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​Throne of the Red Sea: The Rise, Zenith, and Fall of the Aksumite Empire 

For more than a thousand years, the Kingdom of Aksum was one of the most powerful civilisations on earth. From its heartland on the volcanic plateau of modern Ethiopia and Eritrea, this extraordinary highland empire controlled the western shore of the Red Sea, commanded the trade routes connecting Rome to India, minted gold coins that circulated across three continents, and produced the monolithic granite obelisks that remain among the largest single stones ever raised by human hands. When the Persian prophet Mani catalogued the four great empires of the third century CE, he named Rome, Persia, China, and Aksum.

This book traces the full arc of Aksumite civilisation across a thousand years: the origins of the state in the collapse of the earlier kingdom of D'mt, the conversion to Christianity under King Ezana, the Arabian campaigns of King Kaleb, the role of the Aksumite court in sheltering the earliest followers of the Prophet Muhammad, and the long, compounding catastrophe, commercial isolation, ecological collapse, plague, and the devastating invasion of Queen Gudit, that ended the empire's political life while leaving its cultural inheritance intact.

From the Ge'ez language still chanted in Ethiopian churches to the Ark of the Covenant maintained at Axum to this day, the Aksumite legacy has never died. This is its story, told in full, for the first time, in a single narrative history.
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​Chapter 1: The Plateau and the World
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​Setting, Geography, and the Logic of Empire

There is a moment, climbing from the lowland heat of the Eritrean coastal plain toward the highland interior, when the world changes. The air thins and cools. The scrubby acacia gives way to juniper and olive. The red dust of the descent acquires a different quality, richer, deeper, the colour of dried blood or old iron, and underfoot the earth begins to feel less like something worn away and more like something laid down with purpose. The escarpment walls rise around the traveller in great stepped terraces of basalt and sandstone, each ledge catching a different light, and then the plateau opens: a vast highland tableland two thousand metres above the sea, where the sky seems closer than it should and the horizon seems wider than physics ought to allow. This is the Tigray. This is where Aksum began.

To understand the Aksumite Empire, its origins, its ambitions, the sources of its wealth and the instruments of its power, one must first understand the land that produced it. Geography is not destiny, but it is a formidable constraint and an extraordinary opportunity, and the people who built the most powerful state in the history of northeast Africa before the modern era understood both. They built their capital at an altitude that defeated armies and sheltered harvests. They positioned their port on a coastline that was not merely convenient but cosmologically central, the western shore of the sea that connected Rome to India, the Mediterranean world to the Indian Ocean. They exploited the rivers and rains of a highland system that could feed cities. And they used the natural defensibility of their position to hold what they had gained long enough to transform it into something that would outlast the empire itself: a civilisation.

This book is the story of that civilisation, its rise from the collapse of an earlier highland kingdom, its ascent to a position of global significance, its moment of imperial zenith in the early sixth century CE, and its long, complicated decline into something that was less an ending than a transformation. It is a story that unfolds over a thousand years, across a territory that stretched from the highlands of modern Ethiopia and Eritrea to the coasts of modern Yemen and Saudi Arabia, and that touched, at one point or another, the lives of Roman emperors, Persian prophets, Byzantine patriarchs, and the Prophet Muhammad himself. But it begins here, on the plateau, with the land.

​The Plateau and Its Properties

The Tigray-Eritrean highland plateau is part of the great geological formation known as the Ethiopian Highlands, itself a product of the Afar mantle plume, an upwelling of extraordinarily hot material from deep within the earth that began pushing the crust upward roughly thirty million years ago. The result is the most extensive high-altitude terrain in Africa: a plateau that covers hundreds of thousands of square kilometres at elevations mostly above two thousand metres, scored by river gorges that cut down through the geological record like open books, built from volcanic and metamorphic rocks that weather into soils of exceptional fertility. The Tigray region, in the northern portion of this highland system, occupies a particular geological zone where the plateau has been carved and tilted by the tectonics of the Afar rift into a complex landscape of flat-topped mountains, deep valleys, and stepped escarpments, a landscape of extraordinary visual drama that is also, and not coincidentally, a landscape that proved almost impossible to conquer from outside.

The altitude was the plateau's first political fact. At two thousand metres above sea level, an army advancing from the coastal lowlands faced not just terrain but physiology: the exertion required to climb the escarpment, the physical effects of reduced oxygen at elevation, the logistical nightmare of supplying a force operating far above the zone where grain could be easily grown. The plateau was a natural fortress not in the sense of a single defensive position but in the deeper sense of a defended zone, a territory whose approach was so costly that potential invaders calculated their chances and, more often than not, chose not to try. The Aksumite kings, who understood this, built their capital not at the coast where their wealth arrived but on the highland plateau where their enemies could not easily follow.

But altitude alone does not make empires. The second political fact of the Tigray plateau was its soils. The volcanic and basaltic rocks that underlie much of the region weather into some of the most productive agricultural soils in the African continent: deep, dark, rich in minerals, retentive of moisture, capable of supporting cultivation year after year without the exhaustion that plagued the lighter soils of the river valleys below. The Aksumite heartland sat in one of the zones of earliest and most successful agricultural intensification in the entire African continent. Agriculture had been practised on these highlands for millennia before the first Aksumite king left his name in an inscription, and the traditions of highland farming, the deep ploughing with the scratch plough, the careful management of terraced fields, the rotation of crops and pasture, had by the early centuries of the Common Era produced a system capable of generating substantial surpluses above subsistence needs. Urban life, which requires people who do not grow their own food, requires those surpluses. So does empire.

The crops of the Aksumite highlands were varied and well-suited to altitude. Wheat and barley thrived in the cooler upland zones. Millet and sorghum provided staple calories across a wider range of elevations. Teff, the tiny, iron-rich grain that remains the foundation of Ethiopian cuisine and that is native to this region, was cultivated in the intermediate zones where the temperature range was neither too cold for tropical grains nor too warm for Eurasian ones. Ensete, the false banana whose starchy stem forms a fermented food staple across a broad band of highland Africa, grew in the more humid southern portions of the plateau. Livestock, cattle, sheep, goats, camels, ranged the drier margins and the post-harvest fields. The Aksumite agricultural system was not, by the standards of the ancient world, unusually productive per unit of land. What made it remarkable was the combination of altitude-generated climatic diversity, volcanic soil fertility, and the capacity for multiple annual harvests in zones where the rainfall came in two distinct seasons, allowing the agricultural cycle to be run twice in a single year. An empire needs to feed its cities, its armies, and its administrators. The Tigray plateau could do all three.

The third political fact was water. The highland plateau is not uniformly well-watered, the eastern and northern margins shade into semi-arid conditions, and the annual variation in rainfall can be dramatic, with the consequences of a failed rainy season visible in the historical and archaeological record as periods of stress and displacement. But the central highland zone, and particularly the areas around the city that would become Axum, benefit from the intersection of the two major seasonal rainfall systems that shape northeast African climate. The northern summer rains, driven by the northward migration of the Intertropical Convergence Zone, drench the highlands from June to September. A secondary rainfall season, less reliable but often significant, arrives in the early spring months. Between them, they fill the cisterns and wadis that highland communities depended on for water through the dry months, recharge the water table that sustained both agriculture and urban life, and fed the rivers whose valleys served as the natural corridors of communication and trade across the plateau.

