
The Architecture of Power in Tigray (Northern 
Ethiopia) and Eritrea in the 1st millennium BCE – 
1st millennium CE

Rodolfo Fattovich

The rise, consolidation and decline of the so-called D’MT polity (ca. 900/800 – 400/300 BCE) and the Kingdom 
of Aksum (ca. 50 BCE – 700 CE)  in Tigray (northern Ethiopia) and Eritrea were associated with changes in 
the conception of the state, which modeled the traditional attitude to social hierarchy in the mind of the people 
and were exhibited in the elite buildings and tombs. In this paper the settlement and architectural evidence 
ascribable to these polities will be reviewed in order to outline  i) the use of architecture (from settlements 
to single buildings) by the elites to display and sustain their power and ii)  the consequences this use had in 
shaping the perception and acceptance of a social inequality by the population through the manipulation of 
their visual world.

Introduction

The centuries from ca. 900/800 BCE to 700/800 CE 
were a crucial time in the history of the whole Horn 
of Africa. In this period two major polities develo-
ped on the highlands of Tigray in northern Ethiopia 
and Eritrea: the so-called D’MT (Daamat/ Diamat) 
polity during 900/800 and 400/300 BCE and the 
Kingdom of Aksum between 50 BCE and 700 CE.1 
Despite these polities occupied the same territory in 
a temporal sequence, they were two distinct episodes 
in the history of the region, the evidence of continui-
ty between them being small (Fig.1 ).2

The evidence of D’MT is very scarce, and the 
actual nature of this polity (chiefdom, tribal fede-
ration, early state?) is obscure. The occurrence of 
monuments and a few artifacts in South Arabian 
style, as well as inscriptions in Sabean script and a 
variant of Sabaic language, suggest that the rise of the 
polity was in some way related to contacts between 
the people of the northern Horn of Africa and those 
of south-western Arabia, particularly the Sabeans, in 
the early 1st millennium BCE. The dynamics of these 
contacts, however, are debated. Different interpreta-
tions have been suggested, ranging from migration 
to and/ or colonization of the African highlands by 
one or more South Arabian tribes to commercial 
exchanges and acculturation or independent cultural 
developments.3 

1 Finneran 2007; Fattovich 2010a; Phillipson 2012.
2 Fattovich & Bard 1994; Fattovich 2010a.
3 Curtis 2008; Fattovich 2009; 2010a, 2012; Manzo 2009; 

Phillipson 2009a; Gerlach 2012.

Beginning in the late 1st millennium BCE, the King-
dom of Aksum replaced the D’MT polity. This king-
dom was an important commercial partner to the 
Roman and Byzantine Empire and dominated the 
southern Red Sea in the 1st millennium CE.4 The 
kingdom arose in central Tigray from a local polity 
with a different cultural tradition from D’MT and 
progressively incorporated the whole Tigray and 
Eritrea into one territorial state.5 In the late 1st 
millennium CE, the Aksumite kingdom declined 
and the core of the state shifted to southern Tigray 
and later to the present northern Amhara region in 
central Ethiopia.6

These early historical polities were successive 
stages in the development of social inequality in the 
northern highlands of the Horn of Africa and repre-
sented the background to the hierarchical structure 
of the later Ethio-Semitic Christian traditional socie-
ty, which survived up to the 20th century in Ethiopia 
and Eritrea.7 Their rise, consolidation and decline 
were associated with changes in the conception of 
the state, which modeled the traditional attitude to 
social hierarchy in the mind of the people and were 
exhibited in the elite buildings and tombs.8 

In this paper, I am pleased to offer to Steffen 
Wenig in the occasion of his eightieth birthday, I shall 
try to focus on i) the use of architecture (from sett-
lements to single buildings) by the elites to display 

4 Fattovich 2008; 2010a; Phillipson 2012.
5 Fattovich 2008; 2010a.
6 Phillipson 2009b; 2012.
7 Pankhurst 1998; Henze 2000.
8 Fattovich 2008.
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and sustain their power and ii)  the consequences this 
use had in shaping the perception and acceptance of 
a social inequality by the population through the 
manipulation of their visual world.9 

Architecture of Power: definition and problems

A definition of ‘architecture of power’ may sound 
simple: architecture is the material evidence of social 
inequality and elite power within a human group 
from local community to empire, up to the modern 
nation-state. The construction of monumental buil-
dings and tombs actually points to a more and more 
centralized political organization with leaders and 
officers capable of managing a large labor force and 
redistributing resources through the population in 
conformity with a well established hierarchical scale 
(the pyramids of ancient Egypt being the most typi-
cal example). 

This definition, however, is reductive even if it 
is consistent with the archaeological record.10 The 
‘architecture of power’ is a multi-faced phenome-
non, requiring different levels of analysis and inter-

  9 See Wells 2012.
10 Renfrew & Bahn 2004, 178-181.

pretation (each one generating a cascade of specific 
problems) to be appropriately understood in order 
to outline the contribution of architecture to fix the 
cognition of hierarchy in the mind of people and 
transform the acceptance of inequality into a cultural 
pattern of the population. In particular, four major 
aspects concerning the relation of architecture with 
social inequality, power, landscape, and social space 
could be distinguished, providing the investigation 
with sounder foundations.11  

a) Social inequality

Despite hierarchy is part of the social behavior 
humans inherited from primates,12 the emerging 
of inequality was a cultural process,13 which was 
associated with the increasing authority of leaders 
in human groups.14 

Architecture is directly related to this process 
insofar as palaces, temples, tombs and megaliths can 
be regarded as the materialization of differences in 
role, status, affluence and energy expenditure among 

11 See also Manzo forthcoming.
12 de Waal 2005; Panskeep & Biven 2012; Wilson 2012.
13 Flannery & Marcus 2012.
14 Vaughn, Eerkens & Kanter 2009.

