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Abstract and Keywords
In view of the paucity of research, the Islamic archaeology of the Central Sudan and Sa
hel remains one of the less well known of the African continent. While this also applies to
the material legacy of the past six centuries, it is particularly sites and remains from the
early period of Islamic influence in the region that are virtually unexplored. The earliest
and most expressive elements of the archaeology of Islam in the Central Sudan and Sahel
are elite sites related to powerful indigenous states: Kanem-Borno around Lake Chad and
the Hausa city-states to the west. In view of their pivotal role in the introduction and
propagation of the new religion and culture, the archaeology of those states is particular
ly significant when addressing the theme. Taking into account the current absence of a
comprehensive body of archaeological evidence, this chapter relies on historical knowl
edge and interpretation as background to discussing a range of archaeological sites,
structures, and features that are relevant material expressions of the impact of early and
late Arab-Islamic influence in the region. The authors conclude by emphasizing the still
untapped, enormous potential of research on the archaeology of Islam in the Central Su
dan and Sahel.
Keywords: Kanem-Borno, Lake Chad, Hausaland, Islam, archaeology, mosques

Introduction
THE Central Sudan and Sahel, characterized by a mixed woodland-grassland ecosystem,
comprises the region between the River Niger and the surroundings of Lake Chad south
of the Sahara Desert and north of the tropical rainforest. Compared to the remaining,
western portions of West Africa (see Chapter 4.4), our current knowledge of the Islamic
archaeology of that region is exceptionally sparse. About 15 years ago, Insoll (2003: 265)
already described it as “one of the last great blank archaeological areas of sub-Saharan
Africa for the archaeology of Islam” and this has not substantially changed since then.
Two major and related factors account for this situation. First, there has been since the
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1970s a consensual West Africa-wide archaeological research agenda that (not unjustifi
ably) has mainly privileged the investigation of African non-Islamic cultures and societies.
Second, most archaeologists previously working in the Central Sudan and Sahel region
tacitly regarded their methods as virtually pointless for the Islamic period, as historians
were already making enormous progress by furnishing deep and comprehensive insights
into chronology and the processes that shaped local societies since the Arab conquest of
North Africa. While the latter view is obviously flawed because the historical sources
have inherent limitations, the fact is that a series of important details on the historical
paths once tread by the human groups and polities in the region still remain throughout
unknown, vague, or at least dubious. While those deficits also pertain to the (p. 482) past
500 years, they mainly concern the period following the initial contact of sub-Saharan
Africans with the Islamic world between 700 and 1500 CE. In fact, and as will be seen lat
er, this is the time from which we yet have the least archaeological evidence for the im
pact of Islamic religion and culture in the region.
Strange though it may appear for most readers, there is hitherto nothing like a discipline
of “Islamic archaeology” in West African scholarship (see Nixon 2014: 7721). On the one
hand, this situation can be attributed to the main focus of archaeological investigations in
the region. On the other, it mainly relates to the fact that the material manifestations of
Islam in West Africa have been usually treated as constituents of indigenous cultural se
quences. In fact, and as stressed by Insoll (2003: 2), the archaeology of Islam in sub-Sa
haran Africa can be considered an inherent part of the archaeology of sub-Saharan peo
ples and cultures. Particularly in the Central Sudan and Sahel, archaeological research
focusing on Islamic cultural elements (e.g., architecture) has been rarely conducted (but
see Bernus and Cressier 1991 for the western Air region). Yet, in the past few years, a
number of small-scale field investigations have been showing the great potential of the
theme. Drawing upon those as well as earlier relevant work and analysis, we provide here
an updated view of what is currently known on the archaeology of Islam in the region.
From a temporal and geographical viewpoint, the archaeology of Islam in the Central Su
dan and Sahel is intrinsically linked with the emergence and development of two of the
most powerful polities (or group of polities) in the region: the Kanem-Borno Empire1
around Lake Chad and the Hausa city-states to the west (Figure 4.5.1). As the earliest
and most prominent of their kind, they were pivotal in the diffusion of the new religion
and associated cultural elements in their respective spheres of influence and beyond. Due
to that role, we primarily give attention to discussing evidence in one way or another re
lated to those polities. Considering the enormous gaps presently extant in the research of
material remains related to Kanem-Borno and Hausaland, we still have to draw strongly
on the historical evidence for grasping the chronological context and the initial impact of
contacts with the Islamic world in the region. For each of the polities and areas consid
ered, we follow a chronological thread subdivided into three phases. First of all, and as
the archaeology of the Islamic period forms a continuum with the foregoing time, we turn
our attention to discuss the local pre-Islamic background in relation to the early stages of
state formation, with a particular emphasis on sociopolitical organization. Second, and in
view of the paucity of relevant archaeological evidence, we consider the available histori
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cal information on and interpretations of events and places related to the introduction
and early development of Islam in the region. The latter will eventually serve to generate
some few hypotheses on the kind of archaeological materials and contexts expected to be
unearthed by future and highly needed field (p. 483) (p. 484) research projects in the re
gion. Third and last, we discuss the better known archaeological evidence from the past
500 years, highlighting the material manifestations linked to Islamic religion and culture
both in Kanem-Borno and Hausaland. Eventually, we throw a glance at those material re
mains hinting at the coexistence or blending of foreign (Islamic) and local (traditional)
cultural elements/behaviors.

