  

 

 
Figure 4.6 Frequency of decoration types of total assemblage from both sites  
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Each type of decorative motif has been numbered, illustrated (Figure 4.8 to Figure 4.10), 
and quantified (Figure 4.11). Only a small number of sherds had raised or impressed decoration, 
the latter probably made with the use of textured fabric material. The majority of plastic 
decorations were incised or punctates, probably made using a variety of hard, sharp tools on wet 
to leather-hard clay before firing. Tools may have included bones, wooden sticks, and metal 
implements. Two examples of combed decoration were also recovered. Some may also have 
been made using fingernails. The decoration motifs do not vary greatly, and suggest that the 
potters kept to certain decorative traditions. The most common types of decoration, including 
rows of punctates and lattice incisions, are generally found at other coastal sites of the same 
period and reflect a widely shared ceramic tradition as well as frequent movement between sites. 
Barring two examples, incised motifs are only found on jars and are located on the neck and/or 
shoulder. Punctates are also located on the neck or shoulder on jars, and just below the lip on 
closed bowls.  

Figure 4.7 Examples of decoration types: 
a. Graphite slip and burnish, b. red slip 
and graphite paint, c. red slip, d. incised 
and punctate plastic decoration 
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Figure 4.8 Plastic motif types 1-6 
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Figure 4.9 Plastic motif types 7-12 
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Figure 4.10 Plastic motif types 13-19 
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Figure 4.11 Frequency of plastic motifs in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

Local typology 

Local typologies have been created for a number of coastal ceramic assemblages, and some of 
the most complete include those from Pemba (Fleisher 2003), Shanga (Horton 1996), and Kilwa 
(Chittick 1974b). These works have been referenced in the typology below. In order to provide 
a comparative framework, I have created a local typology for the Tumbatu and Mkokotoni sites 
(Figure 4.12 to Figure 4.15; Table 4.4), to highlight how these assemblages differ from other 
coastal pottery types and where they do not. The typology was created using a combination of 
attributes such as form, surface treatment, and decoration, and those attributes that commonly 
occur together have been associated with a type. Few sherds were complete enough to assess the 
full vessel form of the different types. Within each type, minor variations can be found, such as 
lip shape and the presence of carination. I did not deem it necessary to create individual 
typologies for the two sites, due to their proximity and their similar ceramic assemblages. Below 
I will describe the main types in detail and with some comparison to other sites. 
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Group 1: Shallow open bowls/plates 

This type consists of shallow open bowls or plates, with and without decoration in the form of 
red slip. Vessel mouth between 18 and 35 cm in diameter. Some red-slipped vessels are also 
burnished. Other variations within the type include uniform and thickened lip, either flattened 
or rounded. The type is not well understood, as it relies on the precise angle of the vessel to be 
identified. Fabrics vary. They are similar to type 2 open bowls, and probably served a similar 
function for serving and eating food. This vessel type is similar to type 7 described by Chittick 
at Kilwa, dated to 1050 to late 1200 CE.  

Group 2: Open bowls 

Open bowls are the most common vessels at both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and fabrics vary in 
this category.  

Type 2a consists of undecorated open bowls of varying sizes and shapes. Variations within this 
type include uniform and thickened (most common) lips, and mouth openings between 17 and 
35 cm in diameter. Two examples had a diameter of 14 cm. Some vessels have been burnished 
or smoothed on the inside, while others are left untreated. These bowls were probably used in 
serving and eating food. Some of the thicker and deeper vessels may also have been used in 
cooking. This vessel type can be compared to type 5 recognized in Pemba by Fleisher, which he 
argues are present from 950 CE onwards. However, bowls are common all over the coast in 
different shapes and sizes. 

Type 2b are open bowls with red (sometimes brownish) slip on the interior and sometimes 
exterior rim and body. Surface treatment includes smoothing or burnishing. The lip is usually 
thickened, although sometimes uniform. Mouth openings range between 12 and 30 cm in 
diameter, although most are above 20 cm. Type 2b is comparable to type 5b in Pemba where 
they become very common after 1050 CE, representing more than half the rim assemblage 
(Fleisher 2003: 246). The Pemba types have a formal, applied base, although this could not be 
confirmed for the Tumbatu/Mkokotoni assemblage, as no associated bases were recovered. 
These bowls were probably used for serving and eating food, and may have played a role in 
display, as opposed to the undecorated type, which may have been more utilitarian.  

Group 3: Closed bowls with rolled or uniform lip 

Group 3 vessels are common at both sites. Type 3a and 3b are very similar, and only 
distinguished by the punctate decoration present on type 3b (motif 1, 2 or 3), just below the 
exterior lip. Type 3a has no decoration, although one sherd from trench 7 in Mkokotoni has a 
handle in the shape of a small nub just under the lip. Group 3 vessels are globular bowls with 
closed or restricted mouths, sometimes referred to as hole mouth vessels in other archaeological 
publications. Some have a rolled lip, while others have a uniform lip. The rolled lip vessel type 
may be a forerunner to the collared vessels (group 4). Vessel mouths are between 21 and 35 cm 
in diameter. One vessel has a diameter of 14 cm. Fabrics vary. Group 3 vessels are related to 
Pemba types 10a (undecorated) and 10b (decorated), from levels dating to 1100 to 1400 CE. 
They are a very common vessel type there, and Fleisher describes the Pemba assemblage and 
occurrence of closed bowls as follows: “From 1100-1300, they comprise approximately 10% of 
the assemblage at Chwaka, Mduuni and Mkia wa Ngombe; after 1300 Type 10a represents 
approximately 15% of the assemblage at Chwaka and Kaliwa” (Fleisher 2003: 255). Similar 
closed bowls are also found at Shanga, type 21, and at Kilwa, type 5, although at the latter site 
they are described as being quite rare.  
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Group 4: Closed bowls with collar 

This type may have developed from type 3 with rolled lip, and is similar in shape, with a globular 
body and a closed or restricted mouth. Type 4 has a short collar raised from the shoulder, not 
long enough to constitute a neck as seen on jars. Lips are thinned, uniform, or thickened, and 
mouth openings range between 14 and 32 cm in diameter. Fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) 
and mica (occasional), and colours vary.  This type is not well understood in the assemblage, as 
it was initially grouped with type 3. These vessels may have been used for serving food, and the 
collared lip could have facilitated a cloth covering the mouth. 

Type 4a is undecorated, and the surface may be smoothed.  

Type 4b has incised or combed decoration on the exterior collar (motif 16). One vessel also has 
a handle.  

Type 4c is decorated with punctate decoration at the foot of the collar. Some vessels have a 
carination. This type is similar in shape to type 4 at Kilwa, dated to late 1100 to late 1200 (part 
of Chittick’s Early Kitchenware group), and type 21c at Shanga, dated to 1050-1300.  

Type 4d is represented by only one sherd, and is distinguished by the presence of a red slip on 
the exterior body of the vessel, below the collar. No other decoration is present. 

Group 5: Closed bowls with double carination 

This type is represented by only one body sherd, and no comparative vessel is known from other 
sites. It is a globular vessel with a closed or restricted mouth and two carinations. A line has been 
incised just above each carination. The fabric inclusions consist of fine and medium sand, and 
is brown throughout. The exterior surface looks burnished. The use of this vessel is unclear. It 
may be a local type produced only in Mkokotoni.    

Group 6: Jars with short curved neck 

This type is only known from the top rim of the vessel, and the full vessel form is therefore 
poorly understood. The type is characterised by a short curved neck, with punctate decoration 
at the beginning of the curve. It is similar to both type 4c and 8c, and may be an intermediate 
between the two. The type was not recognised as a separate type during initial analysis, and is 
therefore not well represented within the assemblage. One example has a carination on the neck. 
The lip is rounded and tapering. Fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) and mica (occasional), 
and vary in colour. These vessels may have been used for storing or serving food or liquids. The 
curved neck would allow for a cloth or similar to be tied around the opening during storage.  

Group 7: Short jars with curved neck, carination, and rolled lip 

These vessels have a characteristic squat shape, rolled lip, and a carination onto which the 
decoration is applied. Fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) and organics (occasional), and 
colours vary.  

Type 7a is represented by one sherd only, decorated on the carination with incised decoration 
motif 11. The lip is rounded, and the mouth opening is ca 20 cm in diameter. This type is similar 
to Kilwa type 28 and Shanga type 30a, where it has been dated to roughly late 1200-1400 CE. 

Type 7b is represented by several sherds from one context, probably belonging to the same 
vessel. The carination is decorated with incised motif 18. It has a flattened lip, and mouth 
opening ca 20 cm in diameter. This vessel also has a red slip on the interior rim. It seems to 
relate to Pemba type 12, dated to ca 1300 to 1500 CE, although no rim of this type was recovered 
on Pemba. It also resembles type 21d from Shanga.  
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Group 8: Jars with curved necks 

This type is moderately common at both sites. It is characterised by a curved neck, usually with 
a tapering rounded lip, or sometimes uniform. Mouth openings are between 18 and 25 cm in 
diameter, and fabrics vary. These vessels were probably used for holding liquids, for both storage 
and serving. 

Type 8a is undecorated, and as no other defining characteristic could be observed, a variety of 
rim shapes and angles exist within this type. 

Type 8b is characterised by incised lattice decoration on the rim/neck, motif 10a or 10c. Some 
also have a red slip in the interior rim. It is comparable to Pemba type 11 and Kilwa type 3, 
where they have been dated to ca 1000-1200 CE. Type 8b can also be recognised as Shanga type 
8. It is worth noting that the lattice decorative motif is more common at both sites than what is 
reflected in the typology, as several sherds with this motif were not complete enough to 
determine the vessel shape; based on this and other coastal assemblages, however, there is a 
strong correlation between lattice decoration and jar forms.  

Type 8c is characterised by a row of punctate decoration, motif 1, 2, or 3, at the curve of the 
neck, below the rim. Some also have carination. It is comparable to Shanga type 21c, dated to 
ca 1050 to 1300.  

Type 8d is characterised by the presence of both lattice and punctate decoration, motif 10b. It 
is comparable to Pemba type 11, dated to ca 1000 to 1200.  

Group 9: Jars with short straight necks, slight carination 

This type is only represented by 2 sherds, possibly from the same vessel. It is characterised by a 
straight but slightly angled neck, and a slight carination. It may be related to some of the closed 
bowl types, as the neck is not well defined, or potentially type 7. The lip is rolled and flattened. 
Fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) and shell (occasional), and colours vary. The rarity of this 
vessel suggests it may have been imported from elsewhere. It may have been used in cooking or 
food preparation.  

Group 10: Jars with straight necks  

This is a broad group that includes vessels with different rim shapes and angles. Their common 
characteristic is a straight neck. Fabrics vary. Few vessels of this group were recovered from the 
two sites. Their function was probably to hold liquids, and the vessels may have been used for a 
number of different tasks including storage, food preparation, and serving.  

Type 10a consists of undecorated straight necked vessels. They seem to have a long narrow neck 
with a larger body, although rim sherds were incomplete. The lip is rounded and tapering, or 
sometimes uniform.  

Type 10b is characterised by incised decoration, motif 12, on the exterior lip and neck and is 
only represented by one sherd.  It has a rounded tapering lip. No clear comparative examples 
exist on the coast, although I noted some superficial similarities with Dembeni jars (Wright 
1984).  

Type 10c is characterised by punctate decoration along the bottom of the exterior neck/curve of 
the shoulder. Only one example of this type was found. It has a rounded uniform lip, and the 
vessel mouth is ca 20 cm in diameter.  

Type 10d is characterised by incised and impressed decoration, motif 13, on the exterior neck. 
The type is only represented by one sherd. It has a very slight carination, and a tapering lip. The 
vessel mouth is ca 33 cm in diameter.  
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Group 11: Carinated vessels 

This group consists of incomplete rim sherds, and are characterised by the presence of a 
decorated carination only. The fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) and mica or organics 
(occasional), and colours vary.  

Type 11a has a simple incised line on the carination, motif 6a and 6b.  

Type 11b has punctate decoration on the carination.  

Group 12: Thin incised lines, unclear form 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 5. The form is unclear. The fabric consists of sand inclusions, and is brown or dark 
brown throughout.  

Group 13: Thin incised lines, unclear form 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 9. It is known only from two sherds, probably from the same vessel. The form is 
unclear. The fabric inclusions consist of coral and sand, and is brown throughout.  

Group 14: Unclear form, incised decoration (motif 8) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 8. It is represented by only two sherds, and both were recovered from the STP 
survey in Mkokotoni. Their date is therefore uncertain, and could be later or earlier than other 
types from the two sites. The fabric inclusions are sand (dominant) and mica or organics 
(occasional), and range between orange and brown.  

Group 15: Unclear form, incised decoration (motif 7a) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 7a. It is represented by one sherd only. The fabric consists of sand inclusions, and 
is dark brown throughout, with a lighter brown on the exterior fabric surface.  

Group 16: Unclear form, incised decoration (motif 7b) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 7b. It is represented by only two sherds, which are very different in thickness and 
surface treatment, and may therefore belong to different groups. One sherd seems to have been 
burnished or smoothed on the exterior surface. The fabric inclusions are sand (dominant), and 
mica or organics (occasional), and colours vary. 

Group 17: Unclear form, incised decoration (motif 15) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 15. It is represented by only one sherd. The fabric inclusions consist of fine sand. 
The outer fabric is brown while the core is grey.  

Group 18: Unclear form, incised decoration (motif 14) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of incised lines on the 
body, motif 14. It is represented by only one sherd. The fabric inclusions consist of coarse sand, 
and is brown throughout.  
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Group 19: Unclear form, punctate decoration (motif 4) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of punctates on the body, 
motif 4. It is represented by only one sherd. The fabric inclusions consist of specks of 
mica/quartz and grog, and the fabric has a brown exterior and dark brown core and interior. A 
similar sherd was found on the Pemba site Bandarikuu, and was described as an uncommon 
local pottery type.  

Group 20: Unclear form, raised decoration (motif 17) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of raised decoration on 
the body, motif 17. It is represented by only one sherd. The fabric inclusions consist of sand, 
and has a dark brown interior, black core, and orange exterior. It has some superficial similarities 
to Mpata pottery, as illustrated in Pawlowicz (2011: 246), although Mpata pottery was developed 
after 1500 CE. This type of raised decoration is not common at Swahili sites.   

Group 21: Unclear form, raised and punctate decoration (motif 19) 

This group is poorly defined, and characterised only by the presence of raised and punctate 
decoration on the body, motif 19. It is represented by only two sherds. The fabric inclusions are 
shell or sand (dominant) and organics (occasional), and varies in colour from dark brown to 
orange. It may be similar to Shambaa pottery recorded by Walz (2010: 193) from the interior 
Tanzanian site Mombo, which has similar applied ridges. However, Shambaa pottery are of a 
much later date, dated to the early modern period (post-1750) 

Group 22: Unclear form, graphite paint on red slip 

This group is represented by a small number of sherds, although none had discernible rims and 
could therefore not be classed according to vessel form. It is characterised by a red slip covering 
the surface of the sherd and one or more lines of graphite decoration on top of the slip. Fabric 
inclusions are sand (dominant) and mica or organics (occasional), while colours vary. Vessels 
with graphite paint on red slip have been identified at several Swahili sites, including sites on 
Pemba, at Unguja Ukuu, at Kilwa, and in the Comoros, and seem to be more common during 
the first century CE (Chittick 1974b; Wright 1984; Fleisher 2003; Juma 2004). It is comparable 
to type 6b on Pemba, which is dated to 950-1050. Fleisher (2003: 250) proposed that these 
vessels come from a single production location, and that they were more arduous to produce 
than others. Their recovery from both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni may be linked to the earliest 
period of occupation there, perhaps in the eleventh century. However, red burnish and graphite 
decorated vessels have also been associated with fifteenth and sixteenth century levels at Pate, 
Kenya (Wilson and Omar 1997). In any case, the use of graphite seems to vary at all sites, and 
has been applied with various design motifs and on different parts of the vessel.  

Group 23: Unclear form, graphite slip 

This vessel group is characterised by the application of graphite on the full surface of the sherd, 
perhaps as a slip. This probably had a decorative purpose, but may have been functional as well. 
Fabrics vary. Fleisher (2003: 234) reports that graphite decoration is found in Period 1 contexts 
on Pemba only, dated to roughly 750-1000 CE. On Tumbatu and Mkokotoni they probably 
related to the earliest occupation of the site. Juma (2004: 91) describes several types of graphite 
slipped ware in the early occupation at Unguja Ukuu, one of which is reported as common.  
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Figure 4.12 Illustration of all pottery types from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (types 1-3) 
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Figure 4.13 Illustration of all pottery types from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (types 4-7) 
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Figure 4.14 Illustration of all pottery types from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (types 8-10) 
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Figure 4.15 Illustration of all pottery types from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (types 11-23) 
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Summary 

Understanding the function and use of vessels based on fragmented pieces of pottery is a 
challenging task, and any interpretations are likely to only reflect some of the many varied 
functions of the vessels. The limited number of forms suggests that many of the vessel types were 
used for a variety of functions, including the storage of foods and drinks, food preparation and 
cooking, as well as serving and eating. The function may also have changed over the course of 
the vessel’s lifetime. The large number of bowls at both sites does suggest that serving and eating 
(perhaps communally) was an important aspect of everyday life. The red-slipped bowls would 
not have been used in cooking and instead reserved for eating and feasting. Greater care went 
into the production of many of these bowls, as evidenced by the finer fabric and burnished 
treatment applied to many of them. They may therefore have been part of a culture of eating 
that revolved around certain types of food, specific rituals, or public display. A relatively small 
number of vessels were related to cooking, which suggests a poorer understanding of such vessels 
by archaeologists, rather than a lack of use: cooking is such an integral part of everyday life that 
we would expect to see the debris of this activity everywhere. I have here made the distinction 
between utilitarian vessels and those used in consumption based largely on form, but also on the 
presence of decoration. However, decoration is also one of the criteria used during the initial 
sorting of pottery, and undecorated body sherds were discarded. If we look at the overall pottery 
assemblage, we might expect utilitarian vessels for cooking and storing food to be found within 
that large mass of discarded pottery sherds. This is probably also why few of the analysed sherds 
showed evidence of soot or fire-clouding, which is a result of direct contact with fire (Rice 1987). 

 Even though the earthenware discussed here are referred to as local pottery types, they 
may have come from various regions on the coast, and local in this case can be a broad term. It 
is assumed that the majority of the vessels were made by local craftspeople using nearby clay 
sources, and that the similarities in certain types of decoration and form were due to the transfer 
of skills and knowledge between coastal settlements. Many of the more common types of pottery 
identified at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni can be directly compared by form and decoration to 
other coastal sites of the same period, such as Chwaka, Mduuni, and Mkia wa Ngombe on 
Pemba, Shanga in Kenya, and Kilwa in southern Tanzania. This similarity attests to close and 
continuous links with other coastal settlements, in which technology was transferred between 
sites, either by migration of crafts people or through the exchange of pottery vessels and other 
goods. The change in pottery forms towards much wider use of open bowls in the second 
millennium also reflects changes in dietary customs and eating habits, which seem to occur 
around the same time along the whole coast. A fuller discussion of these patterns can be found 
in Chapters 7-9. 

 The ceramic assemblages from both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are very similar, with only 
minor variations. Open bowls are more common in Mkokotoni, while closed bowls are more 
common in Tumbatu. This may relate to the contexts in which they were found, and the fact 
that the Tumbatu assemblage represents the whole site, while the Mkokotoni assemblage mainly 
comes from the excavated areas. Only 27 diagnostic sherds were recovered during the STP 
survey in Mkokotoni, and the chronology from the survey data is uncertain. Both surveys did 
confirm the widespread use of locally-made pottery, however, and on Tumbatu these were the 
main type of find beyond the town limit (Figure 4.16 and Figure 4.17). This is indicative of some 
activity in the immediate hinterland of Tumbatu, probably related to farming.  
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Figure 4.16 Distribution of local pottery across Tumbatu archaeological site (STP data) 

 

 
Figure 4.17 Distribution of local pottery across Mkokotoni archaeological site (STP data) 
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Imported pottery 

Imported pottery refers to sherds and vessels originating from outside East Africa, and most are 
easily distinguishable from local pottery due to their fabric, decoration, and/or the presence of 
glaze, the latter of which is never found on East African pottery. Provenancing these imports is 
an important tool for understanding trade relationships between East Africa and the wider 
Indian Ocean world, and attest to the fluctuating trends and trade links observed over time 
(discussed in Chapter 8). These fluctuations also aid in the relative dating of sites, as certain types 
of pottery were in circulation only within certain time periods. In East Africa, as in other places 
in the Indian Ocean world, imported or exotic pottery has often been associated with higher 
status, especially those types that are glazed and generally of a higher value. This association is 
also reflected in their use, as most imports are used as fine tableware and/or in display within 
wall niches or incorporated into walls and ceilings, mosque architecture, and tombs. Only a small 
number are documented as having been used to transport other goods, i.e. as storage vessels, 
although some may also have been part of the possessions of ships crews or merchants 
(Priestman 2013: 412). It is important to note that vessels may have had a longer life span than 
that which is indicated below, as they may have been reused and curated. In some cases, this 
reuse is indicated by the presence of small holes in the sherds, often associated with the practice 
of mending vessels with wire (see for example Juma 2004: 112). Only one such sherd was 
recovered among the imported assemblage from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, however. The value 
of imported pottery is also inferred from their frequency relative to the local pottery, as imports 
are comparably rare. At Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, they make up only 3.6% and 2.9% of the 
pottery assemblage respectively (Table 4.5 and Table 4.6). These figures correspond to other 
Swahili sites of the same period, where import ratios usually range between 2-6%.  

Table 4.5 Sherd count data and ratios for imported and local pottery from Tumbatu 

Table 4.6 Sherd count data and ratios for imported and local pottery from Mkokotoni  
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Catalogue of imported pottery 

Although there is extensive literature and descriptions of the imported pottery recovered from 
various Swahili sites (Chittick 1974b, 1984; Horton 1996; Fleisher 2003), there is no 
comprehensive catalogue for the types of imported pottery encountered at Swahili 
archaeological sites to facilitate easy comparison. Although various publications have included 
more or less detailed descriptions of these finds at individual sites, they usually lack photographs 
and a common accepted terminology for different classes of sherds. This lack of reference 
materials has led to two particular challenges when analysing the pottery assemblages from 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni: identifying specific sherds without prior knowledge of import types 
is impossible; descriptions and naming of sherd classes do not conform to any predetermined 
system. For these reasons, I have chosen to utilise the Integrated Indian Ocean Ceramic 
Classification (IIOCC) developed by Priestman (2013). The IIOCC includes detailed 
descriptions and photographs of a large number of ceramics from the Indian Ocean world, 
although with a significant focus on the Persian Gulf, as well as classification names and codes 
for each class. By using this comprehensive classification system, I hope that the assemblages 
from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni may be easily accessible and comparable to other sites, even 
outside East Africa. Below follows a short description of each type of imported pottery recovered 
from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (also see Table 4.7), which will be discussed at the end of the 
chapter.  

POTTERY FROM THE PERSIAN GULF 

The Persian Gulf was an important supplier of pottery vessels to the East African coast during 
both the first and second millennium, although the types of pottery traded changed over time. 
From the eleventh century, imports from southern Iraq fell out of use and were largely replaced 
by Iranian imports, such as various types of Sgraffiato and Monochrome vessels, probably 
reflecting the dominance of new production centres located in Iran. Production took place at 
both mass production sites as well as smaller kilns (Priestman 2013: 103). A small number of 
sherds of Iraqi origin were recovered from Tumbatu, although most of these were of an earlier 
date than the main occupation period of the site and seem to be residual sherds or vessels.  

Late Sgraffiato (GRAF) 

Sgraffiato is one of the most common types of imported pottery traded in the Indian Ocean and 
to the East African coast between the eleventh and thirteenth/early fourteenth centuries. They 
are known from most excavated Swahili coastal sites of this period and are often used to establish 
general dates for archaeological sites and contexts. Fleisher (2003: 270) and Horton 
(forthcoming) report that these are common in Unguja and Pemba sites of the early second 
millennium. Sgraffiato are wheel-made earthenwares from southern Iran, and are decorated by 
applying a white slip which is then incised or cut away, then covered in a lead glaze (Horton 
1996: 281). This type of decoration is known as sgraffiato. Priestman (2013) has defined 18 
different types of Sgraffiato from southern Iran, 13 of which are defined as Late Sgraffiato (these 
also include two types of Monochrome). Vessel forms are bowls, and associated with tableware 
and display. 

Most Sgraffiato sherds from the Tumbatu and Mkokotoni assemblages were not subdivided 
according to Priestman’s classification, as distinctions based on superficial comparison alone was 
challenging. The only exceptions are the four sherds of Champlevé Sgraffiato and the Green 
Monochrome, described below. Most of the Sgraffiato sherds from this assemblage have a green 
glaze, and belong to the classes GRAF.H, GRAF.LP, GRAF.GW, GRAF.LG (Figure 4.18a). 
The fabrics range between light orange and pinkish-beige colour, with no visible inclusions and 
a fine texture.  
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Champlevé Sgraffiato (CHAMP) 

The Champlevé Sgraffiato sherds were the only type of imports with sgraffiato decoration that 
could be subdivided, based on the distinctive colour and decoration of these sherds. They were 
produced in southern Iran, possibly at Tiz. These were only found at Mkokotoni, and only four 
sherds of this type were identified, although according to Priestman (2013: 586) this type was 
common in the eleventh to thirteenth century levels at Kilwa, Manda, and Shanga. The 
production method of these types is the same as those described above for Late Sgraffiato. 
Vessel forms are bowls, and associated with tableware and display. 

The Mkokotoni sherds have an orange-brown fabric with no visible inclusions and a fine texture 
(Figure 4.18c). The glaze seems heavily degraded, leaving a white colour. Yellow colour can be 
observed within the incised decoration, and two horizontal parallel lines were visible on the 
exterior rim surface of two sherds. 

Green Monochrome (MONO.G) 

Monochrome pottery is similar to the above Sgraffiato types in glaze and fabric, but lack the 
incised decoration seen on the latter, and was produced in southern Iran. The production and 
distribution period falls within the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. They are wheel-made 
earthenwares decorated with a green glaze. This type should not be confused with those types 
reported as Islamic Monochrome or simply Monochrome from other Swahili sites including 
Kilwa, Manda, Chwaka, Mahilaka, and Shanga which are classified as Speckled Glaze Ware 
(SPECLE.1 and 2) by Priestman, and are dated to the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries. This 
SPECLE ware was not recorded at Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, although Horton (forthcoming) 
recorded 6 sherds of this type from Tumbatu. MONO.G vessel forms are bowls, and associated 
with tableware and display. 

The sherds from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are decorated with a light to dark green glaze (Figure 
4.18b). During the analysis of these sherds, Green Monochrome was distinguished from other 
Sgraffiato sherds based on the absence of incised decoration. The fabric ranges from light beige 
to pinkish-orange with no visible inclusions and a fine texture.  

Moulded White Ware (WHITE.M)  

These vessels are moulded earthenwares, possibly produced in southern Iraq, between the 
eighth and twelfth centuries. This class is also known as Gudulia when discussed in Swahili 
archaeological contexts. Vessel forms are jars, and are used for holding liquids (Priestman 2013: 
507). 

The sherds from Tumbatu have a creamy white to light grey fabric with no visible inclusions and 
a fine texture (Figure 4.18d). They are unglazed, and decorated with incised lines.  

Fritware (FRIT) – Identification uncertain 

The identification of some sherds as Fritware is uncertain and based only on superficial 
comparison with photographs and descriptions from Priestman (2013), and may belong to either 
FRIT.EM or FRIT.M. These are produced in southern Iran between the twelfth to sixteenth 
centuries, and are described as wheel-made fritwares with a fine white fabric and a thick 
monochrome glaze.  

Only two small fragments of this type were recovered from Tumbatu (Figure 4.18g), making 
identification challenging. These have a creamy white fabric with no inclusions and a moderately 
fine texture. They are decorated with a turquoise glaze, and were probably used for tableware 
and display. 
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Turquoise Alkaline‐Glazed Ware (TURQ.T) – Identification uncertain 

The identification of this sherd is uncertain and based only on superficial comparison with 
photographs and description from Priestman (2013). This class is better known as Sassanian 
Islamic in Swahili archaeological contexts, and are frequently associated with late first 
millennium Swahili sites. Priestman offers a date range between the eighth and tenth centuries. 
These vessels were produced in southern Iraq. They are wheel-made earthenwares with a 
creamy or yellow-white fabric and turquoise or blue-green glaze. These types are found as both 
jars and bowls (Horton 1996: 274).  

The sherd from Tumbatu has a yellow-white fabric with no visible inclusions and fine texture, 
and was probably used for tableware and display. The early date of this type probably means 
that this is a residual sherd. No photo was taken of this sherd. 

Plain or Incised White Ware (WHITE.PI) – Identification uncertain 

The identification of this sherd is uncertain and based only on superficial comparison with 
photographs and descriptions from Priestman (2013). This type is a wheel-made earthenware 
produced in southern Iraq between the eighth and twelfth centuries. This type of vessel was 
probably used for tableware and display, and perhaps storage. 

The sherd from Tumbatu is unglazed (Figure 4.18f), decorated with thick incised lines and 
punctates. The form is unclear, although the WHITE.PI vessels described by Priestman (2013: 
478) consist of medium-sized jars.  

Soft Porous Cream Coloured Ware (SPORC) – Identification uncertain  

The identification of this sherd is uncertain and based only on superficial comparison with 
photographs and descriptions from Priestman (2013). SPORC vessels are wheel-made 
earthenwares produced in central/southern Iraq between the eighth and tenth centuries. These 
vessels were used as containers and storage vessels, probably used for liquid transportation.  

Only one sherd of this type was recovered from Tumbatu, and was initially classed as locally-
made (i.e. produced in coastal East Africa). The sherd from Tumbatu has a red-orange fabric 
with sand inclusions and a moderately fine texture (Figure 4.18e). It is unglazed and decorated 
with a raised ridge with finger impressions.  
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Figure 4.18 Persian Gulf imports from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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POTTERY FROM SOUTHERN ARABIA 

A large proportion of the imported pottery came from southern Arabia, although there is less 
variety of types than for the Persian Gulf sherds. Horton (1996: 291) has argued that there was 
a shift in major trade centres from Iran and the Persian Gulf to southern Arabia in the 
thirteenth/fourteenth centuries, reflected in the increase in imported vessels from this area 
during this time and the decline in the trade in southern Iranian vessels such as Sgraffiato. 
However, it may also reflect an opening up of more varied long-distance trade networks.  

Yemeni Yellow (YEMEN) 

Yemeni Yellow is a type of imported pottery commonly associated with Swahili sites from the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, such as Gede, Kilwa, Manda, and Shanga, where it is 
referred to as Black-on-yellow. However, in the Zanzibar Archipelago, it is not as ubiquitous as 
the Sgraffiato types. Horton (forthcoming) reports that this type was only found in any significant 
quantity at Tumbatu during his surveys, and on Pemba it is very uncommon apart from the site 
of Mduuni, where it makes up 46% of the imports (Fleisher 2003: 270). This vessel is a wheel-
made earthenware produced in Yemen between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Vessel 
forms are bowls, and associated with tableware and display. 

The sherds from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have fabrics ranging from light pinkish brown to 
orange-brown in colour, with clearly noticeable flecks of mica, and a fine to moderate texture. 
The texture sometimes feels fragile. The decoration consists of a faded yellow glaze, sometimes 
almost white, with painted lines of dark brown or green. Bitumen was discovered on the inside 
of one vessel from trench 7 in Mkokotoni (Figure 4.19a). 

Pink Organic Tempered Ware (ORGPIN) – Identification uncertain 

The identification of these sherds is uncertain and based only on superficial comparison with 
photographs and descriptions from Priestman (2013). To my knowledge, no other sherd of this 
type has been identified in East Africa. These vessels are wheel-made earthenwares produced 
in Oman between the seventh and ninth centuries. Priestman (2013: 478) describes this class as 
including both bowls and jars, and refers to them as kitchenware. 

The sherds from Tumbatu have a pink fabric with frequent organic inclusions observed as voids, 
as well as some mineral inclusions. The texture is moderate to rough. These have no form of 
decoration (Figure 4.19b). The early date of circulation indicates that these are residual sherds. 
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Figure 4.19 Southern Arabian imports from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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POTTERY FROM CHINA AND SOUTHEAST ASIA 

The earliest Chinese pottery types to appear on the East African coast date to the ninth century 
CE, but become more common from the thirteenth century onwards (Zhao 2015). These are 
easily recognisable due to their hard fabric, of either stoneware or porcelain, and are often highly 
durable. The quantities of Chinese ceramics at Swahili sites tend to be lower than that of other 
imported pottery, and their high quality and long trade route may have made them particularly 
valuable. The nature of the trade routes from east and Southeast Asia are still not very well 
understood, especially those that brought goods from China: these routes may have been direct 
to the East African coast (Zhao 2015), or goods may have travelled via other ports in the western 
Indian Ocean (Horton 1996: 307) 

Longquan Celadon (LQC) 

The Longquan Celadon is one of the most common imported vessels from China to East Africa 
in the early second millennium, often referred to as just celadon. They are wheel-made or 
moulded porcelaineous stonewares, produced between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries in 
Longquan, southern China (Priestman 2013: 664-665). They are easily recognisable from their 
hard white/grey body and relatively thick green glaze. The popularity of this type of pottery led 
to the production of imitation vessels of varying quality, from within China and elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia (Zhao 2015). Vessel forms are bowls, and associated with tableware and display. 

The sherds from Mkokotoni and Tumbatu have a light grey fabric with no visible inclusions, 
and a hard fine texture that is difficult to break (Figure 4.20a). The glazes are light green or light 
grey-green, and some have been decorated with shallow depressions, ridges, or incisions. The 
glaze covers both the exterior and interior.  

Yue Ware (YUE) 

Yue Ware is very similar to the Longquan Celadon, but was made earlier, dating to around the 
ninth to tenth centuries. These are wheel-made stonewares from southern China. Vessel forms 
are bowls, and associated with tableware and display. 

The sherds from Tumbatu have a light grey fabric, slightly rougher in texture than the Longquan 
Celadons, and a grey-green thin glaze covering the exterior and interior (Figure 4.20b). The 
fabric has no visible inclusions, although Priestman (2013: 662) comments that the fabric 
sometimes has very fine black flecks.  

Guangdong Celadon (GDC.2) – Identification uncertain 

The identification of these sherds is uncertain and based only on superficial comparison with 
photographs and descriptions from Priestman (2013: 666-667). Guangdong Celadon is a wheel-
made porcelain produced in southern China between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
Vessel forms are bowls, and associated with tableware and display. 

Only three small sherds of this type were recovered from Tumbatu. Two of these have a grey 
fabric with no visible inclusions and a fine, hard texture. The other has a grey, moderately fine 
texture with some sand inclusions. All three sherds have a green glaze with shallow incised petal-
like designs (Figure 4.20c).  
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Chinese Blue and White (CBW) 

Chinese Blue and White pottery appear at Swahili sites from the fifteenth century, after a decline 
in Longquan Celadons (Zhao 2015), although at Kilwa they appear from the fourteenth century 
in small numbers (Chittick 1974b: 311). These are wheel-made porcelain wares with a distinct 
blue decoration on top of white glaze, produced in southern China. Vessel forms are bowls, and 
associated with tableware and display. 

Only two sherds of this type were recovered from Mkokotoni, one of which was a minute 
fragment. The rarity of this type of pottery in Mkokotoni (and its complete absence in Tumbatu), 
which is relatively common at later Swahili sites, helps to limit the main occupation date of both 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni to before the fifteenth century. The Mkokotoni sherds have a white 
fabric with no visible inclusions and a fine, hard texture. White glaze with blue decoration covers 
the interior and exterior surfaces (Figure 4.20d). 

Martaban (MTB) 

Martaban vessels are large wheel-made stonewares produced in Southeast Asia between the 
fourteenth and seventeenth centuries (Priestman 2013: 649), although Horton (1996: 305) 
claims that they appear from the thirteenth century onwards at Shanga. They are large thick jars 
used for storage and transport. According to Priestman (2013:649) the “interior and exterior 
surfaces are covered with a thin iron-wash which leaves a streaky or blotchy effect on exposed 
surfaces”. 

This type was only recovered from Tumbatu where it constituted 6.6% of all imports. These 
sherds have a light grey to light beige fabric with no visible inclusions, and a moderate to rough, 
hard texture that makes the sherds difficult to break. The decoration is an olive green or green-
brown glaze covering the exterior only (Figure 4.20e). Some sherds have incised decoration 
(Figure 4.20f), and may belong to a different class of stonewares.  

Dusun Green Glazed Stoneware Storage Vessels (DUSUN) 

Dusun vessels are wheel-made stonewares produced in southern China between the eighth to 
eleventh centuries. Similarly to the Martaban jars, these are large, thick-walled jars used for 
storage and transport.  

Only one sherd of this type was recovered from Tumbatu. This has a grey fabric with no visible 
inclusions, and a moderately fine and hard texture. A faded grey-green glaze covers the interior 
and exterior surface (Figure 4.20g). 

Stonewares (STONE) 

A small number of sherds could only be identified as stonewares with no further identification. 
These would have originated in east or Southeast Asia, and probably used as storage vessels. 
They have a thick, hard fabric. Some are glazed while others are undecorated (Figure 4.21).  
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Figure 4.20 Chinese and Southeast Asian imports from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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MISCELLANEOUS  

Water/storage jars 

A small number of sherds could not be identified but are probably storage or water jars, with no 
decoration and fabrics ranging from pink to orange-brown and brown.  

Unidentified glazed and unglazed wares  

20% of the imported sherds from Tumbatu and 25% from Mkokotoni could not be identified 
as belonging to any class, although this is probably a reflection of my own limitations and lack of 
published and illustrated material, and may be more clearly identified in the future. These 
consist of both glazed and unglazed sherds (Figure 4.22). The presence of unglazed cooking 
pots from southern Asia in East Africa, which often are very similar and difficult to distinguish 
from local East African ceramic, may be associated with southern Asian diaspora communities 
in East Africa or with the spread of particular culinary traditions from Asia (Priestman 2013: 
358). 
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Figure 4.21 Unidentified stonewares from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni

 

 
Figure 4.22 Unidentified imports from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Indian Ocean trade networks 

The imported pottery from Mkokotoni and Tumbatu show that the two sites were connected to 
an expansive long-distance trade network that stretched into various Indian Ocean regions, 
particularly Arabia and the Persian Gulf, but also as far away as China (Figure 4.23). The two 
sites have a similar amount and range of imported pottery, although some differences can be 
observed (Figure 4.24). The most common types are Yemeni Yellow, Sgraffiato, and Green 
Monochrome, all originating from southern Arabia and the Persian Gulf. This pattern is 
reflected along the East African coast, and the common occurrence of these three types in the 
early second millennium has been reported from other large Swahili sites such as Kilwa, Manda, 
Shanga, and Chwaka (Chittick 1974b, 1984; Horton 1996; Fleisher 2003). Horton (1996: 416-
417) describes a large-scale shift in Indian Ocean trade systems during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, from the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea (including southern Arabia) ports; this shift is
generally marked by the increasing presence of Red Sea imports at East African coastal sites.
Nevertheless, at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni the distribution of pottery from these two regions is
relatively equal — in fact, Red Sea imports are slightly less common than Persian Gulf ones. This
could indicate that the two sites engaged in different trade patterns than those observed at
Shanga. However, the lack of temporal information from the excavated contexts at Tumbatu
and Mkokotoni might obscure similar changes occurring there over time.

