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Kilwa
A history of the ancient Swahili town

with a guide to the monuments of
Kilwa Kisiwani and adjacent islands

A Tanzanian island in world history

Lyingona smallisland ina sheltered bay of the southern Swahili coast, the harbour of
Kilwa was in much of the medieval period as rich and important as any in this quarter
of the world. First settled about 800 AD, this Muslim town and sultanate rose to
prominence on the coast in the eleventh century and attained impressive wealth and
power in the eatly fourteenth (in particular around 1320, the date of the most splendid
and spacious stone buildings). That wealth derived from trade and shipping not only
along the coast but also in the wider Indian Ocean network. The Swahili harbours were
supplying timber, ivory and other African products to southern Arabia and the Persian
Gulf and as far as Gujerat in India, and thus connecting with the routes leading to
China in the east and to Egypt and the Mediterraneadd countries in the west.

Especially important for Kilwa was its control of the coast to the south, in particular
the harbour of Sofala (some distance beyond the Zambezi mouth), through which gold
mined in Zimbabwe was channelled into the world trading system. Those southerly
gold sources were known from at least the end of the eighth century, and at each period
When demand in the wider world increased, Kilwa proﬁted further as middleman in
supplying the metal — together with ivory and other merchandise of the region — 1O
the international netwotk (fig: 1). Thus, the exceptional boom of the early fourteenth
century — which is reflected in the most spectacular architectural feats at Kilwa and at
Great Zimbabwe at the same time — corresponds with an unprecedented surge in the
world’s demand for gold and in its price (resulting especially from the adoption of gold
coinages by European city-states and kingdoms between the 1250s and 1330s). This
naturally stimulated increased mining in Zimbabwe and traffic along the east coast of
Africa to the Red Sea, with Kilwa exploiting its pivotal role to the full.

Such unusually favourable circumstances could not last indefinitely of coutse, and
a marked slump followed in the middle of the fourteenth century. But, as the world
economy picked up in the early fifteenth, Kilwa revived, although as a regional harbour
for the trade between Africa and the Islamic heartlands, as well as India, it now faced
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Fig.1. The western Indian Ocean, ninth to fifreenth centuries AD

stronget competition from Mombasa and Malindi to its notth on the Swahih

Itis then to this late medieval period (as it is known in the world at large) corrf a:iiin
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries AD that belong most of the stone buildir}: s fogr
whose ruins Kilwa is celf:brated. These, like Swahili architecture elsewhere along this
coast, wete constructed in rectangular style in measured cubits, using locally ufrricd
coral for the masonry. The usual technique for building these walls, both inte(rlnal and
external was to bond the coral-rag with lime mortar course by course and to carefully
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smooth and plaster the surfaces including the floors (the plaster as well as morcar being
prepared, as to this day, by burning coral). Roofs were sometimes pitched and thatched,
but were frcquemly flat, consisting of coral-concrete supported on timber rafters or
mangrove-poles (or both), these resting on the walls with, where necessary, internal
pillars of wood or stone for extra support. The visible medieval stone structures at
Kilwa built in these ways include several mosques, some of them ornate and embellished
with domed roofs supported on arches, as well as the enormous palace complex of
Husuni Kubwa (fig. 2) overlooking the harbour to the east of the town. This last, as
well as the domed enlargement of the Great Mosque (fig: 3), was constructed about
1320, just when the world’s gold demands reached their peak.

L T . J A

Fig.2. Husuni Kubwa from the air (1961); view from north, with main palace area in foregro
reconstruction, figs. 27 and 28.)

und. (Compare plan and

There were also rich town houses which, though naturally less grand and spacious
than the palace and community mosque, were constructed by the same basic techniques
and drew on the same range of styles. Although on Kilwa itself the masonry walls of
these houses have been mostly robbed for use in subsequent building {especially that
which occurred in the late eighteenth century), the form of such fifteenth-century
houses, as well as a town plan, ate preserved in the deserted site on the adjacent island
of Songo Mnara. (This is described below; see figures 34 and 35.) Eatlier, most of the
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prestige as the ancient ccntre of East African Islamic culture. Being thus a threat to
Zanzibar’s gtowing commercial empire, the sultan of Kilwa suffered the indignity of
having a Zanzibar governor imposed on him; for this purpose the rectangular fort
(Gereza) which dominates the harbour and shore was rebuilt (on the foundations of a
Portuguese structure) as a symbol of Zanzibar’s control, while the harbour was effectively
closed to all but very local traffic. Eventually in the 1840s the last sultan of Kilwa was
deported to Oman. By this time the commerce of the southern coast and interior had
been diverted to other harbours, notably a new roadstead under Zanzibari control at
Kivinje, a few miles to the north of ancient Kilwa on the island.

The above histotical sketch is deliberately kept summary. More detail for certain
periods, especially as they relate to the archaeology and visible monuments of Kilwa,
can be found below in the section on ‘Kilwa and the Swahili past’. The prominent
individual sites, buildings and ruins are described in turn in the latter part of this study.
Before that, some btief points of explanation are offered on the name Ki/wa and the
historical legacy of the ancient town, seeing that both remain subject to varying degrees
of popular misconception.

The name Kilwa

Kilwais in the first place the name of this small island and of the town which floutished
on it for more than a thousand yeats. B »

The ‘new’ Swahili town which developed in the nineteenth century at Kivinje on
the mainland shore to the north is usually known as Kilwa Kivinje, thereby acknowledging
its historical connection with the original Kilwa on the nearby island. Although some
settlement has continued to this day on the old island site, it has for almost two hundred
years been reduced to village status, with thatched houses standing close to the stone
ruins of the mosques, cemeteries and houses of the successive periods of the ancient
town. The place is now called Kilwa Kisiwani, meaning ‘Kilwa on the island’, to
distinguish it from Kivinje and other places in the district (see fig. 33, below). But
before the building of Kivinje it was unnecessary to add Kisiwani’; at that time Kilva
referred solely to this ancient town — and to the sultanate (or kingdom) which for
many centuries had its seat there and whose fame reached distant lands.

The first known mention of Kiwa in writing is in the Arabic text of Yakut in the
early thirteenth century, but the name must be much older than that. Almost cettainly
the same name was current when the sultanate was established on the island, probably
in the eleventh century, and very likely it applied to the earliest settlement of the harbour
front in the late eighth ot eatly ninth century.

The original meaning and etymology of the name “Kilwa’ are uncertain, whether
from a Bantu or an Arabic root. After 1498, when the first Portuguese ships under
Vasco da Gama sailed past these shores, it was recorded as ‘Quiloa’, which spelling is
found on European maps and documents of the sixteenth and following centuries.
Thus the English poet John Milton, scanning the printed atlases available in the
seventeenth century, recorded ‘Quiloa’ among the kingdoms of this region of the world
when composing his epic Paradise Lost.

Nowadays in Tanzania, ‘coming from Kilwa’ may refer to anywhere in Kilwa wilaya
or district, a wide administrative area stretching some distance both along the coast and
inland. The district headquarters, established by the German East African administradon
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enealogical fact. While Arabic was doubtless used as the

a cultural statement than a g
lingua franca of the international trade of the western Indian Ocean (so that Arab scholars

and travellers like Ibn Battuta, visiting Kilwa in 1331, communicated easily in the harbour
and court), Swahili would have been since the ninth century the common language of
all the coastal towns and islands and of the coasting traffic.

Kilwa and the Swabhili past

as ‘coastal’. But culturally the term implies more
hili civilization has been Islamic, and it is Muslim
practice which has till recently distinguished Swahili from other East Africans. This
adherence to Islam has encouraged the popular misperception of the Swahili people as
Arab ot part-Arab, and has by extension fostered the common assumptiont (discussed
above) that the ruins of previous Islamic settlements and their mosques, and stone
buildings generally at Kilwa and elsewhere along the coast, should be attributed to Arab
settlers (ot immigrants from the Persian Gulf). For a more balanced view, one might
look first at the local cultural situation and in particular at the Swahili language spoken

the whole coast of what is now Tanzania and Kenya. Like the languages of the

along
hinterland, (k})Swahili belongs in both structure and basic vocabulary to the north-

eastern division of Bantu; its roots are clearly in the African continent, not QVerseas.
The emergence of the Swahili language as such and its sptead to the various coastal and
island settlements and harbour-towns should stretch back about twelve-hundred yeats.

It was this rapidly emerging Swahili culture and population — extending as far
south as the Comores, the <hores of Madagascar and the Sofala coast beyond the
Zambezi mouth in Mozambique, and in the northward direction probably as far as
Mogadishu — which was able to receive and assimilate Arab merchants and visitors
and their Islamic religion from about 800 AD onwards. That was a period of economic
expansion and new commercial links in much of the Old World; in the Indian Ocean
these were stimulated by the Abbasid caliphate which had taken over the Arab empire
from 750 and established its new capital at Baghdad. The developing trade-routes of
the Ocean at this period therefore were oriented on Oman and the Gulf beyond, thus

to link with the rich provinces of the Caliphate in Persia as well as Iraq.
m the land of Zanj — as East

The products which overseas merchants sought fro
Africa was known abroad — included luxury items, notably ivory which was prized in
many countries including China, leopard-skins for rugs and covers, thino-horn and

ambergris, the last derived from whales and obtained on the shores, being valued for
perfume. These are recorded in early Arabic texts, especially that of al-Masudi, who
East Africa himself, notably

wrote in the early tenth century. (He claimed to have visited
the famous island known as Qanbalu, probably to be identified with Pemba, which had
already 2 Muslim population and ruler) Equally important, if less emphasised, was the
export of timber from the coast, quantities of this being required for building, of
houses but also of ships, in treeless parts of southern Arabia and the Persian Gulf. Zanj
slaves, moreover, Wete carried to the Gulf, in particular for salt-mining and agriculmtal
works, but this constituent of the trade declined very sharply late in the ninth century
after the great slave revolts in lower Iraq.

la, which would have derived from

Masudi also mentioned the gold of Sofa
Zimbabwe. This commodity, being required in the Abbasid caliphate and in countries

Swahili, as is well known, literally mea
than that since for many centuries Swa
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beyond, for ornaments and jewellery and for currency in particular, gave an additional,
and irreversible, impetus to this international commercial contact of the Swahili region
as far as Kilwa and well beyond. There are some archaeological hints along the coast
that the beginnings of this southerly gold trade preceded the Abbasid petiod and may
have occurred as eatly as the sixth century, that is the time of Byzantine-Sassanid rivalry
in the Near East, Arabia and the Red Sea. Moreover, export of East African ivory to
the Red Sea and Egypt was documented as eatly as the first century AD, alongside the
commercial expansion of the Roman Empire.

Be that as it may, it was not until 800 AD (or a very close date) that traffic in these
commodities from eastern Africa — and south-east Africa in the case of gold —
established itself as part of a regular and sustained trading system in the western Indian
Ocean. Once the conditions for that occurred at the end of the eighth century ot early
in the ninth, a regional infrastructure was called for. This need was answered by the
emergence of the Swahili as a people with a distinctive coastal culture and a developing
commercial involvement.

In emphasising these cultural and economic changes at this period, and the
appearance then of a specifically Swahili system and identity, one must not overlook
that the region had been occupied since long before by Bantu-speaking iron-using
cultivators. Recent archaeological surveys of the coast, its hinterland and the islands
too, have revealed frequent signs of these Early Iron Age farmers and their distinctive
pottery, dating approximately 1500 to 2000 years ago. Some pieces have been reported
on Kilwa island itself. This cleatly was the population from which the Swahili emerged;”

the latter now developing a maritime otientation with permanent coastal and island
settlements.

Eatly Kilwa and the Swahili expansion: 9th and 10th centuries

The commercial connections with Oman and the Persian Gulf from around 800 AD
are attested in the lowest archaeological layers at Kilwa (especially by and below the
Great Mosque) and at a number of other sites along the whole Swahili coast (fig. 4) as
far north as the Pate-Manda-Lamu archipelago.

Atall these seaside and ishind settlements have been found pieces of pottery imported
from the Persian Gulf from about the ninth century onwards, together with much
more plentiful pottery of local manufacture. These local unglazed earthenwares were
morte essential for everyday purposes, including cooking for which the glazed and wheel-
made vessels from overseas were quite unsuitable. But the latter have received
disproportionate attention from archaeologists since, as widely traded items, they provide
the crucial dating evidence for the local wares found with them and for the archaeological
levels and features generally.

