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With deep sorrow we inform the readers that the Director of the Rassegna di Studi
Etiopici, Paolo Marrassini, passed away before the publication of this issue. De-
spite the increasing health problems, the Director followed the work of preparation
of the issue with his usual devotion and steadiness, which we will miss.

The Editorial Board
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New archaeological evidence in the aredAafdigrat
(Eastern 3gray) and its surroundings

LUISA SERNICOLA

INTRODUCTION

In December 2012 Luisa Sernicola and Marco Barbanmnembers of
the Italian Archaeological Expedition at Aksum betUniversity of Na-
ples “L’Orientale”, Naples, Italy joined the team of the Ethio-SPaRe Pro-
ject of the Hamburg University, Hamburg, Germany, tovte the digi-
tal map and 3D model of an old church in the vigirof ‘Addigrat, in
Eastern ‘dgray.

On that occasion, archaeological reconnaissanceavaticted at three
different localities: M’osar Gwhila Mika'el, where the church under our
examination is located, Laqay Dabralivat Kidana Mhrat, and Mngéa.

In this short note, a very preliminary descriptiointhe recorded evi-
dence is presentéchs, due to time restriction, it was not posstblgro-
vide a systematic documentation of what has beeergbd. No excava-
tions were conducted and no material collected.

1 The ltalian Archaeological Expedition at Aksumntal Tagray, of the University of

Naples “L'Orientale” has conducted archaeologiesearches in the area of Aksum since
the early nineteen-nineties. From 1993 to 2003a# bonducted archaeological investiga-
tions on the hilltop and northern slopes of Betgo@iis hill in collaboration with the Bos-
ton University (co-directors Rodolfo Fattovich andtkryn A. Bard). Between 2004 and
2009 it investigated the plain to the north of Aksand the eastern, western and southern
slopes of Beta Giyiorgis (director Rodolfo Fattoyic8ince 2010 it has conducted research
at the pre-Aksumite site of Seglamen, ca. 12 krtheo SW of Aksum (director Rodolfo
Fattovich).

2 For a description of Ethio-SPaRE aims, objectiard activities visit the web site at

http://www1.uni-hamburg.de/ethiostudies/ETHIOSPAREéX.html

®  For additional information on the activities cooted by Ethio-SPaRe in November-

December 2012, http://www1.unihamburg.de/ethiogsiiTHIOSPARE/Report%202012-
6.pdf.
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The author is grateful to: Dr Denis Nosnitsin ahd thole team of the
Ethio-SPaRe Project for sharing information andagjeAto Germay
Fesseha (dgray Culture and Tourism Agency),ssem Gabru (East
Togray Diocese Office;Addigrat), ‘Ezra Gabra Madhen (Head of the
Ganta Afashunwarada Church Administration) for their support in the
field, and the inhabitants of the sites visited fortlveroperation and as-
sistance.

MA'HSAR GWHHILA QADDUS MIKA’EL

Mo'osar Gwhila Qoddus Mika'el (GPS 14,2844 N; 39,315267 E) is a
church situated along the western bank of thedaSadqgan river, in the
area betweenAddigrat and Dabrd Dammo, about 15 km to the wést o
‘Addigrat. The religious complex, located in a natuwavity in the steep
rock, is characterized by a north-south orientatiod consists of a main
gateway with an entrance house after which stamdeimains of a circular
tower, a recent church with the related structuesd dwellings, an old,
presently abandoned rock-hewn church, and an ad &r collective
burial.

The small, semi-hypogean, abandoned church, foyndeticated to
Abraha and Absha, has a roughly rectangular plan and is dividéal two
rooms by a couple of pillars directly carved inte trock. Traces of paint
are still visible on the pillars and on the extémall of the church

On the eastern bank of the river, opposite to tmerah compound,
stand the remains of other semi-hypogean structlifes walls have an
average thickness of 30 cm, and are made of roucgnlyed sandstone
blocks and layers of small schist slabs joinedsitmud mortar. The in-
ternal side of the walls is often plastered witit soxed with organic ma-
terial. At least six chambers can be recorded |atiggl one after the other
with a north-south orientation. Small windows, berand niches cut into

4 For a more detailed description ofsMsar Gwehila Mika’el complex s. Nosnitsin,

2013, 209-219.