A few imports from East Asia were also recovered from the two sites. Longquan Celadon 
was quite common at Mkokotoni, and was a popular import to the coast from southern China 
in the thirteenth/fourteenth century, at a time when trade with China was increasing (Zhao 2015). 
It seems to be a descendant of the earlier Yue Ware. Some celadons were also recovered from 
Tumbatu, although in smaller quantities, as well as Martaban jars, from Southeast Asia (Figure 
4.24). The larger quantities of Longquan Celadon at Mkokotoni compared to Tumbatu may 
indicate either specific preference at Mkokotoni, or that the latter site was occupied for longer. 
Different classes of imports were recovered from all contexts and no stratigraphic sequences 
could be observed within the trenches, indicating that the structures at both sites were occupied 
continuously over a long period of time, perhaps as long as 400 years. Martaban jars were only 
recovered from Tumbatu and from the very top layers of trenches 4 and 5, suggesting continued 
use of the site perhaps after abandonment. It is noteworthy that no pottery of Indian/south Asian 
origin was recorded for the two sites. According to Horton (forthcoming), 35% of the imports 
recovered during his excavations in the Zanzibar Archipelago in the 1980s and 90s were from 
India or south Asia. Apparently, 28% of the imported pottery from Tumbatu was of a type he 
calls Indian Red. It is therefore likely that Indian and south Asian pottery is present in the 
assemblages from my excavations and surveys as well, although they have not been identified as 
such. They may be found in the large group of unidentified wares and future studies may shed 
a light on this. Indian ceramics are unfortunately still poorly understood, and their similarity to 
local hand-made earthenwares makes their identification even more challenging (Priestman 
2013: 358; Zhao 2015).  



MATERIAL CULTURE, PART 1: LOCAL AND IMPORTED POTTERY 

144 

 

 
Figure 4.23 Frequency of imported pottery by region (% of total import assemblage from each site) 
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Figure 4.24 Frequency of imported pottery by type/class (% of total import assemblage from each site) 
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Vessel forms and their uses 

The quantity of imported pottery at the two sites is low compared to that of the local pottery5. 
Only 242 sherds of imported pottery were recovered from the entire site on Tumbatu, including 
the excavated areas. When we consider the 300-400 year life span of the site, this number seems 
even less significant. If we consider only the sherds from the excavated areas, there is little 
difference between Tumbatu and Mkokotoni: 92 sherds from Tumbatu’s trenches 1-6 and 68 
sherds from Mkokotoni’s trenches 7-9. The majority of the exotic pottery traded in the Indian 
Ocean during this time have been classified as tableware, i.e. cups, jars, bowls, and plates used 
in food consumption (Priestman 2013: 383). These imported vessels were also objects of display 
and may be directly related to certain culinary traditions, and in coastal East Africa, they were 
also used as decoration within niches in the walls and in the architecture. The majority of the 
imported pottery from Mkokotoni and Tumbatu have also been identified as tableware, with 
the exception of the small number of storage jars (including Dusun and Martaban) which may 
have been used for transporting liquids or foods, either for trade or for consumption by the 
ship’s crew.  

The majority of the sherds were too fragmented to assess the form of the vessels, although 
the majority of those that could be determined were bowls. The increased use of bowls of both 
local and foreign manufacture on the East African coast during the early second millennium was 
noted earlier in this chapter, and have been related to the introduction of rice (LaViolette 2008), 
as well as the increased importance of public display and feasting (Fleisher 2010a). Whether the 
imported vessels were used primarily in food consumption or for display is not possible to 
determine, as they were recovered from a variety of contexts, many of which may have been 
floor fills or post-abandonment middens. However, the eastern wall of trench 2 contained at 
least two niches, which may have been used for the purpose of displaying particularly valuable 
or beautiful ceramic and glass vessels. In addition, both sites contained a large number of sherds 
that remain unidentified and which may therefore have been used for storage, transport, or as 
cooking wares. Not all imports can or should be seen as proxies for material wealth. Some of 
the less refined, unglazed pottery may also be indicative of migration into East Africa from other 
areas of the Indian Ocean, as more utilitarian vessels probably had little trade worth and may 
have followed their original owners into the Swahili towns where they settled. Certain types of 
unglazed Indian pottery, for example, are known to look very similar to the locally-made East 
African pottery, and would probably not have been imported for their value (Priestman 2013: 
285).  

Date ranges 

Imported pottery is a useful way of estimating the occupation date range of coastal sites, by 
analysing the frequency of particular sherds that have a known period of distribution on the 
coast. The most common types of imported pottery at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have an 
estimated date range between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries CE. This does not 
necessarily give a perfect and total date of habitation, and is only an indicator of the main 
settlement period. Figure 4.25 below shows this more clearly. Here, I have divided the full range 
of pottery dates into individual centuries, and added the per cent value of each pottery class into 
all of its corresponding centuries. For example, the date range for Yemeni Yellow is estimated 
to be eleventh to thirteenth centuries, and 28.9% of imports from Tumbatu were of this class. 
The value 28.9% were then added to the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries, as this class 
may have been imported within all of these centuries. Most of the pottery dated from the tenth 
century, which is taken as a proxy for initial settlement occupation.  

5 However, during his work in the Zanzibar Archipelago, Horton (forthcoming) noted that the import ratio for 
Tumbatu was 7.6%, double that which was recorded during my fieldwork. The reason for this discrepancy is unclear. 
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Imports peak in the thirteenth century, after which they drop and continue to decline 
steadily until the fifteenth century. Nevertheless, it is important to note here that certain imports 
may have stayed in circulation longer locally than they did in their areas of origin: even if they 
were no longer being produced, pots may have been kept and mended to extend their lifespan. 
However, even if this were the case, we would not expect such classes to be very common beyond 
their main production/trading period. This is probably why we have a small number of early 
pottery, such as TURQ.T, SPORQ, YUE, and ORGPIN. The distribution of imported pottery 
on Tumbatu (using the data from the STP survey) did not indicate different dates from different 
areas of the site, and could therefore not be used to assess the chronological growth of the town. 
A similar method was not used for Mkokotoni, as the STP data from this site was very limited. 
This also highlights an important aspect of the dating of these sites, as the assemblage from 
Tumbatu was recovered from the entire site, while the majority of the assemblage from 
Mkokotoni comes from the excavated area. However, these dates do fit well with those proposed 
by Horton and Clark (1985: 169; Horton forthcoming), although Horton has proposed two 
separate occupation phases for Mkokotoni: eighth to tenth centuries and thirteenth to fourteenth 
centuries. Nevertheless, based on what is presented here, both the radiocarbon dates and the 
ceramic assemblages suggest that Mkokotoni was settled continuously from the eighth century 
until at least the fourteenth century.  

 

 
Figure 4.25 Estimation of settlement occupation date range based on the presence of imported pottery 
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Summary 

The imported ceramic assemblage discussed here was recovered from all the trenches at both 
sites, as well as from the surveys. In general, the types of imports recovered were similar for the 
two sites, although there are some exceptions: while the more common imports are relatively 
evenly distributed between the sites, Tumbatu had a more varied import assemblage than 
Mkokotoni, with several rare types. This representation is probably reflective of the role of this 
site as a trading town. Mkokotoni on the other hand, did have a larger quantity of Chinese 
imports, which may be related to this site having a longer occupation period, with some Chinese 
ceramics becoming more common towards the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries CE. While 
the import ceramic assemblage can be important indicators of the long-distance trade 
relationships the sites were involved in, they can also be indicative of regional trading patterns. 
For example, by comparing the imports from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni with those from several 
sites on Pemba, we can see that the former may have been involved in trade with certain Pemba 
sites, such as Mduuni, but not others (see discussion in Chapter 8). This pattern is intriguing, as 
it suggests different trade routes were in operation between the East African coast and the wider 
Indian Ocean world, and suggests different strategies used by various Swahilis sites in their 
regional and long-distance trade.  

The STP survey on Tumbatu revealed a relatively even distribution of imported pottery 
across the site, with a slightly higher proportion in the western half, which may be due to more 
intensive and intrusive farming in the eastern half (Figure 4.26). The survey results from 
Mkokotoni were much less informative, however (Figure 4.27), probably due to problems of 
soil depth discussed in Chapter 3. It is also possible that Mkokotoni never imported the same 
amount of pottery as Tumbatu, although the excavations in Mkokotoni revealed a relatively large 
amount of imports that is comparable to the excavations in Tumbatu. This pattern is indicative 
of an equal distribution of (trade) wealth between the two settlements, and shows that imports 
were by no means restricted to the merchants of Tumbatu. It is, however, difficult to see clear 
site-wide patterns in the distribution of the imported pottery, owing to the relatively low numbers, 
especially for Mkokotoni. 
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Figure 4.26 Distribution and quantity (by weight) of imported pottery across Tumbatu 

 

 
Figure 4.27 Distribution and quantity (by weight) of imported pottery across Mkokotoni  
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5 
MATERIAL CULTURE, PART 2: 
MISCELLANEOUS ARTEFACTS 

Following on from the previous chapter, which dealt with the ceramic assemblages from 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, this chapter presents an overview and analysis of the other materials 
uncovered during the surveys and excavations, including beads, metals, and various small-finds. 
Apart from the glass beads, which were recovered in unusually large quantities, none of the 
following artefact types were as ubiquitous as the pottery. This is common for Swahili sites, where 
pottery makes up the majority of the assemblages, but it also reflects the use of the sites: Tumbatu 
seems to have had no significant production industries, and was instead focused on trade and 
small-scale household production (see Chapter 8). Mkokotoni, however, seems to have 
supported a substantial bead industry, as evidenced by the presence of a probable glass bead 
workshop there. The different classes of artefacts presented in this chapter help build an 
understanding of the functions of the two sites and the activities carried out there, through the 
study of the artefacts themselves as well as their distribution and contexts (see Chapters 7 and 
8). They also allow for a consideration of some of the different social identities that may have 
been present among the population of the two sites, and the role of material culture in 
maintaining and negotiating those identities (discussed in Chapter 9). 

Beads 

Like pottery, beads are a ubiquitous and durable type of material culture found at most Swahili 
sites. Locally-made shell beads were the most common type in the first millennium CE, while 
(presumably) imported glass beads became increasingly common from the eleventh century 
onwards. Other types of beads can also be found but usually in much smaller quantities, such as 
those made from semi-precious stones, ivory, bone, coral, silver, gold, and copper. Both 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni revealed a significant amount of beads, of which only a small number 
were made from shell or stone (Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1). The vast majority of the beads were 
of glass, at 99% of the total bead assemblage. In addition, at Mkokotoni, a significant amount of 
glass bead waste was also recovered (Figure 5.2), indicating that glass beads were probably 
produced or processed there. This is also suggested by the discovery of a new glass bead type so 
far only associated with the two sites, which I have here named the Mkokotoni series. A large 
number of Indo-Pacific beads were also recovered, however, believed to have been traded from 
India, providing an important indication of significant trade with south Asia that is otherwise 
missing from the imported pottery material. The colour and context of the different beads 
demonstrate that the beads were used in both personal adornment and ritual offerings, and 
would have played a significant role in the social identity display of women in Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni (Chapter 9).  
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Since the majority of the glass beads are below 5 mm in diameter, recovery requires fine 
sieving with a mesh size of at least 2 mm, which has led to highly varied recovery rates at different 
archaeological sites. This has rendered any useful comparison in terms of quantity challenging; 
only 8 beads were recovered from Fleisher’s (2003) excavations on Pemba, while 18,000 were 
recovered by Chittick (1974b) om Kilwa (although from a much larger excavated area, and the 
vast majority came from post-1500 CE contexts). As Fleisher notes, the use of 5 mm mesh at 
most of his excavations could have led to the loss of smaller beads; in her study of the 
archaeobotanical remains from several Pemba sites, Walshaw (2005: 167) noted that glass beads 
were recovered during the fine sieving of soil samples from Chwaka. The major discrepancy 
between the number of beads recovered from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni compared to sites in 
Pemba of the same occupation period is noteworthy. As seen from the pottery assemblages, 
trade routes between Tumbatu/Mkokotoni and northern Pemba can be assumed (discussed in 
Chapter 8), indicating that glass beads may not have been as sought after in Pemba as they were 
on Unguja and Tumbatu. 

When recovered, beads can be a useful tool for understanding both local production and 
trade patterns, as well as the use and importance of personal adornment. Variations in types and 
colour can also tell us something about taste and access, and certain beads probably had a higher 
value than others, depending on their aesthetic value and accessibility. Unfortunately, few studies 
have focused on the use and meaning of beads in Swahili society, as opposed to their trade.  

Table 5.1 Bead types recovered from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Figure 5.1 Bead types and materials 

 

 
Figure 5.2 Glass bead waste from Mkokotoni 
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Glass beads 

The majority of the glass beads recovered from East Africa are of a small, drawn, monochrome 
variety that are morphologically uniform and may have been produced and traded in the Indian 
Ocean for 2000 years (Francis 1990). Initially referred to as trade wind beads by Van der Sleen 
(1956), Francis (1990) introduced the term Indo-Pacific Monochrome Drawn Glass beads, 
usually shortened to just Indo-Pacific, as a more descriptive term. Wood (2011a) later developed 
several series within this large Indo-Pacific group, which reflected the morphologically and 
chemically different types of beads associated with eastern and southern Africa. The majority of 
the beads found in East Africa seem to belong to Wood’s East Coast Indo-Pacific series, and 
unlike Francis, she also includes wound beads within this group, based on the chemical 
composition of these beads. However, it is important to note that the majority of the East Coast 
Indo-Pacific beads included in Wood’s (2011a) paper were found at southern African sites, and 
few were included from East African sites. The different Indo-Pacific series are thought to relate 
to different production centres for these beads, and ultimately reflect different trade routes into 
eastern and southern Africa. Glass beads were imported into East Africa from at least the seventh 
century CE, but became much more common after the eleventh century (Horton 1996: 323; 
Wood 2011b: 30), although quantities vary significantly for different sites. Chemical analysis of 
the East-Coast Indo-Pacific beads has shown that these are made from soda-lime-silica glass with 
a mineral flux and elevated levels of alumina, which was produced in south and Southeast Asia 
at the time (Robertshaw et al. 2010; Wood 2011a). However, the origin of the glass need not 
reflect the origin of the beads, and the bead makers may have imported their glass from 
glassmakers, sometimes over long distances. There was not one single production centre for the 
Indo-Pacific beads, and although it is known to have been produced at several sites in India and 
Southeast Asia, certain types may also have been produced elsewhere, using imported glass. 
Horton (2004b; 1996: 332) has argued that beads may have been processed locally at both 
Shanga and Mkokotoni. The fact that Wood (2011a) has divided the Indo-Pacific series into 
three sub-groups just within Africa suggests that further geographical and temporal sub-divisions 
of this series may be made in the future.  

 The ubiquity of glass beads is reflective of their durability, ease of transport, and aesthetic 
and ritual value. They may also have been used for barter in trade, similar to coins and cowrie 
shells, as they can be easily carried in great quantity. They show up at most coastal sites and have 
also been recovered from a number of sites inland in both eastern and southern Africa (Helm 
et al. 2012; Denbow et al. 2015; Daggett et al. 2016).  The large number of glass beads recovered 
from Tumbatu and especially Mkokotoni is unusual, however, especially considering the small 
excavation units. No other site on the coast has produced the same quantity of glass beads as 
Mkokotoni, and even the large number recovered at Kilwa cannot be compared as a much larger 
area was excavated there. The significant quantity of beads in addition to the glass bead waste 
recovered from Mkokotoni suggests that this was a production site for glass beads. Although the 
making of glass requires significant technical skill and high temperatures, the reworking of glass 
can be done at lower temperatures between 800-900 degrees Celsius (Wood 2011a). There is 
currently no evidence for indigenous glassmaking in this part of Africa, but skilled craftspeople 
at Mkokotoni could have imported glass to be re-melted locally. Alternatively, they may have 
imported ready-made glass tubes which could be cut into smaller beads and heat-treated.  

 The sheer number of glass beads discouraged a detailed analysis of each bead, and 
instead, I made the decision to analyse a sample of the glass bead assemblage. All the beads 
from the STP surveys were analysed in detail, while a random selection of 1,000 beads from 
each excavation site was chosen for more detailed analysis. In total, 5,975 glass beads were 
analysed in detail (although a smaller number were recorded by bead series), which included 
the recording of size, shape, colour, and production method. This classification system was 
based on Wood’s own (2017, pers.com.). To estimate the total number of beads without 
counting each individual bead, a large sample from both sites was weighed and counted, in order 
to estimate the weight of individual beads. The remaining beads were then weighed and divided 
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by individual bead weight, resulting in the approximate bead count for each site. The estimated 
weight of beads from Mkokotoni was higher than those from Tumbatu, as the Mkokotoni 
assemblage contained larger and therefore heavier beads.  

Bead series and their production 

As no chemical analysis has yet been carried out on any of the beads, identification was made 
on morphological observation alone. The majority of the glass beads in Tumbatu belong to the 
East Coast Indo-Pacific series identified by Wood, and this series is the most common on the 
coast for this period. However, the majority of the beads in Mkokotoni seem to belong to a 
currently new and unknown type, which I have chosen to name Mkokotoni series beads, another 
indication that this site was the location for bead production or processing of some kind. Some 
of the Mkokotoni beads also occur in Tumbatu (Figure 5.3). Other identified bead series include 
Mapungubwe Oblate, Zimbabwe series, and Zhizo series. The identification of these beads was 
based on comparison with published materials by Wood (2011a).  

Between 97 and 99% of the beads are of the drawn type, while only a small number are 
wound (Table 5.2). Drawn beads are made by creating a hollow in the molten glass before 
drawing the glass into a long tube, which is then cooled and cut into segments. These segments 
are cut into small beads of varying sizes. For the East Coast Indo-Pacific (and probably 
Mkokotoni series) beads, the ends of the beads are treated by heating them together with a mix 
of ash or sand (to keep them from sticking together), resulting in the rounding of the bead ends 
as they melt a little (Francis 1990; Wood 2011a). The recovery of fused beads and short 
untreated glass tubes in Mkokotoni may be evidence of this kind of processing occurring there. 
However, wound beads (Figure 5.4h) were probably not produced locally, as they require a 
different technique and were much less common. Wound beads are made by dripping an iron 
rod or a similar tool in molten glass, and winding the molten glass onto the rod to create the 
bead. When the glass has hardened, the bead is removed (Wood 2011a).  

 

Table 5.2 Glass bead types at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Figure 5.3 Identified bead series at both sites (by count) 
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Figure 5.4 Different glass bead types and colours found within the assemblage 
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Mkokotoni series 

The Mkokotoni bead series stand out noticeably from the East Coast Indo-Pacific series when 
observed in bulk (Figure 5.6), and while chemical analysis will be needed to understand the bead 
assemblage more fully, four sub-types of beads have been associated with this series, based on 
their colour and size. All are monochrome and seem to have been made by the drawing method 
(although moulding cannot be ruled out at present). They vary in size, although on average, 
Mkokotoni series beads are larger than East Coast Indo-Pacific beads and most are above 2.5 
mm. Mkokotoni series beads currently consist of opaque red, translucent teal, opaque yellow, 
and opaque green (Figure 5.5 and Figure 5.7). The teal and green beads stand out clearly from 
other bead series in the assemblage, while the red beads seem to be identical in colour to Indo-
Pacific reds: however, they are significantly larger. The yellow Mkokotoni series beads are very 
similar to Indo-Pacific yellows, but the two could be separated more clearly when compared 
under a microscope. The Mkokotoni yellow also seems to have a grittier surface. The majority 
of the associated glass bead waste materials also occur in these colours, demonstrating that some 
type of local production of this bead series is highly likely (Rødland forthcoming). The most 
common shapes are cylinder and oblate, and all have rounded ends from heat treatment. The 
majority of the beads have a pitted surface, although some are smooth.  

 

 
Figure 5.5 Mkokotoni series bead colours at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (by count) 
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Figure 5.6 A bulk sample of glass beads from Mkokotoni (left) and Tumbatu (right) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.7 Mkokotoni series beads from Mkokotoni 
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East Coast Indo‐Pacific series 

A total of 480 of the analysed beads were identified as East Coast Indo-Pacific, the majority of 
which were recovered from Tumbatu. The dominant colours are red opaque and black opaque, 
while yellow translucent-opaque and blue-green translucent occur, along with some red and 
black striped (Figure 5.8 and Figure 5.9 and). The East Coast Indo-Pacific beads identified at 
the two sites are generally small (between 2.6 and 3.5 mm), often with a pitted surface (72.6%), 
although the majority of the yellow beads were smooth. The blue-green translucent beads 
recorded within this type are more pitted and slightly greener than the blue-green of 
Mapungubwe Oblate type (Figure 5.10). Wood (2011a) does not include blue-green as a colour 
within the East Coast Indo-Pacific type, but she does include opaque-translucent green, which 
may be the same as the Tumbatu blue-green. Yellow colours vary slightly in diaphaneity, but are 
generally translucent-opaque. Shapes are generally recorded as either oblate or cylinder, while 
length rations are mostly short or standard. These beads are either slightly or medium rounded.  
This bead series has been found at various settlements on the East African coast and in southern 
Africa (Wood 2011a). Unfortunately, we do not know their true distribution on the coast due 
to the lack of published bead data from most Swahili sites. The presence of monochrome drawn 
beads, sometimes referred to as Indo-Pacific, has been recorded for many sites, but at present, 
we do not know their subdivision within the Indo-Pacific category.  

 

 
Figure 5.8 East Coast Indo-Pacific bead colours at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (by count) 
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Figure 5.9 East Coast Indo-Pacific beads from Tumbatu 

 

 
Figure 5.10 East Coast Indo-Pacific (left) and Mapungubwe Oblate (right) blue-green beads 

 

 

 
Figure 5.11 Beads of unknown type 
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Mapungubwe Oblate 

All beads of the Mapungubwe Oblate series were blue-green translucent (bar one plum 
coloured). The minute and small blue-green translucent beads that were recovered, mainly from 
Tumbatu, vary in shade and diaphaneity, and are therefore difficult to separate from each other. 
The Mapungubwe Oblate beads were identified as slightly bluer than the East Coast Indo-Pacific 
beads of the same colour (Figure 5.10), and had a smoother surface. In most cases, these 
differences could only be observed under the microscope. As such, forty-three beads could not 
be clearly attributed to either East Coast Indo-Pacific or Mapungubwe Oblate, all of which were 
blue-green translucent, although they probably belong within one of these two bead series. Only 
26 beads were attributed to the Mapungubwe Oblate series, and all were minute or small in size. 
Most were only slightly rounded and had a cylindrical shape. As the name suggests, these beads 
are associated with the southern African site Mapungubwe, where they were in circulation in the 
early thirteenth century, although they were not produced there. They have been analysed to 
reveal a different glass chemistry from the East Coast Indo-Pacific (Wood 2011a).  

Other types 

One bead of possible Zimbabwe series was recovered in Mkokotoni, which have a late thirteenth 
century circulation date in southern Africa (Wood 2011a). The surface is very smooth, and the 
bead has a green-blue opaque colour. Two beads, also from Mkokotoni, probably belong to the 
Zhizo series, characterised by their lack of any heat treatment (leaving the ends straight rather 
than rounded) and striations on the surface. This bead type is one of the earliest glass beads to 
enter East Africa, usually associated with the late first millennium CE (Wilmsen et al. 2018). In 
addition, 103 beads could not be securely attributed to a particular series. Of these, 23 were too 
heavily degraded to be identified. The most noteworthy of the remaining 80 beads include dark 
and medium translucent blue beads of varying shades, some of which may belong to the K2 
Indo-Pacific series described by (Wood 2011a), which start to appear in southern Africa in the 
early fifteenth century, and may thus relate to the end of Mkokotoni’s settlement period. Other 
uncategorised beads include orange opaque, green translucent, turquoise opaque (with visible 
inclusions), and white opaque (with visible inclusions). The white beads may be a degraded 
version of the turquoise, as they both have a similar surface with inclusions. In addition, a small 
number of unique singular beads occurred, of unknown origin (Figure 5.11).  

Variations within the assemblage 

Size and shape 

Size was recorded by measuring the diameter of the bead around the perforation: 

 

 

Small beads are the most common overall, while minute beads are far more common in 
Tumbatu than in Mkokotoni, and medium beads vice versa, which is a reflection of the different 
bead series dominating at the two sites, as Mkokotoni series beads are generally larger than East 
Coast Indo-Pacific series (Figure 5.12). The fact that such a large number of beads are smaller 
than 2.5 mm has implications for the recovery rate, as even a 2mm mesh may be too large to 
catch some of these: during the fieldwork we observed that some of the smaller beads would fall 
through our 2 mm mesh. These small beads are also very difficult to handle and easily get lost. 

Size designation Diameter (mm)

minute </=2,5 

small  >2,5 ‐ 3,5

medium >3,5 ‐ 4,5

large >4,5 ‐ 5,5

very large >5,5



MATERIAL CULTURE, PART 2: MISCELLANEOUS ARTEFACTS  

163 

 

It is easy to imagine that such beads would be frequently dropped and lost during their use as 
well. Although these beads might have been used as jewellery, it is perhaps more likely due to 
their small and fiddly size, that they were sewn onto clothing or other fabrics. The majority of 
the drawn beads have an irregular tube or cylinder shape (Figure 5.13), depending on the length 
of the bead segment. Some of the longer beads may be the waste products of glass tubes rather 
than beads. Wound beads were usually bicone or spherical.  

 

 
Figure 5.12 Bead series by size 
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Figure 5.13 Bead series by shape 

 

Colour 

The frequency of different colours varies between the two sites. At Tumbatu, red and black 
beads are by far the most common, both making up almost 42% of the total assemblage each 
(Table 5.3). It is possible that these two colours were frequently used in combination with each 
other, either in jewellery or on clothing. Blue-green was the third most common colour, though 
this colour was difficult to define: these beads range from light to dark bluish-green and greenish-
blue, and are much more variable than any of the other colours. Not all beads were 
monochrome, however; red and black striped as well as red and yellow striped occur in small 
numbers. The beads classified as brown were revealed to be dark red with faint black stripes 
when examined under a microscope; perhaps these are related to the red and black striped 
beads. The main colours from Mkokotoni were more evenly distributed, green being the most 
common followed by red, black, yellow, teal, and turquoise. Comparing this to Tumbatu, there 
seems to be a clear difference between preferred colours, which may further support the 
proposition that Mkokotoni was a production and distribution centre for glass beads. The fact 
that other sites such as Shanga show different colour preferences, yellow being the most 
common (Horton 1996: 328), indicates that such a production and distribution centre would 
have to accommodate different tastes and requirements. No blue-green beads were found in 
Mkokotoni, suggesting this could have been imported from elsewhere, which may explain the 
greater variety of shades in this colour.  
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Table 5.3 Glass bead colours at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

 

Shell beads 

Shell beads are relatively common at first millennium Swahili sites, but seem to be largely 
replaced by glass beads by the early second millennium (although see Pawlowicz 2019). Only a 
small number of shell beads were recovered from Tumbatu (n=49) and Mkokotoni (n=2), 
indicating that they continued to be in limited use. Their durability means that the same beads 
may have been used and reused for long periods of time, and the lack of any significant amount 
of shell bead grinders (used in the production of these beads) at these two sites suggest the beads 
could be remnants from earlier periods. Bead grinders in general are also associated with first 
millennium sites, and rarer in second millennium contexts (Horton 1996: 323; Flexner et al. 
2008). It is surprising that the majority of the shell beads came from Tumbatu rather than 
Mkokotoni, as the latter has a longer occupation sequence. Horton (1996: 327) also recovered 
bead grinders from the earlier levels at Mkokotoni. Shell beads can be made from both marine 
shell and eggshell (ostrich eggshell beads are common elsewhere in Africa), although we might 
assume beads are made from marine shells. According to Horton (1996: 323), shell beads are 
produced by cutting the shell into smaller pieces, which are then perforated and strung together. 
Once strung, the beads will be ground down to a desired (usually round) shape using a flat hard 
surface such as a pottery sherd or a stone. After grinding, the beads are divided into thin discs 
using the natural lamination of the shell. One aragonite bead was also recovered, which is a large 
bead made from the shell of giant clam (Wynne-Jones 2013).   

Stone beads 

Stone beads were rare at the two sites. The identification of coral beads is uncertain, and may 
be erroneous, while carnelian and quartz beads are easy to recognize. Carnelian beads are made 
from a semi-precious quartz chalcedony and are usually of orange, red, or pink colour, 
sometimes with white stripes. This stone is usually cited as coming from India (Insoll et al. 2004), 
although Horton (1996: 333) asserts it can also be found in East Africa and that these beads may 
have been manufactured locally at some Swahili sites. Quartz beads are usually clear translucent 
or white, and this quartz is known from the interior of East Africa and was one of the materials 
traded with the rest of the Indian Ocean in the first and second millennium (Kusimba and Oka 
2009). Therefore, quartz beads may also have been produced locally, although these harder 
beads would require a diamond drill to make the perforation (Horton 2004b). 
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Metals and slag 

Relatively few pieces of metal artefacts and iron slag were recovered from both sites, suggesting 
only limited production of iron locally. The majority of the metal artefacts were of iron and 
heavily corroded, making identification challenging. Some pieces of copper or bronze were also 
recovered, in addition to a small number of copper coins (these will be discussed in the next 
section, under Small finds). As no elemental analysis was carried out on any of the metal or slag 
pieces, identification was based on morphology alone. 

Iron production remains 

Slag is a waste product associated with the removal of impurities during iron production, which 
can be divided into three main stages or processes: iron smelting, refining, and smithing 
(Kusimba 1996). Iron smelting and refining is the process of turning raw iron ore into solid iron, 
which is then worked into artefacts through the smithing process. These processes leave distinct 
material traces, many of which are archaeologically recoverable. The smelting process will leave 
traces in the form of clay furnaces, tuyeres, and crucibles, as well as slag, charcoal, ore leftovers, 
and discarded bloom pieces (Lyaya 2019). Refining materials include a small furnace, tuyeres, 
charcoal, and slag, while smithing practices will leave traces such as tuyeres, slag, hammerscale, 
anvils, hammers, charcoal, and pieces of iron. Each step of these processes produces a certain 
type of slag, which can often be identified based on morphology (Lyaya 2019).  

Slag, some hammerscale, and iron artefacts were the only evidence of iron production 
recovered from the two sites, and it is notable that no other trace of this production was found 
(apart from 2 pieces of hematite from STP 089, although their use is uncertain). The majority 
of the slag was recovered from the STP surveys, however (Table 5.4, Figure 5.14 and Figure 
5.15), and any production remains such as furnaces may therefore be located beyond the limit 
of the STP and covered by soil deposits. If smelting did take place at these sites, we should 
expect to find this activity at the edge of the settlements or some distance away, for safety and 
ritual reasons (Kusimba 1996). Bauzyte (2019: 174) identified evidence of smelting activity on 
the shore of Fukuchani, a first and second millennium settlement just 10 km north of 
Mkokotoni, in the form of furnace slag embedded into the coral rock. The area is now regularly 
flooded during high tide, and if similar practices were observed elsewhere on the Swahili coast, 
we might expect to find smelting sites in submerged areas or areas not usually included in 
archaeological surveys and excavations. The fact that smelting took place at Fukuchani could 
also indicate that there was no need for iron smelting at Mkokotoni or Tumbatu, and iron bloom 
and products may have been imported. Although Bauzyte proposes a first millennium date for 
the slag at Fukuchani, through association with the archaeology of the site, the samples were not 
recovered from sealed archaeological contexts and she acknowledges problems with secure 
dating. Iron smelting may have continued at this site for a long period of time. No iron ore 
sources were identified at Fukuchani, and ore could have been brought in from the hinterland 
or elsewhere on the island (Bauzyte 2019: 197).  
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Table 5.4 Slag count and weight from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.14 Distribution of iron slag and metals across Tumbatu 
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Figure 5.15 Distribution of iron slag and metals across Mkokotoni 

 

The type of slag from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni has been identified as smithing slag 
(Bauzyte 2017, pers. com), although the presence of a tuyere-shaped piece of slag could 
potentially indicate smelting (Figure 5.16). Bauzyte (2019) also recovered slag pieces from the 
beach at Mkokotoni during her surface survey of the area, which she identified as smithing slag. 
However, the area she surveyed was located outside the area defined as the archaeological site 
by Clark and Horton (1985), at the beach of the modern-day settlement of Mkokotoni, and has 
not been dated. In Tumbatu, I recovered slag from several areas within the town, concentrated 
in the centre of the settlement (Figure 5.14). This is consistent with archaeological and 
ethnographic studies of iron smithing from later periods, which could take place within the 
settlements, as opposed to smelting which was usually performed at the edge of a settlement or 
even in a separate settled area (Kusimba 1996). No slag was recovered from the excavations on 
Tumbatu, while two small pieces were recovered from trenches 7 and 9 on Mkokotoni. The 
low number of slag pieces indicates that only small scale production of iron was taking place, in 
the form of smithing. This may have been carried out on a household scale, producing artefacts 
for domestic use or farming. The most common iron implements recovered from Swahili sites 
are farming equipment and kitchen/utility knives (Chittick 1984: 207; Kusimba 1996).  

Metal artefacts 

The majority of the metal artefacts were recovered from Tumbatu, and were made of iron. A 
smaller number of metal artefacts were made from copper (and possibly bronze), while some 
could not be identified. Many of the artefacts were heavily corroded and/or broken, and 
identification was often not possible.  
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Iron 

On Tumbatu, several pieces of iron were recorded merely as flakes, as they were thin flat pieces 
of iron that could not be identified further (Table 5.5). It is possible that these pieces are in fact 
hammerscale, which are residues left over from hammering iron during the smithing process. 
However, the location of these flakes does not correspond to the location of the slag and 
identification remains uncertain. The concentration of these flakes at the edge of the settlement 
may instead indicate that they were parts of farming tools that have been heavily degraded or 
broken, such as hoes and knives. Those iron artefacts that could be identified include a vessel 
rim, knife blade, a spear/harpoon head, various nails, a ring, and a possible coconut grater 
(Figure 5.17). The vessel rim, knife, and coconut greater are probably remnants of domestic 
activities such as food preparation and cooking. The identification of the coconut grater is based 
on modern examples that have a similar form, and are an important part of the Swahili kitchen 
today. It is mounted onto a small wooden stool and used for scraping out the insides of coconuts. 
The spear/harpoon head may have been used during fishing of larger fish species. Nails could 
have been used in various construction work, including boat building and maintenance. Local 
sailing vessels at this time were probably of the sewn plank kind (Vernet 2015; Fitton 2017: 58), 
although nails could have been used for the maintenance of some foreign ships.  
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Table 5.5 Iron artefacts from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Figure 5.16  Tuyere slag from surface collection on Tumbatu (not to scale) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.17 Iron objects recovered from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Copper/bronze 

We recovered few copper or bronze artefacts from either site (Table 5.6). Visual examination 
of these artefacts indicates that the majority were copper, although the presence of bronze objects 
cannot be ruled out. The artefacts that could be tentatively identified included pieces of linked 
chains, possibly for jewellery, a fragment of an armband or bangle, and a fragment of a kohl 
stick. As no evidence of copper production was found, these items would have been imported 
into the sites from elsewhere on the Swahili coast or from further afield. Crucibles used in 
melting copper have been found at both Manda and Kilwa (Chittick 1984: 212), which along 
with the minting of local copper coins, indicates at least some copper working on the coast. All 
these items are related to personal adornment, and probably that of women; the kohl stick was 
used for applying black make-up around the eyes (Chittick 1984: 203). 

 

Table 5.6 Copper artefacts from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Small finds and other miscellaneous artefacts 

Small scale production and household economy 

The most obvious examples of household and small-scale production at Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni are the locally-made pottery vessels; however, a small number of other objects 
related to production were also recovered (Table 5.7).  

 

Table 5.7 Artefacts related to small scale production and household economy 

 

 

Bead grinders 

Three artefacts were identified as bead grinders, based on the presence of rounded grooves on 
the surface of two potsherds and one stone (Figure 5.18). Bead grinders are a common find at 
seventh to tenth century coastal sites (as well as some inland sites), where they are usually made 
from reused local pottery but also other materials such as stone and coral (Flexner et al. 2008). 
As described above (see Beads section), these bead grinders are used to grind down shell beads, 
indicating the local production of these beads. The production of shell beads is usually 
associated with small scale household production, although the recovery of over 3,500 bead 
grinders from Tumbe in Pemba indicates a specialised form of production, albeit on the 
household level (Flexner et al. 2008). It has been argued that shell bead production largely 
disappears after the tenth century (Horton 2004b; Wynne-Jones 2005), yet the recovery of bead 
grinders and shell beads in later time periods indicates that some shell bead production 
continued. At Kilwa, there is evidence of reduced but continued production until the early 
sixteenth century (Chittick 1974b), while Pawlowicz (2019) argues for relatively extensive shell 
bead production at Gede, a thirteenth to sixteenth century stone town in Kenya, where the 
majority of beads were from shell rather than glass. The three possible bead grinders from 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are not indicative of any significant shell bead production, and may 
be remnants from earlier periods or evidence of small-scale household production of shell beads 
for personal use. This is also demonstrated by the small number of shell beads recovered (49 
from Tumbatu and 2 from Mkokotoni). With glass beads so readily available, shell beads may 
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not have been particularly sought after. It is possible, however, that the production and use of 
shell beads reflect particular social roles or socio-economic status within the settlements 
(Rødland et al. 2020). 

Spindle whorls 

Spindle whorls are often the only evidence of textile production on the coast, and have been 
associated with Swahili sites from the eleventh century onwards. Spindle whorls are round, 
perforated objects of a variety of materials that are fitted on the end of a spindle, onto which a 
fibre is spun to be made into a thread (Wilson 2019: 111). Textiles were an important type of 
material culture on the coast and the use of fine fabrics was commented on by the Portuguese 
when they first arrived on the coast in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (Horton 1996; 
Prestholdt 1998). There are also some earlier historical sources in which textile production is 
mentioned, including Ibn Battuta’s thirteenth century text from Mogadishu and a thirteenth 
century Chinese text commenting on the import of red cotton to the coast (Horton 1996: 337).  
Different types of textiles would have been used and worn, and some were imported from India, 
although the local production was probably centred on cotton: the size of the spindle whorls 
found at Swahili sites indicates they were used for the spinning of a light thread, such as cotton 
(Fleisher 2003), while remains of cotton plants have been located in Mikindani (Pawlowicz 2011: 
424) and possibly at Songo Mnara (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2013b) in southern Tanzania, 
and Chwaka, Tumbe, and Kimimba on Pemba (Walshaw 2005, 2010).  The climate of the coast 
is not supportive of the preservation of organic materials such as textiles, although a small piece 
of cotton was found adhering to a copper coin from Mtambwe Mkuu in Pemba (Horton et al. 
1986). The production of cotton thread and textiles was probably carried out on a household 
level, although at various scales; in Kilwa and nearby Songo Mnara, there seems to have been 
relatively large-scale production of cotton within the houses based on the number of spindle 
whorls, and cotton production may have been an important part of both domestic and economic 
life in these towns (Wynne-Jones 2013). 