This abundant local pottery of the primary levels of the Swahili sites is readily
distinguishable from the preceding Early Iron Age wates of the broader region; as a
style it is commonly, if rather misleadingly, known as ‘Tana tradition’. (See fig. 5. Chittick,
in his report on the Kilwa excavations, called it ‘early kitchen ware’; particularly distinctive
is the decoration of the necks and upper bodies of these vessels with patterns of incised
diagonal lines and triangles, so that it has also been called ‘triangular incised ware’))

While this pottery style is indeed found at the mouth of the Tana in Kenya and along
that river’s lower course, its distribution is in fact very much wider, extending both
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along the whole Swahili coast and to
the islands, that is southwards to
Kilwa and well beyond it to the
Comoros and to sites lying south of
the Zambezi mouth. It also occurs
some distances inland, especially in
Tanzania. While its area of origin
may be disputed — whetheron the
coast itself or in the hinterland,
whether towards the southern end
of its distribution ot the northern —
it serves in effect as an archaeological
hallmark of the early Swahili, and at
the same time corroborates the
essentially African composition of
that society. -
While the details of this “Tana ¢
tradition’ pottery need not detain us
here — they may be consulted in tbe rsiiu
atchaeological reports — 1its Rury, o |
historical message should not be
missed., The exceptionally wide e
distribution of so recognisable a style e ]
implies a popular fashion which was
rapidly adopted along the trade-
routes and in the market settlements
— those reached by ship and also , o)
those up to 200 kilometres inland ay o~
approached on foot — by
communities who were ecager to
connect with the commercial
networtk and to relate to, or even to
identify with, the emerging Swahili N
system. Some of these POtery 4 The Swabik coast, showing the principal towns and
vessels would have travelled with the archaeological sites of the winth 1o fiftcenth conturies
ially in ships and smaller _ .
gg::s’, esscl:;(i:nm;lZs co}:t!a)incrs for foodstuffs and other items of metcl?and.xse, or l:;ngiy
for the water and provisions required on boatd for the voyage. (This “Cu t<;lxp ! e’;
discovery of sherds of vessels of this style as far away as Oman.) It may etd at pot :
also travelled to set up their craft in the various harbours and growing settlements f)
the Swahili coast and islands; alternatively, local potters, on encounteting the new st‘)i' e(i
may have turned their hands to it, thus helping propagate the fashion as they responde
© d%’:: ::lg;xstal and hinterland trade, which was instrumental in this expansion of Swahllsl
identity and fashions, would not have been handling exclusively goods for the c;veli::aal
market. Fot one thing, like any trading system 1t had to be two-way and toﬁ catetbo:madc
needs in the first place. While the wotld demand for ivory, and the profits ;o ;u made
from this, doubtless stimulated activity, that depended on an existing local infrastruct
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suitable for cattle as is that of the northern coast. As Kilwa town grew on its small
island, one would imagine that an increasing proportion of its food requirements relied
on cultivation on the nearby mainland; while a special commodity such as rce could
have been imported from as far away as Madagascar, where this crop grows well and
has a very long history.

Convertsely, the soils of the Kilwa region are suitable for cotton, another introduction
of this period, being required for sailmaking as well as clothing in this maritime Muslim
society. There is copious evidence for cotton-spinning at Kilwa in the form of spindle-
whotls which date back at least to the twelfth century. In time some of the cotton
produced and woven locally may have been exported. Other special types of cloth were
imported, a practice which would go back to the earliest sustained contact with the
world of Islam around 800 AD.

At the site of Shanga on Pate island (off the northern Swahili coast) detailed
excavations have revealed the presence of Muslims at that earliest period with a small
wooden mosque, whose traces were clear (as a succession of structures, in fact) below
the stone floot of the later community mosque. It is likely that there were equally eatly
mosques, built for the use of visiting merchants as well as small resident Muslim
communities, at other Swahili settlements involved in the ovetseas commerce. Qanbalu,
mentioned by al-Masudi, was one of these. It is tempting therefore to speculate that at
Kilwa below the stone remains of the Great or Friday Mosque (the northern part of
which was probably constructed in the eleventh century) there would have been a series
of older wooden structures dating back to the beginning of the ninth century, that is
the period of the Abbasid empire when the Swahili region became integrated in 2
sustained way into the international commercial system. To describe this early Swahili
society as ‘cosmopolitan’ might be considered an exaggeration, but it was certainly
conscious of the existence of 2 wider world, and of the direction of the Islamic heartiands
approached by sea through the Persian Gulf. And Kilwa, in particular, at the southerly
end would have appreciated its instrumental position in channelling the gold deriving
from Zimbabwe and the Limpopo valley into that system.

The rise of Kilwa and the sultanate of Ali bin al-Hasa

On certain occasions the cultural and mercantile connections with places in southern
Arabia and the Persian Gulf were exploited or strengthened by increased settlement or
dynastic alliances — as well as commercial adventurism. This may have been the case
with Ali bin al-Hasan who established the Kilwa sultanate in the eleventh century, and
issued the first copper coins there (and probably
at Mafia too, the two islands being normally under
one rule). Kilwa was an obvious choice of
harbour on the Swahili coast from which to
command the trade in gold and ivory from the
south; and, in making it and Mafia his bases of
opetation, Ali bin al-Hasan was outflanking rival
adventurers who were then asserting their rule e

on Pemba and Unguja (Zanzibat isgland). The TS Copercins tiamier 20 ’:":}' cleventh
‘Shirazi’ connection which this Ali and his amm sradstionally the first subtan of
successors at Kilwa claitned was doubtless part Kibsa
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of the propaganda used to promote legitimacy and sovereignty in a competitive situation,
as was clearly the coinage inscribed with his name and Islamic mottoes.

These small coins (figs. 6, 7) were not an innovation in the Swahili region. They had
already been issued on the northern coast and islands by rulets who established mints
using silver, that metal being obtained perhaps by melting imported coins from overseas.
What was new at Kilwa and Mafia in the eleventh century was the substitution of
coppet, which would have been cheaper than silver, deriving most likely from the
Zambezi region as a natural concomitant of the gold being traded. While the copper,
ot a proportion of it, was retained at Kilwa for this coinage — needed doubtless for
loca! market transactions and small change in patticular — the gold was sold for profit
and transported northwards into the Islamic and Indian orbit.

By this period the old Persian Gulf
trade axis was weakening, with the
western Indian Ocean routes coming to
focus more strongly on the Gulf of
Aden, Yemen and the Red Sea. This
change reflects the decline of the
Abbasid empire centred in Iraq and the
corresponding rise of Egypt in the
Fatimid period, and the commercial
demands of the Mediterranean beyond
it from about 1000 AD on. These factors®
— in particular the effective reopening
of the Red Sea as a trade route after four
centuries of quiescence — were
instrumental in the surge of activity on
the Swahili coast and at Kilwa in
particular in the eleventh century.
Somewhat paradoxically however, on the
cultural and sentimental plane the older
Persian Gulf and ‘Shirazi’ connection
persisted. This is illustrated in the

Fig.7. Sgraffato’ pot of Persian Gulf mansfacture, probably

calligraphy used on the coins of Kilwa, cleventh century, found on Mafia istand (Kisimani
Zanzibar and Pemba, and also in certain Mafia site), containing a board of over 500 copper
stone inscriptions placed in mosques on coins of the early type of Ak bin al-Flasan

Zanzibar and Tumbatu. While these were

beautifully carved locally from porites coral, the style is distinctive of the workshops of
Sitaf, the port of Shiraz in Persia — where presumably the artist and stonecutter had
learned his trade. This persisting cultural orientation to the Gulf may relate to the
denominational allegiances of cettain Muslim communities and the rulers of Kilwa
and other Swahili towns at that period. The insistence on a ‘Shirazi’ descent, seen as
essential to legitimate rule, was doubtless patt of the same traditional connection.

It was arguably in the reign of Ali bin al-Hasan, somewhere around 1050, that the
original stone structure of Kilwa’s Great Mosque was built. That is the small flat-roofed
northern part (without the much later domed extension). The mosque and its sequence
of building are described below, where a series of subsequent modifications to the
walls and floor of the old part are noted. These are not precisely dated, but some must
belong to the twelfth and eatly thirteenth centuries, a period for which it is difficult to
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identify specific events of significance at Kilwa from either the Kilwa Chronicle or from
the archaeological record revealed so far. (But reasonably approximate dating fqr this
period, as for eatlier and later ones, is provided by imported ceramics, both Islamic and
Chinese, which circulated with the Oceanic trade)) There was certainly continuity of
occupation, even if the early bout of activity in the time of Ali bin al-Hasan himself
may not have been maintained throughout the next two centuries. It seems too .that
several of the sultans of this period did not issue coins, those of Ali and his associates
and jmmediate successors being apparently adequate for local use over several generations
of vatiable commercial activity.

The Mahdali revolution and the reign of al-Hasan bin Sulaiman

By 1300 howeve, Kilwa’s strategic position in handling and developing the trade with
the south — and especially the gold from Zimbabwe, as world (.lcmands soared to
unprecedented levels — was becoming widely recognised. About this date the sultanate
was taken over by the Mahdali house by means of some sort of wup d'état — as told in
the Kilwa Chronice — through which a new leader emerged victonious, by name al-
Hasan bin Talut. This event was followed in the next thirty yeats by lavish expenditure
and magnificent architectural feats. These include the domed extension to the Great
Mosque — indicating not only the new wealth and pride of the town and its ruler, but
equally a marked increase in the population or at least in the number of worshippers
each Friday -— as well as Husuni Kubwa palace, the latter being an enormous and
sumptuous building project along the shote to the east of the town. That would have
been constructed, from the available dating clues, about the years 1315 to 1325. Whlle
the building methods and materials were essentially local — consisting in the main of
the usual coral-rag bonded in lime-mortar — some of the new architectural styles and
motifs, including domes and arches, would have required the recruitment of masons
with experience in other Islamic countries — and pethaps the sending of Kilwan
appreatices to observe and study there. Once the new palace was ready, the sultan and
his court were able to offer open house not only to the richer traders but also to sheikhs
2nd scholars who were willing to brave so long a southward journey in merchant vessels
from Arabian ports.

This Mahdi.;i family which wrested control of Kilwa about 1300 (or slightly before)
may have been already established at Tumbatu, off the north end of Zanzibar island. It
also maintained connections with the Red Sea, being perhaps related to the Rasuhd
ruless of Yemen; and members of the Kilwa house visited Yemen, petformed the bajj
to Mecca and studied in those lands. Its successful bid for Kilwa at that very time was
doubtless stimulated by the rapidly rising price of gold in the world and the opportunity
for exploiting the sources in south-eastern Africa through control of Sofala. The
increased demand for gold in the late thirteenth and cady fourteenth centuries — adding
to the standing requirements in the Islamic countries and further east — 1s largely
attributable to developments in the European economy and currencies, as city-states
and tival kingdoms (with their developing banking houses and royal mints) began one
after another issuing gold coinages alongside the normal silver. In the gold-producing
regions of Africa, thetefore, in the west as well as the south-east of the continent, old
mines and panning areas wete exploited more intensively and new ones pg:ospected.
Production levels surpassed those of previous centuries and continued to tise further
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Fig.8. Locally manufactured pottery, thirteenth
i ; ) 1o fifteenth centuries (from Chittick 1974):
painted ware (mid lefs), burnished ware (mid right), cooking foot, Jjar a’ndtlam,i: ?z;::;fd/ okl ware (o).
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untl at least 1330. Kilwa accordingly tightened its control of Sofala, the port for the
gold mined in Zimbabwe. For a generation it made a mark in the world at large.

This particularly rich age at Kilwa reached its apogee in the 1320, during the reign
of al-Hasan bin Sulaiman, remembered as Abu al-Mawahib, ‘the Father of Gifts’, a
praise-name he assumed during his lifetime. About 1310-15 he had succeeded his
grandfather, al-Hasan bin Talut, who bad eatlier seized the sultanate for the Mahdali
Lne. Al-Hasan bin Sulaiman is the only ruler of Kilwa who is known to have minted
gold dinars — these being inscribed ‘struck at Kilwa’ and dated in Islamic years (720s =
1320s AD) — as if trying to put himself and his southerly sultanate on the map of the
gteat powers of the Islamic world (fig. 9). At the same time the production of copper
coins was vastly intensified, presumably because
of the demands of the local market serving a
swollen population in a boom-town situation.
This sultan further bestowed on himself
grandiloquent titles — including ‘Commander of
the Faithful’ and ‘the Victorious King’ — as read
on these dinars and on an inscription in Husuni
Kubwa palace (fig: 10).