Fig. 1: General Map of Northern Ethiopia and Eritrea with location of the sites quoted in the text



The Architecture of Power in Tigray 97

the members of a human group and/ or between 
human groups.15 In particular, archaeological and 
ethnological evidence suggests that large monoliths 
and ritual houses characterized achievement-based 
societies; temples were typical of chiefly societies; 
and palaces were the mark of kingdoms and empi-
res.16

b) Power

Power in social sciences is the capability of indi-
viduals or groups to affect the behavior of others 
in order to get preferred outcomes by means of 
coercion, reward or attraction.17 The legitimating 
of leadership is a crucial step to transform power 
into institutional authority within a human group.18 
Power is based on three main strategies for manipula-
ting social relations: i) by using threats or rewards to 
change the behavior of others against their interests; 
ii) by controlling the agenda of actions of others in 
order to limit their choices; and iii)  by creating and 
shaping the perceptions, beliefs and preferences of 
others.19

Architecture is related to the practice of power 
as buildings and tombs are external material devi-
ces stimulating psychological changes in the mood 
and feelings of the people,20 and may be regarded 
as ‘constitutive symbols’ of institutional authori-
ty.21 In particular, monumental constructions such 
as palaces, temples and tombs impose a physical 
perception of the existence of a powerful leadership 
over the people, generating a sense of subjection to 
the observer. Fortresses and other military facilities 
show other people the presence of a strong military 
power in order to dissuade them from aggression. 
Planned towns are the material device to induce from 
the top a feeling of social hierarchy and control of 
the agenda of activities among the people.

15 Earle 2004.
16 Flannery & Marcus 2012.
 Achievement-based societies were characterized by ine-

quality in the prestige of single ambitious leaders with a 
limited authority, which could not be inherited by their 
children. Chiefly societies were characterized by a here-
ditary rank. Kingdoms were characterized by the emer-
ging of social classes (Johnson & Earle 2000; Flannery & 
Marcus 2012).

17 Nye 2011, 5-10.
18 Skalník 1978, 615.
19 Nye 2011, 14.
20 Lord Smail 2008, 170-174.
21 See Renfrew 2001, 2004.
 A ‘constitutive symbol’ is a material thing, which not only 

represents an institution but contributes to generate the 
institution (Renfrew 2001: 129-131).

c) Landscape 

Landscape can be defined as a complex palimpsest 
of natural and man-made features, which change 
through time and provide humans with a visual world 
and a cognitive map for organizing their actions 
through space and time.22 Natural landscape con-
sists of all geological, geomorphologic, vegetal and 
animal features that provide people with information 
about the spatial distribution of resources and sym-
bols of their cultural identity and social or personal 
history.23 Man-made landscape includes residential 
settlements, cemeteries and cult features, as well as 
in a farming and/ or herding context agricultural ter-
races and fields, grazing areas, wells, cisterns, dams, 
draining channels, roads, tracks and paths, which 
link together all elements of the territory in one 
man-made system.24 These landscape components 
overlap each other and form a web of scattered physi-
cal and symbolic features, which shape an imaginary 
landscape supporting together with local traditions 
the cultural memory of the population.25 The sett-
lement pattern, insofar as it is related to the social 
organization of the single populations, forms their 
political landscape,26 and prominent features, such as 
e.g. large settlements, citadels, isolated monuments, 
are the power landscape of the population.27 

Architecture is a crucial aspect of landscape as 
buildings, tombs and megaliths provide people with 
landmarks to generate i) spatial cognitive maps for 
organizing their activities;28 ii) a visual world for per-
ceiving and knowing their web of social relations;29 
iii) a man-made environment for establishing con-
nectivity and interaction among people and stimu-
lating the rise of social networks between human 
groups;30 iv) prominent features for shaping and 
maintaining their cultural memory.31 In particular, 
the differences in the type of settlement (hamlets, 
villages and towns), and size, style and sophistica-
tion of residential buildings (huts, houses, palaces), 
ceremonial centers (open air offering places, built 
or rock-cut temples and shrines), cemeteries and 
tombs, as well as their spatial distribution, are terri-

22 Crumley 1994; Knapp & Ashmore 1999; Ingold 2000a; 
Wilkinson 2003, 4-7.

23 Farina 2001; Turri 2003, 36-102.
24 see Foley 1981a; 1981b; Dunnell & Dancey 1983; Miller 

& Gleason 1994; De Guio 1995.
25 Assmann 2011.
26 Smith 2003.
27 De Guio 2000, 224-225.
28 Lynch 1960.
29 Ingold 2000b, 178-181; Wells 2012, 19-25.
30 Wynne-Jones 2007; Fisher 2009.
31 Meusburger, Heffernan & Wunder 2011, 5-6.
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torial markers of property and dominion and visual 
display of social inequality and authority, which are 
impressed in the mind of people since childhood.

d) Social space

Social space can be described as the positioning of  
people in the physical space in conformity with the 
network of social relations, which are determined 
by the cultural rules of the single human groups.32

Architecture has a relevant role in producing and 
reproducing social relations insofar as the arrange-
ment of buildings in a settlement and rooms inside 
a building shape the structure of social interaction 
within a human group and may physically indica-
te the social distance among the members of the 
group.33 In the perspective of elite power and autho-
rity this distance is often emphasized by isolation 
of palaces (by means of either large open spaces or 
enclosures) and the public and/ or private space of 
the elite inside the buildings.34

Emerging inequality in Tigray and Eritrea

At present, the earliest evidence of a social inequality 
on the highlands in Tigray and Eritrea dates to the 
first half of the 1st millennium BCE, and consists 
of the archaeological and epigraphic remains of the 
D’MT polity.35

Archaeological investigations in the western low-
lands at the border between present Eritrea and 
Sudan demonstrated that pastoral people occupying 
these region in the 3rd – 2nd millennia BCE already 
formed (tribal?) polities with a simple administrative 
system and perhaps leaders at the top, inequality 
being possibly indicated by a larger consumption 
of sacrificed cattle during funerary ceremonies by 
single members of the group.36 Rock-pictures in 
Eritrea suggest that pastoral people occupied the 
eastern highlands in the 2nd millennium BCE and 
might have been organized with similar polities, but 
no site surely ascribable to these populations has 
been recorded, so far.37 

32 Hall 1966.
33 See Fisher 2009.
34 Trigger 2003, 564-582.
35 Fattovich 2010a.
36 Fattovich, Sadr & Vitagliano 1988-1989; Sadr 1991; Fat-

tovich 1995; Manzo 2012.
37 Fattovich 2012.

In the late 2nd to mid-1st millennia BCE sedenta-
ry people with four distinctive ceramic traditions38 
occupied the coastal plains on the Gulf of Zula 
(Sahel Ceramic Tradition) and the highlands around 
Asmara in Eritrea (Hamasien Ceramic Tradition), 
the plateau from Senafe to Adigrat on both sides 
of the Eritrean-Ethiopian border (Agame Ceramic 
Tradition), and the highlands from Adwa to Aksum 
in Tigray (Tigray Ceramic Tradition).39 The scale of 
social inequality and political organization of these 
populations is still unknown. The occurrence of a 
few administrative devices and a rich grave, as well as 
a hierarchy in the settlement size40 might suggest that 
the people living around Asmara were developing 
forms of social inequality and hierarchy,41 although 
a nonhierarchical society based on kin relations and 
the use of collective power strategies with temporary 
leaders may sound theoretically more probable.42 
Five aligned monoliths at Kaskase in central Eri-
trea43 might also point on ethnographic comparison 
to the occurrence of a society with leadership based 
on the personal achievement of single members of 
the group in central Eritrea,44 but this is a mere 
speculative hypothesis in the absence of systematic 
excavations at the site.