Those river valleys were the plateau's highways. The Mareb River, flowing northward through Eritrea toward the lowlands, defined one axis of the Aksumite territory. The Täkkäze, rising in the highlands south of Axum and cutting westward through the escarpment toward the Nile, marked another. The headwaters of the Atbara, which joins the Nile far downstream in modern Sudan, drained the western portions of the plateau. These rivers were not navigable in the sense that the Nile or the Euphrates were navigable, the escarpments made that impossible, but their valleys were routes, and the communities that controlled the routes where highland valleys met the trade corridors of the lowlands held positions of structural advantage that wealth and power naturally accumulated around. Axum itself sits near the point where several of these valley routes converge: not on the highest or most dramatic terrain of the plateau, but at the intersection of multiple paths, which is precisely what a capital city needs to be.

​The Red Sea and the World

Two thousand kilometres of coastline separate the highlands of northeast Africa from the Arabian Peninsula. That is the width of the Red Sea at its widest, in the south, where the Gulf of Aden opens toward the Indian Ocean. At its narrowest, near the straits of Bab el-Mandeb, the Gate of Tears, as Arab navigators called it, the distance shrinks to barely thirty kilometres. For the purposes of human history, the Red Sea has never been a barrier. It has been a corridor.

The Red Sea is an extraordinary body of water. It is a rift sea, a body of water that exists because the African and Arabian tectonic plates are pulling apart, the same process that created the Ethiopian Highlands and will eventually, given enough geological time, open a new ocean between Africa and Arabia. Its waters are intensely saline, warmer than the open ocean, subject to strong and reliable seasonal winds. The coral reefs that line its shores make coastal navigation treacherous for the uninitiated. But the same rift tectonics that created the sea also oriented it in a way that made it, for ancient sailors, a naturally governed route: the prevailing winds blow from the north in winter, carrying ships southward toward the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, and shift to blow from the south in summer, carrying ships back. Ancient mariners who understood this seasonal reversal had the Red Sea at their disposal as a two-way highway, with the wind doing much of the work in both directions.

The societies that grasped the logic of these winds earliest were the ones that prospered. The evidence suggests that human beings had been crossing the Red Sea for tens of thousands of years, the earliest migrations out of Africa likely included crossings at Bab el-Mandeb, and that by the third millennium BCE, there was significant maritime contact between the northeastern African coast, the Arabian Peninsula, and the civilisations of Mesopotamia. What changed in the ancient period, and particularly in the centuries around the beginning of the Common Era, was the scale and systematic organisation of that contact. The integration of the Red Sea into a larger commercial network that stretched from the Mediterranean to India, and ultimately, through India, to China, transformed the sea from a regional connector into one of the primary arteries of the ancient world economy.

The key technical development was the discovery of the open-ocean monsoon route. Sailors had long known that the monsoon winds reversed seasonally. What took longer to work out was that the same wind system that governed the Red Sea also governed the Indian Ocean, and that a ship that left the Gulf of Aden in the late spring or early summer, when the southwest monsoon was building, could ride those winds across the open ocean to the western coast of India in a matter of weeks, without the laborious coastal hugging that had previously characterised Indian Ocean navigation. The return journey, with the northeast monsoon, was equally direct. This discovery, attributed in classical sources to a Greek sailor named Hippalus, though the knowledge was almost certainly accumulated by many navigators over many years, transformed the Indian Ocean from a zone of local trade into a zone of transcontinental commerce.

For Aksum, this transformation was the making of an empire. The Aksumite kings controlled the port of Adulis, situated on the Gulf of Zula on the Red Sea coast roughly fifty kilometres south of the modern port of Massawa. Adulis was not a natural harbour of outstanding quality, other locations along the coast offered better anchorage. What Adulis had was position: it sat at the point where the highland caravan routes from the Aksumite interior descended most naturally to the coast, and where the seasonal winds made it accessible to ships coming from both the north, from Roman Egypt, and from the south, from Arabia and India. Whoever controlled Adulis controlled the western Red Sea's commercial access to the highland interior, and the highland interior, as the Greek merchant who wrote the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea in the mid-first century CE understood with impressive precision, was the source of the commodities that the rest of the ancient world wanted most.

​Ivory and Gold and the Logic of African Commerce

The ancient world's appetite for African luxury goods was not a preference but a structural dependency. Roman aristocratic culture, and, in its wake, Byzantine, Persian, and Indian elite culture, consumed African ivory in quantities that required systematic, long-range procurement. The tusks of African elephants, larger and more workable than those of Asian elephants, were the raw material of the Roman luxury furniture and decorative arts industry: the carved panels that adorned the walls of senators' townhouses, the inlaid surfaces of ceremonial chairs, the ivory diptychs that served as the calling cards of late antique power. Rhinoceros horn, tortoiseshell, and the pelts of exotic animals served similar functions, markers of status whose value derived precisely from the distance and difficulty involved in obtaining them.

Gold flowed in the opposite direction: into Aksum, not out of it, or rather, it flowed in both directions, mined and refined in the highland interior and its borderlands, partly retained by the Aksumite state for coinage and treasury purposes, and partly exported as bullion to the Mediterranean world, where it lubricated the imperial monetary system. The sources of Aksumite gold were diverse and scattered: the mines of modern Eritrea, the goldfields of western Gojjam, the more distant production zones to the south that fed into Aksumite trade networks even when they lay beyond the empire's direct administrative reach. The capacity of the Aksumite state to channel this production, to tax it, to standardise it, to convert it into coins that circulated on equal terms with Roman currency, was one of the principal expressions of Aksumite state power.

Frankincense and myrrh completed the picture. The aromatic resins tapped from the Boswellia and Commiphora trees that grew in the drier lowlands of the Horn of Africa and southern Arabia were essential to the ritual life of the ancient Mediterranean world: they were burned in temples from Britain to Babylon, used in mummification processes across Egypt, incorporated into the medical pharmacopoeia of the Greco-Roman world. The demand was enormous and essentially price-inelastic, religious and funerary practice is not the sort of consumption that responds readily to price signals. The communities that controlled the production and distribution of these aromatics were, accordingly, positioned at the base of an unusually resilient commercial pyramid.

The Aksumite state did not produce all these goods itself. What it produced, more essentially, was control: control of the routes by which these goods moved from their production zones in the African interior to the warehouses of Adulis, and thence to the ships that carried them north to Roman Egypt or south to the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. The Periplus describes this control system with the clarity of a document written by someone who had to operate within it: caravans from Adulis made a three-day journey inland to Coloe, the first major market town in the highland system, where ivory was the primary commodity. From Coloe, a further five days of travel brought the caravan to the capital at Axum, where the great ivory stocks from the interior were held and where the Aksumite administration levied its duties. The state's capacity to tax this movement, to insert itself as a necessary intermediary between producer and market, was the economic foundation of Aksumite power.