This gigantic and ornate edifice above 2

Fig.9. Gold dinar (diameter 28 mm) of sultan
al-Hasan bin Swlaiman of Kilva, found

breezy cliff to the east of the town — which at Trombats. The date on the reverse (ight)
may have been built entirely in the same sultan’s reads 722 (H), placing it in the 13205
reign, but could have been planned and begun in AD (pbote: Helen Brown).

that of his grandfather — has no parallel on the'
Swahili coast. Although other towns wete graced with palaces (or grand houses which
might qualify for that term) or with other sorts of monumental buildings — notable
examples being at eatly Shanga and at Tumbatu closer in time to the building of Husuni
Kubwa — there is nothing to compare with Husuni Kubwa for size and architectural

complexity. (See figure 2, and the description, plan and reconstruction below; figs. 26-
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e Commander of the Faithiul, al-Mahk al-Mapsur
can thi Suiamman, may Alanghoy Gaod grant him success.

fpies conpepwTing ai-th
Fig.10. Inseription of al-Hasan bin Swulaiman found in Husuni Kubwa (in the rubbk at the north end of the palace
court). Height 33 om; a third block is missing.
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30.) Together with the yard and store-rooms at the back of the palace and the adjacent
enclosure called Husuni Ndogo, this complex may have combined a royal tradin
empodum and warehouse system with the palace itself. Most likely the royal mint wa%
contained in the same complex, both for the rare gold coins and for the vast production
of new copper coins required in this reign by the local market and the town. (Crucibles
for copper smelting are frequent in the rubbish deposits and rubble of Husuni Kubwa.)
) Nevertheless, Husuni Kubwa was certainly intended as a palace to be lived in, no.t
just a closely controlled commesrcial and financial centre. The main accommodation
areas, together with the courtyards for assembly and reception purposes — as well as
the ornamental octagonal bathing-pool which is unique in this part of the world —
demonstrate a palatial purpose to serve the sultan, his family, court and guests, thus to
achieve a balance of domestic and political functions. However, that purpose was fulfilled
for a brief petiod only, for soon after al-Hasan’s death, probably no later than 1335, his
successots scem to have abandoned the palace. In fact, certain parts appear not to have
;b:;n ptol;p:dy completed. For :'lont.;l times it doubtless proved too costly to maintain
maybe too inconvenient for the everyday use of th i i
fzmﬂsy.;, 1:'11 not pretentious in the eyes of hitsysugjects © succeediag sultan and his
, the young traveller of Moroccan origin, Ibn Battuta, who was at Kilwa i
about) 1331 and spoke warmly of al-Hasaxt:’glg’ospitaﬁty znm,d other virt:::s may li(gi
perhaps may not — have been offered quarters in Husuni Kubwa. In his short and
anecdotal account of Kilwa thete is no obvious allusion to this palace. But it is clear
from Ibn Battuta’s testimony — and from his decision to voyage here — that Kilwa
had in this reign a widespread reputation as a place which welcomed Muslim visitors
u:!d he meqmncfl ot.her,"mote senior, scholars sojourning that year. Likewise, in the’
Kilwa ,Clmmdt, this reign is rc.membcted as the age of Kilwa’s greatest power. With the
world’s demand for gold soaring relendessly, this merchant-prince of the Mahdali house
m t;lo’a}.dy exgo;tmg to the ﬁxllhit‘lle: ;gptzrmmty for profit by controlling the Sofala-
- -Yemen route w transmissi
K I‘:gyptumba“ml G-Yemen route wh e onward on through the Red Sea
) Significantly too, in the southern African interior, this was the petiod of the greates
building activity and signs of wealth at Great Zimbabwe, the capipt;r:)f the Shogtz stzt:
or confederation which controlled the larger part of the gold mining between the
Limpopo u{d Zambezi rivers. Zimbabwe was in no way part of Kilwa’s political empire;
and the mobwmentl buildings and gret stone enclosuees thze deve from o local
e e s S T &
which m
of Zimbabwe ultimately ° , ealth, powes andlabous resousces
depended are obvious, as is /
equally the commercial
interdependence of Great
Zimbabwe and Kilwa at this very
period. The point is nicely
illustrated by the finding a few

years ago at Great Zimbabwe of
asingle copper coin of the Kilwa = '
mint, one inscribed with al-  Fig.11. Copper coin (diameter 20 mm) of al-H. ] ;

I . © 11, - bin Sulaimar
Hasan bin Sulaiman’s name (fig. sultan of Kilwa c1315-35, ﬁa:dq.,;z Grz: Zmb:bg @bata"
11). Tom Huffman) )
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The Mahdali house, with its international connections and concern that Kilwa be
seen as a full member of the Islamic wotld, ensured motreover once for all conformity
with the mainstream Sunni persuasion of Islam following the Shaf’i school, such as has
persisted along the Swahili coast since that period. Ibn Battuta noted this adherence,
and one of the aspirations behind the building of the Great Mosque extension with its
arches and domes — as well as the purpose of welcoming sheikhs of international
standing at the same time — may have been to underline conformity with cosmopolitan
Islam, and to erase-any older image of the Swahili as peripheral and of their Islamic
practice and their mosques as provincial. In preceding centuries, both at Kilwa at the
time of the early ‘Shirazi’ rulers and at other Swahili settlements to the north, there ate
strong indications of adherence, by influential families if not by whole communities
and their rulers on occasions, to Shi'i and Ibadhi sects, these resulting presumably from
connections with Oman and the shores of the Petsian Gulf. But since the fourteenth
century Swahili Islam appears to have been virtually exclusively Sunni (the exceptions
being later visitors and immigrant communities from Oman and India which bave
maintained their Ibadhi and Shi’i allegiances and built their own mosques).

Changing fortunes: 1340 to 1505

Kilwa’s wealth was thus dependent on trade and special commodities, notably the gold
of Zimbabwe and, its price on the world market. But the fluctuating demands and
prices wete of course entirely beyond Kilwa’s control, and when they slumped for
some reason, Kilwa’s economy slumped too. This seems to have happened quite markedly
in the middle of the fourteenth century, only shortly after the reign of the magnificent
sultan al-Hasan bin Sulaiman, the Father of Gifts. There are several signs of this slump:
the palace of Husuni Kubwa was abandoned and left to decay, being presumably too
costly to maintain; the domed extension to the Great Mosque collapsed and was not
repaired for some decades, a situation indicating a reduced town population; the minting
of coins ceased or was heavily curtailed, suggesting a less vibrant local market; and for
the next fifty years ot more (that is till 1400 or so) the wider world seems to have
forgotten about Kilwa. Fewer ships had reason to sail thete, and the place could not
fnaintain its reputation for hospitality to wandering scholars and students — as it did
when Ibn Battuta had visited on the crest of the boom.

There must be 2 combination of causes, local and international, for this depression.
Some of the local and regional factors can only be guessed, and may include the
personality of the rulers who succeeded after the death of al-Hasan bin Sulaiman about
1335. (For instance, his brother and immediate successot, Daud bin Sulaiman, adopted
a more parsimonious policy which quickly turned away the superfluous visitors — so
Iba Battuta learned through the travellers’ grapevine,) It is possible that one or more of
the other Swahili city-states further north along the coast managed to challenge Kilwa’s
control of Sofala and the monopoly of the gold being traded from Zimbabwe, but
there is no clear evidence for that at this point. Doubtless more influential would have
been the international economic trend, the European gold market reaching saturation
in the 1340s and the price beginning to fall. Then between 1346 and 1349 so much of

“the Old World, and especially its trade routes and harbours, wete afflicted by the
international plague, commonly remembered in Europe as the ‘Black Death’. This had
an immediately disruptive effect on commerce, and in the longer term depressed demand
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bKei;::'sebzf g;ne;al popplatiog loss. It is not known whether the plague itself reached
Kl ;cas i,t WO&:]%“;) of its bcmg. c.arn'ed by trading vessels in the Mediterranean a::d
o scomg,e oul as; r:tozt stllxlrpnsmg éf the busy harbours of the Swahili region escaped
. X ed, ite hi 1
the are fourtemnth somans ere are definite hints of a reduced population at Kilwa in
wozllct] :l:gnr;c;; ;x:ttil 1;({)30;;;:; rllifid; later1 ‘;hat KiLwa shows signs of tevival, just as the
or gold were beginnin, i is peri
:c;m;mbert.:d aﬁptopda:tely as the ‘nev% rain’ _C arfd this t:gdiooleﬁcg;?zvzz g
vy ;:%eeu; :r a (t)aux; iulxtr;lg Kilwa at the time. It reasserted its control over Sog‘l:nﬂtxz
gold-trade harbon vis?ts t(.c) st:;ﬂe‘;l :ﬁ ;he fMahda]i tu}ing house renewed its Red Sea
fec 3 \ performance o the baj to Mecca.
;evivnlea?llzsi; “?rx::s.lsd; raer:c;loztggshc?ﬂt);l nngortant — of these sig:: of economic
' o
;;(tcnsngg was reconstructed, following the oiigi;:la;rl:l?:g:‘z‘r:lts l:r? r:fe (tlhm'd bpravy
th:s::;h z Sulaiman. The difference on this occasion was in the Er’nasonry fnmx;:nf)cfﬂzlh
the te Ins?:;i err;ptl}c:yed for constructing the pillars to suppott the arches dgmes anci
v 1o e aok ; e monolithic columns of the early fourteenth centu:;r which had
Do ;.W or the purpose, thus contributing to the collapse, composite sto?xe
B o Gom e Zonstx.'uc.tcd —; :Lnd have ensured the survival of most of the roof to
- (Se escription of the Great Mosque and its stages bel
of sz:(l::;g:lcliﬁ dc;; fo!lowmgth this restoratign of the Great Mosqﬁe, thect(:“;lcurred a bout
Seplosation of t}%ensl ; a; town, reflecting® this renewed prosperity at Kilwa and its
exploitation of ¢ ofala and Zimbabwe trade. Other mosques were built, includin,
small (:hmc example on the west edge of the town, this being virtually a minia s
:,P;d, Sige oferthcat Mosque extension. Houses began to be built of si,one ont‘tlh’:e
soudh side Mosct m;)s;gue and elsewhere in the town, presumably by richer citizens ans
chants. of these are discernible now simply as mounds, the houses having

fallen into decay during the depressed period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,

and dlzt} rdx:\:l::xt :f_ ti\:. st(:lr:e having been robbed for new buildings during the brief
tev:va.l!'mmc O the late axf eenth century. A better view of remains of such fifteenth-century
e e :l[:ptccmuon of a town plan of that period may be gained at Songo
Mnas, the . o the south of Kilwa — and presumably under its control — hj%h
bk esls subject to later construction and damage (see figs. 33 and 34) v(‘;th
good :;ndnép es sunIr:lv:ht::n l:he Kenyan section of the Swahili coast, at Jumba la l;r{(twan?
before 1400, Kilwa being a;t[;m:lg ::t‘;rxzr‘?at:)i’no;&fsge St(:lrxlie l;o‘llls'es probably due
 ap up this fashion.

by a’rIc‘hl::l ‘]::l%cs't :fbt‘lln:'buﬂdmg complexes at Songo Mnaml;ms been calle)d the ‘palace’
by archac amlglls (f’ig . ;t méy have been no mote than the house of a particularly rich or
cminent fam nir e )th n Kilwa island itself thete was no attempt at this period to
e Mo oo ev:a', i‘l };talace built by al-Hasan bin Sulaiman a century before. It is
e e o r;:ows:::; o ;{mh;:ﬁn}ty lI:;utxivdmg E;)mplex on the west side ot: the
represents the new and rather more m(Z::gt ;ala::‘;f tehih:url:zzdfrﬂc::nj ad?f:;?i:;eek,
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Portuguese, Omanis and the new world order:
Kiiwa from the 16th to 19th centuties

Although Kilwa maintained possession of Sofala dll the end of the fifteenth century,
its position on the Swahili coast during that century was not as preeminent as it had
been in the early fourteenth. Among the rival Swahili towns and their sultanates, Mombasa
and Malindi in particular prospered and grew during this period, especially in response
to the increasing trade with Gujerat in India. Pate off the northern coast and new
Unguja (Zanzibar town) also thrived. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
moreover, with the region coming under Portuguese control, these northerly Swahili
towns fared better than Kilwa, cither by allying with the Portuguese at times (or serving
as the latters’ base on the Swahili coast, as was Mombasa during the seventeenth century)
ot by taking a relatively independent line. But Kilwa, being at the southerly end of the
emain Swahili extent and having been so dependent forits prosperity on the trade from
the Zambezi region, was more permanently impoverished by the Portuguese presence
in the Indian Ocean and the consequent reorientation of wotld trade routes — and in
particular by its loss of Sofala and the gold of southern Africa.

It was a loss of sovereignty too. Since Kilwa resisted, the town was attacked by
Almeida’s force in 1505 and, according to the accounts, it was ‘sacked’ and considerably
damaged. While the sultanate was not abolished — for the Portuguese were in no
position to attempt any form of direct rule in the region — the sultan himself fled and
was replaced by a candidate acceptable to the Portuguese. Henceforth the sultan’s power,
both political and economic, was permanently clipped, being subject to the agefits and
governors of the Portuguese crown based at Mozambique and Goa. A fort was built at
Kilwa immediately after its capture in 1505 — on the site where the Gereza was
reconstructed almost three centuries Jater. It was garrisoned for only 2 few years since,
with a separate Portuguese fort at Sofala itself, and another on Mozambique island
halfway between the two, the source of Kilwa’s former wealth was effectively intercepted,
so that a permanent Portuguese governor and military presence here were hardly
necessaty.

The loss of wealth and importance is reflected by the generally negative evidence
of the next two-and-a-half centuries. There were no new buildings of any substance ot
duration, and documentary records relating to Kilwa are few and brief, occasionally
noting its former greatness in contrast to its current insignificance. About 1588, moteover,
the island is said to have suffered an attack of a different sort, this time from the
mainland at the hands of a mobile hotde called Zimba, which had originated in the
lower Zambezi region and acquired a reputation, in Portuguese accounts, fot armed
plunder, destruction and even cannibalism. The real details and impact of that event at
Kilwa cannot be assessed independendy. However, the town survived, or revived soon
after, albeit in a modest way, and some trade was conducted, whether regulatly or
irregulatly, with Portuguese traders and officials in the seventeenth century. Nevertheless,
because of its fabled wealth and history and its importance at the time of the Portuguese

arrival on these shores, Kilwa’s fame persisted in Europe so that it appeared on the
world maps of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, ironically the very time when it
had declined sharply as a town and as 2 place of economic significance.
The brief revival of fortunes which the town and sultanate of Kilwa experienced
in the latter part of the eighteenth century owed little to the ending of Portuguese rule
of the coast notth of Mozambique (following their defeat by the Omani Arabs in the




132

Kitwa
long siege of Fort Jesus of Mombasa of 1696-98). It resulted m
opportunities in a fluid situation during a period of inteimtional connne(r.)cti:J f:;;:nrsli::i
which stimulated increased activity in the Indian Ocean. This is reflected by risin,
demands in the world for ivory and also for slaves in the more immediate regioy;l bot}g1
of which encouraged penetration of the African interior, by latching onto local trade
networks, from suitable harbours such as Kilwa. More specifically there was a need for
slave labour to wortk the French sugar plantations which were being developed on the
Mascarene islands, that is Isle de France (Mautitius) and Bourbon (Réunion), in the
south-western part of the Ocean. This occasioned a burst of prospeti’ty and
independence at Kilwa, between the 1770s — when a French merchant and shipowner,
named Morice, made elaborate arrangements with the sultan of the day for regu]ar,
supplies of slaves — and the 1790s. On the ground this period of renewed activity is
marked by a fortified palace, built within a broad walled enclosure for further protection,
at Makutani on the western edge of the town (this new construction largely destxoying’
and obscuring the fifteenth-century remains there). There were also repairs and alterations
to the G{.'egt Mosque, indicating a busier town and its new source of wealth — as well
as a persisting sense of Kilwa’s history.