Figure 4.5.1 The Central Sudan and Sahel region be
tween the Niger River and Lake Chad showing the lo
cation of archaeological sites mentioned.

Kanem-Borno
Though recognized both as one of the most powerful states and the longest-living Islamic
monarchy from sub-Saharan Africa, Kanem-Borno (8th-19th c. CE) is presently by far bet
ter known through written and oral historical sources than through the archaeological re
mains it left behind. All through the past 150 years, historians’ critical analysis of exter
nal and internal documents have not only generated a comprehensive chronology of rele
vant historical events; they also have provided insights into a vast range of details that
were used for developing hypotheses on the origins and the early and later character of
the state and its overall organization (for comprehensive views on Kanem-Borno’s history,
cf. Urvoy 1949; Trimingham 1962: 110–126; Smith 1976; Fisher 1977; Lavers 1980; Zelt
ner 1980; Barkindo 1985, 1992; Gronenborn 2001; Dewière 2017). In the following sec
tions, historical information and some interpretations thereof are mainly used as a basic
temporal framework for grasping and discussing the sociopolitical and economic contexts
within which known (and yet unknown) archaeological remains and sites are possibly em
bedded. In fact, and as will become clear, there appears to exist a fairly close correlation
between the sociopolitical organization of the state, the socioeconomic background of the
aristocracy, and the archaeological vestiges to be found in the region. In this sense, his
torical information is employed in three ways: first and if no archaeological fieldwork has
Page 3 of 25

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 15 November 2020

Central Sudan
been ever conducted, as a guide to infer on the kind of archaeological remains to be ex
pected on ground; second, as a rough orientation regarding dating and the identification
of known but yet not examined archaeological remains; third, as a complementary source
of information on archaeological sites that were already preliminarily investigated.

The Elusive Archaeology of the pre-Islamic Period (8th-11th Cen
turies)
As in parts of West Africa (the Senegal and Niger valleys), the existence of political elites
can be regarded as have been essential in facilitating the introduction and later dissemi
nation of Islamic religion and culture around Lake Chad. Today, there is little doubt that
the rise of urbanism, sociopolitical complexity (hierarchical or heterarchical), and statelike organizations have a strong backdrop in social and economic processes taking plac
ing (p. 485) locally over hundreds of years prior to the arrival of Islam in sub-Saharan
Africa (McIntosh 1999; Connah 2016). While this appears to have been also the case in
the Lake Chad region, we still only have a patchy archaeological understanding of how
and when those processes came about (cf. Connah 1981; Gronenborn 1998; Holl 2002;
Magnavita et al. 2009; MacEachern 2012). This state of affairs applies in particular to
Kanem-Borno.
Archaeologically, the roots and early development of Kanem-Borno are yet completely un
known. The overall paucity of field research in Kanem (i.e., the region east and northeast
of Lake Chad where this Central Sudanic state first emerged and was centered) implies
that even the most basic archaeological data are still missing. In this sense, we are
throughout unfamiliar both with the date and nature of human settling in the area and
the material culture, specifically pottery, used locally prior to and following the founda
tion of the state in the 8th century CE. However, based on historical evidence, re
searchers have traced a scenario that possibly accounts for Kanem-Borno’s emergence
and early development. Though there are fundamental disagreements in a number of de
tails such as the identity and ethnical origins of members of the early ruling elite (Urvoy
1949: 23–25; Fisher 1977: 288–289; Lange 1977: 113–114, 156–158; Zeltner 1980: 30–38;
Hallam 1987: 33–34; Barkindo 1985: 230–231), historians have nevertheless concurred
that Kanem-Borno beginnings are most likely a result of interactions between nomadic
pastoralists and settled agriculturalists living in the Sahara–Sahel borderland (Barkindo
1985: 228). According to that scenario, a group of especially influential pastoral nomadic
people began to hold sway over different sedentary peasant and other pastoral groups in
the region, gradually leading to the formation of a multiethnic polity. A major characteris
tic of the early ruling elite itself was that it was also ethnically relatively diverse, especial
ly in view of intertribal (alliance) marriages (Lange 1977: 66–68; Lavers 1980: 190; Lange
and Barkindo 1988: 217). For a number of reasons related to local ecology and the so
ciopolitical structure predominant among pastoral nomadic peoples, it seems indeed very
likely that, from its beginnings, the Kanem-Borno state consisted of and was governed by
a loose confederacy of clans of heterogeneous origins with a dominant clan providing the
ruler (Cohen 1970: 187). In this regard, it has been plausibly suggested that Kanem-Bor
no was far from being a highly centralized political entity in its early centuries: at least in
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ternally, the power of the ruler or king (Mai) was not absolute but a matter of negotiation
with a supreme council (Nokena) of elders or representatives from various clans (Cohen
1970: 187–188). At this early stage, the ruler himself seems to have chiefly played the
role of a sacred king who symbolized the unity of the state by maintaining social cohesion
through his semi-divine status (Al-Muhallabi in Cuoq 1975: 78–79). As will be seen, this is
indeed a recurrent theme in the history of Kanem-Borno, even centuries after the intro
duction of Islam. It is significant to note that the described dichotomy between political
and ritual power closely approaches the kind of sociopolitical organization that A.
Southall (1988) has named a segmentary state. Though there are voices that reasonably
alert us to the uncritical use of such a comprehensive label for describing miscellaneous
societies and polities (cf. Robertshaw 2010), others indeed see exactly this kind of negoti
ated power-sharing as a model of early African sociopolitical organization (cf. McIntosh
1999: 15–16).
If correct, the preceding described scenario has major and fundamental implica
tions for archaeology. The economic background of the ruling elite as members of no
madic pastoralist clans alludes to a kind of court life of which mobility and the lack of per
manent housing were essential components. The existence of such a highly mobile life
(p. 486)