In return for its exports, Aksum received the products of the Mediterranean and Asian worlds: Italian wine and Syrian olive oil, carried in amphorae that have been found in the archaeological layers at Adulis and Axum; glassware from Alexandria and the Levantine glass-blowing workshops; Indian cotton and Chinese silk; iron and brass from India and Roman Egypt, worked into weapons, tools, and the elaborate jewellery of the Aksumite elite. The Periplus enumerates these imports with the care of someone who stood to profit from the information, and the archaeological record at Aksumite sites confirms the accuracy of its inventory. These were not the imports of a peripheral recipient culture grateful for the products of more sophisticated neighbours. They were the carefully chosen acquisitions of a state that knew precisely what it wanted and had the commercial leverage to obtain it on acceptable terms.

​The Monsoon and the Making of a Commercial World

The monsoon system that made trans-oceanic trade possible was not a discovery of the ancient world, it was a feature of the Indian Ocean environment that had shaped human life around its shores for millennia. What the ancient world discovered, or more precisely what it systematised in the centuries around the beginning of the Common Era, was the full commercial potential of this system: the capacity to build a network of regular, predictable, large-volume trade routes that connected the Mediterranean world to South Asia in a matter of weeks rather than months, without the hazard and expense of overland transit through territories controlled by Parthian Persia.

The summer monsoon, the southwest monsoon, which blows from May through September across the Indian Ocean, carries moisture-laden air from the Arabian Sea toward the Indian subcontinent, bringing the rains that sustain Indian agriculture and also providing a reliable, powerful wind that a ship with the right rig could exploit to make the open-ocean crossing from the Gulf of Aden to the Malabar Coast of India in roughly three weeks. The winter monsoon, the northeast monsoon, blowing from October through February, reversed the system, carrying ships back from India toward Arabia and the African coast. A merchant who understood this system could plan voyages of extraordinary range and predictability: leave Egypt in late summer, catch the southwest monsoon at Bab el-Mandeb, arrive in India in autumn, trade through the winter, and return on the northeast monsoon in early spring.

For the Aksumite state, positioned at Adulis on the western shore of the Red Sea, this system offered a structural advantage that no political decision had created but that political intelligence could exploit. Every ship that moved between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean through the Red Sea passed within reach of the Aksumite commercial and military infrastructure. The customs duties levied at Adulis, a standard percentage of the value of cargoes transiting through the port, generated revenue that, at the volumes of trade flowing through the Red Sea in the early centuries of the Common Era, was sufficient to fund a sophisticated state apparatus. Control of Adulis was not merely commercially advantageous. It was, in the economic geography of the ancient world, the control of a toll road on the primary highway between two of the greatest commercial civilisations the world had yet seen.

​The Interior and Its Peoples

The Aksumite state was built not only outward, toward the sea and the commercial world, but inward, toward the African interior and the communities that produced the goods the sea trade required. The highland plateau was not empty when the Aksumite kings began their consolidation: it was home to a diverse collection of communities with their own agricultural traditions, their own languages, their own patterns of political organisation. The process by which the Aksumite polity absorbed or subordinated these communities is poorly documented in the written record but visible in the material evidence, in the spread of Aksumite material culture across the highland zone, in the adoption of Ge'ez as the language of administration and religion, in the gradual extension of the tribute networks that bound peripheral chieftains to the central authority at Axum.

The peoples of the western lowlands, the communities of the upper Nile corridor and the Sudanese borderlands, were both producers of key commodities (ivory, gold) and potential military threats. Managing this frontier required a combination of military force and diplomatic accommodation that the Aksumite state, at its most capable, executed with considerable skill. The inscriptions of King Ezana, which record in detail a campaign against the Beja nomads of the northeast desert, give a glimpse of this management system: captive populations were relocated rather than exterminated, resettled in new territories with grants of cattle and provisions, their leaders accommodated within a tribute relationship that acknowledged Aksumite supremacy without requiring total submission. It was expensive, and it required wealth. The trade system provided the wealth. The management of the interior provided the trade goods that kept the system running.

Further south and west lay territories that were beyond Aksumite administrative reach but within its commercial orbit. The gold-producing regions of Gojjam and the deeper African interior were accessed not through direct Aksumite governance but through trading relationships with intermediate communities who served as brokers between the production zones and the highland commercial system. The extent of this indirect commercial reach, reaching, according to some sources, as far south as territories that can be tentatively identified with parts of modern Uganda or Zimbabwe, is difficult to map with precision, but the evidence suggests that the Aksumite commercial system was considerably more extensive than the territory under direct Aksumite political control. This distinction, between the empire's political reach and its commercial reach, is one of the keys to understanding both its extraordinary prosperity at its height and the speed of its commercial collapse when the maritime routes were cut.

​The Four Empires of the World

In the third century CE, the Persian prophet Mani, the founder of the Manichaean religion that would spread from the Atlantic to the borders of China, composed a list of the four greatest empires of his age. He named Rome, Persia, China, and Aksum. This list is striking in several ways. Rome and Persia are unsurprising: they were the dominant powers of the Near Eastern world, locked in a rivalry that had defined the geopolitical landscape of the region for centuries. China, though distant from Mani's Persian world, was known through the Silk Road trade and understood as a power of the first rank. But Aksum?

Mani's inclusion of Aksum in this company tells us something important about how the third-century world understood global power. Aksum was not the largest empire on earth by territory. It was not the most populous, or the most technologically sophisticated, or the most militarily formidable. What it was, in the third century CE, was indispensable: the controller of the Red Sea trade corridor at its most critical point, the source of commodities that the entire ancient world required, a state that had demonstrated the capacity to project military power across the Red Sea into Arabia and to maintain the political order on which international commerce depended. Mani, a Persian, would have understood this very well. Persia's access to Indian goods, the spices, the textiles, the precious stones that fed Persian luxury consumption, depended on the stability of the Red Sea corridor. A state that controlled that corridor was, in the most practical sense, a great power.

The Persian prophet's list is also a reminder that the ancient world was more globalised than modern imaginations sometimes allow. The civilisations of the third century CE knew about each other with a precision and detail that is sometimes surprising. Roman merchants visited the court at Axum and were literate in Greek. The Aksumite kings minted coins designed to circulate in Roman markets. Ambassadors moved between Axum and Constantinople, between Axum and the Sasanian court, between Axum and the kingdoms of Arabia. The world of late antiquity was not a collection of isolated civilisational islands; it was a network, and Aksum sat at one of its critical nodes.

​The Shape of This Book

The chapters that follow move across a millennium of history, from the collapse of the earlier highland kingdom of D'mt in the fifth century BCE to the long afterlife of the Aksumite legacy in the medieval Ethiopian state. They trace the political history of the Aksumite Empire through the reigns of its most important kings, from the first documented ruler Zoskales in the first century CE to the last Aksumite king Dil Na'od in the tenth. They examine the economic system that made the empire possible, the religious transformation that gave it a new identity in the fourth century, the architectural achievements that expressed its wealth and ambition, and the compound catastrophe, environmental, military, commercial, epidemiological, that brought it down.