This combination of prosperity, with a consciousness of an historical tradition and
grandeur, expressed in the maintenance of the largest ancient mosque on the coast,
one w;th exquisite arches, domes and vaults, presented a threat to Oman’s claim to

~ suzerainty of the whole coast (following its ousting of the Portuguese) through its base
at Zanzibar. Accordingly, the Omani forces moved in‘the years around 1800 to impose
thexr' own governor on Kilwa and to build a fort, the Gereza, for the latter and his
garrison. At the same time they developed the new harbour of Kivinje on the mainland
shore twenty kilometres northward,; this effectively superseded the harbour on the island
as the main commercial link with Zanzibar and elsewhere and as the coastal terminal
for the ivory, slaves and other commerce from the Lake Nyasa region and beyond. As a
British naval officer observed in 1812, the role of the sultan on Kilwa szxwam was
already ;Educed to an honorific one, justas the ancient town was downgraded to village
:gsn:si.m tie(::.reﬂtual deportation of the sultan to Oman in the 1840s merely confirmed

No less symbolic of Kilwa’s loss of independent status and economi
abandonment of the Great Mosque some ;gx? in the nineteenth :e:t:xxur; ;(:11;:’ :ast}txzer
ruined state it is still revered (and may be occasionally deaned and used for a special
purpose), but essentially it survives as an historic monument. For regular worship the
existing community of Kisiwani (ot its devout core) finds it more convenient to use a
:(;mallct }:Ix‘osque on thed castb side of the village. This is itself quite an elegant building
now with a corrugated mabati roof), very like i i i v
prospetity in the late eighteenth cenfx)tutyty Y dacng to the briel period of revived

The town and its main monuments

The site of the ancient town of Kilwa remains latgely that of the present vi i
Kisiwani. Its limits — which would have vadedlzrtgdif}',fermt pcriogs in its hvils“::)grye’ Eﬂ z:
not well defined and appeat never to have been walled. But the town can be roughl
mapped (fig. 12) by the extent of old building remains, which leave an uneven su:%acz
after collapse ot stone-robbing, and by other signs of former occupation, notably pottery
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and other domestic rubbish on the ground. Together these indicate an area measuring
up to a kilometre along the sea front and half that distance back from it.

As a slightly raised and naturally drained area occupying the north-west end of the
island, between the harbour front and the sandy creek called Jangwani, it would have
recommended itself for settlement and security for two obvious reasons. In the first
place it was separated from the mainland by a channel one to two kilometres wide —
which would have reassured strangers coming by ship to this region. Secondly, the
situation well within the bay afforded protection from the ocean storms, 10t only for
the town itself but equally for the harbour, since the narrow bay entrance and the coral
seef outside it combine to stem the swell and to render Kilwa as safe a haven as any on
this stretch of the coast. Though shallow at its western end (that part beyond the Gereza),
the main harbour has sufficient depth for the mooring of sailing vessels, including
ocean-going dhows.

These advantages of situation would of course have been useless without the
availability of fresh water close to the surface. Not every island is so blessed as is this
notth-western end of Kilwa where the first settlers would have prepared rudimentary
wells. In time, as happens elsewhere, exploitation of the natural resources, through
cultivation and building as much as through simply taking the groundwater, led to a
progressive drop in the water-table, this requiring that wells be formalised, often with
built tops, and frequently deepened. This process can seen at kisima kikwu, the ‘old’ or
‘main well’, and at others in the town, including some abandoned examples attached to

ruined mosques.

It was not simply 2 matter of a fall in the water-table but equally one of a gradual
raising of the land. The clevation of the town sutface above the level of the shore is
largely artificial, the debris from settlement and building on the site century by century
having raised the surface appreciably. The excavations undertaken below the Great
Mosque revealed three or four metres of accumulation there beginning 1200 years ago.
A similar depth of deposits is visible in the cliff at the harbour front (to the east of the
Gereza and the Malindi mosque) where foundations of buildings as well as eroding
potsherds and other debris are revealed. (To stem this erosion, substantial retaining
walls had to be built here against the shore in the late medieval petiod. Some observers
have regarded these, mistakenly it seems, as ‘defensive’ town walls)) The original sandy
surface would have been bately above the high-tide level, and occupation of what is
now the shoteline may have become possible only with time as settlement and successive
building, using earth as well as stone, gradually raised the town’s sutface and pushed
towards the harbour.

Buildings of stone were mote permanent than those of earth, wood and thatch;
and the labour expended on stone houses — as well as the prestige that attached —
usually ensured that their owners undertook periodic repairs and sometimes
reconstruction on old foundations. However, within the main town area it appears that
there was little building in bonded stone until the early fifteenth century — with the
one important exception of the Great Mosque. The dating of buildings established by
Chittick’s excavations vindicates the testimony of Tbn Battuta who visited in 1331,
during the reign of al-Hasan bin Sulaiman when the Great Mosque’s extension was
probably just completed; he recorded that the domestic buildings then were of wood
and thatch. The ‘great house’ (or house complex) built of stone immediately to the
south of the mosque — which has been left open since excavation — dates mostly to
the beginning of the fifteenth century, being probably contemporary with the
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reconstruction of the mosque’s extension (described in the section below). Other stone
house sites, probably of the fifteenth century in the main, are clear as mounds, these
resulting not simply from their collapse when abandoned in later centuries, but more
particularly from the deliberate breaking up of walls and roof collapse as a convenient
source of stone for later construction. Most of that robbing activity would have occurred
in the late eighteenth century, the brief period of Kilwa’s revival, much of the reused
stone being doubtless accounted by the building of Makutani on the west side and

finally the reconstruction of the fort or Gereza.

T p——

500 m
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The Great Mosque

Situated back from the shore in the western part of the old town area, the Great Mosque
of Kilwa is larger and more architecturally complex than any othet ancient mosque in
East Africa. Like any communal religious building with a long history, it has experienced
modifications, enlargements and repairs. Basically, and as can be quickly appreciated on
inspection (see plan, fig.13), it consists of two stone mosques — or rather an original
flat-roofed structure of fairly standard design, probably first built in the eleventh century,
to which about three centuries later was attached the famous arched and domed extension
(fig. 14). This increased the size of the mosque more than fourfold; at the same time
the extension, with its domes and barrel-vaults, introduced several novel elements into
the repertoire of forms and styles employed in Swahili Islamic architecture.

Sake

The early mosque, 11th century

kisima
Kkikuu

The original stone mosque (figs. 13 and 15) measured approximately 12 by 8 metres. Its
plan is clear enough, all of the walls surviving in part, although the roof collapsed long
back (and the rubble has been cleared). That roof consisted of coralblocks and concrete
laid above timber beams (the slots for which are visible in the east wall), these supported
by polygonal wooden pillars (which were fitted into stone sockets in the floor) in three
rows of three. The prayer-hall was entered through arched doorways on either side, and
perhaps at the south end too. The style is broadly similar to that of other medieval
mosques of the East African coast, although the more frequent design on this southern
stretch has only two rows of pillars.

Close examination of the surviving ruin shows that the building was modified on

several occasions, one notable feature being the doubling of the wall thicknesses. That
exercise would doubtless have been accompanied by reroofing — maintenance of such
flat concrete roofs being a constant cause of concern, as the support timbers, whether
cut rafters or mangtove-poles ot both, cracked or rotted with age. These indications of
a long history with modifications are cotroborated by excavations (undertaken by Neville
Chittick in the early 1960s) below the floor and against the wall foundations; these have
revealed three earlier floors, of which the lowest is over one metre down.

The mihrab — the apse-like feature in the giblz wall, that is the north one facing
Mecca towards which prayers are directed — was also reconstructed on at least one
occasion, its side-pillars being made mote prominent. To the right of the mihrab it
appears that a stone kerb was installed for a minbar — from which the imam or sheikh
addressed the congregation. (Certain of these changes may be later still, of the fourteenth
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ot fifteenth century, following the opening
of the south wall to join with the great
domed extension.) Outside the west wall
most of the tank and ablution buildings, as
well as the ante-room (perhaps for the
sheikh or imam), were added or modified
in one or more stages.

Although the most likely date for the
first building of this flat-roofed stone
mosque would be some time in the eleventh f
century AD — the time of Ali bin al-Hasan,
who is recorded as the first sultan of Kilwa
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and who left his mark by the vast numbers ( vautted
of copper coins which were issued in his o ention

name — the evidence, both stylistic and
archaeological, is not perfectly precise. The
attribution of the mosque to Ali bin al-
Hasan seems reasonable therefore butis not
conclusively proven. The order of
architectural modifications is nevertheless
clear, most of those noted being completed
between the eleventh century and the
beginning of the fourteenth, but within this
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range one cannot place a more exact date Fie.14. b, Great Masque from the air (1961); view from worth-north-west. Old mosque in foregrownd;
on each addition or repair. Fig.13. The Great Mosque: simplified ground plan (based % v centre: Great Honse being oaavated bebind.
. P . P m cenire;
Looking further back, moreover, it may on Garlake and Chittick)

be wrong to assume that the eatliest stone

structure represents the first mosque on the

site or the beginning of a Muslim presence at Kilwa. As speculated above, there is 2
strong likelihood of wooden mosque structures having preceded it. At the least, people
were settled here and were in commercial connection with the Islamic world from the
late eighth or eatly ninth century; and the example of the northern Swahili town of
Shanga (on Pate island), where a series of small wooden mosques was built from that
very date (on the exact site of the later stone community mosque), encourages one to
think again about the eatly social and religious situation at Kilwa.

The 141th-century domed extension — and its collapse

By contrast with the eatly history of the Great Mosque, the construction of the arched
and domed extension, the collapse of the same and its subsequent rebuilding, can be
more confidently dated by reference to known events at Kilwa. The basic plan of this
ambitious and spacious enlargement belongs to the early fourteenth century, following
the seizute of the sultanate by the Mahdali house. Its building may have occurred
alongside that of Husuni Kubwa, the palace outside the town, in the years about 1320 . L o I
during the reign of the celebrated sultan, al-Hasan bin Sulaiman; very possibly the work ) ' ; ; &
was directed by the same architect or corps of master-masons. The mosque extension o .
(figs. 3, 13, 16) was borne on a grid of stone pillars, in seven rows by six (the outer rows o . b, as excavated, showing
ei%l:edded in the walls) to make thitty bays, thisc pillats branching in);o a.rghcs to support Fi 15. The Great Mosgue hecary flt oefed proye” pallat ot
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the series of domes and — in two of the rows (less the end bays) — barrel-vaults
(semi-cylinders). Around the edge of the roof was a parapet of castellated design; this
1s now mostly lost, but fragments have been recovered from excavations in the rubble
outside the walls.

This extension was built to join with the old mosque in such a way to allow direct
access — and a view to the north (¢/b/s) wall and mihrab — between pillars and arches
on the line of the original south wall. But this was not done symmetrically, and the
overall result looks clumsy — and irks architectural purists. The chosen arrangement
left, moreover, a narrow area along the east side of the old mosque which was filled as
a walled corridor and roofed, at first with vaults and afterwards with flat masonry. On
the west side of the old mosque similarly, there were modifications around the existing
ablutions, and the space between these and the angle of the old and new prayer-halls
was covered by a barrel-vault, which survives in part.

An extra and larger dome was added — pethaps after the main work — at the
south-eastern corner, together with a narrow vaulted room with its own door which
was later blocked. This great dome must be that under which — so it is recorded in the
Kélwa Chronicle — the famous sultan, al-Hasan bin Sulaiman, ‘was wont to pray’. It is
now fallen with the rest of the south end of the mosque. Ironically this was the one
feature of the mosque which was said (by the chronicler in his pious way) to have
survived the collapse of the mosque in the fourteenth century. That event is stated as
occurring in the same reign (i.e. before ¢ 1335), but if it really was as sudden and
comprehensive as is chronicled, it more plausibly occutred somewhat later in the same
century.

t&’thyatever really happened, it is clear from the plan of the extension, and from the
discarded monolithic pillars and fragments lying outside (visible in fig. 3), that the whole
structure as originally — and perhaps hurriedly — built was chronically unsound. It
was a case of the architect’s vision running beyond his (ot the masons’) technical expetrtise.
The octagonal pillars for supporting the arches and the whole weight of the domed
roof were fashioned as single pieces from porifes coral. This material had been favoured
by Swahili masons in the preceding centuties, but not for such an ambitious and load-
bearing purpose as was now being demanded. Being too weak (or the manner of setting
them inadequate), these pillars and their foundations could not take the strain, and
cracks if not serious breakages must have occurred in the domed roof and supporting
arches until much of the extension became unusable.