Only one spindle whorl was found in Mkokotoni, while three were recovered from 
Tumbatu, indicating small-scale production for private use rather than trade. One of these 
whorls is made from a local potsherd with the sides ground down and only a partially drilled 
hole; it seems to be an unfinished whorl. The manufacture of spindle whorls from local and 
sometimes imported potsherds have been reported from Shanga, Manda, and various sites on 
Pemba. The three other spindle whorls from Tumbatu (n=2) and Mkokotoni (n=1) were 
purpose-made however, using local clays, and the two examples from Tumbatu were decorated 
(Figure 5.18). These types of spindle whorls are typical of the Kilwa region (Wynne-Jones 2005: 
182), and seem to be rare elsewhere on the coast. In Kilwa, Chittick (1974b) claims that the 
decorated whorls are characteristic of period 2, late twelfth to late thirteenth century, and the 
decoration on the two Tumbatu examples are some of the most common among the Kilwa 
types. The strong correlation between these spindle whorls and the Kilwa ones might suggest 
they were imported or perhaps made by people from Kilwa residing in northern Zanzibar. That 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni would follow a southern Tanzania tradition is intriguing and we may 
consider that the production of textiles was related to different regional traditions that may have 
been imbued with ritual or cultural connotations. Wynne-Jones (2005: 184) has suggested that 
the presumably regionally limited decoration of the Kilwa spindle whorls may have been instilled 
with a particular meaning, although she does not speculate as to what this meaning might be.  
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Rock crystal (quartz) 

A small number of flakes and pieces of rock crystal (quartz) indicate that this semi-precious stone 
was being worked in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, perhaps in the production of quartz beads, which 
were also found. During the STP survey on Tumbatu, several such small pieces were recovered 
and kept, although later inspection indicated that most of these were not worked. As a 
consequence, the presence of worked rock crystal from Tumbatu is poorly understood and 
therefore disregarded in further analysis. In Mkokotoni, only those that were clearly identified 
as worked/modified were kept.  

Grinding stones 

Four rounded and smooth stones were recovered from Tumbatu (n=2) and Mkokotoni (n=2), 
and have been interpreted as grinding stones (also referred to as hand stones, see Shoemaker 
and Davies 2019). They were probably used for grinding cereals or alternatively as pestles, 
although no basin was found, and would thus have been a common household kitchen item 
used in food processing.  

 

 

 
Figure 5.18 Artefacts related to small scale production and household economy 
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Trade economy 

Coins and cowrie shells were used as currency at Swahili coastal sites, probably in both local and 
regional trade. They may also have been used in personal adornment and specific ritual 
practices, although this aspect is poorly understood. At Tumbatu, it seems likely the coins and 
cowries had several functions, and cannot be defined as having only one specific value. 

Coins 

Coins of predominantly copper, but also silver and gold, were in use on the Swahili coast 
between the eighth and fifteenth centuries. These were minted locally in larger towns such as 
Shanga and in the Zanzibar Archipelago, although Kilwa seems to have dominated much of this 
production (Pallaver 2018). The Kilwa coins bear Arabic inscriptions as well as the names of 
Kilwa sultans, and can be found at sites all along the coast but predominantly in the Kilwa 
archipelago (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012). According to Wynne-Jones and Fleisher (2016a), 
Kilwa type coins were minted in Zanzibar and possibly also in Pemba, while Horton has 
suggested that Tumbatu may have minted its own coins (Horton forthcoming). To date, no mint 
has been found in Zanzibar, and the allocation of certain coins to specific places is based on 
their find location as well as the names inscribed. Three names are associated with Zanzibar 
coins: al-Hasan ibn Ali, al-Husain ibn Ahmad, and Ishaq ibn al-Hasan (Perkins 2015).  

 In total, 13 copper coins were recovered from Mkokotoni and 30 from Tumbatu (Table 
5.8). The majority of these coins are heavily corroded and/or worn, and the inscription cannot 
be read (Figure 5.19). Many are also chipped and broken, either intentionally or from post-
depositional processes. Chipping coins to divide them into smaller units of value is presumed to 
have occurred. The few coins with some visible inscriptions are very faint and the text is illegible. 
Whether these coins were minted locally in Tumbatu or in Zanzibar, or at Kilwa, cannot be 
determined at this stage. No coins of foreign, non-Swahili manufacture were recovered. Forty-
three coins in total is not an insignificant amount, although it is difficult to imagine they were 
used in everyday transactions in the way coins are today. Considering the time period the two 
settlements were occupied, this seems unlikely, although the coins may have been more carefully 
curated than other belongings. However, the limited spread of Swahili coins beyond the East 
African coast does suggest predominantly local and regional use (Pallaver 2018).  

The exact use of local coins has been much debated, and the uses of the Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni coins were probably varied. We might identify three different forms of use and value 
in these coins: first, they have a prescribed, agreed-upon value as items of exchange; second, 
they acknowledge the authority of the ruler named on the coin (or even the system under which 
the ruler exercised his power, as coins stay in circulation for a long time); and third, they have 
symbolic value through their ritual use (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012). This latter aspect is 
seen through the use of coins in burial contexts and in hoards, where they are taken out of 
circulation and may receive a new meaning. Several of the coins from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
were pierced, probably reflecting their symbolic use as pendants or attached to clothing. 
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Table 5.8 Coins from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Figure 5.19 Copper coins from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

 
Figure 5.20 Cowrie shells from Tumbatu 

 

Cowrie shells 

Cowrie shells are another example of a type of ubiquitous archaeological find on the East African 
coast, sometimes recovered as hoards, in burials, or as individual finds. Their importance as 
trade objects are known from historical and ethnographic sources, especially in the sixteenth to 
nineteenth centuries, when they were traded widely within East Africa and as far as West Africa 
(Ogundiran 2002; Ichumbaki 2014; Rhodes et al. 2015). Their use as currency is well 
documented, although they are often referred to as objects of personal adornment as well, as 
some cowrie shells are pierced or have had their backs removed (Haour and Christie 2019). 
Donley (1987) reports that they were also used as amulets to keep away the evil eye. Although 
large cowrie shells are sometimes recovered archaeologically and may have been used as a food 
source (Fleisher and Sulas 2015), the most common type of cowrie found in East Africa is the 
Cypraea annulus, which is slightly bigger than the Cyprea Moneta more commonly found in the 
Maldives (Haour and Christie 2019).  

 The majority of the cowries came from the survey and excavations on Tumbatu (n=237); 
only two were recovered in Mkokotoni (Table 5.9). Unfortunately, the species, size, and 
presence of modification were not recorded for the cowries, and thus only general remarks can 
be made. The majority of the cowries were Cypraea annulus, although some larger but 
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unidentified cowrie shells were also recovered. Some were missing the back, although it is 
unclear if this was intentional (Figure 5.20). A concentration of cowrie shells in trench 2 (the 
communal room) were recovered in situ below the floor level, probably representing a buried 
hoard. We might expect that this represents a ritual offering, perhaps related to the use of the 
room, although the full purpose of such hoards is not understood and the symbolic meaning of 
cowrie shells is probably complex and needs further investigation. Another hoard may be the 
33 cowries recovered from trench 1 (the washroom) in a sub-floor context. This trench had a 
partial plaster floor, and the cowries would therefore have been placed there before the floor 
was added, either intentionally or unintentionally. As the floor fills may have partially been made 
up of midden deposits, however, it is unclear if the cowries were placed there on purpose. 
Cowrie shells recovered during the STP survey were concentrated at the centre of the site, which 
overlaps to some extent with the distribution of the coins (Figure 5.21). If cowries were used as 
currency, this pattern may reflect trading activities centred on a specific area of the town.  

 

 
Figure 5.21 Distribution of coins and cowrie shells across Tumbatu archaeological site 

 

Table 5.9 Cowries from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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Household display and practice 

Lamps, gum copal, smooth pebbles, and glass vessels (Figure 5.22 and Table 5.10) have been 
included here in the same section as they are a type of small find associated with certain types 
of display and practice within the private house.  

Lamps 

Lamps are usually made from clay, and are associated with post-1000 CE contexts at Swahili 
archaeological sites. This type of clay lamp consists of a basin for oil and a spout in which the 
wick is laid (Horton 1996: 354; Fleisher 2003: 323). The four examples from Tumbatu were all 
fragmented and probably made from locally sourced clay, indicating they were made locally, 
although it is possible they were imported as undecorated pottery vessels can have similar fabrics. 
Fleisher (2003) has argued that ceramic lamps can be difficult to identify if particular diagnostic 
pieces are not recovered, such as a spout, and lamp sherds may have been discarded as 
undecorated pottery vessel sherds. Lamps could be displayed in wall niches inside the house 
(Allen 1974; Wynne-Jones 2013), and probably served both a decorative and practical function. 
None of the lamp fragments from Tumbatu were decorated.  

Gum copal 

Gum copal was an important export from Zanzibar in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
although copal occurs in archaeological contexts from the sixth century onwards (Crowther et 
al. 2015), and was mentioned as an item of trade from Zanzibar when Francisco Barreto visited 
in 1571 (Strandes 1961: 136). It seems to have been quarried from reef formations, having been 
washed out from coastal forests and subsequently embedded in the reef (Crowther et al. 2015). 
Copal was used in cosmetics and incense, and the latter is noted as an important factor in Islamic 
practice (Horton 1996: 351; Crowther et al. 2015). Although incense burners are sometimes 
recovered from Swahili archaeological sites, no such item was found in Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, 
although the use of local clays may have rendered them indistinguishable from other 
undecorated pottery. At Shanga and Kilwa, copal was only recovered from contexts post-dating 
the eleventh and twelfth century respectively, and not in great quantities. Similarly small numbers 
were found in Mkokotoni (n=1) and Tumbatu (n=11), and suggests that copal was used for 
personal and household consumption rather than trade.  

Smooth pebbles 

Small, round, and smooth pebbles were found in several contexts on Tumbatu. Seven of these 
were identified as quartz while the remaining four were of another rock type. Quartz pebbles 
seem to have a symbolic value, as they have been used as offerings on burials, a practices still 
observed in some places today (Horton et al. 2017; Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012). No burials 
were found on Tumbatu, but the pebbles may have had another symbolic role. It is unclear if 
there was a symbolic or functional difference between quartz and no-quartz pebbles; the latter 
may have been used for practical tasks such as grinding herbs or rubbing/burnishing pottery.  
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Table 5.10 Artefacts related to household display and practice 

 
 

Glass    

Fragments of glass vessels are a common find at coastal sites from around the eighth century 
CE, and seem to be imported at a relatively steady rate (Horton 1996: 311; Fleisher 2003: 312). 
They were imported through Indian Ocean trade channels, although their provenance is 
uncertain and different types of glass are difficult to date. Horton (1996: 311) suggests that glass 
vessels were a high status import and could be kept for generations, probably due to their 
economic and aesthetic value, but this is difficult to assess. Glass vessels would have been 
relatively fragile, and we cannot know how long one such vessel stayed in circulation before being 
broken or discarded. Although almost always fragmentary, vessel form can sometimes be 
ascertained from diagnostic pieces such as handles, rims, necks, or bases. Horton (1996: 312) 
divides the forms into beakers, bowls, bottles, phials, mosque lamps, and flasks, and provides a 
good overview of the morphology of these forms. Glass vessels were used to hold various liquids 
such as ointments, drinks, make-up, and perfumes, and would probably also have been used 
merely for display. Glass vessels may have been placed in niches within houses, similarly to 
imported ceramic vessels. 

 The majority of the glass vessel fragments recovered from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were 
body sherds and therefore undiagnostic. A few fragments of rims were recovered, but even in 
those cases, vessel shape was difficult to determine due to the small size of the fragment. All 
glass fragments seem to be from vessels, apart from one glass ring from trench 7 in Mkokotoni. 
It may have been a finger-ring. Colour was only recorded from the assemblage from the STP 
survey on Tumbatu, although it reflects the overall assemblage well (Figure 5.23). Light blue and 
various shades of green are the most dominant colours, although a large number of glass shards 
were clear. For his Pemba assemblage, Fleisher (2003:313-315) noted that all time periods had 
a range of colours, although yellow and dark green only occurred after the eleventh century. 
These colours were not common in the Tumbatu or Mkokotoni assemblages. None of the 
fragments had any visible decoration, unlike some of those recorded from Manda (Morrison 
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1984) and Shanga (Horton 1996). However, some do have thin incisions, observed as black 
lines in the glass, which Wood et al. (2012) argue are not part of the decoration but added later 
(they refer to these as score marks), although the purpose of these marks is unclear. 

 Both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have a relatively large assemblage of glass vessel 
fragments, although when considering the size of areas excavated and surveyed it becomes clear 
that glass shards were more abundant in Mkokotoni (Table 5.11). It is possible that some of 
these were reworked into other items, such as beads. The possibility of re-melting imported glass 
has been suggested for Shanga (Horton 1996: 312) and Chibuene (Wood et al. 2012), although 
chemical analysis was only applied in the latter case, in which the components of different types 
of glass and beads from Chibuene were compared. A similar analysis would be informative for 
Mkokotoni as well, and could shed light on whether or not glass beads were being manufactured 
locally with imported glass. In any case, the abundance of glass vessels within a small space in 
Mkokotoni is intriguing and again highlights that the two sites were well-connected to the Indian 
Ocean world of commerce. 

 
Figure 5.22 Artefacts related to household display and practice 
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Table 5.11 Glass shards from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.23 Glass vessel colours from Tumbatu STP survey assemblage (recorded by count) 
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Other small finds 

Ear or lip plug 

A small ceramic artefact was recovered from trench 9 in Mkokotoni, which I have interpreted 
as an ear plug, or possibly a lip plug. It is shaped like a small disc with a shallow groove or 
depression on the outer edge (Figure 5.24), which would allow the plug to stay in place in the 
skin. Similar artefacts have been described by Chittick (1974b: 429) for Kilwa and Fleisher 
(2003: 325) for Bandarikuu on Pemba, who likewise suggest they are ear plugs. Intriguingly, 
Chittick (1974b: 429) argues that earplugs are worn by some East African peoples but not the 
Swahili.  

Gaming pieces 

Four possible gaming pieces were recovered from the excavations in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, 
including two circular ceramic discs from below the floor level of trench 3 (the courtyard), a 
possible ivory die from below the floor level of trench 2 (the communal room), and a ceramic 
disc below the floor in trench 9 (the workshop). The two ceramic discs from Tumbatu are made 
from rubbed down sherds of Martaban jars (Figure 5.24), and while one was smooth and even, 
the other was more irregular. The one from Mkokotoni was a rubbed down piece of local 
ceramic with a faint red slip. Similar rubbed sherds of imported and local pottery have also been 
found at Shanga, Kilwa, Mahilaka, and Mombasa (Chittick 1974b; Sassoon 1980; Horton 1996; 
Radimilahy 1998). The Shanga examples also included rectangular and triangular pieces, while 
the ones at Kilwa were circular and rectangular. The item tentatively identified as an ivory die is 
a very small cube. Some of the sides have faint traces of what looks like eyes. Although it was 
not found in the same trench as the other two gaming pieces, they were recovered from adjoining 
rooms and similar contexts.  

Figure 5.24 Lip/ear plug and gaming pieces 
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6 
FOOD AND AGRICULTURAL REMAINS 

Archaeobotanical remains 

The analysis of archaeobotanical remains from archaeological sites is dependent on the 
preservation of organic plant remains, such as grains and seeds. This study uses botanical macro 
remains only, which, as explained in Chapter 3, can be seen with the naked eye although a 
microscope is usually used for identification. In East Africa, the preservation of these remains is 
made possible through charring, which means the materials have to have been in contact with 
fire before being deposited in the archaeological context (Walshaw 2005: 22). The analysis of 
these remains can inform us about what kinds of plants and crops were grown and consumed at 
particular sites, as well as the organisation of food production. The collection and analysis of 
archaeobotanical remains are still relatively rare at Swahili archaeological sites, as a result of the 
poor preservation of such remains in the hot and humid soils of the coast and low amount of 
sampling. However, archaeobotanical sampling is becoming more common, especially with the 
pioneering work by Walshaw (2005), and we have data from excavations at Kilwa (Chittick 
1974a: 52), Mikindani (Pawlowicz 2011), and Songo Mnara (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 
forthcoming) in southern Tanzania, Sima in the Comoros (Wright 1984), and from Pemba 
(Walshaw 2005). This growing body of data is showing a complex image of agricultural 
production on the coast that varies over time and space, probably relating to various economic 
and ecological factors.  

The small number of available archaeobotanical studies have shown that first millennium 
Swahili people relied heavily on crops such as sorghum, pearl millet, and finger millet, which 
can be used to make local forms of beer and porridge (Walshaw 2005), among other things. 
These continued to be important crops into the second millennium at many sites; at Kilwa for 
example, Chittick (1974a: 53) recovered a number of sorghum grains on top of a house floor, 
but no other crop types. However, other studies have shown that rice, and Asian food crop, 
became increasingly common at many sites alongside urbanisation processes and increased 
Indian Ocean interaction, often being used alongside more traditional African crops. In Sima, 
rice was a common staple, in addition to some quantities of millet, beans, coconut, and citrus 
fruits (Wright 1984; Walshaw 2005). Similarly, at Songo Mnara, both rice and African grains 
were in use, and interestingly, there seems to be a difference between the inhabitants of the 
timber and daub houses and the stone houses, the latter having greater access to rice (McParland 
and Walshaw 2015; Walshaw and Stoetzel 2018). In Pemba, a different pattern has emerged, 
where both urban and rural dwellers seem to have relied heavily on rice from the early second 
millennium, somewhat displacing the earlier dependence on sorghum and millet. This shift may 
very well be a result of the local conditions in Pemba, the island being known for its fecundity 
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(Walshaw 2010). Some of these patterns have led to suggestions that rice may be related to urban 
and/or elite consumption practices, and that the increased use of ceramic bowls and the decrease 
in jars may be related to changing consumption practices related to rice.  

During both seasons of fieldwork, we collected archaeobotanical samples from both 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, in order to investigate what types of food crops were being grown and 
consumed at the two sites. The collection was done through random sampling, rather than the 
rigorous sampling of every context carried out by Walshaw (2005) on Pemba, owing to time and 
financial restraints. From Tumbatu a total of 80.5 litres of soil were collected during the survey 
and excavations, while only 16 litres were collected from Mkokotoni (Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.2). 
This resulted in 20 and 7 macro-botanical samples respectively. During the surveys, I attempted 
to collect samples from across the sites, although only 4 samples were taken from the Mkokotoni 
survey due to the practicalities of transporting the heavy samples.  

Through Sarah Walshaw I was fortunate to become acquainted with Cecylia Mgombere, 
an archaeobotanist and former student at the University of Dar es Salaam who studied under 
Sarah’s supervision. Cecylia agreed to analyse the micro-botanical samples I collected during the 
fieldwork on Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and all the data described below is from her analysis. I 
was also very fortunate to have Cecylia join me for some weeks during my first field season on 
Tumbatu in 2017, during which she instructed me on how to sample correctly and carry out 
bucket flotation. Along with Willy Valency Mosha she also carried out the majority of the 
flotation for that season, for which I am very grateful. Table 6.1 and Figure 6.3 show the main 
finds from the analysis, focusing on those remains that might give insight into agricultural and 
food consumption practices at the settlements. Uncarbonised and unidentified remains, as well 
as non-botanical remains, will not be discussed here but is presented in the appendix. In general, 
few archaeobotanical remains were recovered from the two sites, which is probably a result of 
both preservation and sampling methods. The preparation of some crops on the coast, such as 
grounding for use in liquid, has also been cited as a reason for the lack of charred remains 
(Young and Thompson 1999, as cited in Walshaw 2005: 118). This may also explain the lack 
of archaeological remains of sorghum at these sites, which is a well-known Swahili staple as 
described in ethnographic and ethno-historical studies (Walshaw 2005: 118). The data can 
therefore only give a cursory overview of the available plants and their use.  

The samples taken during the excavations were aimed at uncovering the dietary habits 
during the use of the two houses in Tumbatu and the workshop in Mkokotoni, and were 
collected in contexts believed to be related to the floor surfaces. The exception is the samples 
from contexts 1005 and 1009, which were taken from inside the proposed toilet in trench 1 in 
Tumbatu. These samples did not contain any botanical remains, suggesting charred plant 
remains were not ingested. Context 2007 belongs to the communal room in house 2 and the 
dearth of charred food remains from this context is therefore expected. The richness of charred 
archaeobotanical finds from context 3004 and 3007 is equally anticipated, as these were 
excavated in the courtyard of house 2, an area associated with cooking and other forms of food 
preparation. Context 3008 was also in the courtyard but is a context described as a mix of floor 
and sub-floor rubble. Contexts 4004 and 4005 belong to an indoor, possibly quite private, room 
in house 2. In Mkokotoni, context 7007 was a layer of rubble collapse in trench 7, possibly 
formed after the abandonment of the site. Context 7013, however, was a materially rich layer 
within the circular structure of trench 7, which included a layer of ash. While the function of 
this circular structure remains unclear, it may have been a furnace related to glass bead 
production. Finally, context 8005 was located just above the possible living surface of the outdoor 
area between the circular structure and the workshop. Below I give a short overview of the 
different types of archaeobotanical remains identified at the two sites, to better understand their 
relationship to agriculture and foodways.  
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Figure 6.1 Map showing the location of macro-botanical soil samples from the Tumbatu STP survey 

 

 
Figure 6.2 Map showing the location of macro-botanical soil samples from the Mkokotoni STP survey 
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Table 6.1 Location of macro-botanical samples, and main results (numbers in brackets = count) 
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Figure 6.3 Site-wide distribution of macro-botanical remains by count 

 

Coconut is an Asian introduction to East Africa, and probably arrived via trade routes, although 
a natural spread of this plant via the ocean is also possible. Coconuts have varied uses; the flesh 
can be eaten as is, pressed for oil, or dried into copra that can be stored for longer periods of 
time. The recovery of a possible coconut grater in context 7014 in Mkokotoni suggests the flesh 
was used in cooking, perhaps similar to its uses today. The ‘milk’ of immature coconuts are also 
used for drinking. The shell of the coconut has varied uses as well, and can be fashioned into 
tools or containers, or used as fuel, while the fibres of the shell can be made into rope (Walshaw 
2005: 108, 147). All the coconut remains from Mkokotoni were endocarps, which are remains 
from the shell. No coconut remains were recovered from Tumbatu.  

Poaceae here refers to wild grasses, some of which are palatable to humans and may have been 
used for food, while others may have been weeds that accidentally followed with cereal plants 
(Walshaw 2005: 122; Ekblom 2021 pers.com.). Grasses could also have been used in 
architecture, as roofing material or in the daub walls of mud houses, some of which may have 
been burned during house fires, leaving charred remains. Grasses are the most common plant 
found at both sites.  

Parenchyma is defined by Walshaw (2005: 101) as a “relatively undifferentiated plant tissue such 
as that found in underground storage organs”. The possible sources include yam and taro tubers 
as well as banana fruit flesh.  

Legume refers to peas and beans, a common feature in the Swahili diet even today. They 
preserve poorly in archaeological deposits (Walshaw 2005: 122), which may explain their 
absence in Mkokotoni although they are relatively common in Tumbatu.  

Fruit/nut  refers to a variety of remains that can stem from either fruits or nuts, and according to 
Walshaw (2005: 110), these are likely to include baobab, fig, and various palms, as well as betel 
nut, mango, jack fruit, and breadfruit. 

Cotton/baobab refers to seeds belonging either to the cotton plant or the baobab fruit, as the 
two could not be distinguished during analysis. We might assume it belongs to cotton, however, 
which was a common find at Chwaka in Pemba. Cotton seeds can be used to produce oil or in 
fibre production. The latter suggests the production of cotton thread and fabrics, and the 
recovery of at four ceramic spindle whorls from the two sites supports this, although on a small 
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scale. Cotton fabric production is commonly associated with second millennium sites, from 
which ceramic spindle whorls are found, although the recovery of cotton seeds at first 
millennium Tumbe in Pemba suggests fabric production was also practised earlier. Organic 
spindle whorls may have been used (Walshaw 2005: 123). 

Rice is rare at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni compared to contemporary Chwaka in Pemba, where 
over 15,000 rice grains were recovered (Walshaw 2005: 150). Although different factors may 
explain this discrepancy, such as sampling size, total area excavated, and different preservation 
conditions, rice was arguably much less common in Mkokotoni and Tumbatu than in northern 
Pemba.  

Finger millet seems to be rare in coastal urban settings, and today they are largely grown in the 
African highlands. This explains their rarity in the archaeobotanical data from the two sites. Only 
one grain was recovered from Chwaka in Pemba (Walshaw 2005: 117, 159). 

Unidentified millet subsumes different varieties of millet, and may include pearl millet, a 
common staple on the Swahili coast. Millet could be ground down to make liquid such as beer 
or to make porridge (Walshaw 2005: 113). 

Faunal remains 

As more of the zooarchaeological data from various Swahili sites is becoming available and 
interpreted, we are gaining an increasingly better understanding of dietary practices and changing 
food habits on the coast across time and space. Marine resources, such as fish and shellfish, have 
been extensively exploited from the time of the earliest settlement of the coast, and continued 
as a significant part of Swahili diet into the second millennium. It is evident, however, that various 
sites exploited the sea to different degrees, and at settlements such as Chwaka in Pemba, reliance 
on fish decreased over time in line with urbanisation in the twelfth century onwards (Walshaw 
2005: 217-218). At other urban sites fishing continued to a large extent, and while inshore fishing 
seems to have been the most common practice, increasing use of deep-sea areas have been 
demonstrated for the second millennium, as evidenced by the growing presence of shark 
remains in archaeological assemblages (Morales and Horton 2014; Morales and Prendergast 
2018). Hunting seems to have played only a minor role during this time, at least at urban sites, 
and in Zanzibar smaller antelopes like suni and duiker may sometimes have been hunted or 
trapped for food (Walsh 2007). Most second millennium urban sites relied more heavily on 
domesticates, however, including cattle, goat, sheep, and chicken, which may have roamed 
around the towns or the immediate hinterlands (Morales and Prendergast 2018). 

The preservation of animal bones from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni was very good, 
providing a useful indication of resource exploitation. All bones were analysed by Annalisa 
Christie, and the following discussion is based on her report and data entries. In the absence of 
an appropriate reference collection the data was broken down into groups containing large 
ungulate (probably cow), medium ungulate (probably goat, and small ungulate (probably duiker); 
bird (probably chicken); fish; and other (probably rat or reptile). In some cases, the presence of 
shark/ray was also identified (Table 6.2). Number of Specimens (NSP) was used as a method of 
calculating quantities of faunal remains, as no consensus has yet been made on the most useful 
method for quantifying faunal data (Gifford-Gonzalez 2018:185-186), and this method was 
deemed appropriate for the level of analysis I wished to carry out. Thus, only some more general 
observations about quantity can be made and caution must be taken especially when comparing 
the presence of fish versus mammal bones, as the former are often very small and very 
numerous. However, there is little doubt that fish remains dominate the assemblages from both 
sites (Figure 6.4). Very few bones were recovered during the STP survey in Mkokotoni, and thus 
site-wide comparisons cannot be made.  
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Table 6.2 Total number of bones per site/excavation season 
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Figure 6.4 Proportions of different food-related faunal groups between Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

 

Domesticated animals and fish 

Fleisher (2003: 218) argues that increased reliance on domesticated animals, and a decreased 
reliance on fish, followed the process of urbanisation at Chwaka in Pemba. There, he observed 
that while fish was the most common faunal element during early settlement between 1000 and 
1200 CE, this shifted from 1200 onwards, when domesticates became more common. This 
pattern was also observed at Shanga, in Kenya (Horton and Mudida 1993). However, this is not 
the pattern observed in Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, where fish bones dominate the entire faunal 
assemblage. While no individual species of fish were identified, data from other Swahili sites of 
the same period suggests the most common fish species were those found near the shore and 
the coral reef, and that a large variety of fish species were exploited (Horton and Mudida 1993; 
Fleisher 2003: 366; Morales and Horton 2014). However, the presence of either shark or ray in 
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the assemblage and a possible harpoon head from Tumbatu, suggests some off-shore deep water 
fishing did take place. This would have required larger fishing vessels as well as knowledge of 
how to manoeuvre in the more treacherous waters off-shore (Morales 2013). Archaeological 
evidence from elsewhere suggests that off-shore fishing was only carried out in the second 
millennium, indicating a development in fishing technologies and knowledge over time. This 
development has also been linked to increased wealth, as more capital was needed to invest in 
equipment for this type of fishing (Morales and Horton 2014). The continued reliance on fish 
at Tumbatu suggests the patterns of urbanisation and resource exploitation observed at Shanga 
and Chwaka may have been site-specific, and partially depended on the preferences of the 
inhabitants. Tumbatu’s inhabitants may have found seafood to be a more dependable and easily 
accessible resource. Being a relatively small island, it is also possible it did not support large 
numbers of domesticated animals. This may be why there were more fish remains in Tumbatu 
than in Mkokotoni.  

 Domesticated animals included goat, cow, and chicken, all of which are commonly found 
at Swahili sites of the second millennium. They have also been associated with the consumption 
practices of elite inhabitants of urban areas, and increased availability of domesticated animals 
has been argued to reflect increased wealth (Mudida and Horton 1996). Chicken is an Asian 
introduction that appeared in Zanzibar in the eighth or ninth century CE (Boivin et al. 2014; c.f. 
Chami 2001), after which it became increasingly common. Domesticated animals are likely to 
have been kept within the town and in grazing areas around it (Horton and Middleton 2000; 
Sulas and Madella 2012). The presence of both cranial and post-cranial elements suggests the 
animals were kept, slaughtered, and butchered locally (Walshaw 2005: 218), although the house 
contexts (TUM19) in Tumbatu has a lower ratio of cranial elements compared to the STP survey 
and the workshop context in Mkokotoni (Figure 6.5), indicating the some (or all) of the 
butchering did not take place within the house. Some bones had butchery marks, while some 
showed evidence of burning. A small number of bones (n=4) also had bite marks. Both cow and 
goat would also have been a source of leather and milk. Twenty-four of the faunal remains were 
associated with either duiker or goat. A duiker is a small to medium-sized antelope, and would 
suggest rare instances of hunting; hunting of wild animals was rare in Swahili urban contexts. 
However, as we cannot accurately identify the bones as belonging to duiker, this remains 
speculative.  
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Figure 6.5 Proportion of cranial and post-cranial faunal remains 

 

Shellfish 

Shellfish (not including cowries) remains were not included in the general faunal assemblage 
owing to problems of comparing the two sets of data: the protein yield is small compared to the 
size of the shell (Mudida and Horton 1996), and it is the latter that remains in the archaeological 
record. In addition, it is not possible to observe any chronological change in shellfish 
consumption in Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, owing to the mixed nature of the deposits. Shellfish 
seems to have been relatively common site-wide in Tumbatu, with 43% of the STPs containing 
at least one shell. The house excavations in Tumbatu contained an average of 21.14shells per 
m3, while the workshop excavations in Mkokotoni contained 38.7 shells per m3 (Table 6.3).  The 
former aligns well with observations by Fleisher (2003: 357), where shellfish were common in 
first millennium contexts as well as second millennium rural sites such as Kaliwa, but declined 
significantly at urban sites such as Chwaka (Table 6.4). This pattern was also observed at Shanga 
(Mudida and Horton 1996), although there the quantities are generally lower through all 
periods, and at Gede (Pawlowicz 2019).  

Ethnographic studies have demonstrated that shellfish exploitation is related to periods 
of food scarcity/insecurity as well as impoverished communities (Msemwa 1994; Ichumbaki 
2014), and a similar trend has been suggested for archaeological contexts. However, the variable 
evidence from Shanga and Pemba makes it difficult to assess exactly what quantities of shell 
constitute high or low dependence; while Mudida and Horton (1996) argue for high shellfish 
dependence in first millennium occupation of Shanga, this data is comparable to second 
millennium (urban) contexts in Pemba, Tumbatu, and Mkokotoni (Table 6.4). Based on this 
evidence, I suggest shellfish were an important, if not major, part of Tumbatu’s subsistence. The 
data from Mkokotoni suggests the inhabitants there relied even more heavily on shellfish. This 
seems to contradict the notion that shellfish are related to impoverished communities, as 
suggested by Fleisher (2003: 363), as there is little else in the Mkokotoni workshop that reflects 
this pattern. On the contrary, the presence of foodstuffs including rice and goat/cow as well as 



FOOD AND AGRICULTURAL REMAINS  

195 

imported ceramics and beads more likely reflects high living standards for the workshop 
inhabitants or labourers. While a significant number of landsnail shells were also recovered 
during the excavations, these have not been included in the analysis. Although land snails may 
have been used for food and bead-making (Flexner et al. 2008), they also occur naturally, and 
their inclusion in the archaeological context is unclear. Fleisher (2003: 359) argues their presence 
in middens indicate that these middens lay exposed for some time, presumably as snails 
scavenged these areas for food.  

Table 6.3 Shell quantities in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

Table 6.4 Shell quantities (by count) per cubic metre at four coastal sites 

Non‐food remains 

A small number of non-food animal remains were recovered from both sites. These include the 
almost complete skeleton of a domestic cat in the bottom context of the circular stone 
feature/furnace (trench 7) in Mkokotoni, as well as some bones from rats and/or reptiles. These 
animals are to be expected in any domestic context, and while there is a possibility that reptiles 
were consumed as food, this has not been confirmed (Mudida and Horton 1996). Reptiles are 
also a prohibited food within most Islamic sects (Gaastra and Insoll 2020). The inclusion of the 
cat may have been accidental, although cats have been associated with midden contexts in 
Chwaka, indicating they were disposed of as garbage (Fleisher 2003: 375). Parts of the stone 
feature contexts in Mkokotoni may also have been midden deposits, although the exact function 
of this feature remains unclear.  

Discussion and summary  

Different models for food production have been proposed for the Swahili coast. Kusimba (1999: 
123-124) suggested a city-state model in which rural areas supplied larger towns with agricultural
produce, while the latter was concerned with other types of specialist activity and production,
including trade. This type of centralised food production and distribution system has been a
common theme in discussions of urban functions and administration for many archaeological
sites worldwide (see Walshaw 2005: 10 for more detailed discussion). This type of food
production would have implications for the ability of certain people to accumulate wealth and
control trade, and has in some cases been understood as a hierarchical system in which the
urban centres exercised control over rural areas. However, alternative models have also been
proposed. Vernet (2017) has described the agricultural systems of the Swahili coast based on
historical documents from the post-sixteenth century, which included relationships of reciprocity
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between town dwellers and the rural populations, both Swahili and non-Swahili. In any case, it 
is likely that different forms of production took place on the Swahili coast and labour may have 
been organised differently at different settlements. The use of slave labour or clientship may for 
example have been more common on the mainland coast, where the inhabitants of the Swahili 
settlements interacted frequently with other groups in the hinterland. Pemba and Unguja may 
not have had equal access to migrating labourers, although they may have utilised enslaved 
labourers in the absence of client-patron relationships with hinterland groups. Both islands are 
also highly fertile, especially Pemba, which seems to have allowed for a different pattern of 
agricultural production. I think it is highly likely, based on the types and distributions of food 
remains, that Tumbatu and Mkokotoni relied on both local production of food as well as trade. 
Certain items such as rice may have been imported from other sites, perhaps from Pemba, while 
local agricultural production of coconut, millet, and fruits could have been managed within and 
just outside the settlements. Being a large town on a small and somewhat barren island, Tumbatu 
may have relied on Mkokotoni and its hinterlands for some of their foods, perhaps more akin 
to Vernet’s (2017) model of reciprocity. The crops found at both sites are similar in type to other 
stone towns, although quantities vary (different sampling methods makes direct comparison 
difficult). 

In her study of the archaeobotanical remains from several sites on Pemba, Walshaw 
(2005) proposes that there was little indication of a centralised system of food production, and 
that both the faunal and plant data suggest each settlement produced its own food, even at the 
larger urban site of Chwaka. Walshaw highlights the importance of household production, 
where individual households would tend to their own plots with the help of family members and 
other labourers, and excess food would be stored within their houses. This pattern is to be 
expected, as there are few, if any, known administrative or storage buildings in Swahili 
settlements. Surplus produce may have been sold or traded, however, which may have allowed 
some households to accumulate wealth (Walshaw 2005: 204, 210-211). Such analysis is not 
possible with the limited data from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, although I propose that a similar 
model can probably be applied there. The area in and around Mkokotoni is fertile and still used 
today for the production of various crops, including large areas growing coconut palms. 
Tumbatu is less fertile and the soil cover is thin, although some agricultural production takes 
place there today, including maize, millet, and cassava. The fact that millet outnumbered rice in 
Tumbatu is also interesting when compared with the data from Pemba. In Pemba, there is 
evidence for a growing dependence on rice at urban centres over time, with crops such as millet 
being more common at first millennium sites and rural areas. This change has led to the 
suggestion that rice consumption was tied to urbanisation and the growing presence of an elite 
population at urban sites (Walshaw 2010). Although Tumbatu is arguably urban, it does not 
show the same pattern. Mkokotoni, on the other hand, seems to have relied more on rice than 
the local crop millet. The rice may have been imported from Pemba, where rice cultivation was 
extensive and probably exported as trade goods, tax, or tribute (Walshaw 2005: 186). The data 
from Mkokotoni is not representative of site-wide patterns, however, and relates to a specific 
space that may have adhered to specific food practices. Only three samples were taken from the 
trenches in Mkokotoni and can therefore only provide limited information about food 
production and consumption at this site. However, the richness of context 7013, with 7 grains 
of rice and 7 coconut endocarps, is noteworthy. This context was generally rich in finds, and 
especially glass beads, which peak in this context. While this area has been interpreted as a 
workshop area, the presence of food remains suggests varied activities taking place. Although 
this variety of activity is not surprising, the presence of rice is indicative of high status 
consumption, a feature not normally discussed in relation to producers in Swahili society.  

The two sites differ in other food products as well. Coconut was only found in Mkokotoni, 
which seems to have more favourable conditions for growing coconut palms. Although no 
coconut remains were found in Tumbatu, coconut food products may have been imported by 
the latter, perhaps in the dried version known as copra. Legumes on the other hand were only 
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found on Tumbatu, and fruits and nuts were also more common there. Although all of these 
products may have been imported into the site, the scarcity of these remains in Mkokotoni (at 
least for the legumes) suggests that they were grown locally on Tumbatu. According to Vernet 
(2017), gardens producing fruits and vegetables would have been located close to the settled 
areas, whereas crop fields would be located further away. Some of the open areas between the 
stone houses on Tumbatu may therefore have been filled with gardens and orchards that 
produced fruits and legumes for local consumption. Cotton/baobab seeds were also more 
numerous on Tumbatu, although the small number of spindle whorls (n=3) from this site suggest 
only limited household production of cotton thread. Evidence for more extensive cotton 
production has been found at Chwaka, however, and fabric may therefore have been imported 
from Pemba to meet local demands.  

 The distribution of archaeobotanical remains within the trenches is also instructive. On 
Tumbatu, the richest contexts in terms of plant remains were in trench 3BC, proposed to be an 
outdoor courtyard used for various household activities such as cooking and washing laundry. 
The significant presence of charred plant remains within this space therefore fits with the 
proposed use of space, including the presence of possible cotton seeds, which might suggest 
household textile production. Other contexts/rooms on Tumbatu were poor in 
archaeobotanical remains, suggesting that these areas were kept clean and were not primarily 
used in food production or consumption. I was however surprised by the complete lack of any 
plant remains in context 1005 and 1009, which came from a feature interpreted as a toilet. 
Although people may not have ingested many charred plant food remains, some are to be 
expected as ash is commonly disposed of in toilets to combat bad smells, and should also have 
contained charred remains, including charcoal. However, no charred wood was recovered from 
these contexts either. In fact, these were the only trench contexts from the whole site that did 
not include any charred wood. It is possible that the deposits within this feature created a unique 
environment that affected the preservation of charred plant material, although the purpose of 
this feature remains somewhat enigmatic.  