The rise of the D’MT polity in the early to mid-1st 
millennium BCE apparently was a sudden jump to 

38 A ceramic tradition is a complex of technological and 
stylistic features, which persist through time in the manuf-
acture of ceramics by a human group. Different temporal 
phases in the development and/or local variants in the 
spatial distribution of each tradition can be distinguished 
on the basis of innovations in the fabrics and/or style of 
the vessels (Fattovich, Marks & Ali, 1984, 178; see also 
MacDonald 2011).

39 Fattovich 2010a; 2012.
 In this paper each tradition is indicated with local geo-

graphical names in order to make their spatial distribu-
tion immediately evident. I am aware that the traditio-
nal geographical names are no more used in the present 
administrative division of northern Ethiopia and Eritrea 
(see Phillipson 2012, 5-6), but these names are still well 
understood and used by local people. In particular, Tigray 
originally corresponded to the region surrounding Adwa 
and Aksum in present-day central Tigray Regional State 
(Saleh, Hirt, Smidt & Tetzlaff 2005, 352-354).

40 Tringali 2001; Lisbeqal 2005; Schmidt, Curtis & Teka 2008.
41 Fattovich 2010a.
42 See Kusimba & Kusimba 2010.
43 Manzo 1998a; Wenig 2006a; Curtis & Habtamichael 2008.
 These monoliths are usually described as South Arabian 

pillars (e.g., Manzo, 1998a; Curtis & Habtamichael, 2008). 
A personal inspection of the monoliths by the South 
Arabist J.-F. Breton and myself in June 2005 demon-
strated that they are neither typically South Arabian nor 
Aksumite in style and might represent a different cultural 
tradition.

44 Flannery & Marcus 2012, 104-109.
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a higher scale of social inequality on the highlands. 
Monumental buildings in a South Arabian style and 
elite tombs were located at Yeha in central Tigray.45 
The inscriptions record leaders with the title of mlk 
(king?) and mkrb (mukarib) like the contemporary 
Sabean kings in Yemen.46 Sophisticated sculptures, 
suggesting a form of palatine art, were carved at this 
time,47 and bronze, stone and clay stamp seals from 
assemblages of this polity point to a form of admini-
stration.48 Bronze/ copper and iron tools and wea-
pons were used by the elite.49 This evidence suggests 
that tribal leaders were able to accumulate wealth 
and to impose their power over the population in 
central Eritrea and in eastern and central Tigray, most 
likely adopting South Arabian symbols of power and 
Sabaic as an official language as a strategy i) to gene-
rate an institutional authority, ii) to facilitate cross-
cultural exchanges, and iii) to claim their legitimacy 
in front of other leaders and elites.50 The occurrence 
of bronze stamp seals, which might have been used 
as brands for livestock, and large bronze agricultural 
tools, such as sickles, in elite tombs at Yeha51 may 
suggest that cattle property and symbolic control of 
farming were relevant aspects of the authority of the 
local leaders and/ or elite. Several iron sword-blades 
from most likely the last elite grave at Yeha, tomb 
T6,52 may indicate that military elements became 
part of the elite prerogatives at the decline of the 
D’MT polity in Tigray.

The archaeological evidence suggests that the 
development of the D’MT polity was characterized 
by i) the merging of the Agame and Tigray Ceramic 
Traditions into one mixed tradition, which may indi-
cate a strong interaction between the communities in 
the present borderland between Eritrea and Tigray 
and those in central Tigray, and ii) the split of these 
ceramic traditions into different traditions when the 
polity declined.53 This might suggest that D’MT was 
an attempt by some leaders to create a kingdom like, 
e.g., the one of the Zulu in South Africa in the early 
19th century.54 This experiment, however, did not 
last very long. In the absence of a precise chronology 
we can assume that the D’MT experience was 100-

45 Anfray 1963; 1997; Fattovich 2009; Gerlach 2012.
46 Bernard, Drewes & Schneider 1991, 65-83.
47 de Contenson 1962; Pirenne 1965; Wolf & Nowotnick 

2010a.
48 Anfray 1963; Fattovich 1990a.
49 Anfray 1963; Fattovich 2009.
50 See Kusimba & Kusimba 2010, 226.
51 Anfray 1963.
52 Anfray 1963, pl. CL, a-f; Fattovich 2009.
53 Fattovich 2009, in press.
54 See Flannery & Marcus 2012, 348-355.

150 years long on the basis of the number of kings, 
who are recorded in the inscriptions.55

The cause of D’MT disappearing is still unknown. 
The name D’MT was no more recorded in later 
Aksumite inscriptions. On the contrary, the Kebra 
Nagast – the national epic of the Ethiopian Christian 
monarchy,56 and the medieval lists of kings only 
record sequences of kings of Aksum beginning in the 
early 1st millennium CE. This may suggest that the 
existence of the pre-Aksumite polity was completely 
removed from the cultural memory of the people. 
We can only hypothetically assume that the D’MT 
polity disappeared because of internal conflicts or 
as a consequence of Meroitic military raids into the 
Tigrean highlands.57

Beginning in the 4th century BCE, a new poli-
ty emerged at Aksum in central Tigray. The ear-
liest archaeological evidence of this polity has been 
recorded on Beta Giyorgis hill to the north-west of 
Aksum, and has been ascribed to the Proto-Aksu-
mite Phase of the urban development of the ancient 
capital city.58 

The origins of the proto-Aksumite polity are 
uncertain. The use of funerary stelae together with 
votive offerings in the elite cemeteries points to the 
cult of the elite ancestors as the focal ideological fea-
ture of the institutional authority in the local society, 
and might suggest some kind of cultural continuity 
with the traditions associated with the leadership 
dating to the 3rd-2nd millennia BCE in the Eri-
trean-Sudanese lowlands.59 The stelae also indicate 
an ideological break with the earlier D’MT polity, 
where cult temples were the focal ideological feature 
of the society, although the construction of a monu-
mental building with a pre-Aksumite technique at 
Beta Giyorgis may suggest that some symbols of the 
earlier state were maintained. The funerary evidence 
from Beta Giyorgis also points to some similarities 
in symbolic behavior of the proto-Aksumite elite to 

55 Schneider 1976, 92.
56 See Raineri & Riva 2008.
57 Fattovich 1994, in press.
58 Fattovich & Bard 1994; 2000.
 The UNO/BU excavations at Beta Giyorgis have distin-

guished five phases of urban development of Aksum, 
which have been dated on the basis of forty-eight radio-
carbon dates from charcoal samples, associated imported 
materials and coins: Proto-Aksumite Phase (ca. 400 – 50 
BCE), Early Aksumite Phase (ca. 50 BCE – 150 CE), 
Classic Aksumite Phase (ca. 150 – 400/450 CE), Middle 
Aksumite Phase (ca. 400/450 – 550 CE), and Late Aksumi-
te Phase (ca. 550 – 700 ACE); c.f. Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi 
& Pisano 2000; Fattovich 2008).