But the story of Aksum is not only a story of rise and fall. It is a story of transformation. The Aksumite Empire did not simply end: it became something else. The Ge'ez language and script that it developed survived the empire by a millennium and more, becoming the medium in which one of the most distinctive civilisations in the world, the Ethiopian Christian tradition, expressed itself. The Miaphysite Christianity that the Aksumite court adopted in the fourth century and that the Nine Saints spread to the people in the fifth became the basis of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which endures today as one of the oldest continuously functioning Christian institutions in the world. The royal ideology of Solomonic descent and divine election, encoded in the Kebra Nagast and validated by the presence of the Ark of the Covenant in the Cathedral of Maryam Tsion, outlasted the empire and underwrote the claims of Ethiopian rulers well into the twentieth century.

To understand why a highland African state could leave such an enduring mark on the world requires understanding what that state was, how it worked, what it believed, what it built, who it ruled, and what, in the end, destroyed it. The answers to those questions are what this book attempts to provide.

For now, the starting point is the land. The plateau, rising above the heat of the coastal plain, its red soil holding the memory of fire, its thin air carrying the particular clarity that altitude gives to distances. Below, to the east, the Red Sea glitters in the morning light, connecting everything to everything. Above, the sky is the hard, high blue of the tropics at elevation, very close, very bright. Somewhere in this landscape, in the centuries before the Common Era began, a polity was forming, not yet an empire, not yet a great power, not yet visible to the Persians and Romans and Indians who would eventually come to recognise it. But already, in the logic of its geography, carrying the seeds of everything that it would become.
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​Chapter 2: Before Aksum, The World of D'mt
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​The Kingdom of Da'amat and Its Sabaean Inheritance

The temple at Yeha is one of the oldest standing structures in sub-Saharan Africa, and one of the least known. It rises from a low hill in the Tigray highlands of northern Ethiopia, perhaps forty kilometres northeast of the city of Axum, built from massive blocks of dressed limestone fitted together without mortar with a precision that the centuries have not noticeably disturbed. Its walls still stand to a height of twelve metres in places. The interior, now roofed by a later Christian church that the Ethiopian Orthodox community built inside the original structure sometime in the early medieval period, retains the proportions of a sanctuary designed for a very different kind of worship: the veneration of Almaqah, the moon god of the South Arabian kingdom of Saba, whose crescent symbol is carved into the stone and whose name appears in the dedicatory inscriptions that scholars of ancient Semitic languages first began to decipher in the nineteenth century. The temple was built, as best the archaeological evidence can determine, sometime in the fifth or sixth century BCE. It predates the founding of Aksum by several centuries. It belongs to a different civilisation entirely.

That civilisation is known today as D'mt, a name derived from the consonants of its own inscriptions, since the writing system its elite used, borrowed from South Arabia, recorded consonants only and left vowels to be inferred. The pronunciation of the name is uncertain; scholars have proposed Da'amat, Di'amat, and several other possibilities. What is certain is that D'mt was a real and sophisticated polity, not a prehistoric chiefdom but something that deserves the designation of kingdom: a territorial state with a recognised ruling class, a ceremonial capital at Yeha, a script and presumably a literary or administrative tradition associated with it, monumental architecture, metalworking at an industrial scale, and commercial relationships that stretched across the Red Sea to the Arabian Peninsula. It flourished from roughly the tenth century BCE to the fifth or fourth century BCE, a span of five hundred years or more, making it older than most of the civilisations that the ancient Mediterranean world is usually taken to have produced. Its collapse, when it came, left a vacuum that took centuries to fill, and the polity that eventually filled it, the Aksumite state, would inherit from D'mt a set of cultural and linguistic resources that shaped it in ways its kings may not always have fully understood.

​The Land of Yeha

Yeha today is a small town, more village than town, surrounded by the dry and rocky landscape of the northern Tigray. The hills around it are covered in the sparse vegetation of a semi-arid highland environment, scattered euphorbias, thin grasses, occasional wild olive trees whose twisted forms suggest great age. The soil is poor where it has not been maintained by terracing, and the terraces themselves are ancient, their origins lost in a depth of time that local memory cannot reliably reach. The Mareb River, which would have provided water to the ancient community, flows seasonally in a valley a few kilometres to the north. It is not, by the standards of the ancient world, an obviously rich location. And yet D'mt chose it, or was born here, and the choice tells us something about what ancient highland communities valued that the modern eye is not always quick to see.

Elevation was one thing. Yeha sits at roughly two thousand metres, safely above the malarial lowlands that plagued settlement at lower altitudes, in a climate zone that is cool enough for wheat and barley but warm enough, in the valley floors, for sorghum. Visibility was another: from the hill on which the temple stands, the surrounding landscape opens in every direction, and any movement through the valleys below would have been visible to watchers above. But the most important quality of Yeha's location may have been connectivity. It sat at the junction of several natural routes through the highland landscape, routes that connected the plateau interior to the lowland corridors leading toward the Red Sea coast. A community positioned at such a junction could tax the movement of goods, accumulate the surpluses that taxation generates, and use those surpluses to build the monuments and maintain the armed force that distinguished a kingdom from a chiefdom.

The archaeology of Yeha suggests that this process was well underway by the time the temple was built. Beneath and around the great limestone structure, excavations have revealed the remains of a settlement whose material culture was already sophisticated in the centuries before the temple's construction: fine pottery, iron tools and weapons, evidence of organised grain storage, the bones of domesticated animals in quantities that suggest not household consumption but communal or institutional feasting. D'mt, when it built the temple at Yeha, was not building from nothing. It was expressing in monumental stone a wealth and organisational capacity that had been accumulating for generations.

​The Question of South Arabian Influence

The single most debated question in the scholarship of D'mt is also, in some ways, the most straightforward to state: what was the relationship between the highland civilisation of the Tigray and the South Arabian civilisation of Saba, across the Red Sea? The debate has a long history, and it has not always been conducted without the distorting pressure of external agendas, colonial, nationalist, religious, that have made objectivity harder to achieve than the question's technical difficulty alone would require. But in its essentials, it reduces to a straightforward historical question: did D'mt arise from a migration of South Arabian peoples who imposed their language, their religion, and their political structures on the indigenous populations of the Tigray highlands, or did it arise from an indigenous highland development that selectively absorbed South Arabian cultural influences through trade, intermarriage, and the movements of skilled craftspeople and religious specialists?

The older scholarly tradition, dominant through much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, favoured the migration model. Its intellectual context was the broader colonial-era assumption that sub-Saharan African civilisations required external stimulus, that the sophisticated elements of D'mt culture, including its script, its monumental architecture, and its pantheon of gods, were too advanced to have developed independently in an African environment and therefore must have been introduced from outside. The South Arabians, in this reading, were colonisers: a wave of migrants from the culturally sophisticated kingdom of Saba who crossed the Red Sea, established themselves as a ruling elite over the indigenous population, and created D'mt as essentially a South Arabian colony with a partly African demographic base.

The evidence for this model was never as strong as its proponents claimed, and the archaeological work of the last half-century has comprehensively undermined it. What the excavations at Yeha, at Hawelti-Melazo, and at a growing number of other D'mt-period sites have revealed is not a picture of colonial imposition but one of cultural dialogue: a highland society with deep indigenous roots that was in active, sustained contact with South Arabian culture and was selectively adopting elements of that culture that served its own purposes. The material record at Yeha shows indigenous ceramic and lithic traditions continuing alongside the introduction of South Arabian architectural forms and religious iconography. There is no horizon of destruction, no evidence of a population replacement, no sudden rupture in the material sequence that would suggest a conquest. What there is, instead, is a gradual enrichment of the material culture over several centuries, with the specifically South Arabian elements appearing first in the elite and ceremonial contexts, temples, inscriptions, prestige objects, and only slowly, if at all, penetrating the everyday lives of the farming communities of the highland hinterland.