 The faunal remains from both sites show similar reliability on marine and domesticated 
animals, including shellfish, between the sites. While the trenches in Mkokotoni yielded more 
overall remains of domesticates than Tumbatu, site-wide comparisons are difficult without data 
from other areas of Mkokotoni. Looking at the overall pattern from both sites, however, we can 
infer that both settlements relied significantly on fish and shellfish for their sustenance, while 
also having adequate access to domesticated animals such as chicken, goat, and cow. These 
would have been kept in and around the settlement, and probably owned by individual 
households. There is hardly any evidence of hunting, which is another indicator that the 
inhabitants did not suffer from food scarcity. The presence of shark or ray also indicates that 
some fishing took place in deeper waters, perhaps using nets or spears.  
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7 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF A TOWNSCAPE: 

TUMBATU AND MKOKOTONI IN TIME AND 
SPACE 

Although approached as two separate archaeological sites, Tumbatu and Mkokotoni can be 
understood as one extensive urban landscape — a townscape — with two distinct neighbourhoods, 
separated but also linked by the narrow ocean channel of Mkokotoni bay. The urban character 
of this wider townscape is reflected in its large size, its productive and mercantile economy, the 
presence of several mosques (of which one is a Friday mosque), and its role in the wider regional 
landscape as a place of trade, worship, and community. My study of material culture and 
architecture suggests that the two sites were both productive in their own right: Tumbatu as a 
trading settlement, hosting local and foreign merchants and their wares, and Mkokotoni as a 
productive centre for glass beads, as well as other everyday goods and foods (see Chapter 8). 
Neither site may have existed without the other, and while Tumbatu looks the more impressive 
(and wealthy) of the two, it may have relied heavily on goods and produce from Mkokotoni and 
its hinterland. The inhabitants of the two sites may well have been connected through familial 
ties, ensuring constant and prolonged contact, and a shared religious and ritual environment 
centred on the Friday mosque in Tumbatu but extending into private households and open 
spaces. In the following chapter, I will explore the material landscape of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni, and the physical setting in which social identities and structures were practised.  

Architecture and the townscape: a brief discussion 

Swahili towns 

The physical landscape of the Swahili world consists of both architectural and natural features, 
including coastal areas, forests, farmlands, rivers, villages, towns, and farmsteads, as well as areas 
of ritual importance such as caves. All of these areas would have been part of the social, religious, 
and economic practices of Swahili people in the past, and acted as arenas for interaction, display, 
commerce, and resource exploitation. Settlements and towns such as Mkokotoni and Tumbatu 
existed within this wider landscape, and the true ‘boundaries’ of these settlements may be 
difficult, or even impossible, to define. The expressed focus on large urban areas with visible 
stone architecture during earlier decades of research, with studies of Kilwa, Gede, Takwa, Lamu, 
and Manda (Kirkman 1957, 1974; Chittick 1974a, 1984b; Donley 1987; Wilson 2019; see also 
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Chapter 2), produced crucial insights into Swahili urbanism, while more recent work on the 
coast has started to include broader definitions of the Swahili town-, land- and seascapes.  

Fleisher and LaViolette’s (Fleisher 2003, 2010b; LaViolette and Fleisher 2009) work in 
northern Pemba has highlighted how towns and villages were closely linked through religious 
practice, production, trade, and migration, forming a wider community of urban and rural 
dwellers. This work has also challenged the notion that settlements existed within a distinct 
hierarchical system, where towns exercised power and control over smaller (rural) settlements, 
also echoed in historical research by Vernet (2017). Similar studies undertaken in mainland 
Tanzania have gone beyond the immediate hinterland to understand rural and/or hinterland 
settlements in their own right, showing significant variation in settlement size and their 
connection to each other and larger urban centres (Chami and Mapunda 1998; Wynne-Jones 
2005, 2016). These studies have also been important contributions towards understanding town 
development, and have demonstrated that urban centres along the coast developed in unique 
ways depending on different environmental, cultural, and spatial factors. A town did not appear 
in isolation but depended on the resources available, its links with other settlements and 
communities, the wider trade connections, and various landscape features such as accessible 
harbours. The initial construction of towns would also have relied on having an available labour 
force, perhaps consisting of migrant or enslaved workers.  

Although some early sites such as Unguja Ukuu and Tumbe had urban characteristics 
(Juma 2004; Fleisher and LaViolette 2013), the majority of towns developed in the second 
millennium CE, probably as a result of increased trading activity, religious cohesion, migration, 
and the changing needs of coastal dwellers. While some towns developed over time from smaller 
villages, others seem to have been established as towns from the start. The definitions of 
urbanism, its qualities, and the number of people involved, have been widely debated, and 
clearly there is not one single definition. Rather, definitions depend on temporal and 
geographical context (Manyanga et al. 2010; Sinclair 2013; Smith 2014; Chirikure 2020a). 
Increasingly, archaeologists have begun to define towns through the practices and behaviours of 
the people who lived there, looking at what a town does (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2014b; 
Christophersen 2015), which allows for different types of settlements to be understood within 
an urban framework. Swahili towns were large and densely populated settlements engaged in 
trade with both Indian Ocean merchants and hinterland communities, resulting in socially and 
ethnically mixed populations. They would also have been home to certain political and religious 
institutions and market places, and functioned as communal spaces where people from nearby 
settlements could gather (Fleisher 2010b, 2018). Larger towns would have been supplied with 
agricultural produce from nearby settlements or had access to their own farmland nearby. 
Ethnographic work on Lamu has shown a system in which the towns were established on smaller 
islands, while agricultural areas were located nearby on the mainland, and both town dwellers 
and villagers would travel there to work in these fields (Vernet 2004; Fleisher 2018). Most Swahili 
towns also had some elements of stone architecture in the form of mosques, tombs, houses, and 
sometimes town walls. In the Zanzibar Archipelago, most private houses were built in timber 
and daub before the latter half of the second millennium, and stone was mostly reserved for 
tombs and mosques (Tumbatu is the obvious exception to this rule).   

The townscape of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni  

Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are both located very near the shore, with direct access to the 
settlements from the sea; this is a common feature of many Swahili settlements of this period. 
The proximity to the sea allowed for regular engagement with this maritime environment, 
enabling both marine resource exploitation and ocean travel, which were key aspects of the day-
to-day functioning of many towns. Some erosion of the shoreline has occurred at both sites; in 
Mkokotoni, deposits of artefacts can be seen eroding out of the plateau running along the beach, 
while on Tumbatu this erosion is evidenced by the location of some of the houses, which are 
close to falling into the sea below the coral plateau. One enigmatic house, located some 1 km 
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west of the town and on the outskirts of modern Jongowe, is perched precariously on top of an 
isolated coral outcrop (Figure 7.1). The date of this house is unknown. The sand spit running 
along the coral plateau has probably accumulated more recently, as very few finds were 
recovered from this area.  

 The majority of the buildings at both sites have collapsed, either partially or fully, and 
remain buried under the soil. The soil deposits in Mkokotoni are much deeper than those on 
Tumbatu, which along with the denser vegetation have obscured most structural remains; only 
one stone house ruin was recorded in Mkokotoni. It is therefore not possible to present a 
detailed plan of this site, and the extent of the architectural landscape is difficult to determine. 
During their survey in the 1980s, however, Clark and Horton (1985) recorded a number of 
extant stone structures and burials. In addition, several pieces of burned daub were recovered 
during my 2019 STP survey, indicating that Mkokotoni was a settlement of mixed stone and 
daub architecture (Figure 7.2). Although the dates for these structures cannot be determined 
without further excavation, the lack of modern structures within the archaeological site suggests 
the remains are from the earlier occupation of the site, in the late first or early second millennium 
CE. The 2019 excavations also revealed stone structures mortared with daub, which may have 
been an early type of stone house at the site.  

 

 
Figure 7.1 Stone house perched on top of an eroded coral outcrop in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 
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Figure 7.2 Distribution of daub across Mkokotoni 

 

 
Figure 7.3 Steps carved into the coral plateau in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 
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In Tumbatu, on the other hand, most structures can be seen as mounds in an otherwise 
flat landscape, many with partial walls protruding. In addition, Mark Horton (forthcoming) 
excavated several structures in Tumbatu that have remained clear of soil and vegetation, and the 
layout of these can still be clearly seen. These include two mosques and two house complexes, 
the larger of which is located in the southern corner of the site and has formerly been referred 
to as “the King’s Palace” (Pearce 1920: 402). The results from Horton’s fieldwork is yet to be 
published, however, and has thus not been considered here. Below this large complex is an 
interesting feature: three steps carved into the coral plateau, leading from the beach (or directly 
from the sea at high tide) to the house complex (Figure 7.3). Two holes have been carved out at 
either side of these steps, perhaps intended to hold wooden poles. On the opposite end of the 
site, to the northeast, is another interesting feature. Here, a circular hole has been carved into 
the coral outcrop (Figure 7.4). Its intended use is unclear, although it may have been used for 
mooring boats. Similar features may have existed elsewhere along the plateau but have since 
eroded. Above this mooring hole is a building of unknown function; I have tentatively 
interpreted this building as a harbour or storage facility, although excavations are needed to 
determine its exact function and role.  The structure includes a deep and narrow chamber with 
no visible openings or doors, a low flat-topped wall, and a set of possible steps (Figure 7.4). 
These features are unlike other known domestic structures, and suggest a commercial or other 
function. This structure was probably the same one mentioned by Pearce (1920: 404) during his 
visit to the island. He suggests it was a fort guarding the town, and describes a subterranean 
chamber, about 3 by 2.4 metres in size. He also claims the chamber was accessed through a 
stone doorway of dressed stone; this was not visible during the 2017 survey. 
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Figure 7.4 Features at the harbour/storage facility in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 

 

 All the buildings recorded during the 2017 Tumbatu survey are spread out near the shore 
(Figure 7.5), and do not seem to follow any pre-determined, organised town layout. Some 
patterns have emerged from the data from the STP survey, however, which allow for 
interpretations of the use of the space within the town. Although there is little evidence for 
production at this site, the presence of iron smithing slag and two spindle whorls at the centre of 
the site suggests this was a productive area, perhaps a public space with workshops for small 
scale production. This area is also where the majority of the cowrie shells and coins were located, 
both of which were probably used as currency. This area was most likely the local market area 
and public space, which was frequented by both locals and foreign visitors, and used for market 
stalls, workshops, and public buildings (Figure 7.6). Two smaller mosques and wells are also 
clustering in or around this area. Three of the mosques in Tumbatu are much smaller than the 
Friday mosque on the shore, and might have served different Islamic sects, perhaps to 
accommodate a very mixed population as well as foreigners. 
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Figure 7.5 All architectural features in Tumbatu

 

 
Figure 7.6 Town centre in Tumbatu 
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Facilitating trade and production 

In the introduction to this chapter, I presented Tumbatu and Mkokotoni as one extensive urban 
landscape. There are several reasons why such an interpretation may be more valid than viewing 
the sites as two separate settlements. Firstly, they share a similar material culture signature, 
especially in terms of imported and local ceramics, indicating close and frequent contact. 
Secondly, the only remains of a Friday or congregational mosque that we currently know of are 
located in Tumbatu, and easily accessible from the ocean. Mosques are communal as well as 
religious buildings, and the Friday mosque plays a significant role in bringing the population of 
a wider region together (Garlake 1966: 3; Wilson 2016: 6; Horton et al. 2017). Mosques are 
also often located at the centre of a site (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012); thus we might imagine 
the mosque in Tumbatu being the centre of the Tumbatu/Mkokotoni urban landscape. In 
addition, no tombs or burials were recovered in Tumbatu, probably a consequence of the 
shallow soils unable to facilitate any large burial grounds. Settlement surveys of Swahili towns 
have shown that while some burial areas may be located outside settlements, many have also 
been found inside the towns, in association with mosques and private houses (Kusimba 1993: 
119–20; Chami 2009b; Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012). Although there is a burial ground 
currently being used in the modern settlement Jongowe, in the southwest of the island, it is 
unclear how long this has been in use. Tumbatu’s inhabitants may thus have buried their dead 
in Mkokotoni, where Horton (forthcoming) has recorded a number of burials. The tombs of 
important political or religious leaders were sites of commemoration and ritual practice, and 
where offerings were made (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012). Tombs therefore represent an 
important ritual and religious space in larger towns, which would have helped tie Mkokotoni 
and Tumbatu together. Thirdly, the two sites seem to have complemented each other in terms 
of subsistence and economy, and may thus be seen as two neighbourhoods within the same 
town, serving two different functions. Drawing the line between one town and another is not 
straightforward in archaeology, and defining the boundaries of an urban settlement can be just 
as challenging as defining urbanism itself (LaViolette and Fleisher 2005; Christophersen 2015). 
Tumbatu was probably also settled by people from Mkokotoni and the surrounding areas, 
suggesting there was already a strong link between the two settlements from the start; Tumbatu 
may very well have been founded as an off-shoot from Mkokotoni.  

Tumbatu’s foundation in the twelfth century coincides with urban development observed 
in northern Pemba, as Chwaka, Mduuni, and Mkia wa Ngombe were all established around the 
same period (Fleisher 2003: 138). However, these settlements did not grow as quickly as 
Tumbatu, which seems to have been built over a relatively short period of time from its 
foundation. This is evidenced by the spread of datable imported ceramics, which have an even 
distribution across the site. Regardless, something seems to have happened in the Zanzibar 
Archipelago in the twelfth century. This is also the time from which the earliest dated stone 
mosque appears, in southern Unguja’s Kizimkazi; the Kufic inscription on this mosque is dated 
to 1107 CE (Flury 1922). It is not just in the Zanzibar Archipelago that we see these early 
processes of urbanisation in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however; all along the Swahili 
coast, new sites started to appear, while some older sites grew and expanded. While the reasons 
for these developments may be linked to the increased incorporation of the coast into Indian 
Ocean trade networks, which included expansion of hinterland and interior relations (LaViolette 
and Fleisher 2005), it is still not entirely clear exactly why urbanisation happened at this time. 
The formation of urbanised centres seems to have taken a similar form along the whole coast, 
and is reflected archaeologically in the building of stone houses, mosques, and tombs; increased 
settlement size; growing access to ‘luxury’ artefacts from the Indian Ocean; changes in diet that 
included more intense use of domesticated animals; increased religious cohesion; and more 
pronounced social and economic stratification together with the emergence of political and 
economic elites (see also Chapter 2). There is little doubt that Tumbatu fits into this 
understanding of an urban settlement, functioning as an important centre for religious and social 
community in the region and as a trading entrepôt. Tumbatu is mentioned by name by the Arab 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF A TOWNSCAPE: TUMBATU AND MKOKOTONI IN TIME AND SPACE 

207 

traveller Yakut in the thirteenth century, which confirms that it was also an important town for 
visitors and merchants beyond the region. However, Tumbatu seems to differ significantly from 
other stone towns of similar size and importance; archaeologically, it does not demonstrate much 
evidence for economic differentiation or a clear hierarchical structure in its population. The 
artefactual record from across the site does not show evidence of great poverty, nor great wealth 
(see discussion in Chapter 9). The presence of certain items such as coins, beads, and imported 
ceramics indicate a high living standard, if we accept these items as proxies for economic wealth, 
but few items stood out from the rest. This includes Mkokotoni, where the material signature of 
the workshop was similar to that of Tumbatu.  

Without a complete survey of Mkokotoni and its immediate hinterland, it is not possible 
to assess the size and subsistence economy of this site, but its long occupation history, easy access 
to a productive hinterland, and the presence of a probable bead workshop suggest this area was 
inherently a productive quarter in the Tumbatu/Mkokotoni urban landscape. Apart from glass 
beads, Mkokotoni may also have produced much of the pottery, timber, and food in use and 
circulation in both areas. Tumbatu’s role seems to have primarily been in trade, both regional 
and international. While the widespread use of coral stone for building may have been partially 
owing to the availability of this material, coral structures probably also served a more practical 
function in relation to trade, as safe and permanent structures for storage and conducting trade 
with visiting merchants. The site itself seems to have had limited access; a coral plateau separates 
the built-up area from the sea, and although this can today be traversed in some areas via a sand 
bank, this seems to be of recent origin. By making the site accessible via a set of stairs along the 
coral plateau, the inhabitants may have been able to control access as a protective measure, 
keeping people as well as trade goods safe. The presence of a stone wall around some Swahili 
stone towns does suggest some towns saw the need for protection (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones, 
2012), and the coral plateau may have served a similar function. 

Different elements made up the urban landscape of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and 
impacted the movement, contact, and actions of people. Below follows a discussion of some of 
these elements: the house, the workshop, open spaces, and the sea. They constitute areas in 
which economic activities took place and social relationships were formed, maintained, and 
negotiated. Through an analysis of these elements, we can begin to understand not just the role 
and development of the two sites, but the people who lived within them. 

The house(hold) 

Swahili stone houses are durable and believed to reflect wider socio-economic organisation 
through the arrangement of space and the distribution of artefacts within the house. The layout 
of the house, and the layout of the town with its many houses, have been used by archaeologists 
to understand different facets of Swahili society, be they social, political, or economic. In Gede, 
Kenya, Baumanova and Smejda (2017) approached a large house complex through spatial 
analysis, to assess how the use of the complex changed through time and functioned as an area 
of both private and public interaction. Through their study, they argue that access and visibility 
through the house were somewhat controlled, representing a socially unequal environment. 
They also highlight how the complex was built up over time, the process spanning some 150 
years, seeing changes in how the house might have been used and accessed over this period. 
They argue that the layout stayed recognisably Swahili, however, and provided visitors with clues 
about social and cultural norms and expected behaviours that conformed to Swahili identity 
(Baumanova and Smejda 2017). At Songo Mnara, Tanzania, studies of multiple houses indicate 
the varied use of space for production, socialising, eating, and feasting, and how different spaces 
had multiple functions depending on the need and preferences of their occupants (Fleisher and 
Wynne-Jones 2012; Wynne-Jones 2013). There, we also see how access may have been 
controlled or limited by and for certain household members, and how the status of individuals 
may have affected their movement within the house (Rødland et al. 2020). One of the best 
known studies of Swahili houses was carried out by Donley-Reid (1990b) in the Lamu 
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archipelago, Kenya. Using ethno-archaeology and Giddens’ (1979) theory of structuration, she 
approached the Swahili house as a space formed, used, and controlled by its elite residents, 
creating a gendered and socially differentiated space where rituals were performed and daily 
interactions shaped. Donley-Reid presents the Swahili house as the domain of women that 
simultaneously facilitated their seclusion (Allen 1979; Donley 1982, 1987; Sørensen 2006). 
While her study focuses on post-seventeenth century houses, and has since been critiqued 
(Fleisher 2015), it has highlighted the role of the Swahili house as a ritual and social space in 
which wider socio-economic structures may have been strengthened and identities maintained 
through differential access to space and material culture. Similarly, the Swahili house of the first 
half of the second millennium would have been arenas for a variety of social interaction and 
organisation, as well as facilitating female agency (Hendon 2006). Rather than seeing the 
household as a view into the world of women only, we might see it as a micro-society where the 
private meets the public and allows for social interaction between different people and the 
performance of different identities, with both opportunities and limitations proposed by space, 
artefacts, and people within the house (see Chapter 1 for discussion on identity and agency). 

 Although every Swahili house is different, and surely would have changed and developed 
over time, the studies reviewed above show the potential wealth of information buried within 
archaeological domestic contexts and in the structuring of space. They have, however, also 
highlighted the problems we face; firstly, ethnographic analogy remains speculative and bound 
up with the political and social situation of modern Swahili peoples, and secondly, the 
stratigraphic sequences of many Swahili houses can be unclear and jumbled as a result of 
depositional practices and large amounts of rubble collapse. This was very much the case in both 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, where archaeological materials spanning some 300-400 years were 
complex and mixed. The reasons for this mixing are not entirely clear, although it seems to be 
related to the use of houses as middens after they fell into disuse or after partial collapse. This 
was observed by Fleisher and LaViolette (1999) in their study of a modern collapsed timber and 
daub house in Pemba. In addition, a mix of coral rubble, broken artefacts, and midden materials 
may have been used to lay the foundations of floors within houses (Kirkman 1964: 100; Donley-
Reid 1990b), before these were covered with packed earth or plaster to create a smooth living 
surface. Consequently, the archaeological deposits of Swahili houses may be largely related to 
the deposition of waste, rather than the lifetime of the house and its inhabitants.  

This lack of stratigraphic resolution poses a significant challenge to household 
archaeology in Tumbatu, as we cannot be sure that the archaeological materials can be associated 
with specific use of space or even the inhabitants of the house. However, certain patterns in the 
distribution of material culture within the structures excavated in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni do 
suggest some primary deposition of materials, and give an indication as to the use of different 
types of space. In addition, certain architectural features can also be used to identify types of 
space within a house, such as the presence of wall niches, drains, and toilets. Rooms and spaces 
such as internal and external courtyards, washrooms, bedrooms, reception or communal rooms, 
and storage areas have been identified as integral parts of many Swahili houses, and help when 
attempting to reconstruct the use of space (Kusimba 1993; Wynne-Jones 2013; Wilson 2019). 
These elements are not universal, however, and houses can contain all, some, or none of these 
— some houses even consist of one room only.  

Five different types of space were excavated in Tumbatu during the field season in 2019. 
While the initial aim had been to excavate one whole structure, this was not achieved due to 
time constraints, and instead, parts of two separate houses were excavated (see Chapter 3 for 
details). House 1 contained the remains of a washroom, and the majority of the archaeological 
materials seem to have been related to the deposition of waste after this room (or house) fell 
into disuse. No other walls remained in this area, and the rest of the house may have been 
bulldozed during the creation of a modern footpath nearby. This area was therefore rejected for 
further excavations, and 5 trenches were instead opened up inside house 2 (Figure 7.7), which 
had several remaining walls allowing for a better understanding of the house layout. The five 
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trenches covered four different rooms or spaces, although the full layout of the house was not 
uncovered. These four spaces include a communal room, an outdoor courtyard, and two 
internal rooms (designated A and B). The presence of a communal room and a courtyard was 
identified partly based on the size of these spaces, and the presence of wall niches in the 
communal room and a drainage pit in the courtyard. These are broad and vague labels, however, 
and do not tell us anything about the inhabitants of the house. To do that, we need to look more 
carefully at the material culture and food remains inside the structure itself. The figures below 
outline the distribution of material culture and faunal remains according to the different spaces 
of the houses (Figure 7.8 to Figure 7.10). Due to the lack of any stratigraphic sequences, all 
materials from all contexts were plotted together by trench, apart from the topsoil contexts. 
Although possible floor levels were identified in some trenches, this was not considered to be 
an accurate representation of actual living surfaces owing to farming disturbances that seem to 
have broken up the floor and mixed the materials.  
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Figure 7.7 Plan drawing of house 2 in Tumbatu  
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Figure 7.8 Distribution of material culture by space in Tumbatu (by count) 
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Figure 7.9 Distribution of marine shells by space in Tumbatu  

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 7.10 Distribution of food remains (faunal bones) in relation to space in Tumbatu 
(by count and per cent of total) 
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Communal room 

The communal room (trench 2) would have been a large open space used for entertaining guests 
and family members, and it may also have been used for some of the everyday leisure activities 
of the household. There was no production waste connected to this room, as is to be expected 
— such rooms would probably have been kept clean, and although no floor survived, the room 
would almost certainly have had a plaster floor. Niches on the eastern wall of the room may have 
been used to display valuable and beautiful artefacts such as imported glass or ceramic vessels 
(Fleisher and LaViolette 2005). Ceramic vessels (specifically porcelain) also had a spiritual 
function in more recent centuries, and a belief in their protective abilities against evil spirits has 
been observed in several Swahili communities (Donley-Reid 1990a). This room had the highest 
amount of imported ceramics of all the spaces excavated, although only a few remains of glass 
vessels were found. Pieces of gum copal were also recovered, which is often associated with 
export trade from Zanzibar but may also have been used locally as incense. This, along with a 
possible gaming piece in the form of a small ivory die further accentuates the role of this room 
as one of leisure and community.  

If foreign merchants were trading with the occupants of the house, this is most likely the 
room in which they were hosted, being lavishly decorated and perfumed. This may not have 
been solely to please the senses of the visitors, but also to reassure them that their host had the 
social and financial capital to conduct trade. While these trade arrangements are still poorly 
understood, it is believed that it was conducted through a system of sponsorship, such as has 
been described by fourteenth century traveller Ibn Battuta during his visit to Mogadishu, Somalia 
(Hamdun and King 1998; Fleisher 2010c; Gensheimer 2018a). If this system is transferred to 
Tumbatu, then we might assume there would have to be a high level of trust between the host 
or sponsor and their guest(s), which was strengthened through the shared material culture 
displayed in this communal room. Through the display of exotic ceramics, the host emphasised 
his or her connection to the Indian Ocean world of commerce and culture. We can imagine 
such a space also included beautifully carved furniture, woven carpets, and colourful fabrics. A 
buried deposit of cowrie shells in the north-western corner of this room may have been of special 
ritual or symbolic significance. The role of cowries as currency may have been important, and 
the buried deposit was perhaps meant to ensure beneficial trade agreements. Of course, they 
may also have been buried for safekeeping. Caches of coins, cowries, and beads are known from 
several Swahili sites on the coast, although their purpose is yet to be uncovered (Fleisher and 
Wynne-Jones 2012; Wynne-Jones 2013).  

This communal room was also used for eating and perhaps even feasting (see Fleisher 
2010a for discussion of practices of feasting). Food consumption would have been an important 
aspect of everyday family interactions, as well as in social and political life. The Tumbatu 
communal room contained local ceramics in comparable amounts to all the other rooms (apart 
from interior room A), and the presence of a variety of vessel types suggests individual and 
communal consumption and serving of food (Figure 7.11). This same room also contained a 
small amount of shells, which together with other faunal material is a further indication for the 
use of this space as an area of food consumption. While it might seem counterintuitive that food 
remains should be left in a room such as this, the low number of remains suggest these could 
stem from one meal (or even a feast) that occurred just before the abandonment of the house. 
The bones indicate a protein-rich diet; the dominance of domesticated animals such as goat, 
cow, and chicken may be indicative of a comfortable living situation for the inhabitants of the 
house. Or indeed, a feast. While no doors were visible in the remaining walls of this room, it 
was probably connected to the courtyard, with which it shared a wall. This would facilitate easy 
movement between the two areas, the latter of which would have functioned as a kitchen (among 
other things). 
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Figure 7.11 Vessel type distribution by space 

 

Courtyard 

The courtyard (trenches 3BC, 5, and 6) would have been a highly active area, in which many of 
the productive everyday tasks of the household were carried out (Wilson 1982). Although not 
all Swahili houses had courtyards, they are believed to have been an important part of Swahili 
architecture, and seem to be present in many of the larger houses found on the coast. These 
would be open to the sky, but surrounded on all sides by walls. In the case of house 2, these 
walls were made up (at least partially) of the walls of the surrounding rooms, and the courtyard 
seems to have been placed at the centre of the house. A drainage pit was located in the middle 
of this space, and would have helped funnel away rainwater as well as domestic waste water from 
activities such as washing laundry. In this respect, the courtyards may have functioned in much 
the same way as they do today, offering a shaded and private area outdoors for household chores. 
Courtyards were probably also the main area for cooking and food preparation, and therefore 
also operated as a kitchen (Kusimba 1999; Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2012). This was probably 
also the case in house 2, where a large amount of shell, faunal bones, and local pottery were 
located. No remains from clay ovens (kijiko in Swahili) were identified, suggesting these may not 
have been used. Instead, food could have been cooked over an open fire, using stones to balance 
the round-bottomed cooking vessels (Donley-Reid 1990a).  

Botanical remains from a variety of food plants were also recovered from this space, 
including rice, fruit or nut, and legumes; in fact, all of the botanical food remains recovered 
during the Tumbatu excavations came from the courtyard contexts (apart from two elements of 
Poaceae, in the communal room and internal room B, which may have been from cereals or 
weeds). This is to be expected if this was the area in which food was cooked, as these remains 
only survive as a result of contact with fire. One single (unfinished) spindle whorl indicates that 
the courtyard was also used for other productive activities, in this case the spinning of thread. 
While we cannot be sure what type of fibre was used, cotton seems to be the most likely 
candidate, and documentary sources have shown that cotton was grown locally on the coast from 
at least the fourteenth century (Freeman-Grenville 1975: 107; Prestholdt 1998; Fleisher 2003: 
326). A number of seeds from the courtyard context believed to be from either cotton or baobab 
tentatively supports this. Such small scale household production of thread, and by extension 
textiles, has been recorded at other urban sites and may have been a common part-time 
occupation within many households (Fleisher 2003: 326–30; Wynne-Jones 2013; Pawlowicz 
2019; Wilson 2019: 111). The presence of only one spindle whorl in this house, and the 
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generally low number of whorls at the site, suggests this type of production was for private 
consumption or very limited trade. While other productive activities are likely to have taken 
place within this courtyard, no evidence for this exists, almost certainly a result of the poor 
preservation of organic materials.  

Today, courtyards are associated with the daily lives and activities of women and children, 
and we might expect this was also the case in the past. More recently, activities such as washing 
laundry, food processing, cooking, and spinning are traditionally associated with women both 
on the Swahili coast and elsewhere (Costin 1996; Hendon 1996; Prestholdt 1998), and the 
courtyard may therefore be considered a predominantly female space. As such, it may also have 
provided an important arena for socialising among the women of the household, and perhaps 
also between neighbours, and a place in which social identities were formed and maintained 
through daily interaction and exchange of knowledge.  

Interior room A and B 

These two spaces were only partially excavated, and have been difficult to interpret. Room A 
(trench 3A) had generally few finds compared to the other spaces, offering little data with which 
to work, although it contained a noteworthy number of beads and four copper coins. The level 
of the floor and the scarcity of finds suggests this space may have been a storage area, similar to 
those described at Gede by Gensheimer (2018b: 502). He writes of these: “Storerooms designed 
for the safekeeping of valuables were common, entered by ladders through small openings high 
up on the walls. These were found off the bedrooms of every house at Gede” (also see Kirkman 
1964: 106). This would explain the raised level of this ‘room’, and it may have been accessed 
from an opening high up on the wall in the courtyard or from room B. The large amount of 
shells may stem from midden materials, having been placed there to level the surface before 
laying the floor during the construction of the house. 

Room B (trench 4 and context 5004), on the other hand, contained a mixture of 
archaeological materials. The large amount of fish bones and shells in this room probably 
reflects the use of this room or space as a midden after it went out of use, as most of these food 
remains were recovered from the upper contexts. Below these contexts, however, was an 
unusually high number of glass beads. In total, 4,174 glass beads were recovered from this small 
trench, of which 3,624 were from deposits below the estimated floor, indicating that these had 
been buried intentionally. It is possible they were once strung together or kept within an organic 
container that has since degraded (or in a now broken clay vessel). Included in this bead 
assemblage was a cache of six yellow wound beads. In addition, five smooth stone pebbles were 
also associated with this room, although in mixed contexts. These finds indicate that this room 
may have had a special function, if we view these artefacts as intentionally buried ritual deposits. 
While the social and religious role of beads has received little consideration in previous research, 
we should consider a buried deposit such as this significant, and it may be viewed in relation to 
similar practices of burying coins and cowries. Likewise, smooth quartz pebbles have been 
associated with burial contexts at the site of Songo Mnara in Tanzania (Wynne-Jones and 
Fleisher 2016b), hinting at their ritual significance. However, the majority of the pebbles from 
room B were not quartz (apart from one), and it is entirely possible they had a more utilitarian 
purpose.  

The ritual significance of Swahili houses is well attested through the ethnographic and 
archaeological work by Donley-Reid. She has documented the importance of using artefacts to 
protect the house and its inhabitants from spirits or ill-meaning individuals, through the display 
of certain artefacts and buried deposits in certain rooms. According to some of the Swahili 
women she interviewed during her ethnographic study, glass beads were also used to protect 
women and children from evil spirits (Donley-Reid 1990a). Belief in the protective power of 
beads has also been observed in Iran and Iraq (Drower 1938 and Barth 1961, as cited in Donley-
Reid 1990a), suggesting this belief is linked to Islamic practices and may have been observed 
across the Islamic world. While Donley-Reid explains that beads are worn by women and 
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children to protect them, it is possible that the protective abilities of beads were recognised in 
earlier centuries as well, and that the buried beads in Tumbatu served this kind of purpose. 
Different colours also seem to carry different meanings, and some beads may have been more 
potent than others; the wound beads from the buried cache were all yellow, while site-wide black 
and red beads dominate the bead assemblage and occur in almost equal numbers. The reasons 
for this can only be speculated upon, although these colours might have been worn together.  

While Donley-Reid does not report on any instances of buried beads, she does describe 
other types of buried deposits in Swahili stone houses. For example, clay pots known as dafina 
(described elsewhere as fingo pots) can be buried with a “treasure” inside, and a sacrifice is made 
to “attract a benevolent spirit to guard the pot’s content” (Donley-Reid 1990a: 53). Buried pots 
such as these have been identified archaeologically in Songo Mnara (Wynne-Jones 2013), 
Pemba (LaViolette 1989), and at Gede (Kirkman 1963: 26). This type of ritual offering is also 
practised by mainland groups in East Africa, such as the Mijikenda (Mutoro 1987). The type of 
buried items vary according to the need of the household or individuals. Sometimes food is 
buried to deal with a variety of different problems, and the food is believed to absorb evil 
(Donley-Reid 1990). Unless found in situ, such buried ritual items can be difficult to separate 
from the more general food waste. Other buried deposits include the sacrifice of goats and 
chickens inside the house to dispel evil spirits (Donley 1987).  

In Donley-Reid’s (Donley 1987) study, many of the rituals of the Swahili are associated 
with the ndani, the most private room of the house to which women retreat if there are male 
strangers in the house. Locating such a ndani in earlier Swahili houses may not be feasible, and 
the ideal Swahili house layout described by Donley-Reid and others does not in fact transfer well 
back in time to pre-sixteenth century Swahili houses. It seems, however, that room B did indeed 
carry ritual significance, and while I hesitate to call it ndani, it seems to support the importance 
of ritual and protection in early Swahili stone houses. The buried deposits within this room may 
have served to protect the inhabitants of the house from evil or harmful spirits. They may also 
be seen as place-making rituals, intended to tie the inhabitants — the household — to the house 
(Wynne-Jones 2013). 

The workshop 

The structure and associated space excavated in Mkokotoni, here labelled the workshop, is 
unique in a Swahili context, as it consists of a stone structure related to the specialised production 
of one particular item: glass beads. The designation of this space as a workshop is based on the 
recovery of over 25,000 beads from this area as well as the remains of production waste 
materials, in addition to a possible furnace. Whether or not the beads were manufactured on-
site by re-melting glass is still unclear, but the relatively high number of glass shards, especially 
within the workshop, suggests this may have been the case. However, the majority of the waste 
materials were in the form of heat-treated broken beads, indicating that they may also have 
imported ready-made glass canes or beads which were then processed and threaded on site. 
Chemical analysis may shed light on these practices, although currently we can be relatively 
certain that this space was a workshop related to the processing of glass beads for redistribution 
locally and perhaps regionally.  

The space consists of a square stone structure (the workshop), and a circular stone feature 
(the furnace), as well as a small open area in between (Figure 7.12). The majority of the glass 
beads were recovered inside the furnace. Inside the workshop was also a sub-floor pit, which 
seems to have been dug into the packed earth floor of this interior space. It may have been used 
for storage, although its fill consisted mainly of three artefact types: local pottery, marine shells, 
and glass beads. The majority of the glass beads in this pit were red, and may in fact represent 
another type of buried deposit, similar to those observed in Tumbatu. However, as beads were 
ubiquitous in the entire workshop area and all contexts, this is not currently possible to 
determine for certain.  
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Figure 7.12 Plan drawing of the workshop space in Mkokotoni 
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Figure 7.13 Distribution of material culture by space in Mkokotoni (by count) 

 

 

 
Figure 7.14 Distribution of marine shells by space in Mkokotoni (by weight in grams) 
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The material culture and food remains recovered from the three trenches in Mkokotoni reveal 
patterns that help us understand the use of this space and the people in it (Figure 7.13 to Figure 
7.15). Being a place of production, we should also expect to see differences between this 
workshop and the domestic structures in Tumbatu, and the data from these two sites offers a 
useful comparative perspective between domestic and productive spaces, which may not be 
mutually exclusive. As we have already seen, the house in Tumbatu was also the setting for small-
scale household production of food and cotton thread (and possibly textiles), while the 
workshop in Mkokotoni was a separate structure specifically built — or at least used — in 
specialised production. The production and processing of glass beads would probably have been 
a near full-time profession that required extensive knowledge and skill. It may usefully be 
compared to other productive activities such as iron production, which also required specific 
spaces and involved the use of high heat and possibly open fire. As such, bead production may 
— like ironworking — have been a male profession, related to both danger and taboos through 
the use of fire and heat. While glass bead production was not a native craft in this part of Africa, 
and would therefore not adhere to deep-rooted traditions and rituals such as that of ironworking 
(or pottery making), it may have adopted the rituals of other traditional crafts. The buried deposit 
of red beads could therefore be seen as a part of this ritual, and similarly to the buried deposits 
in Tumbatu, could have been used as a way of protecting the workshop. The nearly complete 
skeleton of a domestic cat was also recovered from the bottom context of the furnace next to the 

Figure 7.15 Distribution of food remains (faunal bones) in relation to space in 
Mkokotoni (by count and per cent of total) 
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workshop; whether this was also an offering of some sort, or merely a deceased cat disposed of 
along with other refuse is unclear.   

We may postulate that the majority of the cooking was not done on-site, if we compare 
the local ceramic assemblage in the workshop to that of the domestic structure in Tumbatu. A 
significantly higher proportion of the Mkokotoni ceramic assemblage consisted of open bowls, 
which were used in food consumption, rather than in preparation or cooking (Figure 7.16). The 
majority of the open bowls were recovered from within the workshop, while most of the jars and 
closed bowls were recovered from the outdoor area and furnace (Figure 7.17). Of course, such 
an analysis is not straightforward, as most vessels seem to have had several functions, and 
determining which were used for cooking, storage, and serving has proven difficult (see Chapter 
4). However, the use of open bowls would be more clearly restricted to eating/serving food, 
owing to their shape. In addition, over half of the bowls in Mkokotoni (57%) were red-slipped, 
indicating that they were used in food consumption. This may be another indicator that the 
workshop was a space largely inhabited by men, who may not have been involved in cooking. 
The size of these bowls is also instructive; the majority of the vessels with a measurable rim were 
between 16 and 30 cm in diameter (Figure 7.18), indicating that they were used communally 
rather than as in individual consumption. The diet of the people in the workshop also differed 
from that of the household in Tumbatu, with a heavier dependence on (or access to) rice, beef, 
and goat, as well as shellfish. However, similar to Tumbatu, fish still constituted a large part of 
their diet. While some food preparation and cooking may very well have taken place in the area, 
also indicated by the presence of a coconut grater in the outdoor space and grinding stones in 
the furnace, it seems that these activities were carried out outside the workshop. By all accounts, 
the workshop itself was not a domestic space.  

 

 
Figure 7.16 Comparison of types of local ceramic vessels between Tumbatu's house trenches and Mkokotoni's 

workshop trenches (by count) 
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Figure 7.17 Distribution of vessel types in different spaces in Mkokotoni (by count) 

 

 
Figure 7.18 Comparison of local ceramic vessel sizes (diameter in cm) between Tumbatu's house trenches and 

Mkokotoni's workshop trenches 
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Open spaces 

The open, communal spaces of a town are the areas in between the built environment. They 
were arenas for social interaction, where the inhabitants of the town could meet, trade, and 
perform religious or ceremonial (perhaps political) events (Kusimba 1993: 122; Fleisher 2014). 
They would have been active spaces presumably open to all, although in some towns, or in some 
neighbourhoods, certain areas might have been restricted. This may be more so the case in 
towns with perimeter walls, such as in Gede, where two concentric walls enclose separate spaces 
of the town. Few studies have set out to understand the open spaces of Swahili towns, although 
their role in the political, social, and economic life of the town has been recognised for some 
time (Wilson 1982).  