59 Fattovich, Manzo & Bard 1998; Bard, Fattovich, Manzo 
& Perlingieri 2002.
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that of the Napatan and Meroitic one.60 This may 
suggest either a widespread use of some symbols in 
a mortuary context from Nubia to Tigray or elite 
contacts with Nubia in Proto-Aksumite time.61

The continuity in ceramics and funerary stelae 
between the Proto-Aksumite and Early Aksumite 
phases at Aksum demonstrates that the kingdom of 
Aksum descended from the proto-Aksumite polity. 
In the 1st – early 3rd centuries CE, Aksum most likely 
was the capital of a local petty kingdom, as epigraphic 
evidence records other similar polities in the high-
lands.62 In the 3rd century CE, the kings of Aksum 
progressively incorporated the surrounding regions, 
as far as the coastal plains, into one territorial state. In 
the 4th century CE, Christianity was introduced into 
the kingdom. The kingdom was still powerful in the 
6th century CE and declined in the 7th/8th centuries 
CE. The Kingdom of Aksum finally collapsed in the 
9th/10th centuries CE.63 

Different traditions in the style of the ceramics 
suggest that up to the 2nd century CE there were two 
cultural sub-regions corresponding to the central 
Tigray and the borderland between eastern Tigray 
and central Eritrea. In the 4th – 6th centuries CE both 
sub-regions were incorporated into one cultural area 
as the same material culture spread over the whole 
Aksumite area.64

The erection of carved stelae up to 9-10 m high 
on massive platforms associated with offering basins 
suggests that funerary cult was a very important 
component of the elite and royal ideology in Early 
Aksumite time (ca. 50 BCE – 150 CE). A distinctive 
model of Aksumite kingship emerged in Classic 
Aksumite time (ca. 150 – 350 CE), when Aksum 
became the capital of a large territorial state. At this 
time the throne surely was a relevant symbol of royal 

60 Similarities in mortuary symbolism include types of grave 
goods, basins for offerings in the mortuary cult, and 
possibly subsidiary burials associated with the tombs. In 
particular, an iron arrowhead and three model axes, one 
in bronze and two in iron, have been found in Proto-
Aksumite tombs. Metal models of axes occur frequently 
in Napatan fune rary contexts at Nuri, dating from the 
mid-6th to late 4th centuries BC. Iron arrowheads are 
frequent in Na patan, Meroitic and Post-Meroitic royal 
tombs dating from the late 1st mil lennium BC to the mid-
1st millennium AD (see Dunham 1957; Lenoble 1997). 
This evidence may suggest an association of the proto-
Aksumite elite with a military ideology like the Nubian 
kings.

61 Fattovich, Manzo & Bard 1998; Bard, Fattovich, Manzo 
& Perlingieri 2002.

62 Drewes 1962, 65-68; Drewes & Schneider 1976; Ricci 
1990, 142-156.

63 Fattovich 2010a; Phillipson 2012.
64 Fattovich 2000.

power, and was replicated in funerary and triumphal 
contexts. Regalia included two types of crowns, a 
spear, rarely a sword, a scepter, and a fly-whisk. The 
crowns were a head-cloth and a tiara. Spearheads, 
arrowheads and a fragment of archer’s loose from 
royal funerary contexts of late Classic to Middle 
Aksumite time (ca. 350/400 – 550 CE) at Aksum 
are very similar in style to Nubian (Meroitic and 
post-Meroitic) specimens, and may reflect a similar 
military symbolism in the ideology of kingship in 
both regions.65 The occurrence of a royal cemetery 
with elaborately hewn stelae and basins carved on 
the stone slabs supporting them at Aksum indicates 
that in the mid-1st millennium CE the funerary cult 
was still a very important component of the ideology 
of the kings and the elite. In particular, the vine-leaf 
pattern on the stone slabs with basins at the base of 
the stelae may point to the use of wine in the fune-
rary cult, and the adoption of a symbolism related to 
Dyonisus-Bacchus by the Aksumite kings and elite, 
like in the contemporary Mediterranean world.66 
The carving of the more elaborated stelae in the shape 
of a palace suggests that the palace was an important 
symbol of the king and the elite in the late 3rd – early 
4th centuries CE. 

The disappearance of the funerary stelae in Middle 
Aksumite time (ca. 350/400 – 500/550 CE) points to 
an abandonment of funerary cult and a radical change 
in the royal and elite ideology. The construction of 
tomb superstructures representing a building may 
suggest that the palace still was regarded as a symbol 
of royal and elite power. In Middle Aksumite time 
the kings were represented on the coins wearing the 
head-cloth and the tiara, but the cross appeared as a 
royal symbol, supporting a change in the ideology 
and the adoption of a Christian model of kingship.67 
Finally, the representation of the king with crowns 
very similar to those of the contemporary Byzantine 
emperors on coins dating to the 6th  – 7th centuries 
CE,68 and the construction of a church over royal or 
elite hypogeal tombs in the style of the martyria  may 
indicate that the Aksumite kings and elite adopted 
some elements of Byzantine royal symbolism in Late 
Aksumite time. The throne still was a symbol of the 
royal ideology, as kings sitting on the throne appear 
on coins dating to Late Aksumite times.69 

The decline of the Aksumite kingdom and the shift 
of the core of the Christian kingdom southwards in 
the 7th to 10th centuries CE was most likely due to 

65 Phillips 1995; Manzo 1998b.
66 Manzo 1999.
67 Munro-Hay 1991, 152.
68 Conti Rossini 1927; Pedroni 1997.
69 Pedroni 1997.
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i) the penetration of Beja nomads from the Eastern 
Desert into the Eritrean highlands with consequent 
rise of Beja independent polities in this region and 
isolation of  the Aksumite kingdom from a direct 
access to the sea,70 and ii) the establishment of Isla-
mic coastal polities, which replaced Aksum in the 
long distance trade with the Mediterranean coun-
tries, and probably did more weaken the power of 
the Aksumite kings and elite.71 Environmental crises 
perhaps due to a generally reduced rainfall in the late 
1st millennium CE, possibly along with human defo-
restation, may have contributed to the decline of the 
kingdom, but the factual evidence is still uncertain.72 

In Post-Aksumite time the kings were no more 
resident at Aksum, but the largest church in the 
town, Enda Maryam Tsion, continued to be the focus 
of religious and political ideology in the Christian 
kingdom. 