For a period following the collapse — if we ate to accept the explanation offered in
the Kilwa Chronicle — competent masons could not be found to effect the necessary
repairs, so that ‘the people were obliged to pray under shelters and tents’. That may not
be the whole story; as noted in the historical survey above, Kilwa’s wealth, and population
too, having soared in the time of al-Hasan bin Sulaiman, the ‘father of gifts’, slamped
during the following half-century. There may have been neither the resoutces nor the
need to repair and maintain so latge a mosque.

The reconstruction of the domed extension, earty 15th century
At the beginning of the next century however, the urge to restore and the spirit of

revival were felt at Kilwa alongside the town’s economic and population recovery. This
was the time of the sultan remembered aptly as the ‘new rain’. He or his predecessor is

Asania XXX, 1998 139
recorded travelling to Aden, Yemen and Mecca in 1410/11, one purpose of v_vh%ch
journey may have been to enlist craftsmen for the mosque’s renovation and othet building
works. That may not have been so necessary, however, for the restoration of the mosque
extension followed faithfully the architectural plan of the previous century. What was
different was the design of pillars, and these, one would imagine, Wou.l_d have been
fashioned by local craftsmen who knew the materials. The new pillars, again octagonal,
were composite constructions of coral blocks and concrete (fig: 16). On these the
arches, domes and vaults were successfully refashioned. What one sees now therefore is

this early fifteenth-century rebuilding of the original mosque extension of a hundred

Fig.16. The Great Mosque: the arched and domed extension, interior

efore. Most of it stands to this day, but not the southern patt or tl_xe gteat dome
Zce)atrlsll) side. Interestingly, it was in the southern and eastern walls which have n:_)hw
largely fallen that the original and unsatisfactory monolithic pillars were retained in the
reconstruction. (Some repairs to the walls, with the addition of external butttess;s
* where necessary, and reerection of fallen pillars at the south end, were undettakcn_dy
the Tanganyika Antiquities Department in the late 1950s and early 1960s alongside
ittick’s excavations. . o
Chlt';‘llcx]i(ssrzconstrucdo)n in the eatly fifteenth century was _accon}pamed by extensl:ﬁ
stone building in the town, not only of smaller mosques, including the nearby Sn:1
Domed Mosque which combines similar features, but also of houses for the Well-t(:i- o,
some of them forming impressive complexes. That in Makutani at the west e;a -l—
possibly the new palace site — is described below. Equally extensive is that immed tteh y
to the south of the Great Mosque extension, which Chittick, when excavating 1n the
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1960s, labelled for convenience ‘the great house’ (figs. 14 and 17). This was separated
from the mosque extension — and its complex ablution area adjoining the latter’s south
wall —by 2 narrow lane (which seems to have cut arbitrarily across the tanks, washrooms
and latrines). This so-called ‘great house’ clearly consists of at least threje dwellings;
quite plausibly one of these could have served the sheikh. Although most of t%)s ’
stonework has fallen or been robbed in later centudes, the foundations are ttaccabli
(the excavations having been left open for view; there is a detailed plan in Chittick’s

Kilwa). Part of this complex may date to the fourteenth century, ulk
- . b
building seems to belong to the fifteenth. cene but the bulk of the

M Bl T PR WIBNTS WS- . s S St
Fig.17. The Great House, during excavation in 1962; south end of Great Mosque in right background

The Great Mosque in later centuries

As far as is known, the mosque as rebuilt in the early fifte ined i
f ] y fifteenth century remained
untl o:lhe nineteenth. After 1500, however, with the general dechn?l?of Kilw ea :: :;:
pcudl of Portuguese ascendancy, its upkeep must have presented an increasing strain
on the community and parts of it may have fallen into disrepair and disuse. The economic
rm of the lat‘e gxghteend:! century, however, would have seen some restoration. That
1tnh . d one striking alteration, namely the construction of 2 new but plain mihrab for
Co;:m ::::ezd wei:hte;slonl;l this bem% simply inserted into one of the arches which had
< e old mosque. Presumably the latt i i
roofrll:lzwng collapsed some time ptcviousl; et was nolonger belag used, it
en, some time in the nineteenth century, with the subordination of Kil
I . 4 t
Zanzibar and the eventual depottation of the sultan, the Great Mosque was cffc;li:rcl;
abandoned as 2 place of communal worship. Nevertheless, it is still respected as a

- rans i bt ek
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mosque, and the masontry, albeit in decay, is not tobbed for new building in the village.
(The actual protection and maintenance of this historic monument of both local and
international importance — and implementation of suitable conservation measures —
are, as with the rest of the antiquities and ruins, the responsibility of the Tanzania
Antiquities Department and its staff resident at Kilwa.)

In Swahili towns, as elsewhere in Islamic lands, the great mosque has been focal,
and its history of foundation, enlatgement, repairs and alterations encapsulates in a
sense the history of the town. In the case of Kilwa, the size and architectural splendour
of the mosque, with the arched and domed extension of the early fourteenth century,
gave the town and sultanate 2 notable prestige on this coast, all the more remarkable
cince Kilwa was the most southerly of the Swahili sultanates, the most distant from the
hub of the Islamic wotld. Some scholars and aesthetes have commented on the
‘ptovincial’ look of Swahili Islamic architecture, and on the artistic opportunities missed
by builders who, however technically and structurally competent, worked often with a
restricted appreciation of the spatial and proportional requirements of the forms and
features which they produced in the available coral. Peter Gatlake, for instance, in his
study of East African coastal architecture, felt the urge to respace the pillars of the
mosque extension and, more than that, to adjust the elevation of the pillars and arches
<o that the vaults and domes which they supported could achieve their full visual potential
and architectural satisfaction. Others may regard this as reflection of individual taste
and experience; visitors to Kilwa are free to judge.

, l

Smaller mosques

Apart from the Gereza (the fort) by the shore and the equally late buildings of Makutani
on the peninsula at the west, the visible standing stone ruins of Kilwa consist of mosques
and tombs, the latter commonly associated with the mosques, but sometimes forming
separate cemeteries. Both graves and mosques, even in disuse, are hallowed, and therefore,
unlike domestic buildings, immune from wilful desecration and stone-robbing by later
generations. After the Great or Friday Mosque, certain of the smaller mosques within
the town and around its edge deserve notice. These probably belonged to particular
communities ot families within the town and would have served for private worship or
possibly individual sects at certain periods. But, except for the Malindi mosque, there is
1o direct information on the history of ownership and allegiance.

Malindi mosque

This, with a cemetery of stone tombs, survives in ruined state above the shore a short
distance east of the Gereza. Because of its position, it was protected by a sea-wall just
behind the mihrab (fig: 18).

The mosque is believed to date from the fifteenth century, but with extensive
rebuilding in the eighteenth, including a new style of mihrab with a pointed apex. The
prayer-hall had a flat roof supported by a central row of pillars, but the positions of
other pillars against the side-walls suggest that the original design was wider with three
free-standing rows.

This mosque is reputedly associated with a family which originated in the town of
Malindi on the northern Swahili coast and which rose to prominence in the court and
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Fig.18. The Malindi Mosque: ground plan (after Garlaks).

administration of Kilwa in the fifteenth century. This associati

: . ociation can be demonstr
only for the eighteenth century however, the dated inscription from one of t;)x:stozg:
outside the mosque commemorating a member of the Malindi family. (The inscription
was removed early in the twentieth century and is kept in the Museum fiir Vélkerkl:mde

in Betlin.) This is an ual i : A
T Mosq::us tomb with two domes and 2 pillar, pethaps inspired by the

The Small Domed Mosque

This architectural gem — in effect 2 miniature of th

‘ e domed and vaulted i
the Great Mosque and possibly contemporary with the latter’s reconstt\fctizlttis?sxclyx:(e)
of the best preserved of the relics of the fifteenth century. It was nicely designed with
a sense of symmetry in three aisles each of three bays, these roofed by domegsn plain at
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the corners and decorated in the centre, alternaci:yg withh fluted domes to either side and
bartel-vaults fore 2nd aft of centre (figs. 19 and 201 Despite the collapse of the east
aisle (with a falles and upturried dome dominating the approack), the four internal
piliars, forming a squate to support
‘he arches, survive, as therefore does
more rhan half of the roof as well
as the mihrab, so that one can stll
gain a sense of the prayer-hall. The
octagona! pillar which surmounts the
central dome is unique; as can be
seen, part of it has broken off. This
mosque’s fifteenth-century date is
indicated not only by the building
style, paralleling that of the restored
Great Mosque extension, but also by
bowls which were set into the
plasterwork. (Most of these have,
sadly, been removed or damaged
during the twentieth century by
unethical visitors.) .
There was a sideroom along the
\r\ - 0 . ecast side, which may have served for

latrine

> i " koranié teaching. The ablutions are
! ““] at the south-west cotner, served by a
- well outside via a conduit which is
preserved.

The body of this mosque was
built on eatlier foundations, possibly
those of a former and doubtless
plainer mosque. The new structure
of the fifteenth century would have
stood proud above the surrounding
surface (that now being raised above
the old street level by the collapse of
houses, in particular a large and
ornate example — as revealed by
excavation — immediately to the
east).

Jangwani mosque

) Though now very collapsed, this

Fzg 19. The Small Dorred Mosque: plan and elevations of mosque on the e dge of the creek was
prayer-hall(afer < -criaks) apparently very similar in design to

the Small Domed Mosque, having

had a comparable pattern of pillars and arches supporting nine small domgs. It had
stmilar long rooms adjoinirg the prayer-hall along both the east and south sides. The
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by architectural style or by inset China bowls; more

Ruins of ether small mosquesin the Makutani area are noted below, both

the shore and that inc ; - the lat i
fteenth-contury Pahc(:ponted in the eatlier complex, believed to be th: ;;::of;cig

The ruins of other mo
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oc:::gwn&ozwan‘?shthe north-east corner of the islanc: Pelhiigihmmtraceabml.en\ycll outside
slight headland on the broad coral shoal, where it Was Mvinje faced the

safely approachable by boat but may have setved as a lan e ould t}rlmt have been
dmark. Two othets,
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Tombs and cemeteties

Stone tombs, some quite si i
‘ \ quite simple and plain, others de i i
lé: :;(;l:smutt::; na;esiit)equer}dy associated with mosques::gcr):xt::cétlnne:mbcmg?us EI:I)I’ g atr:"gaﬂgi nesd
their outer wall. urr:f’ : int};lc:;?gmdl:s at I_(ilga date to the fifteenth and eaz;i:rg?;:tuﬂ t
but mos 3 hose in the cemetery b Malindi o
e eighteenth century. The approximate date of indiv1'r<}i7ua}l7 eth;mples (iislgt{?esq"m:iiﬂc 0;

n indicate

occasionally the tomb may bear an inscription in Arabic
mentioning the name and family of the deceased and
sometimes the day, month and yeat of death. Reading of such
carved-stone inscriptions, which are sometimes worn ot
damaged and were frequently executed in archaic or decorative
scripts, can be difficult however; in particular, the reading of
Islamic dates is commonly disputed.

Whether or not the identity of the deceased is recorded,
these stone tombs, especially the more elaborate, decorated
or inscribed ones, are doubtless those of eminent individuals
ot wealthy families. Most ordinary members of Kilwa’s Muslim
society would have been buried in more simple graves, with
perhapsa headstone or justa wooden marker, sometimes but
not necessarily close to 2 mosque. Of these one sees only the
mote recent examples.

Moteover, not all the prominent tombs at Kilwa were built
around mosques. Some are separate, being outside the main
town area, especially in three cemetery areas to the south and
south-east. One of these has been called since the German
period the S, wlsansmausoleum ot ‘cemetery of the Kilwa sultans’.
This name may not be strictly corrgct, but it seems that some
of the tombs here are those of members of the sultans’ family.

Originally this cemetery consisted of two rectangulat
enclosures, containing graves of the sixteenth century and
pethaps earlier. One of these has an inscription — or rather
bad an inscription which was detached in the 1890s and is
now in the Museum far. Volkerkunde in Berlin; fig. 21 —
commesmorating a sultan Sulaiman’s grand-daughter, the lady
Avisha, who died in either 1360 ot 1554 (depending on whether
the Islamic year is to be read as 761 or 961). Another hada
decorated marble frieze of Indian otigin, part of which was

found by Chittick’s team when excavating — the piece having
broken off long back and been buried; it is now kept in the
Museum in Dar es Salaam — and another piece of which is
in the Museum fiir Vélkerkunde (g 22). The style of this
carving and koranic inscription is fourteenth century, but it
may have been reused on a later tomb. A number of tombs
were added to this cemetery in the eighteenth century.

In the thicket, some two-hundred metres east of this so-

called Sultansmausolewm, is anothet cemetery known implausi
forty sheikhs’ (masheikbe arobaini), a story being told that they
when a protracted scholarly argument turned violent. These grave
to the late eighteenth century. Most are marked by sandstone slab

Fig.21. Tombstone with Arabic

inscription  (height,
including border, 50 cm)
from the cemetery called
the Sultansmansoleum.
1t commemorates the lady
Aisha and records the
date of her death —
Saturday morning, the
15th day of the month
of Dbu al-Qa'da, in the
year cither 761 or 961
H (1360 0r 1554 AD),
the correct reading of the
century being uncertain.
(Photo: Musesm far
Vilkerkunde.)

This stone was
probably removed from
the eastern end of the
smaller grave enclosure it
this cemetery; @ recess for
it is visible.

bly as ‘the graves of the
died all on the same day
s belong on the whole
s and are enclosed

within a low rectangular wall. This is stepped in part and was surmounted at one end by

a pillar, which has fallen.