One of the few studies specifically aimed at understanding open space has been carried 
out at Songo Mnara, a stone town from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in southern 
Tanzania. Using a combination of methodological approaches including magnetic susceptibility 
survey, excavations, Shovel Test Pit survey, and geochemical sampling (Fleisher and Sulas 2015), 
this project has revealed the multiple and complex uses of public space at this town over a 
relatively short occupation period (it was only settled for approximately 150 years). Resulting 
interpretations of the data showed that various spaces were used, among other things, for lime 
and iron production and waste disposal, and also contained orchards, animal pens, tombs, and 
daub structures. Some areas are also thought to have been used for drying fish nets and salting 
fish (Fleisher and Sulas 2015). One of the central public wells has been interpreted as an area 
for casual socialising as well as washing of clothes and other water-related activities (Wynne-
Jones and Fleisher 2014a). Three different types of public space have been defined at Songo 
Mnara: the ritual space connected to mosques and tombs used for commemoration and 
offerings; a central public space surrounded by domestic and productive activities; and less 
public green spaces used for holding animals and growing vegetables and fruits. Similar varied 
activities would probably have taken place in the open spaces and streets of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni as well. While Tumbatu provided a site for trade, communication, and religious 
practice, Mkokotoni may have been the area in which commemoration of important people 
(through tombs) was practised. As such, the urban landscape can only be truly appreciated when 
seeing the two sites together, challenging how we might see towns as self-contained spaces with 
clearly demarcated boundaries.   

 We might imagine that the open spaces in Tumbatu would have been teeming with life, 
both animal and human, navigating the spaces between houses, mosques, and wells. There is no 
indication that there were any specific neighbourhoods defined by either town walls, house types, 
or access to food or artefacts: the distribution of material culture and food remains was very 
uniform, and no timber and daub neighbourhoods seem to have existed, indicating an 
economically homogenous urban landscape. The majority of activity was confined to the built-
up area of the town, with few artefacts recovered in the areas beyond. The exception was the 
recovery of local pottery (and two pieces of imported pottery), iron tools, and shells in the 
outlying STP transects, most likely reflective of agricultural areas in these locations just outside 
the town. Some aspects of pottery production could have taken place in these areas as well, as 
the drying of newly made pots would require adequate space in the sun, as well as open areas 
for firing. However, as all the houses of the town were made from coral stone, the risk of fires 
may have been small, and not considered a significant threat. This is also indicated by the 
presence of iron slag at the centre of the town, a process which would have required high heat 
and perhaps open flames.  

This central area of the town is intriguing, as it is the only place in which we see some 
pattern in the distribution of material culture. In addition to the iron slag, we also recovered two 
spindle whorls and the majority of the coins and cowrie shells from this area, as well as three 
wells and two smaller mosques (Figure 7.19). This area of the town may therefore be interpreted 
as a central public area, accessible to all the inhabitants, where everyday trade and production 
took place. Both cowries and coins were used as currency locally and regionally. In addition, 
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other items such as cloth and grain may have been used in barter (Strandes 1961: 93), which are 
not recoverable archaeologically, as well as beads. The mosques would have been frequented 
by local residents and visiting merchants, providing a space for social and religious practice. 
While no evidence for timber and daub structures were found, timber kiosks may well have 
existed in this open space, offering shelter from the sun during the day. Large market places 
such as those known elsewhere in the Islamic world have not been identified on the Swahili 
coast, and while some trade (especially with foreign merchants) may have taken place within the 
secluded spaces of the domestic house, small scale markets with impermanent architecture 
could have existed between or outside domestic houses, or on the larger thoroughfares of the 
town, such as those identified in modern Siyu (Brown 1988). There, Brown reports that the 
sellers would use small, thatched wooden stalls or stores built into their own homes. Both of 
these practices can be observed in smaller and larger settlements in Zanzibar today. These types 
of centrally located activity and trading areas have also been identified at Mogadishu and Takwa 
in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, and possibly earlier at Shanga (Horton and 
Middleton 2000: 121-122). 

 

 
Figure 7.19 One of the smaller mosques in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 

 

The sea 

The maritime landscapes of the Swahili coast are a significant, yet underexplored, element of 
the urban setting, and have played a major role in the placement and development of settlements 
and provided an important subsistence base. The maritime environment can be seen even in 
the very fabric of these coastal towns, in the coral rag, Porites coral, and lime plaster of the stone 
architecture (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2014a). Underwater and foreshore surveys have also 
revealed the remains of causeways built to aid incoming ships and boats navigate the waters 
around Kilwa and down the coast to Lindi (Pollard et al. 2012; Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017), 
as well as the remains of shipwrecks and ship’s ballast in Kenya and Tanzania (Pollard and 
Kinyera 2017; Bita 2018). Despite the long recognised role of the sea in Swahili culture (Breen 
and Lane 2004; Kusimba and Walz 2018), until very recently, little attention has been given to 
the East African seascape, apart from its role in maritime connections as a route connecting 
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larger trade centres. Our understanding of ships, ports, and harbours, especially before the 
sixteenth century, is therefore limited (although see Fitton 2017; Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017). 

 The sea forms an important feature of the total urban landscape of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni, both as a resource for raw materials and food products such as mangroves, coral, 
fish, shellfish, sharks, and rays, and as a seaway between the two sites. The role of Tumbatu as 
an entrepôt was also made possible by its proximity to the ocean, reflected in the location of 
both sites at the very edge of the land, facing Mkokotoni bay. The people of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni would have interacted with the sea on a near daily basis, and the importance of fish 
and shellfish is clear from the archaeological evidence. These were a maritime people whose 
livelihoods greatly depended on the sea. Mkokotoni bay also offered a deep harbour sheltered 
from strong winds and currents, where both small and large boats could be beached or anchored 
(Figure 7.20). The best access route into this bay was through the northern passage between 
Tumbatu Island and northern Unguja, which could accommodate the larger sewn plank and 
pegged hull vessels of the second millennium Swahili coast and Indian Ocean (Fitton 2017: 260-
262). The maritime conditions of Mkokotoni bay were probably a deciding factor in settlement 
location during the late first and early second millennium, the shoreline being the home of 
several settlements in this period, including Fukuchani, Shangani, Mvuleni, and Pwani Deburi 
(Clark and Horton 1985). As the beach on Tumbatu seems to be of relatively recent origin, 
access to the town during its occupation was probably via the coral plateau, into which steps such 
as those recorded in the southern area were carved. At low tide, it may have been possible to 
beach vessels on this eastern shore, although we might imagine boat building and repairs took 
place in Mkokotoni, which has a much wider beach and a far-stretching shallow foreshore where 
dozens of vessels can still be beached (Figure 7.21). 

Being a trading town, we should expect to find a port somewhere in Tumbatu. A short 
note on the definition (and separation) of the terms port and harbour is instructive here: while 
a harbour can be defined as a “natural coastal location capable of providing shelter for sea-going 
vessels”, a port “represents a more restricted location for the transfer of goods or people between 
land and sea” (Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017: 460). Such a port has not yet been definitely 
identified in Tumbatu, and ports are generally elusive in Swahili towns of this period. While the 
beach has been flagged as an important area for receiving foreign boats and people and for 
conducting trade in the first millennium (Fitton 2017), more formal ports with associated 
buildings might be expected for the larger entrepôts of the second millennium. The lack of 
public buildings and storage facilities at Swahili towns of this period is somewhat of a 
conundrum, as these were important architectural aspects of other Islamic towns at the time, 
and would seemingly have been integral to any large port of trade. It is possible that we simply 
have not yet been able to recognise such buildings, or that goods were stored in the individual 
houses of merchants. In addition, Wilson (2019: 2, 57) suggests that some of the single-room 
buildings at seventeenth century Takwa in Kenya may have been used for storage rather than as 
domestic houses. He noted that some of these buildings did not have toilets, and had wider than 
average doors. Identifying the non-domestic nature of Swahili architecture may only be possible 
through site-wide excavations where different assemblages and architectural elements can be 
compared. Tumbatu does, however, possess a candidate for a port area or structure on its north-
eastern edge, where an enigmatic structure with an associated (possible) mooring hole was 
located. Although the structure was not excavated, the layout could partially be observed through 
the visible extant stone walls. This included a deep and narrow chamber with no visible doors 
or other entrances. This building may have been a storage or other type of port facility, although 
its true function can only be established through excavation.  
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Figure 7.20 View of Mkokotoni harbour (photo by author, 2017) 

 

 
Figure 7.21 Aerial view of Mkokotoni harbour today, home of numerous fishing and transportation boats. The 

archaeological site is not in view (© The Zanzibar Mapping Initiative and the Revolutionary Government of 
Zanzibar: http://www.zanzibarmapping.org/) 
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Summary 

In this chapter, I have presented the architectural and spatial data recorded during the two field 
seasons of archaeological work at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and propose to view the two sites 
as one larger urban settlement. Together, they would have provided a variety of functions for 
the town’s inhabitants, as well as for people from the surrounding hinterlands, including 
opportunities for small- and large-scale trade, religious and communal practise, and production. 
We might consider the two settlements as two distinct neighbourhoods of the same town, 
carrying out different functions: Tumbatu was a trading entrepôt, hosting local and foreign 
merchants and their wares, as well as a religious (and possibly political) centre for the wider area, 
while Mkokotoni was a productive area, supplying the town with agricultural produce, everyday 
artefacts, and glass beads.  The latter was also the home of a glass bead workshop, and 
comparison between this workshop in Mkokotoni and the domestic house in Tumbatu shows 
subtle differences in the use of space and the identity of the inhabitants of the two spaces. While 
the workshop was not a domestic space, and seems to have been purpose-built for the 
production of beads, some domestic activities seem to have taken place outside. The house in 
Tumbatu shows a domestic setting similar to Swahili houses excavated elsewhere on the coast, 
and was the location for a variety of household tasks such as cooking, laundry, and spinning, as 
well as the leisure activities of the household. It may also have hosted foreign merchants, who 
came to Tumbatu to trade. In the house, they would have found familiar material culture, 
including glazed ceramics, glass vessels, and probably finely made furniture and textiles. In the 
next chapter, I will explore how some of these products ended up in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, 
and the important productive activities that created the material landscape of these two sites. 
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8 
A PRODUCTIVE URBAN LANDSCAPE IN 

NORTHERN ZANZIBAR 

The role of production economies has largely been underexplored in Swahili contexts before 
the sixteenth century. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, much attention has been awarded to 
the role of long-distance and regional trade and merchant elites, and the artefacts and 
architecture used to negotiate these elite identities. These material cultures are only the end 
products of a long chain of activities, however, and little is currently known about the people 
and processes involved in making them (Lane 2014; LaViolette 2018a). This chapter will 
approach the role of labour and production in the economy and social structures at Tumbatu 
and Mkokotoni, and in the relationship between the two sites. The aim here is not to undermine 
the importance of trade at Mkokotoni and Tumbatu, but to highlight how trade was only one 
aspect of a complex socio-economic landscape supported by different types of activities. I also 
argue that trade was a productive activity that required the same social organisation as other 
activities such as crafting or food production, and existed on the same social spectrum as these. 
A trading town such as Tumbatu would have required trading specialists and other merchant-
related labour roles (Lane 2014).  

Productive activities and their archaeological traces  

Archaeological investigations of Swahili towns and settlements have revealed the rich and varied 
material culture in use among their inhabitants, and detailed studies of pottery, beads, and 
architectural styles have been used to understand trade networks and cultural transfers among 
the Swahili and their neighbours (see Chapter 2). Less is known about the people who produced 
these things, however, and how their production may have reflected and enabled certain social 
structures. We know little about the potters who created the well-known Tana Tradition, or the 
architects behind the extensive stone-built houses, tombs, and mosques. Our limited 
understanding of the social networks behind these productive activities are tied to the 
methodological limitations of archaeology, which often leaves us only with the end product of 
most activities; production debris and evidence for specialised production areas are frequently 
missing from the archaeological record (LaViolette 2018a), and only a small number of 
archaeological investigations have dealt with the question of production directly (Kusimba and 
Killick 2003; Horton 2004b; Flexner et al. 2008; Fleisher and Sulas 2015; Bauzyte 2019).  

Rich ethnographic and to some extent historical data help ameliorate some of these 
difficulties, however, and Africa has been a particularly rich arena for the study of craft 
production and labour relations (see Chapter 1). Productive labour is one of the structuring 
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principles of complex societies, and understanding these labour relations are key to 
understanding social and political relationships (Sinopoli 1988; Costin 1996, 2000). Knowledge 
of a craft can create opportunities for social and economic advancement and the creation of 
networks beyond one’s kin and settlement. Certain crafts are also reserved for certain kin or 
social groups, where knowledge of these crafts can be passed down through kinship lines. In 
addition, craft production and other economic and domestic activities are often gendered, a 
pattern observed ethnographically in many modern societies (Murdock and Provost 1973; 
Costin 1996).  

Gendered labour relationships seem to be no less true for Swahili society of the recent 
past, where particular activities such as pottery and iron production, weaving, fishing, and 
woodworking have been carried out by either men or women, with known cultural norms as to 
who does what (Brown 1988; Kusimba 1996; M’Mbogori 2013). Although these gender roles 
cannot be projected back in time to the early second millennium with any certainty, the presence 
of similar gendered labour roles in other East African (and indeed African more broadly) 
societies suggests that some cultural norms have a significant time depth. One example is the 
production of iron, which seems to be almost exclusively the domain of men (although women 
may help during certain stages of the process). Gender and labour represent two key aspects of 
group identity and belonging, and understanding how these intersect is an important factor in 
understanding the division of labour and social relations within a society.  

Where possible, in the sections below I have included a discussion about gender, not in 
an attempt to “add women and stir” (Bunch 1987, as cited in Spencer-Wood, 1999), but to 
understand more fully the role of women in the construction and maintenance of society. It is 
often all too easy to place women within the household and leave them there, assuming that 
their influence on political and wider social life is limited to the family (see for example Gokee 
2014 for discussion). Households are important, and we should not assume that small scale 
household production and activities were not significant, and as will be emphasised below, the 
labour of women must have been an integral part of the economy of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. 
Several ethnographic studies of Swahili society in the more recent past have emphasised the 
sometimes very strict gender norms of the Swahili, especially in urban areas. Although these 
gender norms are to some extent a result of more recent events, such as colonisation and 
changing Islamic practices (see Chapter 1 and 2), rules and norms dictating ways of dress, 
behaviour, socialising, and ritual were probably also important in the more distant past.  

Below I will discuss those aspects of production that are visible archaeologically and their 
role in the functioning of society. This naturally limits the scope to the more tangible activities, 
and the urban character of both sites also plays a major role: certain activities would not have 
been carried out within the town at all, and products may have been imported from nearby 
villages for which the town was a trading hub (LaViolette and Fleisher 2018). In addition, few 
specific crafting areas are known in Swahili archaeological contexts. Workshops6 are almost 
unheard of; the only exception may be the presence of timber kiosks identified by Horton (1996: 
237-238) at Shanga, and timber and daub structures excavated at Songo Mnara (Wynne-Jones
2020, pers.com.). Other possible areas have been identified at Unguja Ukuu and Vumba Kuu,
where concentrations of ironworking debris have been related to specific iron production areas
(Wynne-Jones 2012; LaViolette 2018a). As LaViolette (2018a) notes, however, many productive
activities would not have required a workshop, and household production seems to have been
common. Finally, many craft products cannot be seen archaeologically, including those which
would have been important in everyday life as well as ritual and social display, such as fabrics,
mats, baskets, nets and ropes, leather goods, and carved wood in the form of furniture and doors
(Brown 1988; Aldrick 1990; LaViolette 2018a). Any interpretation of the role of material culture

6 Here defined as a physical structure in which the production of items for redistribution and/or trade occured, see 
Costin (2020) for discussion. 
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and production in society will therefore be faulty from the start. What is important to 
archaeologists — the things that survive — may not have held the same importance in the past. 

Creating space: architectural landscapes  

The Swahili house 

The most visible feature of production on the Swahili coast is stone architecture. Although often 
associated with elite practice and display of wealth, these durable structures are a testament to 
the skill and ingenuity of their builders and architects. We cannot know exactly who was 
responsible for designing and building the stone structures, such as houses, mosques, and tombs, 
yet the labour involved as well as their design tell us something about the processes that must 
have taken place. We might assume that domestic buildings were requested and paid for by 
specific people or families, who would have had certain requests in terms of the layout of these 
structures to fit their needs. This may for example have impacted the size of the houses and the 
number and type of rooms, and rooms may have been added on later as families (and their 
wealth) grew. This would lead to an organic growth of the towns (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 
2014b).  

While studies of later Swahili houses have emphasised shared layouts that conform to 
specific religious requirements (Allen 1974; Allen and Wilson 1979; Donley 1987; Donley-Reid 
1990b), houses of the early second millennium were more variable (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 
2014b), highlighting the individual choice and style of their occupants. However, as many design 
and architectural elements are shared along the entire coast, particular environmental, cultural, 
and practical considerations would also have dictated the construction of houses and use of 
space. Examples of environmentally dependent considerations include the use of doors, 
windows, and courtyards for keeping the house cool and appropriately ventilated (Singh Deogun 
et al. 2013; Gensheimer 2018b). The thickness of the walls, which seems to consistently be 
between 44 and 48 cm (Garlake 1966: 16), as well as the whitewashing of outer walls, also aided 
in keeping the house cool during the intense heat of the day. Culturally and practically informed 
architectural conventions include stone benches (known as baraza) lining the entrances of houses 
(Loimeier 2009), guest and reception rooms, wall niches, intricate wooden doors, courtyards, 
and storage areas, all of which relate to the house as an arena for social gatherings and receiving 
guests, as well as household activities and production, which were (and are) crucial aspects of 
Swahili culture and practice (Wynne-Jones 2013; Gensheimer 2018b).  

These considerations show the knowledge and skill of both architects and builders, who 
helped maintain certain ways of living and moving inside the house and around the town through 
the structuring of space. Although some scholars have emphasised the lack of street layouts in 
Swahili towns, some planning probably went into the positioning of different structures and how 
to move among them. According to some Portuguese accounts, these streets were very narrow, 
with houses (both stone and daub) being built so close together that “the streets were almost like 
covered groves” (Strandes 1961: 90-91). For Europeans, this kind of layout might have seemed 
unstructured and unfamiliar, but in Zanzibar, these narrow streets and lanes would have 
provided some much-needed shade during the daytime, as well as easy access between individual 
houses. They might also have offered some privacy for people wishing to move around town 
unnoticed (discussed in Caplan 2015). Anyone who has visited modern Stone Town would find 
this familiar, where some lanes are barely wide enough to fit a bicycle. In addition, the seemingly 
random layout of the early towns also indicates that individual households had much control 
over their own space and how to construct it, with little involvement from any higher authorities. 
This at least seems to be the case in Tumbatu.  

The houses themselves were constructed using a number of different materials, all of 
which contributed to the practical function and aesthetic of the house. Coral rag (coralline 
limestone) would have been quarried for use in walls and roofs, while fresh Porites coral had to 
be collected from underwater deposits and carved into features used for doorways, windows, 
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and niches (Figure 8.1), and mosque designs including arches (Figure 8.2) and mihrabs, which 
are recesses in the wall of the main prayer hall indicating the direction of Mecca (Garlake 1966: 
15; Allen 1974: 67; Wilson 2016: 7). Lime was produced by burning coral limestone, and used 
for making mortar and plaster covering walls, floors, and ceilings. As already mentioned, the 
whitewashing of outdoor walls using lime plaster would have aided in reflecting the sun and 
keeping the house cool (Steyn 2002), although according to Strandes (1961: 91), Portuguese 
accounts claim some houses were “painted inside and out”, suggesting certain houses may have 
had walls painted with colour. Timber was used to make lintels, roof beams, and rafters, which 
would have required the procuring of the timber itself and the act of working it into usable 
materials. Some houses also had makuti roofs, made from timber and palm fronds. 
Woodworking may have been an extensive productive activity, as houses would also have 
contained carved wooden doors and furniture, an important aspect of Swahili culture in more 
recent periods. Carved wooden doors were present on the coast at the time of the first arrival of 
the Portuguese, who commented on such architectural features at Kilwa, Faza, and Mombasa in 
the sixteenth century (Aldrick 1990).   
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Figure 8.1 A single niche set into a house wall on Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 

 

 
Figure 8.2 Arches decorated with carved Porites coral at the Friday mosque in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 
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The organisation of house construction 

A number of different skilled labourers and artisans would have been involved in the production 
of the stone houses on the coast. These include architects and builders (if they were indeed 
separate professions), lumberjacks, woodworkers, stonemasons, and quarry workers. The high 
technical quality of the houses indicates that some or all of these would have been employed in 
their professions full time, as specialists in their fields. They may also have organised themselves 
in particular guilds, in which the teaching and training of apprentices was a crucial part (see 
Wendrich 2013a; also Chapter 1). This would have enabled the wide geographical and temporal 
distribution of certain architectural features that are especially visible in mosque construction. 
As house and mosque construction was such a specialised craft, it is also possible that architects 
and skilled builders travelled and hired out their skills at several settlements. The notion of 
travelling architects has been highlighted by Garlake (1966), while Lambourn (1999) has shown 
in her study of marble carvings from East Africa how architectural features of a certain style, 
quality, and material could be imported from distant crafting centres (in this case Cambay in 
India). The early date of Tumbatu makes the presence of travelling architects a plausible 
explanation, as the architectural style and building techniques there seem to have been fully 
developed by the twelfth century; it is evident the builders and architects were well-versed in the 
Swahili architectural styles and conventions. Some of these architects and builders may also have 
been enslaved labourers, in which case their enslaver may have been responsible for hiring them 
out and reaping the profits. Such systems are not uncommon in the Islamic world of slavery 
(Davis 2003; Croucher 2015). The homogeneity of architectural features seen all along the coast 
has been referred to by Garlake (1966: 116 ) as “sterile traditionalism” while accusing the Swahili 
builders of being unimaginative. However, following building conventions or norms does not 
necessarily equate to a lack of imagination, and as Allen (1974: 45) argues, the creativity of 
builders and architects can be seen in the variety of tomb buildings. 

During her survey of extant wooden doors in Lamu, Mombasa, and Stone Town, Aldrick 
(1990) noted that similar design elements could be identified between carved wooden doors and 
dhows (see Figure 8.3 and Figure 8.4 for modern examples), suggesting shared skills and cultural 
or ritual values between the makers and users of both. Aldrick also claimed that doors would 
reflect the ethnicity and the socio-economic status of the owner, an element that unfortunately 
cannot be reproduced for earlier centuries, but which gives an intriguing insight into the role of 
design and craft in the construction and maintenance of social structures. Aldrick’s argument is 
a reminder that the archaeological record does not preserve many of the important elements 
used in constructing the social fabric of the Swahili, and that we should be careful about making 
associations between stone houses and elite status, before considering other material and 
immaterial factors (see discussion in Chapter 1).  

No timber and daub houses were recovered during the fieldwork in Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni, but they deserve some attention here nevertheless, as they constitute a significant 
architectural feature on the coast throughout the entire Swahili period. Timber and daub houses 
offer a comparative element to the stone houses, as they have often been viewed as the lesser 
version of domestic architecture when the two are compared (e.g. Gensheimer 2018b), and are 
associated with non-elite identity. While I have argued here that this view is overly simplistic (see 
Chapter 1), and stone houses should not automatically be considered elite, the two types of 
houses would have required different types of labour output and organisation. They probably 
also reflected the different needs of the occupants of the house. While timber and daub houses 
could be constructed by members of the household themselves, using mainly locally sourced 
materials (Moriarty 1980), stone houses required, as we have seen above, a variety of specialists. 
It is therefore likely that a town such as Tumbatu, with extensive stone architecture, would have 
been home to a group (or guild) of architectural specialists, who likely hired out their skills. As 
we will see with other productive activities in the following sections of this chapter, these specialist 
skills would have provided the builders with social power, being essential workers in the 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni urban landscape; without these builders, Tumbatu would not exist.   
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Figure 8.3 Example of carved 
decoration on a modern 
fishing boat in Zanzibar 
(photo by author, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.4 Example of a carved wooden 
door in Stone Town, Zanzibar (photo by 
author, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.5 Building 17109 on 
Tumbatu, showing the use of Porites 
coral and the probable presence of a 
wooden threshold (photo by author, 
2017) 

  



 

A PRODUCTIVE URBAN LANDSCAPE IN NORTHERN ZANZIBAR 

234 

 

Constructing Tumbatu’s architectural landscape 

Tumbatu was an extensive stone town during its occupation period, and enormous amounts of 
labour must have gone into its construction and the continued maintenance of its structures. 
Builders and architects would have provided a key service in Tumbatu and probably also in 
Mkokotoni (although the number of stone houses at the latter site is unclear), and provided the 
inhabitants of both areas with residential and religious buildings integral to the structuring of 
everyday life and religious and ritual practice. The identity of the builders is unknown, although 
some information may be gleaned from the presence of artefactually rich sub-floor fills. Some 
of this material may be regular midden deposits, perhaps moved from older middens to level 
the floor surface. In Mkokotoni, there was evidence of beach sand being used for this purpose, 
which may have been transported from the beach and used as a base layer before the 
construction of the house. The association between such sandy layers and site occupation has 
also been suggested at Songo Mnara (Sulas and Madella 2012). Beach sand may not have been 
so readily available in Tumbatu, where the sub-floor fills consist of archaeological materials and 
coral rocks.  

 The sub-floor deposits may also represent the activities of the builders during their work, 
however; they may even have lived directly on site in impermanent architecture. Unfortunately, 
there is little to distinguish the sub-floor fills from the above floor deposits in terms of artefact 
variety and type, although the presence of gaming pieces in the former at Tumbatu could reflect 
past-time activities of the builders. Faunal bones, cooking pots, and charcoal may also be 
indicative of the food production and consumption of the builders, who may have been both 
women and men. The presence of glass beads in these contexts suggests that women were 
present and active during the construction of these houses, as these smaller beads are largely 
associated with the adornment of women (Donley-Reid 1990a; Marshall 2019). It may be 
prudent to assume that women were key figures in the design of stone houses as well, when we 
consider the houses as arenas for female activity and interaction.  

 Despite the numerous stone houses present on Tumbatu, no sign of a coral stone quarry 
could be found. This could mean that coral rag was quarried from the surface where the town 
was built, as the (coral) bedrock is very close to the surface on this island. There is indeed some 
indication that this was the case when we consider the construction of house 2: trench 3A has 
been interpreted as a possible raised storage space on top of coral bedrock, being at a higher 
level than the rest of the house (see Chapter 7). It seems likely that the area was prepared for 
the construction of this house by cutting out the bedrock to fit the shape of the house, and 
possibly using this same rock in the construction of its walls. We should then expect to find lime 
kilns somewhere in or near the town, as these are in more recent times located close to the 
source of the coral rag to reduce the need for transport (Ichumbaki and Pollard 2015). No such 
kilns were identified at either Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, and while such features seem to be rare 
(or under-reported) archaeologically, they have been uncovered at Kilwa, Songo Mnara, and 
Shanga (Horton 1987; Pollard et al. 2012). 

The lack of preserved wood in archaeological contexts makes it nearly impossible to 
assess how common wooden features were in Tumbatu, and no identifiable door hinges or locks 
were recovered. The upper parts of the walls are also missing, precluding any identification of 
certain architectural features relating to wood fittings, although some places for wooden 
thresholds can be identified (Figure 8.5). We can also be fairly certain that wood was used in the 
construction of roofs and doors. Mangrove wood is readily available on Tumbatu today and 
probably also was in the past, but other types of timber would presumably have come from 
Unguja, Pemba, or the Tanzanian mainland. We might imagine that the finished house was 
quite beautiful, with finely carved and perhaps painted wooden features and furniture, bright 
white plaster, and colourful curtains carpets. Filling the house with such items would in itself 
constitute a significant amount of skilled labour. 



 

A PRODUCTIVE URBAN LANDSCAPE IN NORTHERN ZANZIBAR 

235 

 

 In domestic houses, the need for privacy has often been highlighted, and larger houses 
would have included both public and private spaces, the latter presumably only accessible to 
family and close friends (Donley-Reid 1990b; Wynne-Jones 2013; Baumanova and Smejda 
2017). Although such privacy concerns may be difficult to prove archaeologically, the different 
uses of space can sometimes be gleaned from the combination of architecture and artefacts (see 
Chapter 7). This is evident in Tumbatu, where certain features were recognised, such as the 
presence of a courtyard surrounded on at least two sides by indoor rooms. Here, I have 
interpreted the courtyard as an activity space used for food production, spinning, and laundry, 
while the large communal room on its eastern side may have been used for entertaining guests 
and displaying household wealth in shallow niches on the wall. One of the rooms on the western 
side of the courtyard contained buried bead deposits, probably reflecting the ritual significance 
of architectural space. Such buried deposits could also have functioned as “a claim to space, with 
households investing very literally in the foundation of their house or household” (Wynne-Jones 
2018: 300). The owners of the house may therefore have had an active role in its design and 
construction. Apart from cultural and religious/ritual preferences, economy and environment 
would also have dictated certain aspects of the house construction. Stone houses would have 
required enough wealth to cover the costs of their construction, including labour and materials, 
as opposed to timber and daub houses which could be constructed relatively quickly with local 
materials and by household members. 

Crafting: everyday essentials and ‘luxury’ items 

The social organisation of crafting 

Crafting would have played an essential role in the social and economic structures of past 
societies, both through the items that were created, and through the act of crafting them. In some 
parts of Africa, the role of crafts has been particularly well studied, where knowledge and 
command of certain crafts have been linked to elite and/or outsider status, as well as power 
(Calabrese 2000; Haour 2013). Through systems of kinship learning, apprenticeships, and ritual 
behaviour, crafting has been given social meaning beyond the mere act of manipulating materials 
and creating a product. And as the product enters society, it extends this meaning through trade, 
use, and display. For Swahili contexts, evidence of crafting most often comes in the form of 
metal artefacts and slag, pottery sherds, spindle whorls, and bead grinders, although any artefact 
is the result of a crafting process. Crafting for and by the household also seems to be a common 
feature in Swahili societies, where small-scale crafting took place within the house, probably as 
a part-time activity, although some would have been household specialists working full-time 
(Flexner et al. 2008).    

 There are different ways to attempt to encapsulate the nature of craft production in 
complex societies: LaViolette (2018a) makes the distinction between craft and industry; Sinopoli 
(1988) talks of administrative, centralised, and non-centralised crafting; while Costin (1991) and 
Clark (1995) distinguish between specialised and non-specialised craftspeople (see also Chapter 
1). There is no single way to describe Swahili crafting, as it was practised at different scales in 
different settlements and time periods. The small-scale household production seen at many 
sites, including Tumbatu, is likely to have been organised in a non-centralised manner, however, 
with little or no interference from a central authority or administrative elites (see for example 
Hendon 1996). Sinopoli (1988) describes such production as small-scale and dispersed, where 
goods are produced by either full-time or part-time specialists with smaller workshops and lower 
output than what is seen in centralised contexts. In any case, most production was probably 
carried out in order to meet local or household demand, where products were traded at local 
markets or straight from the house of the producers. Individual households and workshops were 
largely responsible for their own production output, and were consequently able to reap the 
financial benefits of their labour. Certain craftspeople or crafting groups may have gained 
significant social status and/or wealth through their labour, if they commanded a skill that was 
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particularly sought-after or rare, such as the glass bead makers in Mkokotoni. As such, we should 
not see all crafts as equal in terms of their social and economic value, and the status they brought 
to their crafters. 

The social organisation of crafting in Swahili societies is mostly understood through 
ethnographic studies, particularly those focusing on metal and pottery production, and 
archaeology has offered relatively little insight into this organisation beyond issues such as scale 
and location of production. Particularly themes related to gender, rituals, and taboos have been 
of interest to ethnographers and ethno-archaeologists. For archaeologists, I would argue 
ethnography offer possibilities, ways for us to imagine how crafting may have been organised in 
the past. This holds especially true for practices that are shared over large geographic distances 
and between ethnic or tribal groups, as this suggests certain practices may have significant time 
depth, dating back to a common origin for these groups. However, ethnography should only be 
taken as a guide, tools with which to think, and cannot offer conclusive answers to the many 
questions plaguing the archaeologists.  

 Ethnographic research carried out by Kusimba (1996) has shown that iron production in 
modern East African coastal societies is dictated by a number of social regulations and ritual 
observances that frame the social status of the ironworkers. The path to becoming a smith 
involves a long period of training in both ritual and practical knowledge, making metalwork a 
time-consuming profession. This training and the craft itself is organised into guilds, and training 
is carried out through apprenticeships via kinship relations. There are also significant ritual and 
spiritual associations with the craft of ironworking, a pattern seen throughout ironworking 
societies in sub-Saharan Africa, where smiths usually occupy a marginal role. Their social and 
economic statuses vary between societies and settlements, however, and while some are feared 
and avoided, others are revered (Kusimba 1996; Haour 2013). Kusimba (1996) also claims the 
location of smelting and sometimes smithing sites at the edges of settlements is partly related to 
the nature of secrecy surrounding this craft (although practical considerations are also an 
important factor). Some of the circumstances surrounding ironworking revealed through 
ethnographic research probably reflect more ancient practices: the geographically widespread 
treatment of smiths as sorcerers and their secret, ritual knowledge of magic suggests a time depth 
for the marginal role of smiths. Nonetheless, the extent to which we can project the social 
organisation of ironworking into the past is limited. Through her studies of ironworking 
technology in coastal East Africa, Bauzyte (2019) found that there seems to have been some 
degree of innovation and adaption among Swahili ironworkers of the late first and early second 
millennium, showing flexibility in technical skills which may have also influenced the social 
organisation of the craft. 

Smiths are overwhelmingly male in African societies (Costin 1996; Kusimba 1996), and 
in coastal societies today, women are actively precluded from the ironworking process. Although 
they do carry out related work, such as collecting firewood and cooking for the smiths, a number 
of taboos exclude women from direct association with the forge. These include forbidding 
pregnant and menstruating women from being near the forge (Kusimba 1996). Although such 
gendered patterns are not universal, and women have been known to smelt iron or be otherwise 
involved in the production (Kusimba 1996; Iles et al. 2018), the majority of Swahili smiths were 
probably male.  

 Pottery production follows some similar socially structured patterns to that of 
ironworking, and is similarly gendered, although in this case, the craft is dominated by women. 
In addition, certain taboos are also reminiscent of the organisation of iron production, such as 
refraining from going to clay sources when pregnant and not potting while menstruating or after 
sex (M’Mbogori 2013: 72, 118). In her ethnographic study, M’Mbogori (2013: 115-118) also 
found that the potters she interviewed were of low status, although not marginalised. In several 
West African communities, the role of potters and smiths are intimately linked, as they occupy 
the same or similar social spheres — in some societies, potters and smiths are also linked through 
marriage (Sterner and David 1991; Gosselain 1999; Haour 2013: 84-86). Understanding how 
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ceramic vessels were made, including the process from gathering clay through the forming and 
decoration of the vessel to its firing, can give important insights into social organisation and local 
economies of past settlements (M’Mbogori 2018). Ethnographic studies have also here been 
crucial in understanding the chaîne opératoire of pottery production and how this work has been 
organised socially, as these aspects are not normally recoverable archaeologically (Costin 2000; 
M’Mbogori 2018: 598). Particularly interesting is the study by M’Mbogori (2013), who found 
that while form and decoration of pots may vary considerably, production methods change little 
over time. Her study also found that large linguistic groups, such as the Bantu, followed similar 
production techniques. These techniques seem to have a significant time depth, showing that 
similar production techniques have been used for several hundred years among many groups of 
people within the Bantu language family (also see Gosselain 1999, 2000).  

Although more studies of production techniques are needed, the current understanding 
is that the Swahili of today and of the recent past, like many of their Bantu neighbours and other 
hinterland groups, produce pottery by the drawing method: this entails forming the main vessel 
shape from one lump of clay by drawing the walls up, and sometimes finishing by adding a coil 
(or several) to form the rim (Gosselain 2000; M’Mbogori 2013: 150). These production 
techniques can be studied archaeologically, and Swahili pottery of the first and second 
millennium seems to follow these patterns of production (M’Mbogori 2013), indicating that little 
has changed in terms of production methods over this long period of time. Since form and 
decoration have been assumed to be more susceptible to temporal and geographic change, these 
aspects have often been more carefully studied by coastal archaeologists (including myself) than 
production techniques. However, form and decoration can have a wide distribution, as we have 
seen with the ETT/TIW pottery (discussed briefly in Chapter 2), which was distributed over a 
large geographical area including the coast and hinterland of Kenya and Tanzania. These 
similarities in traits could indicate that the Swahili of the more distant past practised a semi-
closed system of pottery production (Wallaert-Pêtre 2001), owing to the relative uniformity of 
Swahili pottery in terms of both decoration and shape, as well as production method. These 
systems are recognised as having led to little innovation or adoption to new or foreign styles 
(despite contact with other cultural groups), and a lineage-based learning process that starts in 
childhood. M’Mbogori (2013: 214) has suggested that pottery production techniques among the 
Swahili were passed down through kinship, while Donley-Reid (1990a) reported from her 
ethnographic work in Kenya that girls as young as three years old would learn how to make clay 
pots. 

Crafting in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 

Metals 

Although iron production at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni seems to have been very limited, the 
presence of iron slag (as well as iron artefacts) means we cannot disregard this activity entirely. 
The slag recovered from various places within the town on Tumbatu suggests small-scale 
smithing took place there, and a concentration at the centre of the settlement may be indicative 
that this was a production area. Although some possible hammerscale was located at the outskirts 
of the settlement, no slag was recovered in these areas, and the possibilities for smithing outside 
the settlement remains unclear. The evidence of small scale or even household smithing 
resonates with finds from other Swahili sites, and seems to be a common occurrence at most 
settlements, although at various scales (Bauzyte 2019). Compared to contemporary Chwaka, 
however, the scale of production at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni seems minuscule: at the former, 
12 kg of slag was recovered during excavations, compared to just 264 grams from Tumbatu and 
247 grams from Mkokotoni. The scale of production therefore suggests that iron smithing at 
both sites was for local consumption and use, producing everyday artefacts used in fishing, 
cooking, and farming. The poor preservation of iron artefacts from both sites cannot support 
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this conclusively, as most of them were corroded and unidentifiable, but such implements are 
some of the most common recovered archaeologically and ethnographically (Kusimba 1996).  