Changing political and power landscape, ca. 1000 
BCE – 1000 CE

The political and power landscape of the sedentary 
populations in Tigray and Eritrea in the 1st millen-
nium BCE and 1st millennium CE are still scarcely 
known as very few systematic surveys at a large ter-
ritorial scale have been conducted in these countries, 
so far. These surveys did mainly focus on the region 
from Aksum to Yeha in central Tigray,73 the sur-
roundings of Gulo Makeda near Adigrat in eastern 
Tigray,74 the Qohaito plateau in central Eritrea,75 
and the plateau surrounding Asmara in north-central 
Eritrea.76 

The results of these surveys suggest that the deve-
lopment of the D’MT polity and Aksumite kingdom 
were characterized by changes in the settlement pat-
tern, from a rural pattern with compounds and vil-
lages to a urban pattern with towns, which reflected 
the forms of institutional authority of each polity 
and generated different political landscapes in the 
region through time.77 The occurrence of different 
styles of rock-pictures of cattle, despite the diffi-
culties in dating them,78 may also suggest that in 
the 1st millennium BCE and 1st millennium CE the 

70 Conti Rossini 1928, 265-280; Fattovich 1990b.
71 Conti Rossini 1928, 295-302.
72 See Bard et al. 2000; French, Sulas & Madella 2009.
73 Michels 2005; Sernicola 2007; Sernicola & Sulas 2012.
74 D’Andrea et al. 2008; D’Andrea 2008.
75 Wenig 2006b; Wenig & Curtis 2008.
76 Curtis & Schmidt 2008; Schmidt 2011.
77 Fattovich 1990a; 2003; 2008.
78 Graziosi 1964; ervi ek 1976; Calegari 1999; Teka 2008.

nomadic and/or semi-nomadic herders in Eritrea 
were marking their territories in order to create their 
specific political landscape in contrast with those of 
the sedentary people.79

The political landscape of Tigray and Eritrea in 
the early to mid-1st millennium BCE was charac-
terized by two distinct types of settlement pattern 
in the region from central Tigray to central Eritrea, 
approximately corresponding to the territory under 
the apparent control of the D’MT leaders,80 and in 
north-central Eritrea, respectively.

Based on the results of the surveys in the surroun-
dings of Aksum as far as Yeha (central Tigray) and 
the region of Adigrat (eastern Tigray), the settlement 
pattern of the D’MT polity consisted of scattered 
hamlets, small and large villages, ranging from ca.100 
sqm to ca. 3 ha in area, a few larger settlements, 
about 6-7 ha in area, and two very large settlements 
over 20 ha in area.81 Most settlements occupied an 
area between 1 ha and 3 ha, suggesting relatively 
small communities surrounded by isolated hamlets 
and compounds. At least two larger settlements, 
about 6-7 ha in area, were located at Seglamen to 
the south-west of Aksum (ca. 7 ha) and Enda Gully 
to the east of Yeha (6 ha) in central Tigray,82 but we 
cannot exclude that other settlements, over 5 ha in 
size, occurred in other regions of D’MT territory.83 
A settlement of possibly 22 ha in area was located 
at Matara84 in central Eritrea.85 Finally, a very large 
settlement, ca. 208 ha in area, was located at Yeha in 
central Tigray.86

This pattern points to a political landscape wit-
hout a clearly-cut hierarchy of settlements, except 
for a few large villages, which might have been the 

79 see e.g. Lenssen-Erz 2012.
80 Anfray 1990; Fattovich 1990a; 2010a.
81 Michels 2005; Sernicola 2007; D’Andrea et al. 2008.
82 Fattovich et al 2012; Michels 2005, 69.
83 D’Andrea et al 2008.
84 The size of the settlement at Matara has been tentatively 

calculated on the maximal distance between the stratigra-
phic tests where evidence dating to the early to mid-1st 
millennium BCE was recorded. The settlement, however, 
could be much larger.

85 Anfray & Annequin 1965; Anfray 1970.
86 Fattovich 2010b. 
 The area has been calculated on the basis of the systematic 

survey of the site, the Archaeological Expedition of the 
University of Naples “L’Orientale” conducted at Yeha in 
November 2009 (Fattovich 2010b). Actually, the survey 
demonstrated that ceramics ascribable to the D’MT time 
cover an area of ca. 2 sqkm including the whole modern 
village of Yeha. In the absence of test and/ or extensive 
excavations – which are difficult because most of the site 
is beneath the modern village – we cannot indisputably 
state if this was one large, compact settlement or a cluster 
of spaced, smaller units (compounds, elite residences?). 
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residence of an affluent elite,87 and at least two 
possible towns. Yeha, where an impressive temple, 
a palace (?) and an elite cemetery were located, appa-
rently was the dominant settlement of the polity,88 
and was a prominent landmark of the D’MT leaders 
to generate their specific power landscape. Small 
ceremonial centers were also built along the valleys 
of the rivers draining to the lowlands and may have 
been used as monumental landmarks in a well desi-
gned power landscape of the polity.89

The settlement pattern associated with ceramics 
of the Hamasien Tradition (Ancient Ona Culture) 
in the region of Asmara, on the contrary, consisted 
of clusters of settlements with a larger village sur-
rounded by smaller settlements,90 suggesting a social 
organization with small nucleated communities and 
maybe distinct leaders, without a form of centralized 
political control over the whole population.

Beginning in the late 1st millennium BCE, the rise 
and expansion of the Aksumite kingdom represented 
a radical transformation of the political and power 
landscape in the whole region from the Takazze 
river in Tigray to the Sahel and Rore in Eritrea. 
This process was characterized by the development 
of a urban society with evidence of towns, villages, 
isolated hamlets, churches, cemeteries and isolated 
tombs,91 as well as a sharp contrast between towns 
and countryside.92 

The recorded evidence, however, points to two 
distinct types of ‘urban’ landscape in central Tigray 
and in eastern Tigray/central Eritrea, respectively. 