® The digital map and 3D model of the old church ahthe entire compound has been
realized by Dr Marco Barbarino, UNO, Naples, usihg Structure From Motion Process
for documentation and heritage management purposes.
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the walls are often present in the rooms. Accordmtpcal priests, these
structures are the remains of an ancient church.

Post-Aksumite potsherds (Black and Gray Ware) datiatween AD
700/800 and 1200/1300, and modern ceramics, hae fieeorded on sur-
face around the structures.

This evidence suggests that the area was in som@eapied at least
since early Medieval time. Moreover, the occurreatéew, very eroded
fragments of Aksumite ceramics (Red and Orange YWanel knapped
lithics (including an obsidian flake) point to amea earlier frequentation
of the area.

LAQAY DABRA M AHRAT KIDANA M dHRAT

The church of Lagay Dabradfrat Kidana Mhrat (GPS 14,30405 N;
39,439817 E) is located to the NW wXddigrat, along the road to Zala
'Ambasi.

A local tradition relates the foundation of the duto the period of
king Kaleb. Despite the poor reliability of locaadition, the church ap-
pears indeed located in the proximity of an arcleggeal site, as sug-
gested by the presence of Aksumite potsherds iretipesed profiles of
the streams and cultivated terraces surrounding:tikech and along the
narrow paths close to it.

Moreover, one complete ceramic bowl was shown tasupart of the
treasure of this church. The bowl is charactertzgd red fine ware fabric,
with smoothed internal and burnished external sedaevenly curved
profile and rounded rim. It measures 14 cm in di@mand is 8.5 cm high;
wall thickness ranges between 0.7 and 0.8 cm. Dgpcdl analysis dates
it to the Aksumite period (ca. 50 BC — AD 700/800).

According to the local priest, the bowl was coketivhile ploughing
one of the cultivated terraces surrounding the aiusind other similar ob-
jects are presently kept in to the church. Unfaataly, there was no op-
portunity to inspect them. The area deserves fuitivestigations.

®  For a detailed description of Laqay Dabrahvht Kidana Mhrat s. Nosnitsin, 2013,

155-158.
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MENGAS

While the archaeological evidence in the areas ofoér Gwhila
Mika’el and Lagay Kidana bhrat is very scanty, the exploration of
Meng& revealed the existence of a large, previously anknarchaeo-
logical site which may be of great interest foufetresearches.

The area of Mendais located in the village of May Shum, district of
Bahora — Sheta, behind the S&gren mountains, in the vallethefMay
Saisahta river, about 10 km to the south ‘@fddigrat, at an altitude of ap-
proximately 2,400 m asl.

The village, hardly accessible by an unpaved rizacharacterized by a
cultivated plain surrounded by sandstone reliefesghterraced footslopes
are presently occupied by traditiorfatimo or devoted to farmlands. The
plain is cut by a seasonal river which drains itite May Sasaita. The
whole area appears to have a rich and relativglly ivater table, as sever-
al water pumps are located within the village amds surroundings, and
small irrigation channels allow integrated croptieakion with horticul-
ture. Local tradition claims that a sanctuary atniye# was established
“fifteen years before the birth of Christ” and tleaghty-six ancient kings
were crowned at Mengdefore they went to Aksum to rule.

Three major churches are scattered along the &zfrémotslopes of the
mountains: Mnga Qoddost Maryanf, Monga Tékla Haymand: and
Dé&bri Méachane ‘Alam. The church of Mngas Qoddost Maryam is clearly
erected on the remains of an older structure. Wmfately, no archaeolog-
ical evidence has been recorded within the chuochpound except for
the presence of clearly older stone blocks in thsanry of a small dwell-
ing close to the church and of the entrance gatmttfer church, Dabri
Dabra Zakaryas &ldus Giyorgis, which according to a local traditivas
founded by king Gabra Masqal, stands on the midsiopa steep cliff,
overlooking the valle}. The remains of a semi-hypogean structure are lo-

" Nosnitsin, 2013, 232-236.
8 Nosnitsin, 2013, 232-236.
Nosnitsin, 2013, 236.

10 Nosnitsin, 2013, 236-240.
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cated in the vicinity of the church and interprebsdiocal people as the
former church of St. Cyriacus.