As iron artefacts would have been an integral part of the subsistence economy of both 
sites, and used in farming, fishing, woodworking, boat building, and house construction, we 
should expect many such implements were also imported from other sites, judging by the small 
scale of production. Likewise, the iron bloom or ingots used in the small scale smithing almost 
certainly would have been imported (Kusimba et al. 1994), as no evidence of smelting were 
recovered from either site. Too few settlements on Unguja have been excavated to determine 
where the iron bloom could have originated, but the presence of a smelting site at nearby 
Fukuchani makes this possible candidate, although Bauzyte (2019: 196) argues that the 
production output at the site may have been too small for trade beyond the immediate settlement 
(however, she acknowledges the data available for the site is also limited). Although Fukuchani 
is generally thought of as an earlier site (first millennium CE occupation), parts of the settlement 
continued into the second millennium (see Chapter 3). Smelting may have been a more 
specialised labour than smithing, and knowledge of this skill could have been more carefully 
guarded and passed down than that of smithing. The continuation of this practice at Fukuchani 
and other specialised sites therefore seems highly likely. The source of the iron ore is unclear, 
although the Tanzanian interior remains a good candidate, where sites such as Dakawa and 
Gonja Maore have revealed the remains of extensive iron industries (Walz 2010; although see 
Bauzyte 2019: 334-335 for discussion). In addition, copper is also believed to have been 
produced locally at some Swahili sites (including at Kilwa, Manda, and Kisiju), presumably using 
imported copper ores from southern or central Africa (Kusimba et al. 1994; Mapunda 2018). 
While no evidence of copper smelting was recovered at either Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, several 
copper and copper-alloy artefacts suggest regional trade in various metals and metal artefacts. 
This kind of specialised production probably reflects wider settlement patterns of the coast in 
which settlements specialised in particular crafts, a point which will be returned to later. 

 The limited evidence of smithing from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni does not provide much 
material with which to understand the social organisation of this craft in the area, and whether 
ironsmiths were part of specialist lineage-based groups who occupied a particular social or ritual 
role in society, such as those recorded from more recent centuries. However, the limited amount 
of smithing slag, and the absence of smelting sites, indicate that smithing may not have been a 
full-time profession, and rather carried out alongside other subsistence and craft activities to 
supplement household income and to produce everyday tools for local consumption. It is also 
difficult to ascertain the socio-economic status of the ironworkers, although the small scale of 
production suggests ironworking did not contribute significantly to the local economy, and may 
not have yielded much wealth for the producers. Studies of iron production in more recent 
centuries suggest that it was a low-status profession (Brown 1988). The location of the smithing 
slag at both sites also seems to indicate disparity with more recent practices; the recovery of slag 
from various places within the settlement, in seemingly public areas, rather than at the margins 
suggests the level of secrecy would have been minimal. This slag distribution pattern has been 
observed at other Swahili coastal sites; in her survey of metalworking on the Swahili coast, 
Bauzyte (2019: 324) found that smithing slag was more commonly found within the settlement 
than outside it. She does, however, also raise the possibility of this distribution pattern reflecting 
waste management — this is a sticky issue for most types of material culture at these sites, and 
depositional patterns are often unclear. Assuming the slag distribution pattern represents actual 
areas of production, I suggest ironworking at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni may have been less 
shrouded in ritual taboos and secrecy than they have been in the more recent past. The location 
of smithing activities in public areas also indicates that there might have been less strict adherence 
to gendered taboos in the past, as women would presumably have frequented these areas often. 
Certainly, this seems to be the case in Tumbatu, where all the slag was recovered from the central 
area of the settlement.  
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Pottery 

Pottery fragments and sherds are one of the most common types of find at most archaeological 
sites on the coast, yet we know very little about who made them and how. Like the iron products 
discussed above, pottery vessels would have been an integral part of daily life at Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni. They would have been present in every household, and used in storage, food 
preparation and cooking, as well as in daily food consumption and feasting. Pottery is also known 
to hold power in its own right, and potsherds have been used as protective charms (Donley-Reid 
1990a).  

Some of the pottery styles from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni have a wide area of distribution, 
and can be found at other second millennium settlements on the coast, such as red-burnished 
open bowls, closed bowls with punctate decoration, and jars with lattice decoration (types 2, 3, 
8b and 8d, see Chapter 4). Although these are identified as locally-made vessels, their wide 
distribution means we cannot know for certain if they were made at Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, or 
if they were traded from other Swahili sites. In the future, petrographic analysis may help answer 
questions relating to these issues (Arnold 2000). Second millennium pottery does, however, have 
more spatial variety than those of the first millennium, indicating innovation and changing tastes 
at different settlements. This is clearly reflected in the Tumbatu and Mkokotoni assemblage, 
where several pottery types are unique to these two sites, indicating they were locally produced 
at either of the two sites, although they do display form and decoration characteristics that are 
similar to other Swahili types and likely fall within a larger shared Swahili pottery tradition. These 
sherds include types 4a, 4b, 4d, 5, 6, 11a, 11b, 13 and 14. These rare sherds may reflect 
innovation by the local Mkokotoni potters as well as local needs related to food consumption 
and/or feasting and display. The lack of any known clay sources on Tumbatu does indicate the 
pottery from both sites was produced in Mkokotoni (where clay soils are common), as 
transporting ready-made pots to Tumbatu would be more efficient than transporting clay 
(although see M’Mbogori 2018). This pattern was also observed by Chittick (1984) in the 
ceramic assemblage from Manda, who argued that there were no clay sources available on the 
island and therefore all the pottery had been imported to the site. 

Some of the sherd types described in Chapter 4, although unique to the assemblage, are 
represented by only one sherd. These types may reflect a non-Swahili pottery type that was either 
traded from other East African communities, or they could have been produced locally by 
immigrant potters. The latter may be the more likely scenario, as there was little visible difference 
in the fabric of these types, although — again — petrographic analysis would determine this more 
securely. Immigrant potters could have produced their own type of pottery using local clays and 
tempers. The decoration and form of these sherds, where form could be assessed, are unlike 
the other Swahili types: these include type 10b, 10c, 10d, 12, and types 15-21 (Table 8.1). It is 
also of course entirely possible that some of these represent Indian pottery not recognised during 
analysis, although even in this case they may have been produced locally by resident Indian 
potters. The recovery of a small number of ceramic spindle whorls with Kilwa designs could 
also be indicative of the presence of immigrant potters from Kilwa. Alders (2020) reports 
recovering Husuni Modelled ware at one of the fourteenth century village sites in eastern Unguja, 
which is a type of pottery associated with Kilwa.  

Below, I have arranged these different types of pottery according to groups, as we might 
imagine them: Swahili types are those with comparable examples at other Swahili sites; 
Mkokotoni types are currently only known from the Mkokotoni/Tumbatu assemblage, but are 
similar in form or decoration to the Swahili types; foreign types refer to those sherds with an 
uncommon type of decoration and/or form, not comparable to Swahili or Mkokotoni types. 
Generic refers to those types that cannot be attributed to one group, due to lack of decoration. 
These different groups occur relatively evenly at both sites, although we can clearly see that the 
Swahili types are the most common (Figure 8.6). This suggests that particular and known styles 
were preferred at both sites, perhaps leading to little innovation, and market demand may have 
had a significant influence on form and decoration (see for example Wynne-Jones and Mapunda 
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2008). Although the overall number of foreign types is low, they are more common in Tumbatu 
than Mkokotoni, which probably reflects the more cosmopolitan nature of this site. There are 
variations between the sites according to specific types as well, but this is more difficult to 
interpret owing to the nature of the sites and their investigation: while the pottery from Tumbatu 
can be said to represent the whole site, the pottery from Mkokotoni mostly stem from one small 
excavated area, related to a specific workshop context, which probably skewed the recovery of 
vessel types from this site. 

 

Table 8.1 Classification of local pottery types according to their known distribution 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8.6 Distribution of ceramic groupings by site (by count) 
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Some variability in the pottery fabric was seen in the Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
assemblages, where the fabric differed in quality and use of temper. This could reflect the work 
of different potters, and especially some of the sherds with finer fabrics and particular decoration 
styles such as red burnish could represent more accomplished potters who had more extensive 
knowledge of the treatment of clays and natural resources. Tentatively, I suggest that the 
variability in quality within the Tumbatu/Mkokotoni assemblage reflects the organisation of 
pottery production at Mkokotoni, where the better pots were produced by specialist potters who 
invested more time into learning the skill and who may have served local (and perhaps even 
regional) markets by selling and trading their pots, rather than producing vessels just for their 
own household consumption. Such networks of exchange are sure to have existed at early 
second millennium Swahili sites when we consider the spread of certain pottery types, and 
professional potters were almost certainly present at many Swahili sites. Ethnographic studies by 
Wynne-Jones and Mapunda (2008) and M’Mbogori (2013) of coastal potters in Kenya show 
that such professional, specialised potters indeed existed in more recent centuries. The presence 
of potter’s marks on pottery from Vumba Kuu in Kenya, a fourteenth to fifteenth century Swahili 
town, also indicates that these pots may have been made specifically for resale (Wynne-Jones 
2016: 107–8; LaViolette 2018a). 

Textiles 

Cloth was a socially and economically important item in the second millennium, and 
archaeological and historical evidence show significant cloth industries at settlements such as 
Pate, Mogadishu, Sofala, Kilwa, Shanga, and the Kerimbas (Chittick 1974b; Prestholdt 1998; 
Horton 2004b). Cloth was made either from locally grown and spun cotton, or from imported 
cotton or silk textiles from Gujarat in India (Alpers 1976). Many of the documents written by 
the Portuguese in the sixteenth century describe the Swahili as well-dressed people, draped in 
colourful and beautiful cloths. They report hierarchical societies where styles of dress were used 
to express class and status (Fair 1998; Prestholdt 1998). Textiles were probably also used in 
architecture, and may have been used as room dividers, curtains, and coverings for doors. Other 
coverings and items of dress were probably also made from leather or tree and plant fibres such 
as Raffia and Borassus (Juma 2004: 51; LaViolette 2018a). 

 However, as discussed in Chapter 5, cloth does not survive archaeologically on the coast. 
We therefore rely on historical documents and items such as spindle whorls to identify the 
production and use of cloth. Tumbatu does not seem to have had any significant cloth industry, 
based on the very small number (n=3) of spindle whorls recovered there. These, along with the 
presence of possible cotton seeds, indicate small-scale household production of cotton textiles, 
probably for individual use or local trade. Significantly, spindle whorls only indicate spinning of 
thread, thus we cannot be sure that any textiles were actually woven on Tumbatu or if the thread 
was used in sewing ready-made imported fabrics (see for example Brown 1988, describing 
embroidery and appliqué at Siyu), although no needles were found. One of the locally-made 
pots from Tumbatu (type 10d) was also decorated using some type of fabric, perhaps Raffia 
cloth (Figure 8.7). The majority of the cloth consumed at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni was probably 
imported from other sites. Sixteenth century Portuguese writer Barbosa reports that the 
inhabitants of Zanzibar bought silk and cotton from Mombasa, via Cambay merchants, while 
Chinese sources from the thirteenth century indicate that raw cotton was imported into Zanzibar 
at the time (Gray 1962; Horton 2004b). The flourishing cloth industry at other Swahili sites 
would probably have made local production at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni unnecessary. There is 
also evidence for a cotton industry at contemporary Chwaka in Pemba (Walshaw 2010), from 
which Tumbatu/Mkokotoni conceivably could have imported cloth as well.  
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Figure 8.7 Local pottery with a possible cloth impression 

 

 With this limited evidence, it is difficult to know whether the spinners (and possibly 
weavers) of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were highly specialised or ‘only’ making cloth on the side 
as an addition to other household activities. The spindle whorls themselves may offer some 
clues, however, as two of them are of a type associated with the Kilwa archipelago; these are 
purpose made whorls with a star-like design on one or both surfaces, and a furrow running along 
the outside edge (Wynne-Jones 2016: 84). Although the whorls could have been imported to 
the sites, Horton (forthcoming) reports finding unfinished whorls during his excavations on 
Tumbatu, indicating that the whorls were made locally. As there are indications of a flourishing 
cloth industry at Kilwa, probably with highly skilled producers who dedicated a significant 
amount of time to their profession, the Kilwa type whorls suggest spinners (and possibly weavers) 
from Kilwa lived and worked in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. They may have specialised in a 
certain type of cloth that was traded on a small scale locally. It should also be noted that Horton 
(forthcoming) recovered 13 whorls from Tumbatu, which may indicate more intense production 
than suggested here. Cloth production was a specialised craft that would have required significant 
training and skill, and if the producers at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were specialists from Kilwa 
producing a certain type of cloth, they may have been able to profit from this monopoly. There 
are indications that cloth producers were of high status: at Songo Mnara in the Kilwa archipelago, 
the spindle whorls are associated with elite domestic contexts (Wynne-Jones pers.com.), and at 
Siyu, Brown (1988) claims that weaving was a profession the elite members of society could do 
honourably. The association of whorls with domestic contexts suggests this was a profession 
carried out by women, although Brown (1988) describes male weavers. Perhaps this indicates a 
change over time, or a separation between spinning and weaving activities. This is indicated in 
Costin's (1996) work, where spinning is almost exclusively associated with women while weaving 
is slightly more balanced (although still showing that the majority of weavers were female).  
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Beads 

Beads are one of the more conspicuous finds in Swahili archaeological contexts, owing to their 
varied colours and ubiquity. Glass beads are the most common type of bead found at second 
millennium sites, and research has overwhelmingly focused on their role as trade commodities 
and production origins; their use in personal adornment, ritual, and everyday life is subsequently 
poorly understood, even for later historical periods, as they are rarely discussed in historical 
documents (Prestholdt 1998: 37). Considering the common distribution of shell beads in the 
first millennium, it is reasonable to assume that glass beads were incorporated into similar 
patterns of aesthetic, symbolic, and ritual use as the shell beads when they became more readily 
available through long-distance trade networks in the second millennium. Glass beads were 
available in a multitude of colours, shapes, and sizes, however, which may have added additional 
layers of meaning and personal choice. The type of glass beads commonly found at Swahili sites 
are known as Indo-Pacific beads, an umbrella term referring to (usually) monochrome drawn 
beads from India and Southeast Asia (Francis 1990; Abraham 2016). These are assumed to have 
arrived into East Africa via various trade networks, as evidenced by different bead and glass types 
identified at eastern and southern African archaeological sites, indicating different sources and 
trade routes for these beads. Where glass bead data from various Swahili sites have been 
adequately published, there is also evidence for different preferences or access to colours over 
time. Other types of beads, such as shell disc, aragonite, and quartz are assumed to have been 
produced locally, while carnelian beads were probably imported from India. 

 The bead data from Mkokotoni departs from these previous interpretations of the glass 
bead industry in a significant way: the presence of glass bead production debris, in addition to 
the unusually large amount of beads recovered in the three trenches at this site, and the 
identification of an unknown bead type currently only found in Mkokotoni and Tumbatu, leave 
little doubt that this was a significant centre for the production or processing of glass beads. The 
association of a stone structure with these data represents the only concrete evidence for a bead 
workshop on the Swahili coast. Some local glass bead production has been suggested for sites 
like Kilwa, Chibuene, and Shanga (Horton 1996; Wood 2018), and Strandes (1961: 89) claims 
that "in Mogadishu a complete set of equipment was found for the manufacture of glass beads: 
crucibles, coloured pastes, sticks of glass and coloured beads", although he does not give any 
reference to who made this find or when. In general, however, the evidence for local glass bead 
production in East Africa outside of Mkokotoni is limited. 

The scale of production/processing at Mkokotoni is substantial, and suggests the site may 
have been a significant centre for the distribution of glass beads to other Swahili settlements. 
The occupation and use of the workshop have also been estimated to start sometime in the 
eleventh century, which coincides with a noteworthy increase in glass beads on the coast more 
broadly (Horton 2004b). Whether Mkokotoni’s bead workers were directly responsible for this 
change, or if they took advantage of the increasing use of and interest in glass beads, cannot 
currently be determined. The morphological evidence also seems to suggest that there were two 
main series of beads processed at Mkokotoni; one of these is the East Coast Indo-Pacific series, 
commonly associated with Swahili sites (Wood 2011a, 2016; Fischbach et al. 2016), while the 
other is the new series which I have named the Mkokotoni series. While the former was 
probably imported from south or south-east Asian locations and redistributed from Mkokotoni, 
the latter may have been produced on-site through the re-melting of imported beads or glass. 
Significantly, this latter series has so far not been identified at other Swahili sites (apart from 
Tumbatu). Although identification based on morphology alone can be challenging, the colour, 
shape and surface texture of these Mkokotoni series beads are relatively easily identifiable under 
a microscope when compared to the Indo-Pacific beads. The lack of similar beads at other sites 
could indicate a limited distribution pattern, or it could simply be the result of available 
publications; few site publications include colour photos of beads, and the quality of physical 
descriptions varies. It is noteworthy, however, that the majority of the glass beads from Tumbatu 
were not of the Mkokotoni series but the East Coast Indo-Pacific series (see Chapter 5). This 
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suggests that the Mkokotoni series were locally consumed at Mkokotoni and/or traded with 
other Zanzibar settlements, while remaining somewhat uninteresting to the Tumbatu inhabitants 
compared to the East Coast Indo-Pacific beads.  

The association between bead production waste and the workshop structure in 
Mkokotoni offers a unique opportunity to understand the associated materials of bead 
production, such as everyday items and food consumption. Food production debris such as 
faunal remains, pottery, grinding stones, and a coconut grater in association with the workshop 
area suggests bead production/processing was full-time work, and that food consumption took 
place on-site. A diet of rice, fish, beef, goat, chicken, and shellfish shows the bead crafters had 
access to a varied diet that included high status foods. This is also reflected in the material 
culture, which included imported ceramics, also considered high status goods, as well as copper 
coins. Additionally, the presence of glass shards is commonly seen as a luxury item; however, in 
this case, they may be related to the bead production process. It is reasonable to assume the 
bead producers enjoyed high status and access to material wealth, as they possessed a sought-
after skill, allowing them to produce prestige items such as glass beads, with little or no 
competition from other coastal craftspeople. In general, the data from the workshop area is 
similar to the materials excavated in domestic structures on Tumbatu, although with a higher 
proportion of bowls. However, as is the case with Tumbatu, the mixed nature of the materials 
makes any direct chronological assessment between activities difficult. 

Evidence of food production outside the workshop suggests women were involved in 
these activities. Whether they were also the makers of the beads is difficult to say; while it may 
be suggested that shell bead producers were women, as they would work with materials collected 
mainly by women (Carey 1998), glass bead production may be more accurately likened to iron 
production. It would have required working with furnaces at high temperatures, and may have 
included similar rituals and gendered taboos as those associated with iron production. Bead 
producers in India who still produce drawn glass beads seem to generally be men, while women 
thread them (Francis 1990; Kanungo 2000). The presence of East Coast Indo-Pacific beads from 
Asia at the workshop also suggests these craftspeople may have had a significant role in the 
import of these beads, in addition to producing their own. The identity of the craftspeople can 
only be guessed at; Horton (2004b) suggests they may have been immigrant Asians, but they 
may also have been local craftspeople with ties to Indian workshops, from where they learned 
their skill. It seems unlikely that the knowledge of drawing glass beads should develop 
independently on the East African coast, considering the many variables involved in this 
production, the time it takes to learn the skill, and the presence of imported drawn beads on the 
coast since the first millennium. Significantly, however, evidence for local glass bead production 
has also been found at Ile-Ife in Nigeria (Babalola et al. 2018), dating to roughly the same period 
as Mkokotoni, where there is also evidence for local glass production, as opposed to re-melting 
imported glass. More research of this kind may aid in our understanding of how these 
technologies were developed and whether or not they were transferred through trading or 
immigration networks. As of yet, there is no evidence for glass melting crucibles at Mkokotoni 
however, such as those found at Ile-Ife.  

Food production 

Food production would have been one of the most basic and integral activities needed to sustain 
the settlements at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and its organisation can help us understand urban 
and rural trade networks, labour roles, and — to an extent — the socio-economic background of 
the settlements and their inhabitants. Different types of food are thought to reflect status and 
belonging in certain social groups: increased consumption of rice, domesticated animals, and 
deep-sea fish has occurred alongside urbanisation and increased socio-economic stratification 
on the Swahili coast. These food items have also been associated with elite status (Morales and 
Horton 2014). Archaeological and historical evidence have shown that diverse subsistence 
strategies were used on the coast from the time of the first permanent settlements, including 
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shellfish collecting, fishing, hunting, and agricultural production (Morales and Prendergast 
2018); variation and changes within these strategies tell us not just about food preferences, but 
also about how and why these foods were accessed, and by whom. It is also an opportunity to 
rethink the associations made by some archaeologists between certain types of food products 
and wealth. 

Food procurement strategies 

The remains of food production are limited; more often, we have the remains of the food 
products themselves. At Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, the preservation of faunal and fish bones 
was excellent, and the use of fine-meshed sieves allowed for the recovery of even the smallest 
fish bones. Unsurprisingly, fish would have been a major source of food at both sites, with easy 
access to the sheltered waters of the west coast of Unguja. The remains of both shallow-water 
and deep-water fish were recovered during the surveys and excavations; the latter, although 
found in small quantities, suggests the presence of highly skilled fishers and access to 
sophisticated fishing technology, as well as larger boats constructed for deeper and rougher 
waters. Although the majority of these technologies are not recoverable archaeologically due to 
preservation issues, such as nets, baskets, traps, and the boats themselves, the recovery of an 
iron arrowhead from Tumbatu may have been the tip of a harpoon or spear used for catching 
larger fish or sharks. These technologies are thought to have been developed during the early 
second millennium, as deep water fish are not present at first millennium sites, and seem to 
suggest an evolution in fishing technologies as well as access to the funds and labour needed to 
carry it out (Morales and Horton 2014; Morales and Prendergast 2018).  

Although the arrowhead was recovered in Tumbatu, the lack of any other metal fishing 
tools begs the question of whether the inhabitants were involved in any extensive fishing activities. 
The coral plateau at the edge of the settlement facing the water may have prohibited easy access 
to the site from the water and could have prevented the beaching of vessels near the settlement. 
The beach located near the settlement today, which is also the home of a modern fishing village 
and gives access to the archaeological site via a beach sand ‘ramp’, was probably not present at 
the time of the settlement or at least partially under water depending on the tides (Figure 8.8). 
This notion is supported by the lack of archaeological remains in the STPs located on this beach. 
Fishing and related activities may therefore have taken place from elsewhere on the island, or in 
Mkokotoni, and subsequently imported to the urban settlement. In any case, fish processing 
sites are likely to have been located away from the main settlement and close to the water; this 
would be both practical and preferable, in order to keep the smell away from the town. This 
seems to be the case today, and the fish market in Mkokotoni is located on a raised and covered 
platform next to the harbour. The beach in Mkokotoni is also home to many fishing vessels.  

Shellfish collecting would have been another significant subsistence activity, and although 
different species of shellfish were not recorded during the fieldwork, the quantity indicates that 
this was a common activity, especially in Mkokotoni. Most shellfish are collected in the intertidal 
zone, in the shallow waters near the shore, and usually at low tide. During fieldwork, I observed 
women and children collecting shellfish in the muddy beach flats at Tumbatu during low tide, 
where they would be easily accessible. In his work in Sudi Bay, Tanzania, Ichumbaki (2014) also 
recorded shellfish collecting as women’s work. According to Mudida and Horton (1996), 
shellfish are commonly collected for food in Zanzibar. The shellfish is prepared by drying in the 
sun, boiling, or breaking the shell (Mudida and Horton 1996; Fleisher 2003: 356).  

The remains of domesticated animals were recovered from both sites. Bones from 
domesticates such as cattle, goat/sheep, and chicken are to be expected, as these are animals 
commonly associated with second millennium urban settlements. In Tumbatu, faunal remains 
were recovered from across the entire settlement, and their deposition does not tell us much 
about the organisation of keeping such animals, as the contexts probably related to middens. 
Nonetheless, archaeological and ethnographic data from other sites suggest that grazing animals 
were kept in the towns, in enclosures, or taken out to graze (Horton and Middleton 2000; Sulas 
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and Madella 2012). In Tumbatu, many houses are relatively far apart with large open spaces, 
which could have facilitated animal enclosures. Presumably, many of these animals were owned 
and cared for by individual households and used in both private consumption and trade. While 
butchering practices can be an indication of food production systems in towns, there seems to 
have been no centralised production or trade of domesticated animals at either site. Various 
animals and their body parts are present across different contexts, including cranial elements, 
which would suggest local butchering practices. A more centralised system of production, in 
which inhabitants had access to meat through trade, would have been reflected in the recovery 
of certain cuts of meat (i.e. certain bones). However, a more detailed analysis of the bones, 
including sex and age, would be necessary to determine this pattern with more certainty 
(DeFrance 2009). Apart from the possible bones of duiker, a small to medium-sized antelope, 
there is no evidence to suggest the inhabitants of Tumbatu or Mkokotoni practised much 
hunting of wild animals. This predominance of domesticates may be an indication that food 
supply was stable, although this pattern is observed more broadly on the Swahili coast alongside 
urbanisation processes (Morales and Prendergast 2018). If hunting was practised, it may have 
been an opportunistic and occasional activity. According to Walsh (2007), hunting in Zanzibar 
today is carried out by farmers or fishermen, who do not hunt on a full-time basis.  

The importance of millet and rice in Swahili diets have been described by Portuguese 
travellers to the coast in the sixteenth century, who also commented on the abundance of fruits 
in Zanzibar (Gray 1962; Vernet 2017). The recovery of different types of archaeobotanical 
remains reflects two settlements dependent on cultivation, in addition to the protein-rich foods 
discussed above. Different types of remains were associated with the two sites, indicating that the 
residents relied on different agricultural practices, either due to the natural environment needed 
to grow certain foods, or to the preferences of the inhabitants — or a combination of both. Rice, 
for example, have specific requirements to be able to grow, such as fertile soils and adequate 
irrigation (Walshaw 2005: 256). Special requirements could explain why rice grains were more 
abundant in Mkokotoni than in Tumbatu, as the latter would not have been able to support 
these rice paddies, although rice is grown on Unguja (Pearce 1920: 14), where we find deeper 
and more fertile soils, and it is possible that the areas around Mkokotoni were used for 
cultivating rice. Considering the close connection between the two sites, and with known rice-
producing sites in Pemba such as Chwaka (Walshaw 2010), the very small number of rice grains 
is an interesting feature of Tumbatu, however, and defies expectations as rice has been 
considered an urban and high status food staple. Coconuts, another important staple in modern 
Swahili dishes, also seem to have been grown exclusively in Mkokotoni. Extensive coconut farms 
exist in Mkokotoni today (Figure 8.9), supported by the deep and fertile soils, and may have also 
grown there in the past.  

Millet and legumes were much more abundant on Tumbatu, and the almost complete 
absence of these foods in Mkokotoni is equally intriguing. It might suggest that Tumbatu was 
more self-sufficient than previously thought: Tumbatu is certainly less rich in fertile soils than 
Unguja, but it seems likely the areas just outside the town were used for growing crops, as they 
are today, despite the shallow soils (Figure 8.10). This theory is supported by the data from the 
STP survey, which showed the presence of local pottery, shells, and iron artefacts in these areas, 
but no other types of artefacts, suggesting limited activity in this area (see discussion below).  
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Figure 8.8 Aerial view of the 
archaeological site on Tumbatu 
(modified by author, satellite imagery 
provided by © The Zanzibar Mapping 
Initiative and the Revolutionary 
Government of Zanzibar: 
http://www.zanzibarmapping.org/) 

 

 

Figure 8.9 Farming areas today cover the 
archaeological site in Mkokotoni, 
including coconut farms (modified by 
author, satellite imagery provided by © 
The Zanzibar Mapping Initiative and the 
Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar: 
http://www.zanzibarmapping.org/) 
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Figure 8.10 A group of women farmers in Tumbatu (photo by author, 2017) 

 

The organisation of food production  

According to Vernet (2017), food production on the Swahili coast would have occupied a large 
proportion of the population in one form or another, and was probably likewise a natural part 
of the daily activities of many of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni’s inhabitants. We can assume these 
activities were sometimes combined with other productive tasks, such as those mentioned earlier 
in this chapter. Few archaeological studies of food production at Swahili sites exist, although 
Walshaw’s (2005: 210) study from Pemba suggests food production occurred at the household 
level (Walshaw 2005), and according to Horton and Middleton (2000: 131), productive land 
was usually owned by descent groups. These two arguments would suggest that farming was 
carried out on a small scale, with families or households tending only to their individual plots. 
However, some people or families may have worked in agriculture full time and on larger plots, 
selling their products at local produce markets and supplying those who did not have the time 
or opportunity to grow their own food. This would include other full-time producers and 
craftspeople, as well as enslaved people who may not have owned their own land; enslaved 
individuals would have been considered outsiders and not part of a kin group (Kopytoff and 
Miers 1977; Rødland et al. 2020), therefore lacking access to kin-owned land. Such food market 
places are difficult to identify archaeologically, however, and trade may also have occurred inside 
private households. In fact, today it is not unusual to see small stores attached to domestic 
structures (see also Brown 1988). The sale of produce could have allowed certain households 
to accumulate some wealth through this trade (Walshaw 2005: 12; Vernet 2017). This may 
especially have been the case for staples such as rice, which needed specific conditions to grow 
and may therefore have been a particularly sought-after food in areas that could not produce 
rice themselves. Prestholdt (1998: 18), for example, argues that considerable agricultural surplus 
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could have been cultivated on the coast and “provided the requisite wealth-base for a complex 
and urbanized society”. 

The data from the STP survey in Tumbatu can give some clues regarding the socio-
economic status of some farmers. The STPs located in the proposed farming areas of Tumbatu, 
outside the town, revealed a poor assemblage of artefacts and food remains compared to the 
town itself. Only local pottery sherds, iron artefacts, and shells were recovered from these pits 
(in addition to two sherds of imported ceramics). While both pottery and iron artefacts are to 
be expected from agricultural contexts, as they are probably the remains of farming tools and 
food preparation, the shells are more fascinating. As no bones were recovered from these STPs 
the shells may be suggestive of a diet limited to shellfish (and possibly land snail), perhaps relating 
to the socio-economic identity of the farmers. Ethnographically, shellfish are a food type often 
associated with lower socio-economic status or times of hardship (Msemwa 1994; Ichumbaki 
2014). This association has also been indicated archaeologically at the fifteenth to sixteenth 
century town of Gede (Pawlowicz 2019, although see Chapter 1 for critique). The lack of any 
beads, glass or otherwise, from these outlying STPs allows us to take this proposition further. 
Glass beads are ubiquitous within the built-up area of the town, suggesting they were a common 
item of personal adornment for Tumbatu’s women. Their complete absence in the farmland is 
therefore informative of the status of the farmers, who may have been enslaved or wage labourers 
of lower socio-economic status, working the fields for the owners of the land, who probably 
resided in the town. This is not to say that this lower status would have applied to all farmers, 
and this group could have been socio-economically diverse.  

Historically, food production activities were carried out by elite and non-elite people alike, 
and were not dependent on status; one exception may be tree plantations, which could have 
been a source of higher socio-political status (Vernet 2017). Comparing the two settlements in 
terms of social stratification presents us with an intriguing picture: traditionally high status food 
products such as rice, domesticated animals, deep sea marine animals, and coconut plantations 
are more heavily represented in Mkokotoni than the ostensibly wealthy town Tumbatu. It is 
possible that this is a reflection of the status of the inhabitants, but it may very well be a question 
of environment and the types of food appropriate for the two different areas. A third option is 
of course cultural differences and preferences between the two sites, but I consider this unlikely, 
given their proximity and similar material culture. The two settlements may therefore indicate 
that the distinction between elite and non-elite is less clear cut, at least in terms of diet.  

As with other productive activities, food production and procurement seems to be divided 
by gender, at least if we are to assume some ethnographic continuity. Historically, men have 
been associated with fishing, while women and children collect shellfish (Ichumbaki 2014). I 
also observed this distinction while working in both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. Farming and 
animal husbandry may have been more mixed, however, and included all or several members 
of the household. There are also many different stages involved in food production, from the 
time of harvesting to the food ending up on the table, and these individual stages may have been 
gender-specific. It is difficult to say whether the agricultural areas on Tumbatu would have 
yielded enough produce to support the entire town: perhaps more likely is the presence of 
substantial crop fields near Mkokotoni, tended by inhabitants from both sites. Historically, this 
is known to have been practised by the inhabitants of Lamu, an island on the northern Kenya 
coast, where farmers owned fields on the mainland to which they would travel (Mudida and 
Horton 1996; Vernet 2017). I do not suggest that the inhabitants of Mkokotoni or the 
surrounding areas worked as clients for the Tumbatu farmers, a situation described in Lamu: I 
think it more likely the inhabitants were connected through kinship and labour exchange, and 
worked these agricultural areas side by side, travelling frequently between the two sites. The type 
of client-patron relationship described for many Swahili settlements of the post-1500 period 
(Pouwels 1991; Vernet 2009) may not have been practised in Zanzibar as the archipelago was 
ostensibly not inhabited by any non-Swahili peoples, although similar systems between urban 
and rural populations may have existed.   
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Networks of trade  

The networks of trade and interaction that connected Tumbatu and Mkokotoni to other 
settlements, and to each other, were integral to the development and sustainability of these sites. 
Through these networks, Tumbatu and Mkokotoni obtained raw materials, finished products, 
and food for internal use as well as export; in addition, the flow of people supplied the 
settlements with news, knowledge, and labour-power. Different scales characterise these 
interactions, from local and regional to inter (and intra) continental, allowing for a fuller 
understanding of how Swahili settlements might have developed over time (Kusimba et al. 2013). 
As will be discussed below, different types of evidence, both historical and archaeological, can 
give information about what kind of networks we might expect Tumbatu and Mkokotoni to have 
existed within and taken advantage of. While the long-distance networks with Indian Ocean 
ports in the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, and India are well attested, an increasing number of studies 
in Kenya, Tanzania, and Pemba have also included local and regional studies of coastal 
hinterlands and interior zones of interaction, revealing complex systems of exchange and 
interaction between coastal Swahili and their near and far neighbours.  Most importantly, 
however, these studies have highlighted how different Swahili towns interacted in unique ways 
with their surroundings, and subsequently impacted these surroundings differently. 

Indian Ocean networks 

Although sometimes referred to as a semi-periphery in terms of the Indian Ocean world (Killick 
2009), there can be little doubt that East Africa played a crucial role in the exchange networks 
traversing this ocean. A number of raw materials were exported from coastal East Africa, 
including timber, ivory, rock crystal, gold, iron, animal skins, ambergris, gum copal, enslaved 
individuals, and probably several other products at different points in time (Ylvisaker 1982; 
Horton 1987; Zhao 2012; Crowther et al. 2015; Foltz 2018). Most of these items do not survive 
archaeologically, however; we can only assume that some of them travelled via entrepôts such as 
Tumbatu. While neither Tumbatu nor Mkokotoni have evidence of direct trade with Indian 
Ocean merchants or ports — items could have arrived via other coastal locations — the quantity 
of imported materials in the form of glass, ceramics, and beads as well as the size of the town 
indicate that Tumbatu was indeed an entrepôt of some kind, directly linked to the East African 
mainland and other coastal ports via maritime seaways. From these entrepôts, trade goods would 
travel in smaller vessels to “less important coastal villages” (Strandes 1961: 93). Mentions of 
Zanzibar and/or Pemba in several historical sources before the sixteenth century also attest to 
the archipelago’s prominence within the Indian Ocean trade system (Alpers 2000; Foltz 2018).  

Contrary to Mkokotoni, and other Zanzibar settlements of the same period, Tumbatu’s 
inhabitants also invested heavily in stone architecture in the construction of both mosques and 
private houses. Rather than reflecting wealth and elite identity, the extensive stone architecture 
may have been seen as a collective investment in the town’s prospects as a trading centre for the 
region. Stone houses communicated permanence and belonging (Allen 1979; Gensheimer 
2018a), and signalled to incoming merchant ships that this was an area that welcomed and hosted 
foreign visitors. This view is further enhanced when considering the placement of Tumbatu’s 
Friday mosque at the very edge of the site, facing any incoming ships. Stone houses also served 
a practical function; they were ideal places for storing valuable trade goods, as they were not 
predisposed to burning, like their timber and daub counterparts7. While trade could have been 
carried out at several different locations, including on the beach or on board ships, the lack of 
any distinct market places in Swahili towns may be reflective of the practice of hosting foreign 
traders in domestic stone houses, where trade was carried out in private (Fleisher 2010c; 
Gensheimer 2018a). This private trade adds another layer of significance to Tumbatu’s stone 

7 Strandes (1961: 75) remarked on how easily the thatched roofs of the timber and daub houses would catch fire, 
which would spread to other nearby houses. This fact was used on numerous occasions by the Portuguese during 
their sacking of several Swahili towns in the early sixteenth century. 
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architecture, and its proposed role as a trading settlement. It may have been able to host a 
substantial number of foreign merchants, who owing to the patterns of the monsoon winds would 
have had to stay in East Africa for several months before being able to sail back across the Indian 
Ocean (Risso 1995: 4). This meant that Tumbatu’s success as a trading settlement would depend 
on its reputation as a safe and stable harbour.  

 The main line of evidence for long-distance trade with the Indian Ocean comes from the 
substantial number of ceramics, beads, and glass vessel shards recovered from both sites. While 
the quantities of ceramic and glass vessel remains do not speak of great volumes imported into 
Tumbatu or Mkokotoni (3.6% and 2.9% of the total ceramic assemblage was imported), we 
might expect that such imports would not remain in town but be redistributed through local and 
regional trade networks to other sites, resulting in a relatively low number of remains in Tumbatu 
proper. The above numbers do correspond to quantities recovered from other Swahili sites, 
which range between 2 and 6%. In addition, the import ratios recorded for Pemba by Fleisher 
(2003: 276-278) were even lower; village sites had very few imports in general, while even a large 
town like Chwaka had between 0.5 and 1.1% import ratios. The largest ratio was seen at Mduuni, 
at 2.1% between 1100 and 1300 CE. Tumbatu and Mkokotoni’s import ratios are therefore 
comparatively high for the archipelago.  

Through analysis of the imported ceramics, we can trace the trade networks into which 
Tumbatu was incorporated; the majority of incoming merchant ships probably came from 
Yemen and the Persian Gulf. The Red Sea rose in prominence as a trading hub in the early 
second millennium, taking over from the Persian Gulf, coinciding with the early settlement of 
Tumbatu (Risso 1995; Beaujard 2005, 2007). The continued presence of Gulf ceramics in 
Tumbatu could therefore indicate that these came through Yemeni ports. From the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries there was also increasing trade with India, partially due to southern Yemen 
becoming a trade hub connecting India, Arabia, and East Africa, and partially due to the 
establishment of a direct route from India to East Africa via the Maldives (Pouwels 2002). This 
may explain the sudden increase and access to glass beads on the East African coast from the 
eleventh century, and could have facilitated the establishment of Mkokotoni as a glass bead 
production and distribution centre. If this were the case, these long-distance trade connections 
may have been a significant contributor to the economic development of both Mkokotoni and 
Tumbatu. Both sites also had ceramics from China; in Mkokotoni, 22.6% of the import 
assemblage was of Chinese origin. While a direct link with China is possible, it may be prudent 
to assume these ceramics came via Arabian or Indian ports (Zhao 2015).    

Intra‐continental networks 

In order for Tumbatu to function as a viable trading hub or entrepôt, it would naturally also 
have facilitated the export of goods that were in high demand in the wider Indian Ocean. Trade 
goods include items which are usually archaeologically invisible, such as timber, animal skins, 
medicines, and possibly enslaved individuals; we can only guess at their importance as trade 
commodities in Tumbatu. Other items such as rock crystal, iron, copper, ivory, and gum copal 
are recoverable archaeologically, but were relatively rare in both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, 
making any assessment of trade volume impossible to determine. This is a common problem at 
Swahili sites in terms of understanding the pre-colonial export trade, and we largely rely on the 
historical documents of Chinese, Persian, and Arab travellers (Risso 1995; Zhao 2015; Foltz 
2018), who rarely recount specific trade goods from specific coastal towns. Nevertheless, the 
presence of even small amounts of ivory, quartz beads, and copper and iron artefacts does attest 
to connections between Tumbatu and the East African interior, from where these items 
originated either as raw materials or finished products.  