In central Tigray the ancient landscape was cha-
racterized by a clearly-cut hierarchy in size of the 
settlements, ranging from the city of Aksum, over 
100 ha in size, to small compounds less than 1 ha 
in area, and included large and small villages, elite 
residences, residential compounds, farming hamlets 
and workshops.93 Large settlements, ranging from 
7 to over 11 ha in area, were located mainly at the 
base or sometimes on the top of the hills. Isolated 
elite palaces were often scattered in the open plain. 
Villages, hamlets and compounds were located on 
the top or along the slopes of the hills. Field terraces, 

87 The excavations at Seglamen have brought into light the 
remains of large buildings associated with very fine cera-
mics, suggesting these were the residence of affluent far-
mers or elite (Fattovich et al 2012).

88 Anfray 1963; 1997; Robin & de Maigret 1998; Japp, Ger-
lach, Hitgen & Schnelle 2011; Gerlach 2012.

89 Anfray 1990; Fattovich 1990a.
90 Curtis & Schmidt 2008.
91 Godet 1977; 1980-82; Fattovich 1999; Michels 2005.
92 Phillipson 1998, 119-123.
93 Fattovich 2003.

wells, dams, paths, quarries and landmarks were 
other relevant components of the landscape.94

The urban development of Aksum as a capital city 
was the main factor in forging the landscape at a local 
scale.95 At present, the archeological evidence sug-
gests: 1) A progressive increase in the size of Aksum 
from Proto-Aksumite to Early Aksumite time, when 
the town occupied an area of approximately 80 to 
100 ha. 2) A progressive shift to the foothill of Beta 
Giyorgis and expansion of the settlement from north 
to south and west in Early Aksumite time. 3) A larger 
expansion in Classic Aksumite to Middle Aksumite 
time, when the city occupied an area of about 180 
ha. 4) A sharp decrease in the area of the city in Late 
Aksumite time, when the settlement occupied an area 
of approximately 60 ha. 

This process was correlated to changes in the 
occupation of the countryside around the city,96 as 
the recorded evidence points to: 1) A progressive 
occupation of the rural area from Proto-Aksumite to 
Early Aksumite time, with a peak in this phase, when 
settlements were scattered over the whole metropo-
litan area of the capital city. 2) A sharp decrease in 
Classic and Middle Aksumite time, when the city 
was at the peak of its expansion and rural settlement 
were clustered at the top and around the hill of Beta 
Giyorgis. 3) A slow reoccupation in Late Aksumite 
time, when the area of the town was significantly 
reduced. Beta Giyorgis was the sub-urban rural area 
of the town during the whole history of the ancient 
capital city.

The landscape in eastern Tigray and central Eri-
trea, on the contrary, was characterized by scatte-
red, affluent and/ or elite residential buildings and 
churches, as we can infer from the so-called urban 
centers at Gulo Makeda in Tigray and Deirà,97 
Qohaito, Tokonda in Eritrea.98 Two towns with 
packed buildings were located at Matara in central 
Eritrea (ca. 20 ha in area) and Adulis in the Sahel (ca. 
21 ha in area).99

These differences in the political landscape of the 
western and eastern regions of the kingdom may 
suggest that a stratified society at a state scale of 
complexity emerged in central Tigray and progres-

94 Michels 2005; Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi & Pisano 2000; 
Sernicola 2007.

95 Michels 1990; Phillipson 2000; Fattovich 2002; Sernicola 
2007.

96 Sernicola 2007.
97 Andrea Manzo personal communication.
98 Wenig 2006b; 2006c; Wenig & Curtis 2008; D’Andrea et 

al. 2008.
99 Anfray 1974; Fattovich 1999; Peacock & Blue 2007.
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sively incorporated a heterarchical society100 in the 
eastern region.

Elite residential palaces and cemeteries with 
monumental stelae, churches and ceremonial thrones 
were the most impressive architectural landmarks in 
the Aksumite power landscape. Royal inscriptions 
and inscribed thrones along the roads to the entry of 
the capital city were erected at Aksum to emphasize 
the authority of the kings. Standing monoliths and 
rock-inscriptions were also used to delimit land.101

Beginning in the late 1st millennium CE, after the 
decline of the Aksumite kingdom, a rural landscape 
with hamlets and small villages re-emerged in the 
region of Aksum and possibly in the surroundings of 
Gulo Makeda.102 The settlement at Aksum occupied 
an area of about 40 ha and was located around the 
church of Enda Maryam Tsion.103

At this time, built and rock-hewn churches were 
the most evident landmarks of an institutionalized 
authority in Tigray and Eritrea.104

Changing architecture of power, ca. 1st millenni-
um BCE – 1st millennium CE

Temples are the main architectural evidence of power 
in the early to mid-1st millennium BCE, suggesting 
that the D’MT leaders were trying to sustain their 
authority by means of an association with the gods. 

Three main types of temples can be distinguished, 
including: 
1) An impressive temple (‘Great Temple’) in south 

Arabian style at Yeha.105 This was a rectangular 
building, ca. 14 m high, on a stepped platform with 
a projecting porch and six pillars at the entry. Four 
rows of pillars divided the interior into five aisles, 
and a sanctuary with three chambers was located 
at the eastern end of the temple. 

2) Two smaller temples with a similar plan at Mela-
zo/ Gobochela in central Tigray and Meqaber 
Ga ewa in south-eastern Tigray.106 These con-
sisted of a rectangular enclosure surrounding a 
small building with a sanctuary to the east. The 

100 For a definition of heterarchy in archaeological analysis, 
see Crumley 1995.

101 Littmann, Krencker & von Lüke 1913, II/1, 107-121; 
Anfray 1972a; Munro-Hay 1991, 107; Phillipson 1997, 
93-120; Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi & Pisano 2000.

102 Sernicola 2007; D’Andrea et al. 2008.
103 Michels 1990; Sernicola 2007; Fattovich 2008.
104 Lepage & Mercier 2005; Phillipson 2009b.
105 Robin & de Maigret 1998; Japp, Gerlach, Hitgen & 

Schnelle 2011; de Maigret 2011.
106 Leclant 1959; Wolf & Nowotnik 2010a, 2010b, 2011.

temple at Meqaber Ga ewa had a porch at the 
entry and a tripartite sanctuary.

3) Two small quadrangular temples with a narrow 
projecting entry at Hawlti in central Tigray.107

A (questionable) evidence of a high status palace has 
been also recorded and partially excavated at Yeha 
to the north-west of the Great Temple.108 This was 
a monumental building with six pillars forming a 
porch at the entry on a high stepped platform.