Some distance to the east, in the area known as Sake, are tombs and grave enclosutres
which Chittick considered to be of considerably eatlier date, thirteenth century or older,
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Fig.22. Piece of marble frieze (back and
Sfront, length almost one metre) from
a tomb in the Sultansmausoleum.
On grounds of style and material,
it would have been manufactured in
India, probably Gujerat, in or about
the fourteenth century. The central
Jeatures and decoration are Hinds,
suggesting that it originally belonged
20 a temple. However, the borders,
inseribed with verses of the Koran
(XXXV1, 68-69 above, 75-76
below), show that it was reworked
Sor an Islamic monument. Its
attachment to a tomb at Kitwa would
therefore bave been its second or
possibly third use. (Photos: Musenm
Sir Vilkerkunde.)
A smaller fragment of this
frieze, found during excavations in
the larger enclosure of the
~ Swltansmassoleurn, is in the Dar es
Salaam Museum. . .

on grounds of style and of pottery and coins found there. This proposed early dating
may not be conclusive. These tombs at Sake are of rather solid form and stepped. Like
most of the tombs and burial areas at Kilwa, they will be of less interest to the visitor
than the other monuments.
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Makutani

To the west of the main town area, in the peninsula between the shore and the sandy
creek or Jangwani, is the enclosed area nowadays known appropriately as Makutani,
‘the place of big walls’ (fig. 23). This is dominated by the remains of the fortified
eighteenth-centuty palace, a heavily built two-storied building with cannon-ports on
the upper level and a massive bastion at the south-west corner (fig- 24). The eastern
half of this structure comprises a court with a well and long flanking rooms which may
have served as barracks and magazine. This late palace was further dcfended by enclosure
walls, running outwards from the bastions and down to and along the shore; at a second
stage the area was extended very considerably to the south and west by a further wall
with towers and corner houses. Most of the visible stone features ini Malkutani, including
the mosque by the shore which sutvives in part, belong with this cighteenth-century
palace complex.

However, within the same area (to the south of the fortified palace) there had been
a complex of fifteenth-century buildings which was later abandoned and mostly robbed
to foundation level when Makutani was replanned. This was excavated by Chittick in
the eatly 1960s and has for the larger part been left open. It had comprised a rich and
large compound which combined courtyards, with certain of the rooms being domed
and vaulted. It also includes a mosque of unusually narrow design, with three bays
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site of
15th-century palace
(excavated)

Fig.23. Makstani: plan of the principal features

50 m

OL_—’__’_’_J




148
Kilwa Agania XXXII, 1998 149

(although at Zanzibar the eighteenth-century Omani fort was built over the site of a
small church).
Some traces of the Portuguese construction are visible, notably the rectangular tower
on the beach at the north-east cotner (see fig. 25). In the later (Omani) period this was
incorporated into a round tower, only to be exposed again when most of the latter collapsed
together with the whole seaward face of the fort. Some of the original windows in this
tower and between it and the entrance — which were blocked in the Omani reconstruction
__ have lintels fashioned from Mediterranean wood, which was presumably carded by
the Portuguese fleet, if not cut from their ships. The erection of this first fort is reported
as having required the incorporation ot destruction of some existing buildings — as is
only to be expected on the harbour-front of a busy town. The foundations of such earlier
buildings were revealed in Chittick’s excavations around the well in the fort’s courtyard.
An existing well would have been an obvious consideration in the choice of site.
The new and imposing fort of around 1800 had two round towers at diagonally
latforms for cannons. These and the castellated parapet

opposed corners serving as p
and spyholes are fairly typical of Omani fortifications in East Africa and beyond.
Although the entrance (in the east wall) is not effectively set back, it is overlooked by

one of the towers and also from directly above, and the long entrance-passage behind
it would have made it difficult to storm. The wooden doot itself, with a carved, albeit
) now weathered, surround and centrepiece, should be original; an inscription on it, which
0 24, o o L . - is partly obliterated, apparentl commemorated the fort’s foundation. This was noted
Fa24. Makutani: the cighteenth-century fortifed paloce (view from orth). R bypthe %ritish explorerl,) II,{Jchmz’! Burton, who was at Kilwa in 1857, The collapse of the
northern wall of the fort, through being undermined by the tides, had already occurred
then. The interior, roughly square and abo
with buildings around three sides (though
mostly of two storeys.

-
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wa of the Portuguest fort of 1505.
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18.26. Husuni Kubwa: the bathing pool (photographed 1962, after clearance of rubbl)
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gold, suggesting that Kilwa and its rulers were soon unable to afford the upkeep and
servicing of so grand a palace. Its staffing requirements would have been extremely
demanding: for instance, it has been estimated that simply to fill the bathing pool (fig. 26)
— which is unique for the Swahili region — to 2 depth of just one metre would have
requited carrying some 50,000 litres of water, presumably by hand from the well on the
far side of the palace (since there is 10 sign of a conduit or other device). The maintenance
of that sort of labour force, whether largely setvile or hired, and the necessary supervision,
must have been based on the unreal assumption that the source of wealth, and its control
by the Kilwa sultanate, would persist indefinitely. Moreover, the building of this palace
separate from the town — whichis unusual for the Swahili region — may have emphasised
the sultan’s distance from the commoners and from the wealthy merchants too, and may
not have been a popular move in the long run. It may be that this Mahdali ruling house,
which had seized power under al-Hasan bin Sulaiman’s grandfather, still fel itself somewhat
foreign — and was seen as such by the townspeople — while it maintained its family
connections with the rulers of Yemen.

Secondly, Husuni Kubwa exhibits a range of atchitectural styles and motifs new to
the Swahili coast. These were copied and adapted, albeit in more modest and appropriate
ways, in the fifteenth-century architecture of Kilwa and other towns, both for secular
buildings and for mosques. In Peter Gatlake’s judgement, Husuni Kubwa was the
“fountainhead’ from which subsequent Swahili stone architecture derived. So, if the
building of what was intended as 2. grandiose palace proved to be a wildly ambitious
project, one resulting in a huge and pretentious monument condermmed to decay so
soon after it was opened, this brief but remarkable episode left a cultural legacy and a
mark in the memory of Kilwa’s greatness. It is fortunate for the record that, despite the
inevitable collapse of roofs and walls over the six centuries since Husuni Kubwa was
abandoned, the ruins have been relatively immune from robbing (by contrast with those
of the domestic buildings of the town whose stone was reused at later periods, especially
for the building of Makutani in the late cighteenth century). The opportunity provided
by the excavations of the early 1960s in Husuni Kubwa to examine and measure the
numerous pieces of fallen roof and wall allowed Garlake to work out details of both
construction and style, and to estimate the elevations and areas of double storeys — as
well as to attempt a model reconstruction of the whole complex (figs. 27 and 28).

Having been deserted so long back, the original name of this palace has been
forgotten. It is now called husuni, a word of southern Arabian derivation, not normally
understood in Swahili, signifying a fort or defended dwelling. This must have been
based on 2 misunderstanding of the ruins, for, even if there had been some provision
for defending this great palace in the event of an attack, the signs are not obvious. It
was definitely a palace, with apparently a commercial function combined, not a fortress.

Another misconception, encountered locally, is that Husuni Kubwa was a Portuguese

construction. There are no grounds of any sort for such a view; this mistaken notion
doubtless results from the sheer size and uniqueness of the ruins, lending an air of
mystification. The architectural study of Peter Garlake, conducted alongside Neville
Chittick’s excavations, and the dating evidence produced (coins and Chinese pottery
especially), demonstrate conclusively that this was an Islamic palace built in the early
fourteenth century. As mentioned, the main work would have been undertaken in the
1320s during the reign of the wealthy and powerful sultan, al-Hasan bin Sulaiman. He
accordingly commemorated himself with a stone insctiption which was found in the
northern court (fig. 10).
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Fig.27. Husuni Kubwa: simphfied plan (after Garlaks and Chittick).

The main palace area

The ground-plan of Husuni Kubwa was constrained by the choice of site, the northern
part, comprising the main palace area, occupying a narrow bluff above the cliff (figs. 2,
29). The use of space here — to provide for three open courtyards, two of them
stepped, with arcaded aisles, access ways and the ornate octagonal bathing pool, as well
as enclosed domestic areas and other blocks of rooms — may result as much from the
builders’ ingenuity as the architect’s vision. As Garlake observed, from a purist
architectural view the overall planning has a look of improvisation, as shown in particular
by the odd angle at which the large southern courtyard was attached to the main palace.
Although several features, including the pool and ornate and domed roofing, required
—as did the Great Mosque in the town — an architect with considerable training and
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Fig.28. Husuni Kubwa:

axonomelric

reconstruction by

Peter Garlake
(1966).
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exprnence of other parts of the Islamic world, it is less clear whether the mas
buiider worked from the start with an overall architect’s plan in hand. aster
Both Garlake and Chitnck attetnpted to assign functions to the vatious courts and
sets .Of rooms, and to distinguish the more public areas —— where the sultan o a1f11i
officials might have received guests or held audience — from the essentially rivater csl
dumcst}c. '1‘hes(<i: are ipdicated on the detailed architectural plans, complete% afteratie
excavations 1 1 ; 1
Simphﬁeod vez;:io r&)'ubhshcd in their books; the accompanying plan here (fig. 27) is a
_ The partly sunken court on the west side (situated south of the pool) was presumab}
intended for audience or assembly, in the evening as well as daytime, seeing that thz
walls contain rows of square niches, doubtless to hold lamps (fig. 2,9). Around this
court were waiting or reception rooms, most notable being the building up the steps

o’
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Fig.29. Husuni Kubwa: view across main palace area; andsence court (with lamp niches in wall) in foreground

(betw'cen this court and the domestic one to its east). This would have been an elegant
and airy construction with a prospect, and has been called the ‘pavilion’. Overlooﬁin

the audience court on the south side were two storeys of rooms above the arcade Th%
roof here (and along the adjacent side of the big yard behind) was adorned with a seties
of fluted cones, barrel vaults and other devices (the fallen, broken remains of which
were found in the rubble when excavating the ruins). For visitors, access to this area
would presumably have been from the west (as indicated on Garlake’s reconstruction,
fig. 28) — where a stepped entrance to the palace has presumably been lost throu, h
chff erosion. &
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Nowadays, the only obvious way into the palace 1s up the angled staircase from the
beach at the northern point. This is assumed to be the private entrance, although it may
well be that this and the ‘palace court’ {fig. 30) — the slightly sunken oblong one which
was flanked by ‘arcades at this end of the palace — were for morte than strictly family
use. [t was at the northern end of this court that the fine stone-cut inscription (fig. 10)
naming al-Hasan bin Sulaiman with his titles was set, presumably forminga lintel above

Fig.30 Husuni Kubwa: the palace court; view from north end, with ruins of domestic area beond.

the approach to the ante-room. (Its broken pieces wete recovered
from the rubble on the terrace and steps during the excavation of
1961.) Also found nearby were the pieces of an elegant Chinese
celadon flask (of Yiian style dating around 1300-1320; fig. 31);
this would have adorned the corner of the court or an adjacent
room. In the rooms above the stairs one can see graffiti of ships
in the wall plaster; these may have been scratched to ensure good
luck before a voyage.

At the foot of the staircase, on the beach close to the high-
tide level, are remains of a narrow building with watertanks
attached to its southern wall on either side of the doorway.
Since this building faces nox ;hwards, but at an angle diverging
somewhat from the palace’s orientation, it is possible, as o 37, Chinese celadon vase (27
Garlake has suggested, that it was a small mosque. (This o high; Yiian, ¢ 1300-1320),
cannot be proved however, since the northern end of the  found in Husuri Kubwa palace.
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building, which would have contained the distinctive mihtab, has been destroyed to
foundation level by the sea) Such mosques by the shore are not infrequent, and this
one may have served for prayers before or after a vovage. It is also noteworthy, if not
surprising, that there is no other sign of a mosque in or attached to the palace. One
might have expected a private mosque for the use of the sultan and his family — with

attendanze at the Great Mosque in the town being teserved for Fridays.
The yard

The large subrectangular yard attached to the south end of the palace presumably served
more mundane purposes. With rooms around all sides in double scties — long ones
flanking the courtyard, with access to a series of smaller rooms behind — it contained
considerable accommodation, as well as the broad open yard itself. In the middle was a
large pit (now less prominent since it was partly filled during the excavations of the
1960s). This was apparently a quarry for stone and lime, and its being left open is an
indication that the building project was barely completed — and also that this yard was
outside the main palace area.

While the upper rooms on the northern side of this yard and along pari of the
western — facing outwards below the ornate roof — may have been intended for
some of the public functions of the palace, the rest, being generally plain, more probably
housed staff (or possibly served in part as barracks for a select troop of the sultan).
Some may have been used as workshops, not only for palace maintenance but alsg for
activities under royal control, notably the mint. It has also been speculated that many
of these rooms may have been warehouses for overseas merchandise being traded in
both directions, on the assumption that this was being tightly regulated by the ruler.

Following that line of thinking, the unusual building standing out at the south-
western corner, with a central platform approached by wide steps from the outside, has
been called ‘the factor’s house’, on the assumption that it related to the yard and the
handling of merchandise or customs. At the back of this house is an unusually large
well which had been roofed and its upper part lined with masontry.