On the same area as the caves but at a lowerdaltitsi the archaeolog-
ical site of Mbngas (GPS 14,1757 N; 39,468 E), covering an area of at
least 1 hectaté

It is characterized by the remains of walls praimgdirom the topsoil
and generally preserved for more than 1.30 m ighteas deducted by the
structures visible in the exposed profiles of théigs of two seasonal riv-
ers draining down from the mountains to the norsiwe the site. The
walls are made of medium- to small-size roughlyasqd sandstone blocks
joined with a soil mortar; slabs of green schistktae lower part of the
podiumat regular intervals, giving to the walls the gteg profile typical
of Aksumite monumental buildinlfs Part of a circular or semi-circular
stone feature abutting one of the walls is staiblie in the river bed.

Many ceramic sherds are scattered on the surfateisible along the
exposed profile. The ceramics are mainly orange fiare (OW), charac-
terized by very few and small mineral inclusionsrf&ces are generally
well smoothed and quite often burnished. Decoraitomoulded, incised
or painted.

The observed specimens include: a) globular flagits rounded bases
and short cylindrical necks; b) cups with straigtdfiles, rounded lips and
two horizontal lines incised on the external swefdmelow the rim; c) open
bowls or dishes with slightly everted rims and twarizontal lines incised
on the external surface, below the rim, or oneZomttial line incised along
the internal rim; d) open bowls and dishes withr@gerim and moulded
decoration on the lip; €) open bowls or basins watlghly made internal
grooves, possibly as a local imitation of the bssith internal grooves
found in the area of Aksum. An unusual fabric ipresented by a green
fine ware which has been recorded for the fragmehta/o different open
bowls characterized by an incised decoration of liwes running along
the two edges of the flattened rim. Fragments @wiffurple/brown painted

' The extension of the site, as well as the demsity typology of the artifacts have been
determined on the basis of what was immediatelipleison surface; no systematic map-
ping or artifacts sampling has been made.
2 ittmann et al., 1913; Phillipson, 1997.
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decoration, widely diffused in the eastersgifay ceramic tradition, have
been also record&t Preliminary observations point to date the sit¢he
Middle/Late-Aksumite period (ca. AD 350 — 700/800).

The site deserves systematic survey to providesagsament of the ar-
chaeological area, which should include detailddrination about its ex-
tension, layout and measures of visible structudissribution, density and
typology of surface artifacts. This might represantreliminary step for
the definition of a long-term project aimed at istigating the area of
Meng& and the surrounding territory. The site may, iot,fgprovide in-
formation on outstanding questions about: a) thpufation history of
Tigrean plateau, as emerging from recent obsemn&tan regional tradi-
tions in material culture; b) the social, politiGad economic relationships
within the complex network of Aksumite centres dgrihe phases of ex-
pansion and progressive decline of the Kingdom kéuin, and d) the an-
cient dynamics of human-environment interactionhiis region. The area
is also suitable for paleoenvironmental studies uthe close proximity
of river gullies with archaeological materials hretexposed profiles.

The reconstruction of its ancient past through aeckogical investiga-
tions may be included in a broader project of preg@n and promotion
of the cultural heritage of the region as the amed its surroundings are
characterized by the presence of rock-hewn churelfiths in some cases,
interesting collections of manuscripts, and aré 6 traditional legends
used by local people to describe the religious sewllar landscape that
they inhabit.

13 Anfray, 1966, pp. 5-19; D’Andrea et al., 20081p2.

66



NEW ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE IN THE AREA OF ADDIGRAT

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES

Anfray, Francis, 1966La poterie de Mara, in «Rassegna di Studi
Etiopici», 23, 5-19.

D’Andrea, A. Catherine, Manzo, Andrea, Harrower,chael, Hawkins,
Alicia L., 2008, The Pre-Aksumite and Aksumite Settlement of NE Ti-
grai, Ethiopig in «Journal of Field Archaeology33, 151-176.

Littmann, Enno, Krencker, Daniel, von Lipke, Thegd®13,Deutsche
Aksum-Expeditionll, Berlin.

Nosnitsin, Denis, 2013Churches and Monasteries ofgray — A Survey
of Manuscripts CollectiongSupplement to «Aethiopicai), Wies-

baden.
Phillipson, David, 1997The Monuments of Aksu#ddis Ababa.

67