​The Sabaean Connection

Saba, the kingdom that the Old Testament calls Sheba, whose queen is said to have visited Solomon, was, in the first millennium BCE, one of the most powerful states in the Arabian Peninsula. Based in the highlands of what is now Yemen, Saba controlled the production and export of frankincense and myrrh, the aromatic resins that the ancient world burned in its temples and used in its medicines and its funerary rites. This control of the incense trade gave Saba extraordinary commercial leverage: it sat astride the overland routes that carried aromatics northward through Arabia to the markets of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Levantine coast, and it extracted tribute and profit at every stage of the journey. The Sabaean state was rich, organised, and expansive, a polity that maintained contacts with the kingdoms of the ancient Near East, inscribed its history in a distinctive consonantal script, and built in stone with a competence that the surviving ruins of its temples and irrigation works still attest.

The relationship between Saba and the communities of the northeast African coast had deep roots. The Red Sea is narrow enough that its shores were in contact long before any of the states on either side achieved political complexity. Fishing communities, pastoralists, traders, all of these were moving back and forth across the water, by boat and raft and outrigger canoe, for millennia before the first Sabaean inscription was carved. What the development of the Sabaean state in the early first millennium BCE changed was the scale and organisation of this contact: a powerful, commercially sophisticated South Arabian polity brought the capacity to engage in sustained, large-volume exchange with its African counterparts, to send craftspeople and priests and traders who stayed long enough to transmit cultural forms as well as commodities, and to create the conditions for a relationship that went beyond trade to something more like cultural partnership.

The inscriptions of D'mt use the Ethio-Sabaean script, a variant of the South Arabian consonantal script adapted, presumably by scribes trained in the South Arabian tradition, for use in rendering the ancient Ethiopic language. The deities worshipped in the great temple at Yeha include Almaqah, the South Arabian moon god, and Attar-samayn, both members of the South Arabian pantheon, alongside indigenous highland deities whose names suggest a pre-contact religious tradition that was not simply displaced but incorporated. The political title used by D'mt rulers, mukarrib, a term of South Arabian origin denoting a ruler who combines temporal and priestly functions, appears in the inscriptions alongside the Ge'ez title of mlkn, meaning king, suggesting a bilingual or bicultural ruling class comfortable in both worlds. None of this looks like the cultural record of a conquered people submitting to foreign impositions. It looks like the cultural record of an elite that found South Arabian cultural forms useful and was sophisticated enough to deploy them selectively.

The key phrase in the political formula used by D'mt rulers is revealing in its ambiguity: mkrb DʿMT w-SBʾ, Mukarrib of D'mt and Saba. Not Mukarrib of Saba over D'mt, or Mukarrib of D'mt under Sabaean patronage, but Mukarrib of D'mt and Saba, a conjunction that implies not subordination but alliance, a political formula that held two identities in balance rather than resolving them into a hierarchy. The rulers whose names appear in the inscriptions, Mkrb Mlkn Ṣrʿn Rbḥ, son of Wʿrn Ḥywt; Mkrb Mlkn Ṣrʿn Lmn, son of Rbḥ, claim authority over both the Sabaean community (the 'sb) and the indigenous population (the 'br, a term that appears to denote the native highland peoples, sometimes glossed as the Reds and the Blacks in reference to the range of skin tones among the highland population). They were not Sabaean kings ruling Africans. They were something more interesting: rulers who embodied both worlds and drew legitimacy from both.

​Iron and Stone

The material achievements of D'mt were not limited to architecture and epigraphy. The kingdom was an Iron Age society in the full sense, one that had mastered the extraction and working of iron on a scale sufficient to transform agricultural practice and military capacity. The ironworking evidence from D'mt-period sites is substantial: smelting furnaces, slag deposits, tools and weapons in quantities that suggest not occasional craft production but something approaching industrial output. Iron ploughshares, more durable than their wooden or bronze predecessors, made it possible to cultivate the heavier clay soils of the highland valleys that stone-tipped ploughs could not effectively break. Iron weapons, spearheads, daggers, swords, gave D'mt's armies a military edge over communities still reliant on bronze or stone. The connection between iron working and state formation is well documented across the ancient world, and D'mt fits the pattern: the capacity to produce iron tools in volume both supported the agricultural surpluses that fed a state apparatus and provided the military means to defend and expand territorial control.

The stone architecture of Yeha itself deserves more attention than it usually receives in general accounts of D'mt. The temple, measuring roughly eighteen metres by nine, is built from limestone blocks of remarkable regularity, cut, dressed, and fitted without mortar with a precision that implies not only skilled masons but a sophisticated organisational infrastructure for quarrying, transporting, and laying the stone. The nearest suitable limestone quarries are several kilometres from the site. Moving the blocks required either animal traction, human porterage, or some combination of both, organised at a scale that implies centralised direction and the capacity to mobilise and feed a substantial labour force. The temple was not the product of a community working at the margins of subsistence. It was the product of a state with surpluses to spend and the organisational capacity to spend them.

The interior of the temple, before the Ethiopian Orthodox community built their church inside it, would have housed the cult image or symbol of Almaqah, perhaps a crescent moon in bronze or gold, perhaps an inscribed stele carrying the god's name and attributes. Around the sanctuary, the ritual life of the D'mt elite would have unfolded: the offering of animals, the burning of incense, the recitation of dedicatory inscriptions in the Ethio-Sabaean script, the performance of ceremonies that bound the ruling class to the divine order they claimed to represent. We do not know what those ceremonies looked like in detail. The D'mt inscriptions that survive are dedicatory and political rather than liturgical or narrative; they tell us who built what and under whose authority, but not what the worshippers believed or how they experienced their relationship with the divine. What the physical remains of Yeha tell us, though, is that D'mt took its religion seriously enough to invest extraordinary resources in its material expression, and that the form that investment took was borrowed, at least in part, from across the Red Sea.

​Beyond Yeha: The D'mt Landscape

Yeha was the ceremonial capital of D'mt, but it was not the only significant site in the kingdom's territory. The spatial extent of D'mt's political and cultural reach is still being mapped by archaeological survey, and new sites continue to be identified as fieldwork in northern Ethiopia and Eritrea expands. What is already clear is that D'mt was not a city-state on the ancient Near Eastern model, a single urban centre surrounded by agricultural hinterland, but a territorial polity whose cultural influence extended across a substantial portion of the northern highland plateau, from the Akkälä Guzay region of modern Eritrea in the north to the valley of the Täkkäze River in the south.