These intra-continental connections are becoming increasingly better understood, 
countering earlier narratives that saw Swahili coastal towns as isolated and exclusive zones facing 
the Indian Ocean while having little to do with the ‘rest’ of Africa (see discussion in Fleisher et 
al. 2015). While this is no longer understood to be the case, only a small number of studies have 
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specifically addressed the nature of coastal and inland relations, and how the peoples and 
settlements of these areas were interconnected through the transfer of goods, people, skills, and 
knowledge (Abungu and Mutoro 1993; Walz 2010, 2018; Kusimba et al. 2013). A major 
obstacle to this kind of analysis is the scale and nature of research, which differ significantly 
between the coast, hinterland, and interior areas of Tanzania and Kenya. Understanding these 
connections may be key to appreciating aspects of Swahili urbanism that are currently poorly 
understood, such as social and political organisation and ritual practices. The presence of items 
such as glass and carnelian beads and cowrie shells at inland sites in Kenya and Tanzania 
(Abungu and Mutoro 1993; Walz 2010; Shoemaker 2018: 56, 176), and as far away from the 
coast as the Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Botswana, and South Africa 
(De Maret 1979; Robertshaw 1994; Pwiti 2005; Dussubieux et al. 2008; Lane 2014; Daggett et 
al. 2016) attest to the durability of coastal-interior networks, however, and the importance of 
understanding long-distance trade beyond Indian Ocean connections. Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
may have been important producers and exporters of glass beads to the hinterland and interior 
of East Africa and beyond, being the only known location for significant glass bead processing 
on the coast. Such trade networks may have consisted of several smaller trading hubs and routes, 
however, and it is unlikely that Tumbatu or Mkokotoni’s inhabitants traded directly with 
merchants from the interior. Instead, we may expect direct contact with a limited number of 
other coastal settlements. 

While many Swahili settlements were located on islands and archipelagos, Zanzibar’s 
distance from the mainland would have made it more isolated from the mainland than other 
island towns. Geography may have dictated interaction to some degree; unlike contemporary 
towns such as Shanga, Kilwa, Gede, Mombasa, and Ungwana, Tumbatu and Mkokotoni would 
not have been surrounded by richly populated hinterlands with which they had frequent 
interactions (although they indeed had hinterlands — see below). Mainland interaction and trade 
may therefore have been facilitated through contact with other Swahili towns located at strategic 
places, such as for example Pangani, which can be found across the Zanzibar channel in 
mainland Tanzania. Pangani developed a more distinctly Swahili material culture in the 
thirteenth century, as seen in the construction of stone buildings and the import of glass beads, 
foreign ceramics, and glass vessels. The settlement also seems to have maintained trade links 
with interior sites such as Gonja Maore and Kwa Mgogo, the former being an iron production 
site that may have exported some of its iron to coastal sites such as Pangani (Walz 2010; Mjema 
2016). It is possible that Pangani became a nodal point for Tumbatu’s interaction with this 
coastal hinterland and interior, and the development of Pangani as a Swahili settlement may 
have partially been facilitated by its links to Tumbatu, through which it may have obtained Indian 
Ocean commodities. Cowries, glass, and carnelian beads were also found at Gonja Maore and 
Kwa Mgogo, reflecting trade with coastal settlements (Walz 2010: 212, 255). The presence of a 
small number of non-Swahili pottery sherds in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni seems to suggest some 
direct contact with hinterland or interior sites, however; the limited amount of potsherds does 
not seem to imply any extensive trade in foodstuff or drinks for which these pots were containers. 
Instead, they may be indicative of the movement of people, who brought with them the pots 
themselves or their productive tradition as they settled (either temporarily or permanently) in 
new places. 

Coastal networks 

The interconnectedness of Swahili coastal towns cannot be disputed; widely shared architectural 
and pottery traditions attest to this. Advanced boat technology and knowledge of local and 
regional waters would have facilitated travel up and down the coast and between important trade 
hubs (Vernet 2015; Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017). While Zanzibar is located almost at the centre 
of the Swahili coast, and could have interacted with a number of settlements in the north and 
south, we cannot be certain which of these were directly linked with Tumbatu through coastal 
networks. We might assume more regular contact between certain settlements than others, but 
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the high degree of similarity in material culture presents a challenge when attempting to identify 
these networks. Copper coins were minted in Kilwa, Mafia, and possibly Zanzibar (Gray 1962; 
Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012), from which they were widely distributed, but none of the coins 
from Mkokotoni or Tumbatu bore any legible inscriptions, and therefore their origin is unclear. 
Furthermore, coins could have arrived via several different trade routes as they were widely 
circulated, and need not have come directly from their point of origin. In any case, other copper 
and copper-alloy artefacts, apart from the coins, are also indicative of the coastal networks in 
place. Although the copper itself is not indigenous to the East African coast, and may have come 
from locations far into the interior of southern or central Africa, evidence for copper working 
has been found at Swahili sites such as Kilwa, Manda, Shanga, Ungwana, and Mafia (Kusimba 
et al. 1994). 

While we might expect some contact between Zanzibar and Kilwa, as the latter was one 
of the most powerful towns on the coast from the twelfth century (Wynne-Jones 2016), there is 
little evidence for this contact in Tumbatu. In particular, the complete absence of gold (although 
gold finds are generally rare), an important trading commodity from Kilwa, may be indicative of 
limited contact with the southern Tanzanian coast. While the presence of Kilwa type spindle 
whorls does indicate some form of contact, I suggest these are reflective of migration rather than 
trade. It is possible that Kilwa and Tumbatu belonged to two different (although not necessarily 
separate) zones of interaction, in which Kilwa dominated the southern trade (including that of 
gold from Zimbabwe). This seems to be supported by the scant historical sources available, 
which refer explicitly to northern (Mogadishu and Mombasa), central (Zanzibar) and southern 
(Kilwa) localities (Pollard and Ichumbaki 2017; Gensheimer 2018a), which may reflect the 
concentration of trade around regional hubs. Each hub may also have specialised in the trade 
and/or production of certain commodities, such as cloth, beads, rice, and gold. This is further 
indicated by the local pottery types; closed bowls with an upturned lip and punctate decoration 
(type 3b) is very common in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni (and also in Pemba, see below), but rare 
in Kilwa. It is relatively common at Shanga (Kenya), however, a link that should be explored in 
the future.  

 Pemba had at least six towns contemporary with Tumbatu (Fleisher 2010b), and contact 
between these may have been frequent8. These towns include Chwaka, Mduuni, Mkia wa 
Ngombe, Ras Mkumbuu, Mtambwe Mkuu, and Kaliwa. The most common local ceramic types 
from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, red-burnished bowls (2b) and punctate closed bowls (3b), have 
also been recovered in similarly large quantities at several of these Pemba urban sites (Fleisher 
2003: 246; 255). While these pots may have been traded (perhaps for their contents) between 
settlements, it is more reasonable to assume they were produced locally but reflecting widely 
shared ideas about aesthetics and function. Red-burnished bowls in particular seem to be widely 
distributed along the East African coast, probably reflecting shared customs regarding feasting 
and display (Chittick 1974b: 323). They have also been found at the inland site Kwa Mgogo 
(Walz 2010). Red-burnished and graphite pots (type 22) are much rarer, however, and may have 
been imported from Pemba, where Fleisher (2003: 255) suggests they were produced. Other 
items could also have been imported from Pemba, such as rice, cloth, and iron. These products 
were present but not very common in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, which indicates they were not 
produced there (although some small-scale production would have taken place). Chwaka, on 
the other hand, seems to have specialised in the production of all these goods (Walshaw 2005: 
163; 223), creating a market that could be accessed with relative ease for the inhabitants of 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni.  

  

                                                      
8 While many contemporary sites also exist in Unguja, few of these have been studied to the same extent as those in 
Pemba, and detailed publications for these sites are lacking 
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However, looking beyond local products, a different picture emerges. If imported 
ceramics are used as an indicator of different access to Indian Ocean trade networks, Tumbatu 
seems to have more in common with other Pemba sites such as Mduuni, where Yemeni Yellow 
(YEMEN) imports were dominant (GRAF and LGQ were also present). Yemeni Yellow was 
the most common import at both Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, suggesting Mduuni and Tumbatu 
were connected to the same long-distance trade networks. Chwaka and Mkia wa Ngombe, on 
the other hand, had few Yemeni Yellow imports. The imports are particularly intriguing when 
we consider that Mkia wa Ngombe is geographically very close to Mduuni, located across a small 
channel, similar to Tumbatu and Mkokotoni’s geographical relationship. Yemeni Yellow 
ceramics are generally uncommon on Pemba (Fleisher 2003: 165). While Fleisher (2003: 164) 
argues that Mduuni might be in a subservient position to larger towns such as Mkia wa Ngombe 
or Chwaka, Mduuni’s material signature is similar to that of the other two although it lacks the 
same amount of stone architecture. Settlements such as Mduuni, Tumbatu, and Mkokotoni may 
potentially have been exploiting a separate Indian Ocean trade network from Chwaka and Mkia 
wa Ngombe. In addition, both Tumbatu and Mduuni had proportionally higher quantities of 
imported ceramics overall, compared to both Chwaka and Mkia wa Ngombe.  

Geographic location may therefore not have determined these trade routes, and other 
factors could have come into play, such as political or religious affiliation or allegiance. While 
this suggests a competitive nature between Swahili settlements (Fleisher 2003), shared local 
material culture indicates it may not have been that simple, and that settlements also 
complimented each other in their production. Perhaps local and regional Swahili networks of 
trade and communication were more open and flexible than international networks, which could 
be impacted by the politics of other Indian Ocean ports and ties between certain political leaders 
and rulers. The scarcity of glass beads at any of the Pemba locations excavated by Fleisher is 
also intriguing, when considering the probability that Mkokotoni/Tumbatu was a redistribution 
centre for glass beads. There may also be another explanation however; Fleisher (2010b) 
maintains that the towns on Pemba were secondary to larger, primary towns such as Mombasa, 
which sits on the Kenya coast some 100 km away from Pemba. He suggests that secondary towns 
did not usually trade directly with the Indian Ocean, and instead obtained imported goods 
through primary trading centres, in this case Mombasa. In return, Pemba would supply 
Mombasa with agricultural produce, a situation which is known historically from the fifteenth 
century. Fleisher’s definition of a primary centre does fit Tumbatu, with its extensive stone 
architecture and several stone houses, as well as high import ratios. Mduuni, for reasons we 
cannot yet know, may have had a trade relationship with Tumbatu rather than Mombasa, and 
therefore obtained different goods. This may be down to political allegiance or even family ties.  

Local networks 

While we can expect that Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were in regular contact with other coastal 
sites on Unguja, Pemba, and the mainland coast, easily facilitated by their coastal locations, local 
networks may have been more important for day to day interaction. This includes of course the 
relationship these two settlements had with each other: the channel separating them was not a 
barrier as much as a conduit for exchange and regular contact: “While seemingly contradictory, 
the physical separation of island communities from those on the mainland may in fact serve to 
increase the potential for cultural interaction due to the ease of access provided by maritime 
transport” (Raffield 2020: 31). In this case, Unguja represents the ‘mainland’ in relation to 
Tumbatu. The channel could easily be traversed by smaller boats such as dug-out canoes, as 
well as larger vessels used for transporting various bulk goods. Food grains, timber, and pottery 
may have been transported from Mkokotoni to Tumbatu, while imported trade goods such as 
beads, glazed ceramics, glass, and copper coins and jewellery were transported in the opposite 
direction. Similarly, people may have moved easily between the two areas, connected by familial 
and professional ties. Thus, the two settlements were bound to each other through a reciprocal 
relationship. 
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 Hinterlands are a crucial part of most, if not all, towns, as they offer the natural and 
agricultural resources needed to sustain the large urban settlements of towns (Hirth 2010 
Thomas 2014). On the mainland coast, these hinterlands can be vast and contain a multitude of 
different resources used locally and in trade, and the relationships between town and hinterland 
seem to have varied significantly depending on time and place. Some hinterland communities 
seem to have had limited interest in engaging with urban coastal settlements, and were not greatly 
affected by expanding towns or increased international trade traffic (Wynne-Jones 2007c; 
Pawlowicz 2012); while interaction is almost certain to have occurred, it seems to not have led 
to significant cultural transfers or changes in settlement patterns for the hinterland communities. 
In Kenya however, Kusimba (1999) noted a growth in hinterland settlements as a result of 
urbanisation, perhaps a consequence of towns growing to full capacity and the establishment of 
satellite settlements in their surrounding areas. A different pattern has been described for 
northern Pemba, where increase and growth in urban settlements seem to have led to a decrease 
in rural sites as people moved from villages to towns (Fleisher 2003). Towns may have offered 
opportunities for religious, social, and economic growth for many people, as well as easy access 
to certain commodities. Pemba being an island, its population would have been limited, and 
thus the growth of towns led to depopulation of the countryside. A similar development may 
have occurred in northern Unguja; as Tumbatu and Mkokotoni grew, the hinterland may have 
become increasingly depopulated as people moved towards the town. If such a depopulation 
did indeed take place, it may in turn have impacted the resource supply of the town, and towns 
in the Zanzibar Archipelago may have come to rely on each other for access to and trade of local 
and regional products. This process could explain the specialisation seen in towns such as 
Chwaka, where rice, cloth, and iron production seems to have been an important part of the 
economy of the town. Other towns may have specialised in other types of production, such as 
beads at Mkokotoni/Tumbatu, creating a regional network in which settlements complemented 
each other. However, the nature of settlement patterns on Unguja is still unclear, and increased 
attention to the inland areas of Unguja is needed; in his study of Unguja’s inland areas, Alders 
(2020) recovered a number of sites from the eleventh to fourteenth centuries. Finds from these 
sites are comparable to those at Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and suggest a local trade in imported 
and perhaps also local ceramics. Suggestions that some of these settlements were located near 
rice-producing areas could explain the presence of rice in Mkokotoni.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have presented some of the many and varied productive activities that would 
have been carried out in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, and how they may have impacted wider 
societal social and economic structures. Rather than seeing long-distance trade and merchant 
identities as synonymous with an elite class of people, I suggest that different types of activities 
played a part in creating complex socio-economic structures where people with different types 
of skills and knowledge could obtain wealth or status — or both. This will be explored more fully 
in the next chapter.  Architecture, artefacts, and food were important aspects of everyday life, as 
well as in ritual, religious, political, and social display and negotiation, and understanding how 
these were made and the different physical and social processes involved is a key part of 
appreciating the full social landscape of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. I have also explored the trade 
networks that brought many of these artefacts (or their raw materials) into the two sites, showing 
the interconnectedness of the Zanzibar Archipelago and the wider East African coast.   
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9 
RETHINKING INEQUALITY IN A SWAHILI 

CONTEXT 

They are very fertile islands, with plenty of provisions, rice, millet, and flesh, 
and abundant oranges, lemons, and cedrats […] In these islands they live in 
great luxury and abundance; they dress in very good clothes of silk and 
cotton which they buy in Mombasa of the merchants from Cambay (Gujarat) 
who reside there. Their wives adorn themselves with many jewels of gold 
from Sofala (near Beira), and silver in chains, earrings, bracelets and annl 
[sic] rings, and are dressed in silk stuffs. 

Duarte Barbosa, translation in Gray (1962: 30) 

White beaches, crystal clear waters, and lush forests are some of the main attractions associated 
with the islands of Unguja and Pemba, which draw tens of thousands of tourists every year. 
While a lucrative industry, it unfortunately does not leave the majority of the islands’ inhabitants 
living in “great luxury and abundance”. Only a small portion of the population is directly 
involved with and benefit from the industry, and poverty is endemic (Sharpley and Ussi 2014). 
The boom in the plantation industry of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also left the 
islands somewhat bereft of much of their natural vegetation, and agriculture still plays a major 
role in the islands’ subsistence economies. The sight that met Portuguese explorer Duarte 
Barbosa when he arrived on Unguja in 1512 may have been very different from what meets us 
today, in terms of both the social and natural environment. He seems impressed by the wealth 
of the people, which is manifested not only in their dress and finery, but in the abundance of 
foods. While the rich material culture was largely a result of long-distance trade (including, as 
Barbosa points out, with Sofala in East Africa), the agricultural fecundity may have allowed for 
the kind of stability needed to keep this trade going.  

Barbosa probably arrived at and stayed in some of the larger towns in Pemba and Unguja, 
where travellers and merchants were commonplace and the infrastructure built to accommodate 
them. He would presumably not have ventured into the villages and agricultural fields, where 
people may have lived in less luxury. Nevertheless, from his account, there seems to have been 
a generally high level of wealth among the urban dwellers of the archipelago. In this chapter, I 
will discuss why this may also have been the case for Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, occupied some 
centuries before the arrival of Barbosa and the other Portuguese voyagers. While Tumbatu 
seems to have declined and all but disappeared by the time of the Portuguese arrival, Tumbatu 
may be reflective of the high living standard enjoyed by Zanzibar’s inhabitants for much of the 
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first half of the second millennium. While excavations did not reveal any luxuries such as the 
gold and silver described by Barbosa, the inhabitants of Tumbatu (and perhaps Mkokotoni) 
seem to have enjoyed a high and relatively equal amount of material wealth.  

 This is not to say that this was an equal or egalitarian society. While I question the 
importance of material wealth and prestige goods as sole indicators (and facilitators) of status, 
inequality may have been played out in several different ways, and status may have depended on 
various factors including gender, knowledge, and labour, and on the social identities such factors 
might prescribe. While Swahili society has often been interpreted in terms of a prestige goods 
system, where power was held by a small number of elite merchants who controlled the flow of 
goods and long-distance trade, this overt focus on trade and trade goods has, in turn, led to a 
skewed focus on the (male) elite. While I set out at the start of this project to look instead for 
the non-elite, whoever they may have been, Tumbatu has offered up an alternative, where there 
might not have been such a clear and unquestionable distinction, at least not in economic terms. 
In this chapter, I seek to interrogate what we mean when we use the term elite, and discuss why 
this is not an adequate label to use when discussing Tumbatu. I will instead look at the multiple 
different social identities present among its population, especially those visible archaeologically, 
and people’s capacity to act within those identities. I argue that these actions — and different 
people’s agency — is what structured Tumbatu’s society. 

A materially homogenous landscape 

Tumbatu defies expectations. Being the only known stone town in the Zanzibar Archipelago 
with extensive stone architecture, it should have been an ideal place to study socio-economic 
hierarchies. The development of urban settlements is often assumed (although not always 
demonstrated) to be linked to the development of social complexity and status differentiation — 
the development of an elite. As we have seen in the earlier introductory chapters, on the Swahili 
coast this elite has been associated with stone structures and the conspicuous consumption of 
imported material culture; they are associated with wealth. But of course, we do not see this elite, 
we only see the material traces they presumably left behind. On Tumbatu, these traces are 
everywhere. The entire town is built from stone, and imported ‘luxury’ goods such as glass beads, 
glass vessels, and glazed ceramics are evenly distributed within this built-up area of the town. It 
is possible then, that we might view the whole town as elite; an exclusive settlement inhabited by 
the wealthy and powerful Zanzibari Swahili who dominated the international trade, taking great 
care to keep everyone else — the commoners — out. This possibility has been proposed by Lane 
(2014), who argues that by the second millennium, labour divisions in towns may have become 
more distinct, resulting in people of lower status having fewer opportunities to live in the stone-
built areas of the settlement. However, there are several reasons why this scenario is unlikely in 
Tumbatu (although we cannot discount it entirely). The remains of various productive activities 
such as fishing, spinning, farming, and iron production suggest the town was not only occupied 
by a single class of merchant elites, but also producers and craftspeople, some of whom may 
have been enslaved. Furthermore, the material culture in Tumbatu does not greatly differ from 
that of the workshop in Mkokotoni, indicating that trade items were not restricted to Tumbatu 
or to merchants. In addition, the assemblage from Tumbatu is not spectacular; the only so-called 
prestige items are beads, glass, and glazed ceramics, which are equally distributed across the site. 
There was little in the form of unique and precious objects such as those found at several other 
Swahili urban sites, including gold, bronze, and copper jewellery, bells, and incense burners, or 
the well-known bronze lion of Shanga (Horton 2004b)  

 We might therefore see Tumbatu as a materially homogenous landscape, one in which 
the majority of the inhabitants enjoyed a relatively high standard of living and where access to 
certain foods or commodities, including imports, were not restricted to a particular section of 
society. This suggests that material wealth could be obtained in multiple ways, and that various 
labours could be highly profitable. There seems to have been no monopoly on trade or trade 
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goods in Tumbatu, indicating that this trade was not taxed by any central authority. This is a 
situation that has also been proposed for southern Africa around the time of the Portuguese 
arrival in the area, where Moffett and Chirikure (2016) argue that traders had “free reign to 
trade”, which ultimately meant that imported artefacts did not in and of themselves constitute a 
basis of political power. The lack of any concentration of wealth in Tumbatu seems to suggest 
this proposition holds true, and it also seems to indicate — perhaps somewhat counter-intuitively 
— that there were no rulers present on Tumbatu. As I discussed in the previous chapters, 
Tumbatu is a likely candidate for a primary trading town in the archipelago, and as such we 
might expect it also contained some form of power base. Indeed, several named and unnamed 
rulers are known to have governed in Tumbatu according to historical sources, including, as we 
have seen in Chapter 1, queens. These may indeed have been wealthy, and perhaps this wealth 
was not uncovered by the 2017 survey. In fact, Horton (in Horton and Middleton 2000: 174-
175) has suggested that the ‘Palace’ in the south-western corner of the town could have been the 
residence of the ruler (Figure 9.1). However, the results from Horton’s excavations within this 
structure (or set of structures) have not been published, and thus we cannot assess or compare 
the material assemblages from this and other areas of the town. It is also possible that the rulers 
of Tumbatu were first among equals, who did not amass large amounts of wealth through their 
office. The absence of any centralised control of labour supports this, and would have enhanced 
the opportunities for individual actors or groups to gain wealth and prestige through their 
professions. In his account of the Portuguese period in East Africa, Strandes (1961: 91) also 
alludes to this. He writes: “each separate town and village, however small, had its own king who 
had to share his power to a greater or lesser extent with other influential inhabitants”. 

 

 
Figure 9.1 View of the "Palace" in Tumbatu 
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 Tumbatu is therefore an ideal settlement for studying place-making and urban structuring 
through a bottom-up perspective, which is increasingly favoured as a reaction to previous top-
down approaches which emphasise the power and agency of elites and rulers (Fleisher and 
Wynne-Jones 2012; Furholt et al. 2020; see also Chapter 1). Rather than seeing Tumbatu as a 
town built by and for elites, with a central government dictating what this town should look like, 
it was more likely built to reflect the needs and practices of all its inhabitants. While it seems to 
have been constructed relatively quickly, Horton (forthcoming) commented that the town itself 
appears to have been built rather haphazardly, with little evidence of overall planning or a street 
pattern, with houses built at different angles throughout the town. While the area at the centre 
of the settlement has been identified as a public craft and trade area (Chapter 7), no other 
distinctions could be made in the distribution of material culture to indicate specialised crafting 
areas or particular neighbourhoods. The town, and its structures and open spaces, developed 
according to the daily needs and practices of the inhabitants, which seem to have revolved 
around trade and small-scale production. Similar observations were made by Fleisher in Pemba, 
in his interpretation of urbanisation there. Instead of seeing Pemba towns as established elite 
spaces, they should instead be understood as constructed and populated by people from the 
rural areas of Pemba, who were brought together by a shared religion, yet contributed different 
skillsets and knowledge to the towns’ development (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2010) 

 I do not suggest here that Tumbatu was egalitarian, or that wealth differences did not exist 
here or elsewhere on the coast. Both archaeology and history have shown that material wealth 
was appreciated and displayed on the coast. The short quote at the opening of this chapter is 
only one of several similar observations made by the many Portuguese visitors to the coast, who 
often commented on the affluence of some coastal dwellers. These are often described as rulers 
and/or Arabs, but it is rarely clear what this means. The use of Arab to denote an elite Islamic 
identity may be entirely based on the bias of the Portuguese writers, and it is rarely made clear 
how the distinction between African and Arab is made9: 

There were many Muslims from India and the Red Sea living amongst the 
indigenous Africans; some of these Muslims were light skinned, others dark, 
and some showed signs of mixed breeding. They had lived and mixed with 
the local inhabitants for many years, and had adopted the local way of life.  

Strandes (1961: 19) 

Nevertheless, opulence is described frequently, with regards to the foods, jewellery, clothes, and 
architecture of the coast. There was certainly material wealth, and it would not have been 
distributed entirely equally. But I do believe it is time to reassess the notion of a society with 
distinct elite and non-elite classes of people. Too often this system is assumed rather than 
demonstrated archaeologically (see Chapter 1). Again, I will refer to studies in southern Africa, 
which are comparable in terms of settlement size, type, and chronology, as many towns and 
states developed there during the growth of international trade in the Indian Ocean. At 
settlements such as Mapungubwe, Great Zimbabwe, Khami, and Bosutswe, archaeologists have 
demonstrated the growing distinction between groups of elites and the rest of the population, 
through spatial separation, particular architectural features, and consumption of goods such as 
beads, ceramics, and gold and copper jewellery (Monroe 2013; Pikirayi 2013; Klehm 2017). 
This sort of division has not been explicitly shown for the Swahili coast, and the example from 
Gede mentioned in Chapter 1 demonstrates this more clearly. While the term elite is used 
frequently in studies about the Swahili, both past and present, it is rarely explicitly explained or 
interrogated.   

                                                      
9 While incredibly useful, Strandes’ book does not make explicit which observations are his own and which are 
translations of the original Portuguese texts. Some biases may very well be his own.  
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Negotiating status: economic equality, social inequality 

While Tumbatu may have been economically homogenous, its population would have been 
socially heterogeneous. A variety of different and intersecting social identities and statuses would 
have been played out on a daily basis, maintained and negotiated through practice and behaviour 
in the private and public sphere (see Chapter 1). These identities would not have been static, 
however. Status, identity, and social roles would have changed according to time, context, and 
relationships; within the household, a woman may be a mother; in the market, she is a spice-
trader; in the village, a spiritual leader. These different roles impact her behaviour towards 
others, and theirs towards her. Various social roles may even impact her movement, gestures, 
speech, her choice of clothing and adornment. In urban societies, such as in Tumbatu, these 
differences may have given rise to inequality. While this inequality may not have been expressed 
in access to and use of material wealth and particular architecture, it would undoubtedly have 
been expressed in other ways, such as through access to space, knowledge, and people. One 
example of this may be the Swahili woman of today, who is not allowed inside the mosque, to 
pray, learn, and socialise. This exclusion reinforces her status in society and certainly in the 
religious sphere, but may lead to the development of alternative routes to gaining religious 
knowledge and community. In this sense, societal structures enforce her social role and status, 
while her actions, in turn, reinforce (or challenge) them, knowingly or unknowingly (see for 
example Giddens 1984; Dobres and Robb 2000; Gosselain 2000; Robb 2010; Chapter 1 for 
discussions on agency and practice).  

While identity has become an increasingly popular area of study for archaeologists, 
identities are frustratingly elusive archaeologically. Not only is it a term that evades precise 
definition (see for example Díaz-Andreu and Lucy 2005; Insoll 2007), identities are social, 
cultural, and chronological constructs that leave no specific material traces. At the end of the 
day, we are trying to see people where there are only things, which is inherently flawed. I do not 
here approach identity as an internalised sense of self, but as the combination of social roles, 
behaviours, relationships, and statuses that different people embody and perform in their daily 
lives. While some of these identities may be possible to assess archaeologically, such as those 
related to labour (discussed in Chapter 8), others might be assumed, such as gender, age, 
religious adherence, and ethnicity. Some identities may also include status, although I would 
argue that status is as much an identity as a result of other, intersecting identities; your status in 
the household as well as in society depends on who you are and what you do. Labour identities 
would have been a key aspect of a person’s social identity, situating them within the urban 
landscape and shaping their relationship to other people within that settlement. While 
archaeologists may not be able to study identity and social relations directly, we are good at 
studying patterns of practice and their material outcomes. 

Craftspeople 

While some Swahili settlements have shown evidence for specialised production areas, the 
recovery of a workshop in Mkokotoni is unique, and offers an opportunity to study the personal 
and professional material assemblages of the bead makers. This, in turn, lets us postulate what 
their role as producers within Tumbatu/Mkokotoni society might have been. The most notable 
aspect of the workshop contexts was their richness — not just in beads, but in several types of 
artefact. For example, while the ratio of imports to local ceramics was slightly lower in 
Mkokotoni than in Tumbatu, the actual number of imports per m3 was significantly higher in 
Mkokotoni when compared to house 2 in Tumbatu (Table 9.1). This also holds true for local 
pottery, glass shards, and all food remains. I am cautious about comparing these numbers 
directly, as the depositional processes may have varied significantly for the two spaces. However, 
the data shows that the bead workers at the workshop in Mkokotoni had access to what scholars 
of the Swahili coast have interpreted as elite material culture, despite being craftspeople and not 
merchants. This is also evident in their food-consumption practices, which seem to have relied 
heavily on mammal domesticates such as chicken, cattle, and goat, in addition to fish and 
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shellfish. While the majority of the animal bones from Mkokotoni were fish, there seems to be 
a greater reliance on non-fish animals as well as rice in Mkokotoni compared to Tumbatu.  

This discrepancy between the sites also counters the common narrative of elite 
consumption, as heavier reliance on particularly cattle and rice has been assumed to accompany 
the rise of elites (Wynne-Jones 2010b). Furthermore, Wynne-Jones (2010b) has highlighted the 
increased use of ceramic bowls on the coast at this same time and its association by archaeologists 
with the emergence of an elite, although the relationship between elites and certain ceramic 
forms has not yet been fully explored. As I have shown in previous chapters, open bowls were 
the most common type of locally-made pottery in Mkokotoni. Thus, the bead workers were 
ostensibly able to take great advantage of their knowledge of bead working, and while I hesitate 
to use the label elite, the production and trade of glass beads from this workshop would have 
been lucrative, and granted the craftspeople significant material wealth. Here then, we have an 
example of people who used their knowledge and technical skill, which in this case may have 
been limited to a select few, to gain wealth and possibly social power. While they may also have 
been traders, and surely relied on long-distance networks to gain raw materials for their 
production, they do not fit the bill of the merchant elite.  

 

Table 9.1 Overview of bulk assemblages from house 2 in Tumbatu and the workshop in Mkokotoni 

 

 

Although we may know relatively little about craftspeople on the Swahili coast, the role of 
craft in African societies more broadly has been demonstrated to be significant — socially, 
ritually, and sometimes also politically (Calabrese 2000). Much attention has been awarded to 
the knowledge of particular crafts such as metal and pottery production, and how this informs 
the status of the craftspeople (Guyer and Eno Belinga 1995; LaViolette 2000; Haaland et al. 
2004), while the social processes involved in production and craft has the potential to inform 
about social relations more broadly. While craft and production have been recognised as integral 
to Swahili society for some time, the role of the producers themselves is still poorly understood, 
as well as how they fit into the social fabric of towns. Early Portuguese sources refer to some 
towns as specialised production centres, including the production of cloth in the Kirimba 
Archipelago, iron in Mombasa, ocean-going vessels in Mozambique Island, and raffia items in 
the Comoros (Prestholdt 1998). From archaeological excavations, we also know of iron and 
cloth production in Kilwa, and cloth production in Pate (see Chapter 8). We might now add to 
this list bead production in Mkokotoni. This highlights the importance of these urban centres 
not just as trading areas, but also as nodes of production, supplying other settlements with locally 
produced materials. The importance of these crafts may have awarded the craftspeople high 
status and relative wealth, which seems to be what we are seeing in Mkokotoni. While other craft 
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workers are more difficult to pin down in Mkokotoni and Tumbatu, as there are no other 
specialised production areas, we can imagine that knowledge and technical skill was one way for 
these urban inhabitants to negotiate status. This may in part have been facilitated by the 
monopoly created through lineage-based craft learning, such as those discussed in the previous 
chapter for potters and ironworkers (also see Haour 2013: 96). 

 The bead workshop is placed centrally in the settlement in Mkokotoni, suggesting bead 
producers were not considered marginal, dangerous, or polluted, as has been shown for some 
crafting groups in particularly West Africa but also in central and east Africa (Sterner and David 
1991; Childs and Killick 1993; Kusimba and Killick 2003). This may partly be due to the 
newness of this craft — glass bead production is not an indigenous craft in this part of Africa, as 
far as we know, and the technical skill would have been transferred along the trade routes 
carrying the first imported glass beads, probably from India. The production may therefore have 
been organised differently from other types of production that had deeper, indigenous roots. 
The richness of the workshop, as well as the site-wide distribution of glass beads in Tumbatu 
and Mkokotoni, provide additional clues about the organisation of bead production and their 
producers — they seem to have been independent of any centralised authority or elite patronage. 
This would enable the craftspeople to exert their power over production and gain their own 
wealth from the trade. Yet it is unlikely that the craft was open to all, as there is much 
ethnographic evidence to support the linking of certain crafts to specific genders, ethnicities, 
lineages, and statuses. Like status, labour is at once part of a person’s social identity and also 
informed by it (Costin 1998). How flexible these statuses were is unclear, however; more recent 
Swahili ethnographies suggest that certain identities, such as status and even ethnicity were not 
static, but malleable and open to negotiation (see Chapter 1).  

 The status of Mkokotoni’s bead producers would also have been impacted by the role of 
their product — the beads. Beads were not utilitarian items, but used in personal adornment, 
identity display, and rituals; they were in themselves ‘social actors’. The craftspeople themselves 
cannot be separated from the role of the items they produced, and glass bead production being 
presumably exotic and known to only a few select people, these craftspeople would have been 
able to gain status through their product. This negotiation of status by craftspeople has even been 
demonstrated historically by Prestholdt (1998: 20), using Portuguese sources, who writes of 
sixteenth century Mombasa:  

[...] there also existed a relatively wealthy and influential group of non-
merchant artisans, skilled laborers, and religious elite who can be 
considered ungwana. Shipwrights, precious-metalsmiths, architects, masons, 
and some ship captains were highly skilled and therefore able to command 
wages in gold coins and expensive cloth, unlike their less skilled or unskilled 
neighbors, enslaved or free.  

This historical fact seems to have been somewhat forgotten about, at least by archaeologists. As 
we will see below, beads were not necessarily status items themselves or linked to any elite, but 
they would have played an important role in the social and ritual lives of women. These beads 
were not essential items in the way some other products were, but they were integral to culture 
and society at the time, and the bead producers would have been able to control access and 
trade to a certain extent – glass beads were also coming in via trade routes from south and 
Southeast Asia, and would thus have provided some competition for the Mkokotoni bead 
makers. However, the presence of a large number of East Coast Indo-Pacific beads in the 
workshop contexts, presumably from Asia, suggests the Mkokotoni bead makers were involved 
in importing beads as well as producing them.  

 While the workshop provides us with insight into only one type of craft and a particular 
type of craftspeople, it allows us to postulate the importance of craftspeople more broadly. Much 
of the production at Swahili sites was carried out within the household, and by women (Wynne-
Jones 2007b), and it is difficult therefore to determine the social and ritual organisation of many 
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crafts. However, the integral part that craft items played in daily life and practice, including 
pottery, iron, and cloth, would have given some agency to the craftspeople themselves through 
their valuable skills and knowledge. Different people may have used these skills in different 
ways. For example, the possible presence of Kilwa spinners could indicate that these were 
specialised craftspeople who had brought their knowledge from Kilwa to Tumbatu, where their 
work was in high demand while being in the hands of very few. Horton (2004a) suggests that 
exiled Kilwa residents may have been present in Tumbatu, who followed the Ibadhi tradition 
and were accommodated by the extension of the Friday mosque. Similarly, we might imagine 
the makers of the red-slipped burnished bowls were specialists, who could monopolise their 
expertise and in that way negotiate their status in society as well as their wealth (see for example 
Hurcombe 2000). If their products were sought after, yet rare, this labour would have been an 
opportunity for social and economic advancement.  

Women 

It is a bit of a paradox that Swahili women are not better understood or more often discussed 
archaeologically, when we consider how much of the archaeological material was made by — or 
belonged to — them. This is particularly true for pottery and beads (Figure 9.2), two of the most 
ubiquitous types of find at Swahili sites. The reasons for this male bias has already been outlined 
in previous chapters (also see Wynne-Jones 2018). In addition, much attention has been paid to 
how and why Swahili towns developed and became key entrepôts in the western Indian Ocean; 
the (female) household has generally not be considered an integral part of this development. 
The view of the active, public man and the passive, house-bound woman is not just an aspect of 
Swahili studies, but a common trope in historical archaeology more broadly (Gibbs 2000; 
Spencer-Wood 2010). While Swahili houses have certainly received much attention, few studies 
relate them specifically to the activities of women, the exception being the seminal study by 
Donley-Reid in Lamu (Donley 1987; Donley-Reid 1990b), as well as the more recent work 
carried out at Songo Mnara (Wynne-Jones 2013; Rødland et al. 2020). However, gender is rarely 
explicitly discussed — rather, it is through the focus of archaeological study that the lives and 
contributions of women become relegated to the background, as these studies emphasise trade, 
architecture, and Islamic practice, often associated with the male domain.  

 

 
Figure 9.2 Various types of glass beads from Tumbatu 
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This is not to say that women have not been considered, and a number of references to 
women as producers of pottery and various forms of textiles (Juma 2004: 51, 149), shellfish-
collectors (Fleisher 2003: 356; Juma 2004: 50; Pawlowicz 2011: 294; Pollard et al. 2012; 
Ichumbaki 2014), or as users of specific material culture such as beads or kohl sticks (LaViolette 
2004; Wynne-Jones 2005: 182). Women are also evoked when discussing the privacy of houses, 
assumed to be for the benefit of secluded Muslim women (Kirkman 1974: 102; Horton 2004a; 
Wynne-Jones 2013; Wilson 2019: 158). More often than not, however, they are only mentioned 
in a passing comment; how these activities shaped their lives and afforded them any kind of 
agency in public or private domains is not discussed (although see M’Mbogori 2013). While 
gender is often not possible (nor always desirable) to infer archaeologically, it nevertheless 
constitutes an important part of identity and identity expression, and can impact status as well as 
labour roles. In particular, the connections between women and production, as well as women 
and ritual performance, constitute an integral characteristic of how we might understand Swahili 
social landscapes.  

