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Preface

This volume was substantially written during a Leverhulme Early
Career Fellowship held at the University of Bristol. I am extremely
grateful to the Leverhume Trust for the time and space this afforded.
The period of research created by the fellowship has shaped the direc-
tion of my work ever since.

The fieldwork at Kilwa reported here formed the basis of my doc-
toral thesis. I am grateful for the support provided in producing that
thesis by my supervisor, Professor David Phillipson. My doctoral
work was supported by a studentship from the Arts and Humanities
Research Board. Fieldwork was funded from a range of sources:
British Institute in Eastern Africa; AHRB; Anthony Wilkin Fund;
H. M. Chadwick Fund; Smuts Memorial Fund; Tweedie Exploration
Fund; Churchill College, Cambridge; Sir Bartle Frere’s Memorial
Fund; Worts Travelling Scholarship; UAC of Nigeria Fund; Ridgeway-
Venn Travel Studentship. Research at Vumba Kuu and on Mafia was
funded by the British Institute in Eastern Africa during my time as
Assistant Director. The financial and logistical support of the BIEA
has been crucial throughout my work on the eastern African coast.
Work in central Tanzania was funded by the Leverhulme Trust as part
of my fellowship. Ongoing excavations at Songo Mnara, directed in
collaboration with Dr Jeffrey Fleisher and referred to here only in
places, are funded by the National Science Foundation (US), Arts and
Humanities Research Council (UK), with additional support from
the Society of Antiquaries of London.

Archaeological work in eastern Africa is not possible without
assistance from and collaboration with local colleagues. I am indebted
to the staff of the Antiquities Unit in Dar es Salaam and to colleagues
at the University of Dar es Salaam, notably Dr Bertram Mapunda. In
Kenya, I am grateful to the staff of the National Museums of Kenya,
particularly at Fort Jesus, Mombasa, notably Ibrahim Namunaba,
Herman Kiriama, and Mohammed Mchulla, who made work at
Vumba Kuu possible.

Permission to use images in this book has been granted by the
Ashmolean Museum, Royal Geographical Society, British Institute
in Eastern Africa, and by Mark Horton. I am very grateful for their
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assistance, and they have been attributed where necessary. All other
images are my own.

Many colleagues and friends have contributed to this volume, either
directly or indirectly. I am grateful to them all. In particular, I would like
to thank Jeffrey Fleisher, always a ready source of encouragement and
wisdom. Less direct contributions have come from discussions with
colleagues, including Mark Horton, Seren Sindbaek, Sheila Kohring,
Seth Priestman, and Elizabeth Lambourn. Thanks also to three
anonymous reviewers, who made this a much better book. I am
grateful for their careful attention to detail and their enthusiasm for
the project. A final thank you to Tom Fitton for last-minute help with
illustrations. All errors and absences, of course, remain my own.
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A Material Culture: Introduction

Africa’s eastern littoral borders the Indian Ocean, providing the setting
for the settlements, people, and language known collectively as Swahili,
which have been a key part of that ocean’s trading networks for at least
two millennia. Graeco-Roman sailors visited the now-forgotten metrop-
olis of Rhapta, and their voyages were recorded in the narratives that
later became the first-century Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (Casson
1989). Traces of that early contact survive in the form of beads and
coins, yet are limited in number and diffuse in nature (Chami and
Msemwa 1997a; Horton 1990). From the seventh century onwards, a
series of more permanent settlements began to monopolize this trade;
by the eleventh century some of these had grown into towns that were
able to control and provide a focus for the mercantile opportunities of
the Indian Ocean. The trading economy of Swahili towns was based
on the wealth of the African continent—gold and ivory were par-
ticularly valuable exports—and underlain by a mixed economy and
diverse population of fishers and farmers, traders and craft-workers
(Horton and Middleton 2000; Kusimba 2008). By the ‘golden age’
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the Swahili were an
African society of considerable cosmopolitanism and fame, with
towns like Kilwa Kisiwani known throughout the medieval world
(Sutton 1993, 1997).

Swabhili archaeology is focused, conceptually and methodologically,
on the series of stone towns that grew up along Africa’s eastern
coast from the end of the first millennium Ap (Figure 1.1). These
towns developed as key nodes in both local and international net-
works of interaction, and became the conduits through which the
African continent traded and communicated with the wider Indian
Ocean world. The material settings of the towns, and particularly