The site of Hawelti-Melazo, a few kilometres south of the town of Adwa in the Tigray, has yielded some of the most revealing D'mt-period material: bronze objects of South Arabian type, stone sculpture of a quality unusual in the African context of its period, and inscriptions that extend the epigraphic record of D'mt beyond Yeha. The bronze objects, thrones with ibex-head terminals, incense burners, figurines, belong to an elite material culture that was shared across the Red Sea divide, suggesting not merely trade in finished goods but the movement of craftspeople and the transfer of technical knowledge between the South Arabian and northeast African contexts. The stone sculptures, some of them representing seated male figures in a posture familiar from the South Arabian sculptural tradition, speak to the same process of cultural transfer, but transfer in which the local craftspeople were not simply copying foreign models but adapting them, modifying proportions and surface treatment in ways that suggest assimilation rather than imitation.

The distribution of D'mt-period sites across the northern plateau also suggests something about the political geography of the kingdom: it was not a compact territorial unit but a network of sites connected by the highland routes, with Yeha at the ceremonial centre and a series of secondary communities distributed across the agricultural zones of the plateau. This dispersed pattern, a central sanctuary surrounded by a constellation of tributary communities, is a political form well adapted to the ecological realities of the highland environment, where the most productive agricultural land is distributed across a mosaic of valleys and plateaux rather than concentrated in a single river basin. D'mt governed a landscape, not a city.

​The Pantheon of D'mt

The religious life of D'mt, as far as the inscriptions and material evidence allow its reconstruction, was a theological hybrid: a blend of South Arabian and indigenous highland religious traditions that produced something distinct from either of its parent streams. The South Arabian element is the better documented, because it was the element that generated inscriptions. Almaqah, the moon god of Saba, appears as the primary dedicatee of the Yeha temple and of several other D'mt inscriptions. His crescent and disc symbol is carved on the temple facade and on a number of portable objects found at D'mt-period sites. Attar-samayn, the celestial deity whose name combines the South Arabian Attar with a qualifier meaning heavenly or of the sky, appears alongside Almaqah in several dedicatory texts.

But the indigenous element was present from the beginning, and it persisted. The highland deities Beher and Meder, whose names appear in later Aksumite inscriptions as part of the pre-Christian royal pantheon, are attested in D'mt-period contexts, their origins clearly indigenous to the northeast African highland tradition rather than imported from across the Red Sea. Beher was associated with the earth and with water, the twin foundations of agricultural life in a highland environment where rain was not always reliable. Meder, whose name is related to the ancient Ethiopic root for land or soil, presided over the agricultural abundance that the highland plateau, in its good years, provided. These were local deities, rooted in the specific ecological anxieties and opportunities of the highland farmer, and they did not disappear when South Arabian cult practices arrived. They were accommodated, their worship continuing alongside the new ceremonial forms imported from across the water.

The result was a theological landscape of considerable complexity, one in which the moon god of a South Arabian commercial empire shared divine real estate with the earth deities of an African highland farming community, mediated by a ruling class that spoke both religious languages and used both sets of symbols to legitimate its authority. This pattern of theological synthesis, the absorption of outside religious forms into a local tradition without the wholesale displacement of what was there before, would prove to be a persistent characteristic of northeast African religious life, reappearing in the Aksumite adoption of Christianity and in the later coexistence of Christian, Islamic, and indigenous religious traditions in the Ethiopian highlands. D'mt did not invent religious synthesis, but it practised it early and effectively.

​The Rulers of D'mt

The inscriptions of D'mt preserve the names and titles of several rulers, though the reconstruction of any sort of royal sequence is complicated by the fragmentary nature of the epigraphic record and by the absence of the kind of narrative historical sources, king lists, chronicles, annals, that allow historians to reconstruct political sequences in more extensively documented civilisations. What the inscriptions provide is a series of snapshots: individual rulers at particular moments, performing specific acts, building temples, conducting campaigns, making dedications, without a clear framework for organising these moments into a continuous narrative.

The rulers who emerge most clearly from the inscriptions share certain characteristics. They use the title of mukarrib, which in the South Arabian context designated a ruler with both temporal and sacral authority, a king-priest, in rough translation, whose political legitimacy was inseparable from his role in maintaining the correct relationship between the human community and the divine powers that governed its fate. They claim authority over a bilingual, bicultural constituency, the Sabaean element (the 'sb) and the indigenous element (the 'br), suggesting that the D'mt state was always a plural entity, governing communities of different origins and cultural traditions. And they locate their rule within a framework of genealogical succession: the son of Wʿrn Ḥywt, the son of Rbḥ, a chain of descent that implied the legitimacy of hereditary kingship and the antiquity of the ruling lineage.

What those rulers looked like, how they dressed, how they conducted themselves in public ceremony, how they exercised their authority over the communities beneath them, remains largely invisible to us. The sculptural tradition of D'mt, which produced the seated male figures at Hawelti-Melazo, suggests an elite with access to skilled representation, but the figures are too stylised and too few to support confident generalisations about royal appearance or ceremony. The inscriptions are formal and formulaic, not narrative or descriptive. The D'mt rulers speak to us across the millennia in the language of titles and dedications, not in the more intimate voice of personal history or political memoir. They are present, but opaque.

​The Collapse of D'mt

Around the fourth century BCE, the dating is approximate and contested, as it is for most aspects of D'mt history, the archaeological record at Yeha shows signs of discontinuity. The monumental structures that had defined the site for centuries were abandoned. Evidence of burning has been identified at several of the main architectural complexes, suggesting that the abandonment was not orderly but accompanied by destruction, whether at the hands of external attackers, internal political rivals, or both. The inscriptions cease. The material culture that had characterised the D'mt period, the South Arabian script, the specific ceramic forms, the particular architectural conventions, disappears from the highland plateau or undergoes transformation so thorough that it is barely recognisable in what follows.

What caused this collapse? The honest answer is that we do not know, and the sources of evidence available to reconstruct it are insufficient to support confident conclusions. Several possibilities have been advanced by scholars working in the field, and all of them have some evidential support and none of them can be conclusively demonstrated.

The first is external pressure: a military challenge from communities on the margins of D'mt's territory, perhaps the nomadic pastoralists of the lowland zones who had always been a volatile element on the kingdom's frontiers, or rival highland chiefdoms that had been growing in power as D'mt's central authority weakened. The burning evidence at Yeha is consistent with a military sack, and the abruptness of the abandonment, if it was indeed abrupt rather than gradual, suggests the kind of sudden political disruption that military defeat produces rather than the slower processes of economic decline or climatic stress.

The second is internal fragmentation: the breakdown of the tributary network that held the D'mt polity together, perhaps triggered by competition within the ruling class or by the failure of the central authority to maintain the balance of obligations and rewards that kept peripheral communities attached to the centre. The dispersed political geography of D'mt, its character as a network of sites rather than a compact territorial unit, made it vulnerable to this kind of internal centrifugal pressure. If the tributary communities at the periphery ceased to find the relationship with Yeha beneficial, or if a rival centre of power emerged that offered them better terms, the network could unravel with considerable speed.

The third is environmental stress: a period of climatic deterioration in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE that reduced agricultural yields, depleted the surpluses on which state organisation depended, and set off the cycles of competition and displacement that are a recurring feature of highland societies under ecological pressure. The highland climate of northeast Africa is sensitive to the broader atmospheric dynamics of the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic, and there is evidence from palaeoclimatic records across the region for periods of reduced rainfall and increased drought stress during the first millennium BCE. Whether any such episode was severe enough or sustained enough to bring down a functioning state is a question the current evidence cannot resolve.