Husuni Ndogo

This walled rectangular enclosure (to the east of Husuni Kubwa), measuring
approximately 70 by 50 metres (fig. 32), is unique in East Africa; its purpose remains
something of a mystery or the subject of mntelligent guesswork (even more than the
yard at the back of Husuni Kubwa). However, the limited excavations undertaken and
the finds recovered show that it was of the same date as Husuni Kubwa (early fourteenth
century) and doubtless formed part of that complex and that episode of architectural
innovation. There were some stone buildings, apparently not very substantial, in parts
of the interior (and pethaps some of wood t0o); also a well close to the entrance at the
south end.

The thick surtounding wall with bastions at intervals gives Husuni Ndogo a supetficial
appearance of a fortress, but it is really too low for that purpose; it seems that the
architect was simply following convention and imitating forms from the Islamic
heartlands (where they were in fact long outmoded). It has been speculated that the
cnclosure might have been the barracks (if that were not the purpose of the yard behind
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Fig.32. Husuni Ndogo: plan (after Chittick).

Husuni Kubwa) or alternatively a merchants’ _teservation, in effect a maritime camv.ansera;_
for sailors and traders from overseas operating under the protection and regulations o
the sultan. Against this, Chittick wondered whe;her Husuni Ndogo had beena mos?:::i
noting the examples of large enclosed open-air mosques in Iraq (but 1gam lﬁlr r?u ch
eatlier centuries of Islam, thus underlining the tendency to architectura ana:;m;:t .
in the Husunis). In support of this theory he drew attention toa possl.blc_,d but fath ) gr d};
not very convincing, trace of a small niche between stub walls in the insi 12 ok ﬁ;: orth
wall, close to where one might expect a mihrab, and al_so to the strange lack othe wise
of a mosque in the Husuni complex — with the possible exception of the very s
structure on the shore below the palace.
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Anchor shank

If one approaches Husuni Kubwa from the present village along the shore, one will
notice partly sunk into the sand at onc point, by the edge of the mangroves close to the
high-water line, a tapering shaft of squared sandstone about one-and-a-half metres
long and with two rectangular holes cut near the thicker end. This is often pointed out
as part of a bedstead of some former inhabitant of the islaind — an unlikely explanation,
since noone in modern or more ancient times would have needed a bed with such large
and heavy legs!

This object is in fact a shank for the attachment of an anchor, the holes designed
for accommodating grapnel tines (usually of wood tipped with iron). At the narrow
end, which is broken, there would have been a round hole for attachment of a cable.
Thus type of shank was formetly used for the mooting of sailing vessels in many harbours
of the Indian Ocean (and also the Mediterranean Sea). Normally they would have
remained at low-watet mark or beyond and have remained less conspicuous than this
surviving example.

Songo Mnara and nearby islands

- Ruins of the ‘medicval’ period xist at several sites in the Kilwa archipelago (fig. 33).
On the mainland, at Pande to the south of the bay and along the shores to the north,
only slight traces remain. Those on the islands in the bay are more impressive, Songo
Mnara in particular being worth visiting by 4zdax.

Songo Mnara

This 1sland to the south of Kilwa — originally called simply Songo, the addition of
mnara, ‘the tower’, being apparently quite recent — boasts the finest masonry remains
of an ancient town on the Tanzanian coast. They appear to be largely of the fifteenth
century, the settlement being presumably related to Kilwa and forming part of the
sultan’s domain (for, had it been separate or a rival of Kilwa, there would doubtless
have been allusions in the Kilwa Chronicle). Songo Mnara contains a remarkable number
of large stone-built houses set out in 2 manner which gives an impression (perhaps
partly accidental) of town planning, Garlake, who made a special study of this site in
the 1960s, produced a detailed and very useful plan (fig. 34). The sizes and complexity
of the houses and the quality of the stonework are a measure of the wealth of this
community of the Kilwa archipelago — or at least of its elite class.

While most of the buildings in Songo Mnara belong to the fifteenth century — and
presumably fit with the main petiod of domestic stone architecture at Kilwa itself, that
1s following the restoration of the Great Mosque extension — thete are numerous
signs of renewed activity, with some rebuilding, alterations and additions, in the
cighteenth century. This suggests that when fortunes revived at Kilwa then, the memoty
of Songo Mnara and its spacious villas was similarly recalled. The largest house or
house complex -— that towards the south-west which contains a central stepped court
surrounded by arches, domes, vaults and delicately cut lamp-niches — has been called
‘the palace’ (fig. 35). It 1s not known whether this description is strictly correct; if so, it
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Fig.33. The Kilwa archipelago.
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Fig.3. The Great Mosque of Kilwa: the dorked extension, originally buikt in early fourteenth ‘
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(following collapse) in earty fifteenth century. st 7 Jourenth cntucy, nd esored

dwellings were built in coastal style of wood and earth with thatch roofs —- and indeed
numerous houses continued to be built in that way by the ordinary townspeople and
farmers, alongside those of stone occupied by the elite.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the old Indian Ocean trading system,
and in particular the commerce of Kilwa and the other Swahili harbours, were irreversibly
upset by the invasion of the Ocean from the south by Portuguese ships, sailing, as had
never happened before, from the Atlantic. A particular concern of the Pottugu;se was
to wrest the trade of Zimbabwean gold from Kilwa’s control; they also set about
tegglatmg tbe whole commerce of the coast, using force where necessary to impose
their suzerainty over the Swahili towns and theit sultans. Kilwa itself was attacked and
badly damaged in 1505. The actual Portuguese presence at Kilwa over the next two
centuries was slight; but the revolution in the Indian Ocean commercial networtk —
indeed in that of the whole world — meant that the East African coast, and especiall
Kilwa at its southgm end, were reduced to a backwater and declined sh,arply P Y
- Therewasa brief r.evival at Kilwa town late in the eighteenth century in rc.sponse to
international t.jomn.)ercm.\l trends, and in particular demands for ivory and slaves obtainable
from the African interior. This period is marked by renovation of mosques and the
building of a new and fortified palace complex on the west edge of the town (known in
its ruined but still imposing state as Makutani, ‘the big walls’). But this renewed burst of
independent prosperity was of short duration, being suppressed at the beginning of
the nineteenth century by the Omani rulers of Zanzibar, who were then claiming poli%ical
and economic control of this coast and who were at the same time jealous of Kilwa’s
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prestige as the ancient centre of East African Islamic culture. Being thus a threat to
Zanzibar’s growing commetcial empire, the sultan of Kilwa suffered the indignity of
having a Zanzibari governor imposed on him; for this purpose the rectangular fort
(Gereza) which dominates the harbour and shore was rebuilt (on the foundations of a
Portuguese structure) as a symbol of Zanzibar’s control, while the harbour was effectively
closed to all but very local traffic. Eventually in the 1840s the last sultan of Kilwa was
deported to Oman. By this time the commerce of the southern coast and interior had
been diverted to other harbours, notably a new toadstead under Zanzibari control at
Kivinje, a few miles to the north of ancient Kilwa on the island.

The above historical sketch is deliberately kept summary. More detail for certain
periods, especially as they relate to the archaeology and visible monuments of Kilwa,
can be found below in the section on ‘Kilwa and the Swahili past’. The prominent
individual sites, buildings and ruins are described in turn in the latter part of this study.
Before that, some bref points of explanation are offered on the name Ki/wa and the
historical legacy of the ancient town, seeing that both remain subject to varying degrees
of popular misconception.

The name Kilwa

Kilwais in the first place the name of this small island and of the town which flourished
on it for more than a thousand yeats. 3 T

The ‘new’ Swahili town which developed in the nineteenth century at Kivinje on
the mainland shore to the north is usually known as Kitwa Kivinje, thereby acknowledging
its historical connection with the original Kilwa on the neatby island. Although some
settlement has continued to this day on the old island site, it has for almost two hundred
years been reduced to village status, with thatched houses standing close to the stone
ruins of the mosques, cemeteries and houses of the successive periods of the ancient
town. The place is now called Kilwa Kisiwani, meaning ‘Kilwa on the island’, to
distinguish it from Kivinje and other places in the district (see fig. 33, below). But
before the building of Kivinje it was unnecessary to add ‘Kisiwani’; at that time Kilwa
referred solely to this ancient town — and to the sultanate (or kingdom) which for
many centuries had its seat there and whose fame reached distant lands.

The first known mention of Kifwa in writing is in the Arabic text of Yakut in the
early thirteenth century, but the name must be much older than that. Almost certainly
the same name was current when the sultanate was established on the island, probably
in the eleventh century, and very likely it applied to the earliest settlement of the harbour
front in the late eighth or catly ninth century.

The ortiginal meaning and etymology of the name ‘Kilwa’ are uncertain, whether
from a Bantu or an Arabic root. After 1498, when the first Portuguese ships under
Vasco da Gama sailed past these shores, it was recorded as ‘Quiloa’, which spelling is
found on European maps and documents of the sixteenth and following centuries.
Thus the English poet John Milton, scanning the printed atlases available in the
seventeenth century, recorded ‘Quiloa’ among the kingdoms of this region of the world
when composing his epic Paradise Lost.

Nowadays in Tanzania, ‘coming from Kilwa’ may refer to anywhere in Kilwa wilaya
or district, a wide administrative area stretching some distance both along the coast and
inland. The district headquarters, established by the German East African administration




160

/ had

7
) / g

Fig.34. Songo Mnara: plan of stone architectural remains of the town (after Garlake).
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presumes the presence of the sultan’s representative, or the sultan himself taking up
occasional residence on this site.

Of the two mosques in the main town area, that to the north-east is the more
remarkable, especially for its transverse arches and fluted mihrab, the latter with its
pilasters and niches of cut coral.

Fig.35. Songo Mnara: the interior coxrtyard of the large honse called ‘the palace’

There are traces of a town wall, probably of the eighteenth century, mainly on the
north and west sides, towards the mangroves. Along the latter side are remains of three
mosques. That at the south-west was roofed with transverse barrel-vaults; inset bowls
are of the fifteenth century and a relationship to the ruined mosque of similar date in
Makutani on Kilwa is suggested. The more northerly of these three mosques is not
generally recognised as such, especially as the mihrab has collapsed (although its position
may be discerned from the wall bases and cut stonework). This mosque is usually
explained as the mnara or ‘tower’. It may be that its position, being raised on 2 solid base
above the beach, rendered it visible from the seaata peiiod when this town was occupied
and when the mangroves, now so thick, were kept back.
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Sanpe Majoma

This site, some three kilometres to the south of Songo Mnara, also possesses stone
remains of a fifteenth-century town, but they are very overgrown. The two mosques —
which were domed and vaulted — are largely destroyed.

Sanje ya Kati

This 1sland in the middle of the bay may be the site of ‘Shanga’, which is mentioned in

an early chapter of the Kilwa Chronicle as a base of rivals to Kilwa or its rulers, those who

succeeded Ali bin al-Hasan in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The community of

this site may have adhered to a different Islamic sect. The mosque has been excavated;

its roof was supported by wooden pillars in two rows. The mihrab does not project

through the north wall, a feature which may indicate allegiance to the Ibadhi sect.
The occupied atea is quite extensive, but little is visible above ground.

Kilwa: research, conservation and prospects

Although the main archaeological research undertaken at Kilwa dates to the 1960s, our
understanding of this ancient town, harbour and sultanate, and of its place in the history
of the coast and of the world at large, has not stood still since then. Following the
advances made in African history and archaeology generally, both in the interior and at
other sites along the Swahili coast and on the islands, of Kenya as well as Tanzania,
several of the interpretations which Chittick drew from his materials at Kilwa in the
1960s can now be expanded. As a result the significance of Kilwa, and of the evidence
unearthed, is now immeasurably greater than it was at the time when he and his team
were excavating. Not surpisingly, certain details, in particular his dating of earlier levels
and finds, have been questioned if not rejected, or need now to be retested. But to do
this one has to start with the published record of the excavations and finds, that is the
two volumes of Chittick’s Ki/wa. (See the bibliography below — where recent work at
Kilwa and in the region, undertaken by scholars in Tanzanian institutions, is also noted.)
Moreovet, the excavated finds are kept in the Museum in Dar es Salaam where they are
wailable for examination and further study.

In recognition of its importance in world history, and also of the necd to conserve
sropetly and manage the whole site and its various archaeological and architectural
nonuments, Kilwa (together with Songo Mnara) has been placed on UNESCO’s “World
eritage’ list. While this accolade does not in itself ensure the preservation of the remains
i the allocation of trained staff and funds which are essential for their constant attenton,
tis very appropriate and welcome as a symbolic gesture. It should help draw attention to
he weighty responsibilities incutred, not only at the official level by the Tanzanian
\ntiquities Department — which is legally entrusted with the administration and protecton
f antiquities — but more generally with the public, both local and international,

While Kilwa is a Tanzanian archaeological site, it is also a Swahili one. New research
reeds to be planned in that context and will require thorough conversance with the
oast and islands as a whole, their history, archaeology and museum holdings — that is
f Pemba, Zanzibar and the Comoros as well as the coastline of Tanzania and Kenva.
‘he old Swahilt sites continue further, into southern Somalia and, in the other direction,
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to well beyond the Zambezi on the Mozambiquan coast. With such a geographical
extent, the subject demands cooperation between §chols.rs and also between institutions,
both the academic ones committed to research in these _ﬁglds ?md also the museums
and antiquities bodies responsible for conserving and administering archaeological sites

in the various counttries.