An elite cemetery with shaft-tombs was recorded 
at Yeha to the south of the Great Temple.109 The 
tombs consisted of a quadrangular or rounded shaft, 
ca. 3 m deep, with two or three burial chambers at the 
bottom and no (surviving) superstructure.

No residential settlement has been extensively 
excavated, so far, and thus we have no exhausti-
ve information about lower status residences. The 
massive foundations of a building with a north-east 
– south-west orientation at Seglamen, to the south-
east of Aksum,110 might suggest that a provincial 
elite also existed in the D’MT polity, but this hypo-
thesis requires further investigation to be confirmed.

The present evidence may suggest a division of 
the people into a powerful elite and commoners. 
The location of the so-called palace and temple on 
outcrops at the north-eastern side of the settlement 
at Yeha might indicate that the leaders wanted to 
establish a well defined social space by isolating 
themselves from the commoners. 

In Aksumite time, residential, funerary and reli-
gious architecture provides evidence of possible 
changes in social inequality as well as in power and 
wealth of the elite from the late 1st millennium BCE 
to late 1st millennium CE.

Residential buildings include elite palaces, large 
and small rural houses, and urban domestic houses. 

Elite palaces – as far as we can infer from the very 
scarce excavated evidence at Aksum and Matara – 
were multi-storied buildings on a stepped podium 
with a square or rectangular, indented plan, and 
consisted of a central building, surrounded by open 
courtyards and enclosed with a range of rooms.111 
Either the isolation of the central building in the 
palaces and the concentration of these palaces in 
the western sector of Aksum and Matara point to 
a hierarchical social space, which was characterized 
by the segregation of the upper elite from the rest of 
the population. 

107 de Contenson 1963.
108 Anfray 1972b; 1997; Gerlach 2012.
109 Anfray 1963.
110 Fattovich 2010b.
111 Anfray 1972a; 1974; 2012; Munro-Hay 1991, 107; Phil-

lipson 1997, 93-120.
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In the territory of Aksum the earliest evidence of 
elite residential architecture is a Proto-Aksumite 
monumental building at Ona Nagast on the top 
of Beta Giyorgis hill.112 Beginning in the early 1st 
millennium CE the elite palaces at Aksum apparently 
increased in size from Early Aksumite to Middle 
Aksumite time, and decreased in Late Aksumite 
time, suggesting a remarkable increase in power and 
wealth of the kings and elite in the 3rd-4th centuries 
CE, with a peak in the 5th to mid-6th centuries CE, 
and a decline in the late 6th-7th centuries CE.113

A large rural house dating to Middle Aksumite 
time was found at Qalqal Asba on the top of Beta 
Giyorgis hill. This was a “U” shaped structure built 
on a small podium, with nine rooms and a circular 
silo in a room.114 Another large rural house similar 
in plan to that at Qalqal Asba, most likely dating to 
Late Aksumite time, was recorded at Uchatei Golo 
to the west of Aksum.115  Three smaller rural houses, 
dating to Middle Aksumite time, were excavated at 
Guadguad Agazien and Tukul Emeni (TE I and II) on 
the top of Beta Giyorgis hill. The house at Guadguad 
Agazien was a small rectangular building with five 
rooms forming a compact structure surrounded by a 
courtyard. The house at Tukul Emeni I was L-shaped 
in plan with 3 rooms. The house at Tukul Emeni II 
was rectangular in plan with three aligned rooms and 
a circular silo in the northern room.116

Urban domestic houses have been found at Kida-
ne Mehret (Aksum) and Matara.117 They included 
both upper and lower status houses forming quarters 
of close-packed buildings.118 Upper status houses 
were similar in plan to the central building of the 
elite palaces. Lower status houses were small arran-
gements of rooms separated by narrow lanes.  

Funerary monuments have been investigated 
mainly at Aksum where they include man-made 
stone platforms, stelae, pit graves, shaft tombs, stair-
case tombs, and constructed tombs.119 Stone plat-
forms, always associated with stelae, were erected as 
a superstructure to protect the elite tombs and as a 
place for the votive offerings to the deceased, as we 
can infer from the pottery basins which were often 
placed on the top of the platforms.120 The stelae vary 
from simple unshaped monoliths in a natural shape 

112 Fattovich & Bard 1997; 1998.
113 Fattovich 2008.
114 Fattovich & Bard 2002.
115 de Contenson 1961.
116 Fattovich, Beyene, D’Andrea, DiBlasi & Manzo 2000; 

Fattovich & Bard 2002.
117 Anfray 1970; 1974; Phillipson 2000, 367-379.
118 Phillipson 2012, 119-121.
119 Fattovich et al. 2000, 50-55; Phillipson 2012, 139-157.
120 Bard, Fattovich, Manzo & Perlingieri 1997.

to dressed, symmetrical and sculptured monoliths, 
and range in height from about 2-3 m to over 30 
m. Most likely, these monoliths were erected to 
commemorate lineages rather than individuals.121 
To date, the oldest stelae, dating to Proto-Aksumite 
time, have been recorded at Ona Enda Aboi Zewgè 
on the top of Bieta Giyorgis hill.122

The chronological sequence of the funerary 
monuments and tombs at Aksum provides evidence 
of a trend in increasing size and complexity, which 
is consistent with that of the residential architecture. 

In early Proto-Aksumite time small platforms, 
about 1-1.1 m high, were constructed to cover simple 
pit-graves, ca. 2 m deep, and were associated with 
rough stelae, ca. 2-3 m high. Three types of mono-
liths were identified suggesting a division of the 
population into three main segments. At the end of 
this period stone platforms were constructed in a 
modular way covering elaborated pit-graves, ca. 5 
m deep, which were associated with 4-5 m high ste-
lae. In Early Aksumite time shaft tombs with stone 
platforms at least 1.5 m – 2 m thick and carefully 
carved stelae with a rounded top, up to 9-10 m high, 
replaced the earlier pit-graves. In Classic Aksumi-
te time a royal cemetery with elaborated, rock-cut 
multi-chamber, shaft tombs associated with massive 
stone platforms and well carved stelae was located at 
the eastern foothill of Beta Giyorgis. A lower status 
elite cemetery with simple shaft tombs often asso-
ciated with roughly pointed monoliths was located 
to the west of the ancient city. At the end of this phase 
monumental tombs were built in the royal cemetery. 
They were associated with massive stone platforms, 
over 5 m high, and monumental hewn stelae repre-
senting multistoried buildings. A very rich staircase 
tomb with a superstructure representing a house also 
dates to the end of this phase. In Middle Aksumite 
time, at least a hypogeal tomb with a superstructure 
representing a house was built in the royal cemetery, 
being, however, smaller in size than the tombs of late 
Classic Aksumite time. Finally, two large hypogeal 
tombs, traditionally ascribed to kings Kaleb and 
Gabra Maskal, as well as a few shaft tombs with a 
cross profile to the west of them may date to Late 
Aksumite time.123