way is in fact indirectly supported by Kanem-Borno’s royal chronicle, the Girgam or Di
wan (cf. Lange 1977). That source reveals that none of the places at which the first semidivine kings died or were buried (late 8th to mid-11th c.) equals each other (cf. Lange
1977: 66–68). This indeed rather hints at the existence of “mobile capitals” that were lo
cated where the king temporarily stayed (Holl 2000: 62). In this sense, various authors
have quite figuratively described those royal capitals as “Versailles de tentes” (Urvoy
1949: 27) or “tent-cities” (Hull 1976: 7) in allusion to the kind of lightweight construc
tions expected to have been used. There is no need to stress that the elusive nature of
such royal camps poses great problems for archaeological research, as the mere task of
locating them in the sand dune landscape of Kanem is by itself a colossal and unpromis
ing challenge.
Apart from the elusive royal capitals, external Arabic sources on pre-Islamic Kanem-Bor
no point to the existence of at least a place of some importance in the region: Manan. Ac
cording to geographical data provided by Ibn Said al-Magribi from first-hand information
by Ibn Fatima in the 13th century (Levtzion and Hopkins 1981: 188), Manan was once
most likely located to the north or northeast of Lake Chad (cf. Lange 1980: 175; Gronen
bron 2001: 104). While Al-Idrisi in the 12th and Yaqut in the 13th century, drawing on a
10th-century source, described Manan as a relatively small thatch or clay settlement with
only little industry and commerce (Levtzion and Hopkins 1981: 114, 171), Ibn Said clearly
acknowledged it as once being the state’s official pre-Islamic royal capital (cf. Levtzion
and Hopkins 1981: 188). To judge from the historical accounts, the place does appear to
have had neither urban character nor ever functioned as a significant commercial center.
Archaeologically, however, its material remains may be comparatively easier to identify
than those of the “mobile capitals” described earlier. The fact is that the general paucity
of systematic archaeological research in the region has so far precluded verifying the ac
tual existence, location, size, and nature of this and any other pre-Islamic sites in Kanem.
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As will be seen, while the visibility of archaeological remains related to Kanem-Borno con
siderably improves in the early Islamic period, the paucity of targeted field research con
tinues to pose major problems for a full understanding of the archaeology of Islam in the
region.