Research and writing on Kilwa, its
history, azchaeology and architecture

ith such prominent stone monuments, including an ancient mosque of
e:u:\::lv:i;ev:ntg c;csignl,’ Kilwa has for many centuries prided itself on a history, arguably
as long as any in this part of the wotld. This consciousness of a past is reflected in The
Kilwa Chronicle, a rather subjective history of the town and its sultans, of which two
somewhat variant, and apparently rival, versions wete recorded in Arabic in the sixteenth
century. One of these was further copied in the nineteenth century; that copy came
into the possession of Sultan Barghash of Zanzibar, from whom it was passed, through
the consul, Sir John Kirk, to the British Museum. (It is preservgd in the British lerary’z
manuscripts collection; fig. 36.) The other:‘sb{tecntl’l-cgntu:ry version of _thc Cbrorz‘zf
was taken to Portugal and summarised by Jio de Barros in his book Da_Asa of 1552;in
that case the original has not survived.
Various visitors to Kilwa in the nineteenth

in-BKAS A Wkl U

and early twentieth centuries showed an interest
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in the history of the town andits ruins. Notable Tt 5 )M’)&ﬂ') C'; Sl i I
among these were James Prior, a British naval dmpls BNl o Ul bl S
sutgeon,whole&anaccountof hisvisitof 1812, 'ﬁl._)Lo_;@}l“- h /U’ﬂ't"é'-'(/giubﬂ
and the explorer Richard Burton in 1857, who .'g' :‘) Leork b !»';':b.‘,e;y' )
included some brief observations in his Zanztbar: S:u" 3 Ut;y'l'ﬂhu,; ol ‘K“M}". >
City, Island and Coast (1872, vol. II, p.356f). \L'v."\( ('? Y _ET’EU ! %}ly
Despite such early examples of scholarlyinterest & =2 PAIE S arlelSlo il
o 4 ic ol LL bl s Libey i
and enquiry, there was no attempt at systematic =7 P a-dog o
archaeological research at Kilwa (or elsewhere JPU’r’)ug -/M :J;l.ahaubfw 5
along the Swahili coast) before the nﬁd—twgnﬁeth ﬂ,.,f,f—r»_,,\. J}é}“b‘zh‘oU;L‘;, ks
century — although architectural details and ) il billes il S jr‘);lbé;ﬁl‘
other items, including tomb inscriptions, were SLaubusi gl S A G
recorded befc;:e then,nbesu‘iia&numt;b:e:rs b;fch tl:t; bl V‘”&’Ulﬂ'u‘l‘-ﬁ, e
er coins being collected from = DT e O

;gigvls:a (and ftommléiaﬁa island and other places g) ’J .o &f)d\.dl&-t,\,“,s}‘,:w‘
along the coast). As eatly as 1900, during the /_U ezl W&WU!U@,»W
petiod of German rule, the government became H‘L‘@'OU)W-J"R-‘&«\UMOL’:}J) |
concerned about the activities of collectors at ,{,!_,ﬂ.t»".)lﬁ\.ﬁ; MEIE Q,‘féh’kﬁléﬁ
Kilwa; apart from coins, some individuals had »

begun removing architectural fragments,
inscriptions and imported ceramics which
decotated tombs and mosques. (Certain of these
came to rest in museums in Germany.) Moreover,

Fig.36. The Kilwa Chronicle: a page of the extant

h-century m ipt (cowrtesy British
Library)
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in the 1930s, during th_c British mandateship of "Tanganyika, concern was expressed about
the decay of Fl16 architectural monuments and the need for restoration (;r co;{ser\iqtlotl
::[r‘l:.a A;\tzrc:rctiu(;gfly, th§1 Grqat and Small Domed Mosques were cleaned out, some supl()orts
sere undcrr:ai enoﬁr} Pih ezu(s; zet?: Great Mosque extension, and limited repairs and clearing
In the 1950s, the growing intetest in East African history, and especially that of the
coast, encouraged more systematic research efforts pursued along two essentially
complementary lines. The first concentrated on documentary sources. These fell i;1t2)
two broad categories, one consisting of internal accounts, notably the Kilwa Chronicte
the other of the n_ch range of external documentation, which includes both Portu uesé
accounts of the sixteenth century and more fragmentary earlier ones, mostly in A%abic
Particularly instrumental in this exercise of locating and translating these dg,cumentar :
records was Dr G.S.P. Freeman-Grenville — who was at the same time deeply involvez'l
in cataloguing and studying the Kilwa coinage as an essential concomitant to the Chronicle
for E}:}(ﬁorlstruc(t:;tnlg1 thefhistoty and chronology of Kilwa and its sultanate.

e second line of research pioneered in the 1950s — and expa i 1
the 1960s — was more specifically archaeological, much though its pxtgcggzi:rifzzt:;ii:;
in good part to rely, for chronology as well as interpretation of the buildings and other
features, on the documentary and numismatic evidence. A notable spur to this was a brief
foray to Kilwa in 1955 by the visiting archaeologist Sir Mortimer Wheeler, then the Secret:
of Fhe Br}ﬂsh Academy, and Rev ‘Gervase Mathew of Oxford, an e,nthusiast for EZZ
African history and archaeology who was already conversant with the region and its ruins
They were accompanied appropriately by Freeman-Grenville and also by James Kirkman,
who had been pionecring the study of medieval archaeology on the Kenya coast (‘Arab;
re!xcs as t.hcy were thep called). A small excavation was undertaken in the old town of
Kilwa — a site immediately behind the shore walls being selected for the purpose — and
was tepotte(.i by Kl{kman in Tanganyika Notes and Records (no. 50, 1958). The scientific
tesults of this expedition were less important than the longes-term effect, in particular in
encouraging tbe Tanganyika government to establish a department ;esponsible for
antiquities, their scheduling, cate and research. This occurred two years later with th
appointment of Neville Chittick as Conservator of Antiquities. ‘ )

Chittick from the start gave special, but by no means exclusive, attention to coastal
archacology and architectural remains. He immediately appreciated the importance of
Kilwa, the need for urgent conservation measures there, and equally the enormo
potential ‘of thx'5 site for research through excavation. As Wheeler had foreseen — fi -
his experience in India as well as Britain — and as Kirkman was already demonstrart(i)nm
on the northern Swahili coast, one could use coins and mote especially imported cerami g
both Chinese 'and Islamic, as well as architectural comparisons and documentary sour o
as the essential pegs for constructing coastal chronologies. Chittick’s appgach EZSS‘
broadly in the same tradition, and he immediately put to use his previous acquaintance
mth. Near Eastern and Islamic archaeology for dating and interpretin Kil(iva and itL
architecture. Until 1961, he worked energetically, with the emphasis ong recordin, anj
2ssential conservation at Kilwa and the nearby islands — as well as conservation r(%' ects
and excavations on other coastal sites (notably Kisimani Mafia, Kaole and Ton I:)ni])cc'tﬁ
;f whllch prpved important for comparison and context. The;l, from 1961 tog1 965’i
following his appointment as Director of the new British Institute of History and
fxrchaeology in East Africa (which in those eatly years had its headquarters in I%, - es
salaam) — he conducted larger-scale excavations at Kilwa in annual seasons Ita\lv::
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during this period that the bulk of the investigations mentioned in this account were
undertaken — in and around the Great Mosque, of the Great House immediately to its
south, in other mosques and sites in the town area, in the Gereza and in Makutani, and
also of Husuni Kubwa and Husuni Ndogo to the east of the town, as well as on the
nearby islands of Songo Mnara and Sanje ya Kati.

The results of this wotk were written up in Chittick’s two-volume report, Kiwa, published
in 1974 (see below). The details of the activities yeat by year are recorded in the Tanganyika
Department of Antiquities Annual Reports, and for the 1960s also in those of the British
Institute of History and Archaeology in East Africa (which was later renamed the Brtish
Institute in Fastern Aftica). A substantial preliminary report appeared in 1966 in the first
volume of the Journal .4zania, published by the Institute through Chittick’s initiative.

While Chittick’s excavation results remain the principal body of evidence for
interpreting the monuments and archaeology of Kilwa and for the history of the coast
mote generally, they do not of course constitute the complete and final story. An
important complementary study in the early 1960s was that of Peter Gatlake, while 2
student of Chittick and the British Institute, on the Islamic stone architecture of East
Africa. For this Garlake worked systematically along the whole coast, of Kenya as well
as Tanzania, and produced an invaluable set of architectural plans and, where appropriate,
elevations of surviving and ruined buildings. These are reproduced in his book of 1966

(listed below), which has barely been superseded yet — despite the advances made
more recently in both Swahili archaeology and Islamic architecture generally, and new
observations on certain details of coastal architecture (notably those arising from
Horton’s work, below). Many of Chittick’s plans of buildings at Kilwa, as well as
observations on structures and styles, rely heavily on those of Garlake (some of them,
including the reconstruction of Husuni Kubwa palace, being used again in this
publication; fig. 28). Moreover, Chittick’s own continued interest in coastal archaeology,
and especially his excavations at Manda off the northern Kenyan coast while the Kilwa
volume was in preparation, influenced his thinking, especially on the earlier periods and
Persian Gulf connections from the ninth century.

At the same time other scholars, concerned at what they perceived as the
uncomfortably strong external focus of coastal archaeology — illustrated not only by
Kitkman’s and Chittick’s search for dating evidence and comparisons, but also by their
histotical interpretatons which highlighted overseas connections in the Islamic world
__ endeavoured instead to vindicate the continuity of Swahili society as an African
population. This revisionist line involved some reexamination of the excavation results
from Kilwa and Manda (and of the lower levels of Kirkman’s sites), and on the northern
coast in particular a quest for up-country commercial, cultural and even linguistic
connections. An enhanced stimulus was given to the recognition and study of ‘Tana
tradition’ pottery, both on coastal and on inland sites, as that came to be regarded as
diagnostic of the ‘formative’ period of Swahili history in the late first millennium AD.

This historiographical issue (in which ]. de V. Allen played a prominent role) generated
some lively debate in the 1970s and 1980s. It became obvious, however, that some of
the essential questions of chronology and of the eatly evolution of coastal society and
its towns, and of the Islamic factor in these, would require more than extended scholatly
argument. Their resolution called for renewed archaeological research efforts, with
suitably devised strategies and meticulous excavation methods. A valuable contribution
in the late 1970s was the careful survey and documentation of sites on the Kenyan
coast by a National Museums’ team led by Thomas Wilson, followed by test excavations
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in the town of Pate, on an island close to Manda. This confirmed settlement on that
site back to about 800 AD, as was already established for Manda and Kilwa, thus
correcting the view of Chittick — who had earlier examined Pate briefly and dug test-

pits at the edge of the town and close to the harbour — that this particular site was not H
settled il the fourteenth century.

008

andws prseqqy’

Especially important was the programme of excavations at Shanga, an abandoned
site on the same island as Pate, conducted by Mark Horton over several seasons in the 4
1980s, together with the same archaeologist’s survey and excavations on Pemba and
Zanzibar. The results of these have demanded considerable reevaluation of coastal

history as a whole, especially in the earlier period of the Swahili settlements and Islamic

contacts. New coin finds and improvements to the dating of the East African coinages g

have helped here; so have finer dating of early Islamic and Chinese ceramics. More '
liberal use has been made of radiocatbon testing, although for Swahili sites generally H
the ceramic and numismatic evidence seems to provide more precise chronological :
guidance — with fewer technical problems and anomalies to be explained.
This wotk on the northern coast and islands has obvious implications at Kilwa, in
particular for dating the earlier levels and structutres, those of the twelfth century back
to the ninth (or late eighth?), and for the interpretation of the settlement during that §
petiod. In retrospect it seems that Chittick did not fully appteciate how much of the .
settlement accumulation at Kilwa preceded the thirteenth century; in particular his ‘Period
I, which he regarded as beginning late in the twelfth century, needs to be pushed back ‘
150 if not 200 years. While he recoghised that the dating scheme already established by .
Kirkman for the coast erred on the cautious side, he was reluctant to revise the chronology &
too radically. In the present study an attempt has been made to incorporate the essential
revisions as currently understood.

But this is ‘long arm’ reinter
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pretation. Some of the details — particularly "
confirmation of the stratigraphy and dating in the area of the Great Mosque, and the &
question of the date of the first mosque structure, which would plausibly have been
built of wood — may require renewed excavations at Kilwa. These may not need to be
large-scale, but would demand the direction of an experienced excavator conversant
with Swahili sites, their complex stratigraphy and architecture. (Some excavations to
test specific points at Kilwa were undertaken under the aegi
Antiquities in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with support fro
in Eastern Africa’ project. These are mentioned in
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s of the Department of
m SAREC’s “‘Urban Origins
Journal of African History 1991, p.187. g
A report by Elikunda Matteru on the 1989 season is included n the proceedings of the :
1991 “‘Utban Origins’ workshop, edited by Paul JJ. Sinclair and Abdurahman Juma.)

Equally importtant have been endeavours, in the late 1980s and 1990s — in Kenya
(by teams associated with the National Museums) as well as in Tanzania (by archaeologists
and theit students at the University of Dares Salaam), some of this encouraged directly
or indirectly by SAREC’s “Utban Origins’ project — to locate agricultural settlements
of the earlier part of the Iron Age on the mainland and certain islands, including Mafia.
The recognition and examination of hinterland sites with “Tana tradition’ pottery, such
as is found also in the lowest layers of Kilwa and other harbours, as well as those with
older materials of the Eatly Iron A

ge, are now providing a regional context for the
development of Kilwa and the Swahili settlements as 2 whole in a way that was not

possible when Chittick was excavating. (See .4zania XXIX-XXX, 1995, special volume
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