The likeliest answer is probably all three, in some combination and sequence. States rarely collapse for single reasons. What the collapse of D'mt represents, in the most general terms, is the end of the political form that had organised highland society for several centuries, the Ethio-Sabaean mukarrib state, and the beginning of a period of political fragmentation during which the plateau reverted to a constellation of smaller, more locally based political units, without the ceremonial centre, the monumental architecture, the long-range commercial connections, or the bilingual elite culture that had distinguished D'mt at its height.

​The Long Interregnum

The three centuries between the collapse of D'mt and the emergence of the first documented Aksumite rulers are the most obscure in the long history of northeast African civilisation. The written record is essentially silent. The archaeological record is thin and difficult to interpret, partly because the material culture of the proto-Aksumite period is not always easy to distinguish from what preceded and followed it, and partly because the sites that would yield the most information, the area around the future capital of Axum itself, have been inhabited continuously for two and a half millennia and the early layers have been disturbed, overlaid, and in many cases destroyed by the construction activities of later periods.

What can be said, cautiously, is that the period was not one of civilisational blank. The communities of the highland plateau continued to farm, to herd, to trade, to organise themselves politically, to worship their gods. The techniques of iron working that D'mt had developed were not lost; they persisted and spread. The agricultural systems of the highland valleys continued to function. The Red Sea trade, though perhaps diminished in scale from its D'mt-period peak, did not cease, the demand for African commodities in the Mediterranean and South Asian worlds was a structural feature of the ancient economy, not something that could be switched off by the political collapse of a single highland polity.

What did change was the political framework within which these activities took place. The great mukarrib state was gone, and nothing immediately replaced it. The plateau fragmented into a mosaic of smaller polities, chiefdoms, petty kingdoms, tributary networks of more modest scope, each controlling a portion of the highland landscape and competing with its neighbours for the resources and routes that made political authority worth holding. In this competitive environment, the settlements that sat on the most important routes, the junctions where highland paths met the corridors to the coast, the nodes through which the largest volumes of trade goods necessarily flowed, had structural advantages that allowed them to accumulate wealth and power faster than their neighbours.

The hill at Betä Giyorgis, overlooking the site that would become the city of Axum, was one such node. Archaeological investigation of the pre-Aksumite layers at this site has revealed occupation going back into the proto-Aksumite period, with evidence of a community growing steadily in size and in the quality of its material culture across the centuries of the interregnum. The pottery changes, the metal objects become more varied and sophisticated, the architecture becomes more substantial. Slowly, across the centuries between D'mt's collapse and the first century CE, something is taking shape, not yet an empire, not yet a kingdom in the full sense, but a proto-state coalescing around a site whose locational advantages were becoming clearer with every generation that exploited them.

​The Seeds of Aksum

The connection between D'mt and Aksum is not one of direct institutional continuity, the Aksumite state was not D'mt under a new name and a new ruling family, with all the same structures and traditions intact. The collapse of D'mt was real enough to create a genuine discontinuity. But the connection was not nothing, either. The Aksumite state inherited from D'mt a set of cultural resources that shaped it in ways that deserve to be recognised.

The Ge'ez language, the language of Aksumite inscriptions and eventually of Aksumite Christianity, is the indigenous highland language that had been spoken in the Tigray and Eritrean plateaux long before the South Arabian contact. It had been rendered visible in the D'mt inscriptions through the borrowed Sabaean script, and the relationship between Ge'ez and the Ethio-Sabaean writing tradition persisted into the early Aksumite period, when inscriptions were still sometimes composed in pseudo-Sabaean, Ge'ez rendered in the South Arabian script rather than the indigenous abugida that would eventually replace it. The linguistic inheritance from D'mt was thus both direct, the language itself, unchanged in its basic structure, and mediated through the writing tradition that D'mt had adopted and transmitted.

The religious inheritance was more complex but equally real. The pre-Christian Aksumite pantheon, with its trio of Mahrem, Beher, and Meder, incorporated the indigenous highland deities that had been present in the D'mt period alongside South Arabian imports. The royal ideology of divine descent, the claim of Aksumite kings to be the progeny of the war god Mahrem, just as D'mt rulers had claimed the sanction of Almaqah, drew on a tradition of sacred kingship that had D'mt-period precedents. The architectural vocabulary of Aksumite monumental building, with its carefully dressed stone and its dry-laid masonry without mortar, was a continuation of the building tradition exemplified in the temple at Yeha, adapted to new scales and new purposes.

What Aksum added to this inheritance was something D'mt had never fully achieved: a stable, centralised state apparatus capable of projecting power consistently across a large territory; a coinage system that inserted Aksumite commercial authority into the circuits of the ancient world economy; a religious transformation, the adoption of Christianity, that gave the ruling ideology a new and more durable character; and the military and diplomatic capacity to reach across the Red Sea and make itself felt in the affairs of the Arabian Peninsula. D'mt had gestured toward some of these possibilities. Aksum made them realities.

The temple at Yeha still stands. The Ethiopian Orthodox church built inside it still holds services on feast days, and the priests of the local community maintain the building with a care that reflects both piety and pride. The worshippers who gather there today are Christians, not devotees of Almaqah; the prayers they speak are in Ge'ez, the language of the Aksumite liturgical tradition, not in the Ethio-Sabaean of the D'mt inscriptions. But the walls around them are the same walls that the mukarrib of D'mt erected twenty-five centuries ago, dressed and fitted and raised in a tradition that runs unbroken from the earliest complex society of the highland plateau to the civilisation that would, in the first century of the Common Era, announce itself to the world as a great power.

The story of how that announcement was made begins with a different site, forty kilometres to the southwest, where the hill at Betä Giyorgis watched the caravans pass through the valley below, and where, in the long silence after D'mt's collapse, the foundations of something new were slowly being laid.
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​Chapter 3: The Convergence at Axum
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​From Chiefdom to Proto-State, 500 BCE–100 CE

Empires do not announce their beginnings. The moment at which a cluster of highland communities ceases to be a collection of competing chiefdoms and becomes something that deserves the name of state is not a moment that anyone living through it would necessarily have recognised as significant. There is no inscription to mark the transition, no foundation myth whose date can be fixed with precision, no single act of political will that created the Aksumite polity out of the raw material of the northeast African highland world. What there is, instead, is a long and mostly silent process of accumulation, of wealth, of population, of organisational capacity, of the kind of coercive authority that allows one community to extract tribute from its neighbours and use that tribute to build something larger than any of them could have built alone. That process unfolded across the five centuries between the collapse of D'mt and the emergence of the first Aksumite rulers in the documentary record, and its reconstruction is one of the more demanding tasks that the historian of the ancient world can undertake, because the primary evidence is not written but material, the pottery in the ground, the walls in the hillside, the graves of people whose names are lost.