Women are perhaps more visible on Tumbatu than men, owing to the many beads found 
scattered across the entire site and within all the rooms of the houses excavated. While their 
association with women cannot be entirely certain, historical and ethnographic evidence show a 
strong correlation between women and beads in East Africa (Donley-Reid 1990a; see Marshall 
2019 for an overview). More recent histories and ethnographies emphasise the limited 
movement of women (particularly in urban settlements) and the importance for women to 
remain unseen in public (see Chapter 1), but Tumbatu and Mkokotoni paints a rather different 
picture. Here, women seem to have moved openly within the entire settlement, with glass beads 
being recovered from across both sites (Figure 9.3 to Figure 9.5). While glass beads have 
previously been associated with elite women, their ubiquity at Tumbatu (and other coastal sites) 
renders the elite association tenuous. While glass beads may have been in limited supply at 
certain sites, at an entrepôt such as Tumbatu (and with bead production occurring nearby at 
Mkokotoni), glass beads would have been widely available. This free movement of women 
around town shows a society where women’s roles were not relegated to the private sphere, and 
women would have carried out many of the productive activities discussed in Chapter 8, thus 
being part of shaping the town from the start. Women’s active role in shaping public society has 
also been suggested at Songo Mnara, where the presence of glass beads in one of the mosques 
there indicates women were previously allowed in these now male-only spaces (Rødland et al. 
2020).   
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Figure 9.3 Distribution of glass beads in Tumbatu 

 

 
Figure 9.4 Distribution of glass beads in Mkokotoni 
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Figure 9.5 Distribution of non-glass beads in Tumbatu 

 

Beads were part of female identity expression and could have been used as jewellery or 
sewn into clothing. Barbosa also wrote in the early sixteenth century that the “Moors of Africa” 
wore beads close to their skin to preserve chastity, while more recent ethnographies describe 
women wearing beads around their waists (Ingrams 1931; Donley-Reid 1990a). According to 
Carey (1986), such waist beads are a shared Bantu custom. The use of beads beneath the clothes 
indicate use beyond that of adornment or beautification, and different colours may have carried 
different meanings or communicated certain messages (Khamis Ali 2017, pers.com). The beads 
of Tumbatu indicate that beads — especially glass beads — were a common piece of personal 
adornment for the women there. The most common colours in Tumbatu were black and red, 
which occurred in almost equal numbers, indicating these two colours were worn together and 
reflect a preferred style for the Tumbatu women. Comparisons with bead assemblages from 
other contemporary sites show that the same colours were not preferred along the whole coast, 
and different tastes would have had to be catered to by the importers and producers of the glass 
beads. For example, in Shanga, Horton (1996) reports that yellow beads were the most common. 
This difference in colours also helps explain why the colours of the Mkokotoni beads do not 
reflect those in Tumbatu, as the Mkokotoni producers would have catered to different 
settlements and preferences. These differences indicate that the women of Tumbatu had some 
say in what types of beads were imported into the site, and that their choice and preference 
impacted imports. The importance of choice and preferred style is echoed in European 
accounts, which recount the trouble European traders had when selling beads to East Africans, 
if the beads did not match local desires (Wood 2011b: 77; Marshall 2019). Beads thus seem to 
have been an important aspect of female identity expression, and their style did not merely 
passively reflect the whims of the traders. On the contrary, the women seem to have influenced 
the trade in beads to a significant degree. This clearly shows that female consumption was an 
active process, in line with Mullins' (2011: 135) assertion that consumption “revolves around the 
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acquisition of things to confirm, display, accent, mask, and imagine who we are and who we wish 
to be” (also see Marshall 2019).  

 Glass beads were not the only type of bead uncovered from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. 
Shell and stone beads were also found, although in much fewer numbers; significantly, in 
Mkokotoni only three non-glass beads were recovered, made from shell and carnelian. It seems 
glass beads were the preferred bead type, and the inhabitants of Mkokotoni and Tumbatu 
certainly had access to them. The rarity of the other types of beads suggest these were either less 
popular or more difficult to obtain — perhaps both. Stone beads such as carnelian beads may 
have been rare luxury items, being imported from Asia (Insoll et al. 2004). Stone beads are also 
more time-consuming to produce, adding to their individual value, compared to both shell and 
glass beads (Kenoyer et al. 1994), which could be produced in bulk. Possession of these more 
uncommon beads could therefore have been limited to some of the wealthier inhabitants, and 
functioned as a subtle way of displaying this wealth to others. On the other end of this spectrum, 
we find the shell beads, which could be made with locally sourced materials (seashell) and tools. 
Shell beads may have been an alternative for those who could not afford — or access — the more 
common glass beads. These could have included (but need not be limited to) enslaved people, 
barred from mainstream consumption practices due to their lack of funds or their status.  

Beads should not be dismissed as an item of trade only, but as an important part of 
everyday consumption and women’s attire as discussed above. While not a proxy for wealth on 
their own, they may have played a role in communicating a woman’s status in society. Shell beads 
are found in many African societies, and were more common in coastal societies before the turn 
of the millennium. The increased import of glass beads in the second millennium may have 
somewhat displaced the common use of shell beads, but the fact that the latter remain in the 
archaeological record even after the influx of glass beads suggest they continued to play a role.  
If they were indeed made and used by lower status people such as enslaved women and servants, 
they indicate just how important beads were in Swahili society, glass or not, as they were sought 
after by women from all social strata. They may have been an important aspect of performing 
gender and — if we consider the more recent ethnographic evidence — female sexuality. Beads 
were part of being a woman, and so access to beads, whether they were glass, shell, stone, or 
clay, was integral to maintaining or displaying female identity (see for example Williams 1987 
on Turkana women's relationships with beads and gender).  

A significant number of beads were recovered from the house excavations in Tumbatu, 
although in varying quantities depending on the room. While many of these were probably lost 
by the women of the house during everyday activities (some may also have belonged to the initial 
builders of the house), certain beads are likely to have been ritual offerings, such as those 
recovered from sub-floor contexts in interior room B (trench 4). In addition, other buried items 
such as cowries and smooth pebbles may also have served ritual functions. The houses excavated 
in Tumbatu probably had plaster floors, meaning that any buried deposits would have been 
placed there before the floor was laid, possibly during the construction of the house. The power 
of women in Tumbatu may thus have been literally built into the house, which seems appropriate 
if we consider the house to be the primary domain of women, a space in which she was able to 
more fully practice her agency and some control of daily life, practice, and production. This 
resonates with the ways in which power has been understood in many other African societies, 
where power can be exercised through daily activities and ritual control over the natural world, 
an aspect referred to as creative power (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2010). 

Invoking ‘ritual’ for these objects is of course problematic and does not allow for the kind 
of nuance we might have wished. While it may be possible to identify the intentional deposition 
of certain items under floors, and thus assume a non-utilitarian use for these items and this 
particular action, it does not help us understand why they were placed there — we can only make 
an educated guess. Acts of sorcery, spirit possession, and ritual performance are, in the more 
recent Swahili past, associated with women (Donley 1987; Walker 2019: 31), and their time-
depth is hinted at by the reference to sorcerers in Al Idrisi’s twelfth century written accounts 
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from the coast (Horton and Middleton 2000: 177). While the association with women may in 
part be related to their exclusion from Islamic public society, such activities are likely to have a 
significant time depth, and may be related to similar practices by non-Swahili peoples. I hesitate 
to call these rituals African or indigenous, however, and in all likelihood a mixture of religious 
and cultural ritual practices was carried out. For example, Horton (2004a) describes beliefs in 
spirits in Swahili society, and refers to two main categories of such spirits: mzimu and majini. 
The former is linked to the landscape and to ancestors, and are given small offerings in return 
for their help, and are according to Horton considered more African. The latter, however, is 
linked to Islamic beliefs and Arabia, and most Swahili people do not consider their belief in 
spirits to be incompatible with their Islamic faith (Horton 2004a). The buried deposits in 
Tumbatu may well have been related to such spiritual offerings. Actions such as these were a 
way for people — in this case women — to exercise their agency outside of the physical world, 
allowing them to impact social relationships, economy, and perhaps even politics. The role of 
spirit possession and belief in spirits is also described by Walker (2019: 31) for the Comoros, 
where he suggests that “spirits may allow individuals, and women in particular, to articulate 
concerns about the world and their relationships that they would not otherwise be permitted to 
express”. The Comoros offer an interesting perspective, because the islands were never 
colonised by Oman, who have had such a profound impact on religion and society elsewhere 
on the coast, particularly in Zanzibar. Comorian society is also matrilineal, which is widely 
practised among other Bantu peoples in Eastern Africa, affording Comorian women relatively 
high status in society (although not political office) despite “Islamic tendencies” (Walker 2019: 
210). Pre-Omani Swahili society may also have been matrilineal, offering a rather different 
perspective on the role and status of women in the past.  

 As we have already seen in previous chapters, the house was not just important in everyday 
activities, it also featured in trade and in the social and political acts of feasting. These two 
features were not necessarily separate; hosting foreign merchants would have involved smaller 
as well as more elaborate feasts, depending on the visitor and the nature of the trade. Feasts 
could be a way to cement social, economic, or political alliances and relationships, and to gain 
status in society (Fleisher 2010a). The primary material aspects of hosting and feasting included 
the house, the ceramic vessels, and the food, all of which are associated with the domain of 
women. Women’s place in trade and politics can thus not have been as limited as it has become 
in the more recent past, and they may even have been key figures in these processes. Women 
would have controlled the space in which the feast was held, and where the visitors were hosted, 
deciding how it was used and how to present it to outsiders. Through food and drink, as well as 
the vessels used to contain them, they would also be in charge of the actual feast and its aesthetic 
presentation, taste, and scent. The act of preparing, eating, and sharing food is a social process 
(Ashley 2010), one in which women would have been in almost complete control. The active 
role of women in these events would have offered opportunities for social and political 
negotiation; through acts of display, generosity, and conversation with non-household members, 
women would have been able to use such situations for their own benefit, even if they were not 
the main hosts — although we cannot discount the idea that women may have been hosts in their 
own right.   

Naturally, women’s role in society would not merely have depended on their gender; they 
were not one homogenous group, and their agency would depend on their socio-economic 
status, ethnicity, religion, and age. However, as the above discussion has shown, women’s lives 
in Tumbatu were not as curtailed as we might have previously assumed, and gender need not 
have been a limiting factor. Nevertheless, the discussion does pertain mostly to women of wealth, 
who had the financial and social capital to act both within and beyond their gender identity. 
Through both the ritual and material world they were able to influence or even control certain 
aspects of the social and perhaps political world, and while the trade in certain (exotic) goods 
may have been the domain of men, their use in everyday and ritual life was very much the 
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domain of women. Women thus enabled the social and ritual power of objects, while the objects 
themselves returned this power to the women.   

Outsiders 

The term outsiders implies that there is such a thing as insiders. Those who belong to a group, 
and those who do not: “Outsiders are in, but not of, the social group or society in which they 
live” (Haour 2013: 2). Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were hubs of trade and movement in their 
region; while Tumbatu would have hosted the majority of the Indian Ocean visitors, Mkokotoni 
would have received regional travellers and traders from elsewhere in the archipelago. Swahili 
society has been deemed open, cosmopolitan, and with permeable boundaries (Prestholdt 1998: 
23; Askew 1999) — belonging to this group depended on certain behaviours and beliefs, more 
so perhaps than ethnicity or place of birth. These aspects of belonging would have changed and 
evolved over time and certainly space, and different coastal settlements would have emphasised 
and valued different ways of being and doing. While we tend to talk more broadly of Swahili 
culture and Swahili people today, historically, many Swahili have identified more closely with 
their geographic groups, such as the Watumbatu, Wapemba, and Wapate for example (Caplan 
2007). Lineage groups have also been identified as an important structuring principle. 

 Despite the permeable boundaries of many Swahili societies, there are particularly two 
types of outsiders we should expect to find in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. The first group are 
enslaved individuals (involuntary migrants). Enslaved people are outsiders by default; it is their 
status as an outsider that enables their enslavement (Kopytoff and Miers 1977; Glassman 1991; 
Vernet 2009). While the slave trade and systems of enslavement carried out in East Africa in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are relatively well-understood through historical data, the 
role of slavery in the proto-historical period (i.e. before the sixteenth century) remains unclear. 
While slavery may not have contributed greatly to local economy and production, we can be 
fairly certain that enslaved individuals lived and worked in the larger Swahili towns in the first 
half of the second millennium. These would have included both men and women, and perhaps 
children, working as agricultural and domestic labourers, as well as artisans and craftspeople. As 
it is unlikely that the Swahili would have traded in enslaved people from communities with which 
they regularly interacted (and may also have relied upon), enslaved people are likely to have 
come from the East African interior and perhaps Madagascar, reflecting later slave trading routes 
in the region (see Vernet 2009, 2013).  

 The second group of outsiders we can expect to find are travellers and traders (voluntary 
migrants) from the Indian Ocean, as well as the rest of the East African coast and its 
hinterland/interior. These individuals could be both permanent settlers and temporary visitors, 
and while we might imagine that their primary purpose was that of trade, there may in reality 
have been many reasons for moving into Swahili towns. For rural dwellers, towns may have 
offered opportunities for economic, religious, or social advancement, and the opportunity to 
create wider social and professional networks. People may have also moved for marriage 
prospects. Historically, migration within the Indian Ocean is better attested than regional 
migration. Arab and Iranian trading outposts were set up all around the Indian Ocean rim (Foltz 
2018), and the Portuguese made numerous accounts mentioning Indians and Arabs in Swahili 
settlements from the sixteenth century (Strandes 1961; Horton 2004b). Only a small number of 
DNA studies exist, confirming both regional and long-distance migration; in addition, it has been 
argued that there was more female inter-settlement migration than male, while a small number 
of women of non-African origin have also been identified (Raaum et al. 2018).  

 Although we know they were there, identifying outsiders archaeologically is challenging. 
This is especially true in the case of slavery, and few attempts have been made to look for 
enslaved individuals in pre-colonial Swahili society (although see Rødland et al. 2020). The 
greatest obstacle is the ambiguity of the archaeological evidence, which can rarely (if ever) directly 
identify enslaved individuals or the institution of slavery. However, in societies where we know 
enslaved people to have existed, we need not pinpoint their exact location to be able to say 
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something about their contribution towards these societies, and enslaved individuals need not 
be any more invisible than other groups of people that have often been marginalised in 
archaeological interpretations, such as women or children. As we are by now so well aware, 
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, and as archaeologists we should not be so intent 
on finding specific material traces of slavery as much as the wider societal effects and 
contributions of the enslaved (Stahl 2008). While I cannot say for certain that enslaved 
individuals were present in Tumbatu or Mkokotoni, the widespread use of slave labour in 
Islamic society and the historically known presence of enslaved people on the Swahili coast at 
this time renders their presence likely, although perhaps in small numbers. In the previous 
chapters, I made the suggestion that enslaved agricultural labourers may have existed on 
Tumbatu. This idea hangs on the notion that the archaeological remains recovered from the 
agricultural fields beyond the stone town were poor in comparison with the town proper. This 
may have been less significant if the material culture signature of the town had been more 
heterogeneous, but the relative wealth of the town and the even distribution of this wealth give 
reason to explore this difference between the urban and the agricultural landscape. The lack of 
glass beads in these test pits is compelling, as they were ubiquitous within the town, and seem to 
have been a common type of personal adornment. It seems the agricultural workers were not 
able to access this type of adornment, which may be an indication of their lower (servile?) status. 
The recovery of marine shell yet complete absence of any bones supports this, indicating a less 
varied diet and a reliance on shellfish, which has historically been deemed a low-income food. 
These differences in the material culture and food remains suggest that (at least some of) the 
agricultural labourers were not the same people as the majority of the town dwellers.  

 There are several reasons why enslaved agricultural labourers may have been working in 
Tumbatu. Firstly, the role of the town as a trading settlement and regional entrepôt meant that 
many of its inhabitants would be tied up in non-productive administrative and mercantile 
labours. While other Swahili settlements on the coast may have relied on their non-Swahili 
hinterland neighbours for agricultural labour and trade, through client-patron relationships, such 
opportunities were not available to the inhabitants of Tumbatu, or Zanzibar more broadly. They 
may therefore have relied more heavily on slave labour to meet the demands of production. 
Tumbatu’s position in the Indian Ocean trade may also have made it a transit point for enslaved 
people traded into the wider Indian Ocean world. The trade in enslaved East Africans dates 
back to at least the eighth century CE, if not earlier, and several textual sources by Arab and 
Chinese travellers attest to the presence of this trade (Collins 2008; Lane 2011; Rødland et al. 
2020). The enslaved could thus have been one of the ‘commodities’ from East Africa traded out 
of Tumbatu, while some may also have been retained for internal use. Ibn Battuta briefly 
mentions enslaved people at Kilwa around the same time, writing in 1331, which is one of the 
very few sources mentioning internal use of enslaved people on the Swahili coast. However, as 
slavery was widely practised in the Islamic world at this time, it is reasonable to assume this was 
also the case in Islamic East Africa. In addition, slavery was practised in several African 
communities (albeit in various forms and degrees of dependency) at this time (Miers and 
Kopytoff 1977), and wealth in people has been an important structuring principle in many parts 
of Africa (Guyer and Eno Belinga 1995; see also Chapter 1). Slavery could have been a way for 
certain people to show their wealth or status (Vernet 2017). 

 There are several artefacts from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni that indicate the presence of 
non-Swahili people at these settlements. The majority of these are pottery types that do not fit 
into the Swahili tradition (Figure 9.6). The fabrics of these vessels suggest they were 
manufactured locally with local clays, but their form and decoration is dissimilar from the more 
common types of pottery associated with these and other Swahili sites. The vessels therefore 
indicate migration from elsewhere in East Africa, although I have yet to find comparable ceramic 
materials that could give evidence as to where they might have come from. Significantly, 
however, these vessels show the migration of women into Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, potting 
being a female-dominated craft. Whether these were enslaved or voluntary migrants cannot be 
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determined (see for example Roslund 2007: 506 for discussion on the transfer of pottery styles 
by enslaved populations), although additional evidence such as burials may in the future shed a 
light on the nature of this migration. This evidence does fit with the DNA data referred to above, 
which shows more pronounced female migration. It has been demonstrated that the capture of 
women and children for enslavement (as opposed to adult men) has been a common feature of 
slavery in Africa and worldwide (Manning 1983; Campbell 2003; Cameron 2011), and the 
presence of non-local artefacts or designs may be indicative of the presence of enslaved people 
(Cameron 2008). We might therefore reasonably assume that some of the migrant women in 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni were enslaved. Women were more easily absorbed into the 
household, often as concubines or wives, which would explain the relatively small amount of 
other non-Swahili material culture. The only exception is the ceramic lip or ear plug recovered 
from Mkokotoni. Such adornments are not known to have been used by the Swahili, and the 
Portuguese account by Barbosa from the early sixteenth century describes the use of lip plugs 
among East African groups neighbouring the Swahili, such as the Macua of Mozambique 
(Pollard et al. 2018) and the Makonde in southern Tanzania and northern Mozambique 
(Pawlowicz and Laviolette 2013) 

 

 
Figure 9.6 Non-Swahili/foreign pottery types from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni 
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 Foreign traders and artisans from other Indian Ocean locales may also have lived in 
Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. However, the material culture associated with these individuals is 
often indistinguishable from the wider imported material assemblage at Swahili sites. The 
exception may be some of the imported ceramics which seem to be of a more utilitarian nature, 
such as unglazed vessels of little trade-worth and storage vessels, which may not have been 
imported for their value but rather followed their owners across the ocean (Priestman 2013: 
285). While acknowledging that communities of foreign artisans are difficult to identify 
archaeologically, Horton (2004b) argues that certain technologies such as bead production were 
brought into East Africa by Indian specialists and artisans. If the glass bead producers in 
Mkokotoni were of Indian origin, it cannot be determined based on the material culture from 
the workshop, which does not differ from the general assemblage from Tumbatu. The faunal 
evidence also did not indicate different religious dietary norms, such as the practice of abstaining 
from consuming cattle observed by Hindus. This does not mean the bead producers could not 
have been immigrants from India, or elsewhere in the Indian Ocean, and the technology would 
certainly have been transferred to East Africa via these trade routes. I wish to return here to the 
ceramic plug mentioned above. While I have already suggested it could have been a lip plug, 
used by immigrant East Africans, the shape is also reminiscent of an ear plug. Such plugs are 
widely used in East Africa, but it is important to note that they are also commonly found in south 
Asian cultures “since prehistoric times” (Micheli 2007), and are made with a variety of materials 
including clay (Postel 1989). While the Mkokotoni plug does resemble some of these south 
Asian types in shape, the lack of decoration makes such a comparison difficult. Though the 
identities of the bead makers remain obscure, it is possible they were resident Indians or 
otherwise hailed from south Asia. It is equally possible, however, that they were local Swahili or 
East African bead makers who had learned this craft through existing networks. Or, even more 
plausible, they were a mix of both. 

 While historical data highlights the cosmopolitan, mixed communities of the East African 
coast throughout the second millennium, the archaeological material seems to reflect this less 
clearly. I have already highlighted the homogenous nature of Tumbatu’s urban material 
landscape, and the comparative similarity between the assemblages of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. 
This seems to extend to the role of outsiders at these settlements, whose status as such was not 
as clearly defined as we might expect. For example, Haour (2013: 53-54) describes communities 
of traders and foreigners in West African polities that were spatially and materially separated 
from the main population, allowing them to maintain their own cultural distinctness. In Tumbatu 
and Mkokotoni, outsiders — whether they were enslaved or free migrants — seem to have been 
more easily incorporated into the dominant (material) culture, suggesting an open and 
welcoming society where strangers were easily included and perhaps also assimilated. It may also 
reflect Tumbatu’s success in integrating into the wider Indian Ocean, and those items we might 
consider Swahili material culture was in many ways a cosmopolitan material culture, reflecting 
the heterogeneity of its population. Swahili identity may have been porous and flexible. In the 
case of slavery, enslaved individuals may not have had the opportunity or felt the need to express 
and develop their own sub-culture or in-group identity based on their status as enslaved. Such 
sub-cultures would be less likely to develop in settlements where the enslaved population was 
small, and integration into the dominant society may have been relatively easy. Accentuating 
other types of group identities would also have allowed enslaved individuals some flexibility to 
navigate the social world they lived in, and over time their slave status may have been less 
pronounced. However, outsider identity, whether enslaved or free, may also have found 
expression in areas we cannot access as archaeologists, such as songs, dances, language, poetry, 
and ways of dress. 
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Summary 

The material culture of Tumbatu is similar to that found at many other Swahili urban sites, 
linking this settlement to the wider Swahili world, although distributions and quantities vary. In 
Tumbatu, much of this material culture is spread relatively evenly throughout the site, including 
that so-called luxury items such as beads, glazed ceramics, and glass vessels, indicating that the 
inhabitants of this town enjoyed a high standard of living. This contradicts the notion that trade 
wealth was only available to, and controlled by, a small group of elite merchants, and instead 
suggests that the majority of Tumbatu’s inhabitants were materially wealthy. I have therefore 
delved into some of the different types of identity we might expect to find at Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni, and their material traces, to assess how these identities may have played a part in 
structuring the social composition at the town. Different avenues may have been explored by 
different people to obtain wealth or status, and knowledge of crafts and rituals could have been 
important in negotiating and maintaining status. Certain identities, such as outsider or slave 
identity, may have been more difficult to negotiate or discard, although the use of particular 
types of material culture may have allowed some flexibility to act within these identities.  
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10 
A SWAHILI SOCIAL LANDSCAPE: 

CONCLUSIONS 

What is a social landscape? Or more appropriately perhaps, what is a social landscape when 
studied through the lens of the physical landscape and material remains? Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni would have been busy settlements teeming with human and animal life: traders 
selling their wares and produce at local markets, men (and women?) congregating around and 
in the mosques, potters leaving their pots out to dry in the sun, children chasing chickens through 
narrow streets, and sailors and fishermen mending boats and nets on the beach. Only a shadow 
of this life remains visible to us through the archaeological record. The aim of the study laid out 
in this thesis has been to tease out some of these social aspects of life in a Swahili urban 
landscape, approaching the inhabitants of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni through the material traces 
they left behind. I have explicitly wanted to move away from some of the more standard 
narratives of Swahili urban life, which have largely focused on the mercantile economy, elite 
identities, and stone-built architectural landscape, to instead foreground the multiple and 
intersecting identities that structured everyday life and society in Tumbatu and Mkokotoni. Most 
importantly, I have approached agency through labour and activity, showing how status and 
identity could be negotiated through a variety of means that went beyond the mercantile world. 
This has allowed me to approach a broader section of the population and apply a bottom-up 
perspective to place-making at these sites, appreciating more fully how different people (and 
different types of people) managed their everyday lives and interactions, and contributed to 
building the physical and social landscape of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni.  

This interpretation has implications for how we approach the Swahili past more broadly, 
and the study fits into a growing body of research that focuses on diverse identities and the 
different routes people have taken to exercise power and agency. I have argued here that no 
Swahili settlement was the same, and different political and social structures would have 
dominated each town at different points in time. This study contributes to the field of Swahili 
archaeology in three significant ways. Firstly, it presents new data from two sites that were 
occupied during an important period of cultural, economic, and religious growth in the Zanzibar 
Archipelago and the wider Swahili coast. Very few sites on Unguja are well-understood for this 
time period, and the material from Tumbatu and Mkokotoni introduces a completely new set 
of data with which we can develop our understanding of the Swahili coast. This is important, as 
there are relatively few sites for which we have the kind of broad spatial data we now have for 
Tumbatu. Secondly, I have highlighted the role of labour and production in the development 
of Swahili towns, and emphasised the need to re-evaluate the way we approach Swahili social 
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structures, hierarchies, and the role of merchant elites. While I am by no means the first 
archaeologist to acknowledge the complexity of Swahili urban societies, this is one of very few 
studies to focus specifically on social structures and inequality, and attempting to identify specific 
groups and identities within an urban landscape. I have focused particularly on craftspeople, but 
also women and servile people (specifically the enslaved), who have been underrepresented in 
previous research despite their indisputable presence and contribution to Swahili society. 
Thirdly, Mkokotoni has revealed the first known glass beading workshop in East Africa, offering 
new insights into the organisation of specialised labour and the identity of a specific group of 
producers. It also lets us explore how non-indigenous technologies were adapted to local skills, 
and how a new bead series may have been produced to meet local demands.  

This study also has implications for how we approach the present; understanding how 
societies have developed and the integral role played by people of diverse backgrounds, statuses, 
and identities in this development encourages us to confront many of the inequalities that 
permeate the present world on a global scale. For those of us with a Western background in 
particular, we are made to acknowledge our Western gaze and the colonial shadow in which so 
much of our archaeological work has been done. The explicit focus on elites in the archaeologies 
of the West, often applied to non-Western societies, does not necessarily hold up when 
scrutinised. A seemingly highly hierarchical society such as the Swahili becomes infinitely more 
complex when we dispose of the elite and non-elite dichotomy, and while I do not deny that 
hierarchies existed in Swahili towns, the social composition of each town would have been 
unique. In the sections below, I sum up some of these broader themes and the major 
conclusions of this thesis. I will end by discussing the future of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni as 
archaeological sites. 

A brief summary of the study and its results 

Tumbatu was probably planned, constructed, and settled by people from Mkokotoni and nearby 
villages, extending the settlement across the channel. Appearing sometime in the eleventh or 
twelfth century, with the rapid construction of stone houses, the residents of Tumbatu took 
advantage of existing trade links with other Swahili settlements and Indian Ocean ports: its 
location on a rocky island with shallow soils and limited resources, facing the ocean, strongly 
indicates that Tumbatu was founded as a trading settlement — an entrepôt — from the start. 
Rather than being seen as an exclusive settlement for wealthy merchants, I argue that it was in 
fact founded by a mix of people of different skill and knowledge sets from Unguja, who knew 
how to take advantage of the growing Indian Ocean trade. Its trading success may very well be 
linked to the role of Mkokotoni as a centre for bead production, which emphasises clearly the 
links between this region of Zanzibar and the wider Indian Ocean world. The settlers would also 
have had significant technical and architectural skills, as evidenced by the large number of stone 
houses and several mosques on the island. The size of Tumbatu, its physical visibility, and 
historic mention by thirteenth century Arab traveller Yakut show that this was an important 
settlement during its time, both regionally and probably internationally. It would have traded 
with several nearby settlements, supplying them with sought-after Indian Ocean wares that were 
used in constructing and maintaining a cosmopolitan identity. It would also have been a gathering 
place for religious, ritual, and social events, drawing in people from nearby villages on Unguja. 
As there currently seems to be little evidence for a centralised government on Tumbatu, the 
town seems to have functioned as a type of free-town, where people could trade, produce, and 
mingle with little interference from higher authorities. Some political leadership may have been 
present, as attested by historical texts and oral traditions, but these leaders may have been first 
among equals. Mkokotoni, located across the channel from this large entrepôt, seems to have 
constituted a productive neighbourhood in this larger urban landscape, from which various 
agricultural and utilitarian products would have flowed into Tumbatu. In return, Mkokotoni 
would receive Indian Ocean goods that allowed Mkokotoni’s inhabitants to participate in Swahili 
practices of feasting and display.  
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Many of the inhabitants of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni would have been involved in 
different types of labour, including productive, administrative, and mercantile labours. These 
activities structured everyday life, movements, and interpersonal relationships, and were vital for 
the functioning of these two settlements. Yet there seems to have been little involvement from 
any centralised authorities, as I described above, and many labour activities seem to have been 
organised on a relatively small scale and at the household level. Productive output was still 
significant for some of these labours, however, such as for agricultural produce, beads, and stone 
houses. These workers would probably have organised themselves into groups or guilds, some 
of which may have reflected kin ties, and which might have dominated and monopolised 
production. This type of non-centralised production would have awarded labourers with certain 
freedoms in terms of how they organised themselves and profited from their work. Centralised 
or administrative production did occur elsewhere on the coast, however, as evidenced by the 
minting of coins, leading to different types of social structures. Each Swahili settlement thus 
needs to be studied individually and on its own terms if we wish to understand the social, cultural, 
and economic mosaic of the medieval Swahili coast.  

I have described Tumbatu (and by extension, Mkokotoni) as a homogenous landscape in 
terms of material culture, where material wealth was relatively equally distributed. This wealth 
includes imported artefacts such as glazed ceramics and glass vessels, beads, as well as stone 
architecture — things usually associated with the elite and ruling classes of Swahili society. This 
material homogeneity suggests that the majority of the inhabitants in Tumbatu had a relatively 
high standard of living, and that ‘traditional’ signifiers of status do not seem to apply to this town. 
Instead, status may have depended on other factors, related to different forms of group identities 
and labour roles. Various types of labour would have brought different socio-economic status, 
and particularly sought-after skills could award certain people wealth or status, and sometimes 
both. Bead crafters, potters, builders, and (some) farmers may have enjoyed the same standard 
of living as merchants, and participated in the same material worlds, which included locally-
made items as well as foreign imported goods. Nevertheless, status differentiation and inequality 
probably did exist, and high status may have been attained by possessing certain forms of 
knowledge, religious piety, or human or spiritual networks, which would have intersected with 
people’s identities, making status more complex than a simple top-down structure.  

While Tumbatu and Mkokotoni constituted an important productive landscape, 
Tumbatu itself would have been highly reliant on trade. Both long-distance trade routes and 
more regional and local trading activities would have been integral, bringing in everyday 
essentials, raw materials, and more luxurious items; many people would have derived their 
livelihoods from these activities. But these networks would also have included the exchange of 
knowledge, ideas, news, and people — integral aspects of creating the cosmopolitan and diverse 
culture of the Swahili. The residents of Tumbatu would have adapted to these new influxes, and 
both people and ideas were incorporated into their society. Consequently, social structures and 
relationships would probably have been in constant flux, partly influenced by Indian Ocean 
trends while also reflecting local needs. Changing ideas of status have also been demonstrated 
in historical studies from later centuries, where the meaning of the term waungwana changed 
over time and became increasingly tied an to elite merchant Arab identity as Omani influences 
gained traction on the coast. Earlier notions of the waungwana seem to have been more open, 
and largely tied to Swahili identities. Prestholdt (1998: 9) in particular has emphasised how things  
— such as cloth, jewellery, ceramics, furniture, and houses — have been a central part of Swahili 
culture since at least the sixteenth century, not necessarily as signifiers of elite identity (as they 
have later come to be understood), but as material expressions of urbanity, ‘culturedness’, and 
piety.   
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A shared cosmopolitan Muslim Swahili identity seems to have been important to the 
inhabitants of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni, expressed through common material culture. Shared 
architectural features seen in domestic houses and mosques, and the use of space within them, 
helped structure actions, movement, and communication that were integral to maintaining this 
shared identity, and also communicated to foreigners (whether they were other Swahili people 
or Indian Ocean merchants from further afield) that Tumbatu and its environs were a welcoming 
port of trade and culture. Within these houses, the display of certain artefacts of wide distribution 
served a similar function; imported ceramic and glass vessels and locally-made pots were used 
in feasting and as decorative elements, and shared with guests of the house. Although many of 
the locally-made pots would have been more utilitarian, used mostly for storage and cooking, 
some of the decorated vessels may have been important markers to family members and visitors 
of shared values and practices of feasting. The familiar tableware may have invoked the 
knowledge of certain behaviours and practices, which in turn helped cement relationships and 
confirm a shared identity.  

 While this Swahili identity may have been most important when confronted with 
foreigners, other identities would have been more important in the day to day life and activities 
of Tumbatu and Mkokotoni’s inhabitants. Certain items seem to be indicative of a non-local 
identity, expressed either purposefully or subconsciously as part of an embodied practice carried 
from other homelands — these include Kilwa type spindle whorls, non-Swahili pottery types, and 
an ear or lip plug. These may have just been little reminders of home, or more carefully 
constructed and embedded identity expressions — the true significance of these non-local 
artefacts are difficult to ascertain, and they may have been combined with other expressions such 
as styles of dress and hair, which archaeologically we cannot discern. The significant numbers of 
beads found at both sites are indicative of female identity expression and were probably worn 
by women with different cultural backgrounds, as beads were a common item of personal 
adornment in this period across Africa and the Indian Ocean. However, the types and colours 
found among the glass beads in Tumbatu suggest that different combinations of beads and their 
uses may have varied, and the dominance of black and red beads indicate that these were worn 
together, a combination not found elsewhere on the coast. Tumbatu’s women may have 
preferred particular colours and bead types, which were used to express certain tastes and 
choices among these women. Other than the beads, few items of personal adornment were 
found, apart from parts of a kohl stick and a possible glass finger ring. Pierced coins and cowrie 
shells may also have been used in adornment, most likely sewn onto clothing for their aesthetic, 
but also their ritual significance and sound (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2012). I have also 
explored certain labour identities, especially related to the bead workshop, which presents a 
unique view into the material world of Swahili craftspeople, and the way they organised their 
work.  

 The reasons for the eventual demise of Tumbatu can only be speculated upon, but it 
seems to have been abandoned sometime in the fifteenth century. The Tumbatu chronicle tells 
of a raid on the town by Arabs, who destroyed it and enslaved its inhabitants (Gray 1962: 17), 
but this is difficult to verify without the chronicle text itself. Another possibility is that the town 
slowly lost power to Kilwa, which rose to political and mercantile prominence from the 
thirteenth century, peaking towards the fifteenth century. Kilwa may have drawn trade away from 
other prominent towns on the coast, such as Tumbatu, and Kilwa’s trade in gold has often been 
cited as a major reason for its prominence over other entrepôts. The drying up of wells has also 
been suggested as a possible reason for town abandonment at places such as Gede, Songo 
Mnara, and Jumba la Mtwana (Wynne-Jones and Fleisher 2014a). Today, Tumbatu is supplied 
with water through a submerged pipeline from Unguja, suggesting freshwater is limited on the 
island. A final possible reason for Tumbatu’s demise, which seems to have been underexplored 
in relation to the Swahili coast, is the arrival and spread of the plague. The bubonic plague, or 
Black Death, caused many deaths in Europe and Asia during the fourteenth century (Green 
2018; also see Gallagher and Dueppen 2018 for discussion on West Africa), leading to 
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widespread change and disruption of trade in the Indian Ocean (Beaujard 2005, 2007). It is 
quite possible that all the factors mentioned above played a role in the demise and eventual 
abandonment of Tumbatu, and indeed several Swahili settlements declined in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth century. While some of this is attributed to the Portuguese arrival on the coast from 
1498, the Portuguese influence is probably just one part of a larger picture. In any case, the old 
town of Tumbatu was never settled again, but transformed into a place of agriculture for the 
current inhabitants of the island, and as a space for remembering.   

Future directions 

There are many routes I could have taken in this thesis and many exciting possibilities for further 
exploration remain; Tumbatu and Mkokotoni revealed a large amount of data from only two 
field seasons, and offer a wealth of avenues for future research. The beads are of particular 
interest, both as artefacts of production and use, and these avenues have rarely been explored 
in previous glass bead research on the coast. They have the potential to inform about local 
production industries and technologies, and chemical analysis may reveal more about how these 
technologies were transferred and adapted by Mkokotoni craftspeople. The different types and 
colours of beads, and the contexts within which they are found are also highly informative, and 
can highlight practices of choice, consumption, ritual, and aesthetics, as well as the practices and 
movements of women. Similarly, industries of pottery production are still poorly understood, 
and much can be gained from understanding local and regional trade in ceramics, resource 
extraction, and the symbolic or cultural meanings of vessel forms and their decorations. While 
the cultural and material similarities between Swahili towns were long emphasised in 
archaeological research, more recent studies have highlighted the differences and unique 
compositions of many towns, and as such, it is important to view the individual datasets from 
settlements such as Tumbatu and Mkokotoni within their contexts. Rather than assuming 
production and trade took the same form all over the coast, we can now start to interrogate the 
data from different types of settlement, to better understand their function and relationship to 
each other, and the political and social composition of their communities.  

While the investigation of Tumbatu was spatially extensive, a similar comprehensive 
survey of Mkokotoni and its hinterlands would be highly informative, and allow for an even 
better understanding of the function of this site and its relationship to Tumbatu. I expect the 
hinterland of Mkokotoni would have been extensively utilised for agriculture, settlement, and 
resource extraction, and played an important role in the urban landscape of Tumbatu and 
Mkokotoni. Although rich in archaeological sites and material, individual settlements on Unguja 
are still poorly understood, as is the use of the island’s inland areas, with previous surveys of the 
island having focused on the coastal sites. In addition, the main site in Mkokotoni should be 
explored more fully through excavation and more work must be done to understand the 
occupation of Mkokotoni in the eleventh to fourteenth centuries. 

This project would have benefitted from a more explicit post-colonial approach. My 
position as an outsider is not without its problems, and as a white European archaeologist, I am 
tapping into deep-rooted colonial trends of extractive archaeology that historically has neither 
benefitted nor included local communities or archaeologists. Future projects may more fully 
acknowledge the needs and wishes of the current populations on Tumbatu, and the ways in 
which they engage with the site, its management, and its visitors. Ethnographic studies may 
highlight the current role of the archaeological site in the traditions and lives of Tumbatu’s 
inhabitants, and how they envision the role of this site in the future in relation to the tourism 
and heritage industry. While it became clear during conversations with some of the project’s 
research assistants and visitors to the field site that the villagers of Jongowe do not see themselves 
as direct descendants from Tumbatu’s first settlers, the site is still meaningful to the inhabitants 
of Jongowe as an area of spiritual connection; as mentioned in Chapter 3, during the first field 
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season in 2017, we were required to pause our work for an hour at noon, as to not offend or 
disturb the spirits who dwelled there.  

 Tumbatu and Mkokotoni are two incredibly rich sites, both in terms of their material 
remains and their potential for further study. One of the great wonders of archaeology is that for 
every question we try to answer, several new ones appear. A wealth of information remains 
buried in the coastal soils of East Africa and awaits the prodding trowels of new generations of 
archaeologists. With every new discovery, we are building a database of knowledge about the 
Swahili past and the multifaceted communities and individuals who inhabited this long stretch 
of coastline for almost 1500 years.  
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APPENDIX 1: LIST OF FINDS 
Tumbatu STP survey, 2017 

*Sherds were under 2 cm were not counted, only weighed
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Mkokotoni STP survey, 2019 
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Tumbatu excavations, 2019 
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APPENDIX 2: MACRO‐BOTANICAL DATA 
Original report by Cecylia Mgombere  

cf= stands for likely 

FM= falsemallow 

PGN= Polygonaceae 

BC = Burdclover 
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APPENDIX 3: TRENCH INFORMATION 
Tumbatu 2019 
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APPENDIX 4: SPATIAL DATA 
STP coordinates 
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Coordinates of architectural features 
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Trench coordinates 

These coordinates reflect the rough location of the houses excavated, rather than each individual trench. 
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