No pre-Christian Aksumite temple was discove-
red at Aksum or elsewhere, so far. In Christian time 
churches were built over the whole territory of the 
kingdom, most likely under the patronage of the 
kings and nobles. The churches were apsidal basilicas 

121 Fattovich 1987; Phillipson 1994.
122 Bard, Fattovich, Manzo & Perlingieri 1997.
123 Phillipson 2012, 139-157.
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with three to five aisles on a stepped podium with 
an indented plan and sometime with a cruciform 
plan.124

The remains of three Aksumite churches have 
been recorded in the region of Aksum: the “Cathe-
dral” of Maryam Tsion at Aksum and two churches 
on the southeastern slopes of Bieta Giyorgis. The 
Cathedral of Maryam Tsion was a massive building 
with a podium, 66 m long, over 41 m wide and 3.4 
m high, and was originally divided into five aisles. 
According to the Ethiopian traditions the church was 
built in the mid-4th century CE, but a later dating 
to the mid-6th century CE cannot be excluded.125 
An apsidal basilica with three aisles, a transect and 
a cruciform church were built at Bieta Giyorgis in 
Late Aksumite time.126 The basilica was about 8 m 
wide, at least 10 m long, with a podium about 1.6 m 
high. The difference in size between the Cathedral 
at Aksum and the churches at Bieta Giyorgis clear-
ly demonstrates the absolute preeminence of the 
Cathedral in Middle to Late Aksumite times. Two 
more churches have been also excavated at the entry 
of the ancient town at Mahraf along the traditional 
route to Hamasien, Agame and the Mareb/ Gash 
Valley to the north127 and Gwangwa Edaga along the 
route to Tembien and Agame to the east.128 

On the whole, the residential, funerary and reli-
gious architectural evidence in the region of Aksum 
points to: 1) A progressively increasing social hier-
archy from the late 1st millennium BCE to mid-1st 
millennium CE and a decreasing hierarchy in the 
second half of the 1st millennium CE. 2) The emer-
ging of a new form of religious elite and institutional 
authority beginning in the 4th-5th centuries CE as a 
consequence of the introduction and consolidation 
of Christianity in the kingdom.129

At present, no elite buildings dating to the late 1st 
millennium CE have been found in Tigray and Eri-
trea, supporting the political and economic decline 
of these regions since the 8th-9th centuries CE. Two 
monumental hypogeal tombs at Degum in south-
eastern Tigray, anyway, suggest that an elite existed 
to the south of Aksum in the late 1st millennium CE 
and used funerary architecture for exhibiting their 
power and authority.130

The occurrence of a large rural house at Seglamen 
to the south-west of Aksum suggests the existence of 

124 Phillipson 2009b, 37-50.
125 Phillipson 1997, 171-178; 1998, 114-116.
126 Ricci & Fattovich 1988.
127 Fattovich et al. 2009.
128 Hagos 2008.
129 Fattovich 2008.
130 Lepage 1971; 1972; Phillipson 2009b, 89-91.

affluent farmers in this region. This was a rectangular 
building, ca. 12 m x 8 m in size, divided into separate 
rooms forming a main residential area with two long 
rectangular rooms to the north.131 Another rectan-
gular house with two rooms was found at the same 
site,132 and a circular house was excavated at Ona 
Enda Aboi Zewge on the top of Beta Giyorgis hill.133 

A cemetery with small rectangular graves inside 
and outside a rectangular church, about 8.5 x 7 m 
in size, was also recorded at Beta Giyorgis,134 and 
might be ascribed to a small community of farmers 
living on the top of the hill in the late 1st – early 2nd 
millennia CE.

Built and rock-hewn churches are the main evi-
dence of an institutional authority in the region from 
central Tigray to central Eritrea after the decline of 
the Aksumite kingdom in the 7th century CE.135 
The churches, despite their different techniques of 
construction, maintained the basic plan of the earlier 
apsidal basilicas, and were often located in isolated 
and inaccessible places, emphasizing the diffusion of 
a monastic style of life. 

Conclusions 

In synthesis, the fragmentary archaeological record, 
I tried to very sketchily outline in the previous pages, 
may suggest:
1) In the early to mid-1st millennium BCE, the 

D’MT society was organized on a heterarchical 
base, with peer communities of farmers scattered 
over the territory of the polity, under the con-
trol of leaders (paramount chiefs?) most likely 
resident at Yeha, where a large settlement was 
located. At this time, temples – often associated 
with ‘royal’ inscriptions – were used to manifest 
an institutionalized authority and to generate an 
incipient visual world of the political power. 

2) Beginning in the late 1st millennium BCE, a 
clearly cut hierarchical society, at a state scale 
of complexity, emerged in the region of Aksum 
and progressively incorporated the surrounding 
highlands as far as the Red Sea coast and western 
lowlands. In the late 1st millennium BCE only 
two hierarchical levels can be tentatively iden-
tified: elite and commoners. Beginning in the 
early 1st millennium CE a social differentiation 
emerged within the elite and culminated in the 

131 Ricci & Fattovich 1987.
132 Ricci & Fattovich 1987.
133 Fattovich & Bard 2002.
134 Ricci & Fattovich 1988.
135 Phillipson 2009b.
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3rd-5th centuries CE, when larger palaces and 
“royal” tombs were constructed. In the 5th-7th 
centuries CE at least three hierarchical strata exi-
sted: kings and upper elite, lower elite and/or rich 
farmers, and commoners, including farmers and 
craftsmen. Royal palaces, elite residences, funera-
ry monuments and tombs, and later churches, as 
well as rural and urban houses with a different size 
were used to manifest this hierarchy and genera-
ted a well defined visual world of a strong political 
power, stimulating the awareness of authority in 
the population.

3) In the late 1st millennium CE, after the decline of 
the Aksumite kingdom and the southward shift 
of the center of political power, the churches 
became the main evidence of an institutionalized 
authority and generated a visual world, which 
gave prominence to the religious hierarchy and 
authority.

I am aware this interpretation is largely speculative, 
because of the scarcity of factual evidence, but I hope 
it may stimulate younger generations of archaeolo-
gists to formulating working hypotheses to be tested 
in the field with future investigations.   
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