The site around which this process crystallised was not chosen arbitrarily. The hill known today as Betä Giyorgis, the Hill of St. George, a name given it by the Ethiopian Orthodox community that eventually claimed the site for its own purposes, rises gently to the northwest of the city centre of modern Axum, its slopes covered in the dry grass and scattered stone of the northern Tigray highlands, its summit offering a view that encompasses the surrounding valley system in all its strategic clarity. To the east, the lowlands begin their descent toward the Red Sea coast, two hundred kilometres away through the corrugated terrain of the escarpment. To the south and west, the highland plateau extends toward the Täkkäze River and the great watershed that divides the drainage systems of the Red Sea and the Nile. Below, the valley floors carry the thin lines of seasonal watercourses and the older, deeper lines of the caravan routes that have been worn into the landscape by millennia of use. Betä Giyorgis watched all of this. Whoever held the hill held a position from which the movement of goods and people through the valley system could be observed, managed, and, if necessary, stopped.

​The Evidence in the Earth

Archaeological investigation of the pre-Aksumite layers at Betä Giyorgis has been complicated by everything that happened on and around the site in the two millennia since the first communities settled there. Axum was continuously occupied through the Aksumite imperial period, through the Zagwe dynasty, through the Solomonic Restoration, through the Ottoman and Adal pressures of the sixteenth century, through the Italian occupation of the twentieth, and into the present day. Each layer of occupation disturbed the layers beneath it, and the construction activities of the Aksumite imperial period in particular, the great palaces, the stelae platforms, the paved ceremonial avenues, were conducted at a scale and depth sufficient to damage or destroy large portions of the earlier stratigraphic record. What survives of the proto-Aksumite occupation is fragmentary, unevenly distributed across the site, and subject to interpretive uncertainty that the most careful scholarship acknowledges.

What can be said with reasonable confidence is that the Betä Giyorgis hill shows evidence of human occupation extending back into the first millennium BCE, into the period following D'mt's collapse, or perhaps overlapping with its final phase. The earliest occupation deposits yet identified at the site contain ceramic material that belongs to a local highland tradition, distinct from the D'mt-period Ethio-Sabaean ceramics but related to them in certain technical characteristics, the clay preparation, the firing temperatures, the range of vessel forms used for storage and cooking. This is not the pottery of newcomers; it is the pottery of communities with deep roots in the highland tradition, continuing practices that their grandparents' grandparents had followed. The people who lived on Betä Giyorgis in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE were not migrants or colonists. They were the inheritors of a highland way of life whose origins lay in the agricultural revolution that had transformed the plateau economy in the second millennium BCE.

What changes, as the stratigraphic sequence at Betä Giyorgis moves upward through the centuries, is not the basic character of this tradition but its elaboration. Pottery forms become more varied. Metal objects, iron tools, bronze ornaments, appear in greater quantities and with greater diversity of type. The evidence for grain storage expands: larger pits, more carefully lined storage facilities, the kind of infrastructure that suggests not household provisioning but the management of communal or institutional grain reserves. And the evidence for differentiated social status becomes more visible in the material record: some burials are richer than others, some dwelling areas are more substantially built than others, some portions of the site accumulate prestige objects, imported goods, finely worked metal, unusual stone, at rates that suggest their occupants had access to resources beyond what ordinary agricultural production would provide.

This is the material signature of social stratification in the making. Communities that are internally undifferentiated, where every household has roughly the same access to resources, do not produce this pattern. The pattern belongs to societies that have developed mechanisms for concentrating wealth in the hands of some members at the expense of others: tribute systems, monopolies on particular kinds of trade, control of access to scarce resources like metal ores or high-quality agricultural land. Whatever specific form those mechanisms took at proto-Aksumite Betä Giyorgis, and the evidence does not allow us to specify them with precision, the result, visible in the ground, was a community in which hierarchy was becoming institutionalised, wealth was becoming heritable, and the conditions for the emergence of chiefly or proto-royal authority were being created.

​Chiefdoms and Their Logic

Before there was a kingdom at Axum, there were chiefdoms, and before we can understand what Aksum became, it is worth dwelling for a moment on what chiefdoms are and how they work, because the transition from chiefdom to state is not a simple linear progression but a qualitative shift that requires particular conditions to occur.

A chiefdom is a political form organised around a central figure, the chief, whose authority rests on a combination of personal prestige, genealogical seniority within the dominant lineage, control of key resources or ritual knowledge, and the capacity to redistribute wealth in ways that create obligation and loyalty among subordinate community members. Chiefdoms are inherently competitive: they expand when their central figure can extend the network of redistribution to encompass new communities, and they contract or collapse when that figure's resources or prestige are insufficient to maintain the obligations he has undertaken. They are also inherently unstable over generations, because the political authority of a chiefdom is personal rather than institutional, it belongs to the chief rather than to the office of chief, and the succession from one chief to the next is always a moment of potential fragmentation.

The highland plateau of the northern Tigray, in the centuries following D'mt's collapse, was very likely a landscape of competing chiefdoms in this sense: communities of variable size organised around dominant lineages, competing for control of the agricultural land, the water sources, the trade routes, and the grazing areas on which their prosperity depended. The competition was probably more often expressed through the less costly mechanisms of prestige display, alliance building, and calculated generosity than through outright military conflict, the costs of warfare in a highland environment, where communities are mobile enough to retreat into defensible terrain and where the material rewards of conquest are uncertain, tend to push political competition toward non-military channels. But the capacity for violence was always present, and the periodic exercise of that capacity, the raid, the punitive expedition against a community that had failed to honour its tributary obligations, the display of military force that persuaded wavering neighbours to accept a subordinate relationship, was part of the repertoire of every successful chief.

What distinguishes a state from a chiefdom is, in the most fundamental sense, the institutionalisation of authority: the creation of a political structure that persists across the life and death of particular individuals, that has its own administrative personnel and its own territorial jurisdiction, and that can extract resources from the population it governs through mechanisms that do not depend entirely on the personal relationships of the ruler. States can survive the death of their founders in ways that chiefdoms typically cannot. They can extend their authority over populations too large and too distant for any single individual to manage through personal connection alone. And they can generate the kinds of specialised surplus, the skilled soldiers, the literate administrators, the craftspeople and traders whose activities go beyond subsistence production, that allow them to do things no chiefdom can do: build cities, mint coins, erect monumental architecture, conduct military campaigns at a distance and sustain them over years.

The transition from the chiefdom landscape of the post-D'mt Tigray to the proto-state centred on Betä Giyorgis was not sudden. It was the product of a long process in which one community, or, more precisely, the lineage that dominated one community, built up a cumulative advantage over its neighbours sufficient to shift the terms of competition from rivalry between roughly equal players to domination by a single, substantially stronger player. How that advantage was built is a question the archaeological evidence addresses only partially, but the outlines of an answer can be suggested.

​Routes, Tribute, and the Accumulation of Advantage

The most important structural advantage that the proto-Aksumite community at Betä Giyorgis possessed was positional: it sat at or near the convergence of multiple natural routes through the highland landscape, routes along which the movement of goods necessarily flowed whether their movers wished to engage with the community at the convergence point or not. The ivory and gold of the African interior, moving toward the Red Sea coast, passed through the highland valleys that converged near Axum. The aromatics of the Horn of Africa lowlands, moving north toward the markets of Egypt and the Levant, travelled routes that intersected the same zone. The agricultural produce of the surrounding highland basins, moving toward the communities that did not grow their own food, followed the valley paths that the landscape's topography dictated.

A community that positioned itself at such a convergence, and that had the organisational capacity to extract a proportion of the goods
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