The Archaeology of the Early Islamic Period in Kanem (Mid-11th–
14th Centuries)
From a historical viewpoint, the second half of the 11th century is of particular interest
for scholars of Kanem-Borno. That time paves the way for very gradual transformations
both in the ideological foundations and the sociopolitical organization of the state. As sev
eral authors convincingly suggested (Zeltner 1980: 40–45; Lange 1993: 265), the (p. 487)
prime mover of those long-term changes appears to have been the growing influence of
Islam on the court during the course of the 11th century. Political forces that sympathized
with Islam and concomitantly opposed the ruling elite are thought to have perpetrated a
coup d’état and founded a new dynastic line that replaced the old one (cf. Lange 1977:
68). Though the royal chronicle of Kanem-Borno furnishes evidence that the last two
rulers (ca. 1067–1074 CE) of the former dynasty (Banu Duku) were Muslim converts
(Lange 1977: 98; Lange and Barkindo 1988: 223), that same source attributes the intro
duction of Islam to Hummay (ca. 1068–1080 AD), the first king of the Banu Sayf or Banu
Hummay (Lange 1977: 68). Be that as it may, the fact is that the introduction and adop
tion of Islam as state religion in the second half of the 11th century brought about an
opening of Kanem-Borno toward the Islamic world with all its economic, social, and politi
cal consequences.
A major event inherently linked both to the dynastic change and the acceptance of Islam
was the shift of the official state capital from Manan to a new place located to the south
east, named Njimi or Cimi, in the late 11th or early 12th century (cf. Ibn-Said in Levtzion
and Hopkins 1981: 188). That historical event is highly significant as it is very probably
associated with the very first introduction into the Central Sudan and Sahel of a new ar
chitectural element and building technology then well known in the Islamic world and be
yond: fired bricks (cf. Urvoy 1949: 29). That innovation is of great archaeological rele
vance as it exponentially increases the visibility of settlement sites and structures linked
to both Kanem-Borno and to later Islamized polities of the region (e.g., Bagirmi, Wadai).
In fact, the main archaeological remains that can be presently truthfully linked to both
the archaeology of Kanem-Borno and the archaeology of Islam in the region are the ruins
of fired-brick constructions.
Today, a large part of our current knowledge of the archaeology of Kanem is limited to
sites featuring fired-brick structures (Lebeuf 1962). Just as in the case of sites with simi
lar constructions from the area west of Lake Chad (see later discussion), they are very
probably either related to the Kanem-Borno ruling elite or to elite groups in some way
connected to the former. This is indicated by both oral traditions (Seidensticker 1981;
Lebeuf 1972) and the exclusive use of fired bricks in high-status constructions such as
palaces, mosques, elite houses, and mausoleums west of the lake (Bivar and Shinnie
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1962; Connah 1981; Seidensticker 1981). Altogether, some twelve of such localities are
yet known in Kanem and the nearby Bahr-el-Ghazal. Except for a putative and yet undat
ed mosque named Eri (Figure 4.5.2), they all consist of the ruins of fired-brick enclosures
that once encompassed a number of minor and now collapsed constructions made with
fired bricks or other materials (Bivar and Shinnie 1962; Lebeuf 1962). The most compre
hensive description yet available on some of those places is provided by A. Gonzemai
(2002), who produced sketch plans of structural remains visible on the surface. Accord
ing to him, the enclosures largely vary in shape and size (round, rectangular, trapezoidal,
zig-zag), ranging from less than approximately 20 x 20 meters to more than 670 × 620
meters. Some of them appear to display structural peculiarities like pathways and corri
dors, being in part internally quite complex.

Figure 4.5.2 A collapsed fired-brick wall from the
putative mosque of Eri, Chad.
Courtesy of Carlos Magnavita.

(p. 488)

It is not improbable that the enclosures themselves are merely the yet visible part

of formerly larger settlements that mainly consisted of less durable domestic construc
tions made of clay or wood thatch. None of Kanem’s fired-brick sites has been yet test-ex
cavated or confidently dated. In fact, one of the most pressing research questions regards
the time and historical context in which each of them was constructed and used. While
some may date to the period when the power in Kanem was seized by a possible kindred
group (Bulala) that opposed the Kanem-Borno ruling clan (Magumi) in the late 14th to
early 16th centuries, others may be earlier in date (12th–14th c.) and thus definitely relat
ed to the Empire. Historically and archaeologically, the most important and potentially
oldest of those sites is the one conceivably related to the ruins of Njimi or Cimi, KanemBorno’s first Islamic capital (Figure 4.5.3). From an etymological and geographical view
point (Zeltner 1980: 23; Lange 1987: 159), the fired-brick ruins of Tié, approximately 1
kilometer north-northwest of the small village Tié Kalaté 1 (ca. 6 kilometers northwest of
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Tié Isiri 1), are presently the best match for Njimi. According to Gonzemai (2002: 46–48),
those structural remains (“la citadelle”) extend over an area of approximately 600 × 300
meters and consist of an asymmetrical rectangular enclosure featuring various access
points and a complex interior space. While he makes no mention of a structure resem
bling a mosque, he refers to the remains of a large fired-brick construction as (p. 489) be
ing the “palais royal” This appears to be the same structure that Bivar and Shinnie (1962:
8), who visited the site in 1959, call “the mosque.” If the identification of the place with
Njimi is correct, it is indeed here that we may expect to find the earliest mosque ever
built in the Central Sudan and Sahel region. According to a historical document translat
ed by Palmer (1936: 19–20), “the plastered mosque” (probably in fired brick) was erected
there by Sultan Salmama, who, according to Lange (1977: 70), reigned between 1182 and
1210 CE.

Figure 4.5.3 Left: The largest debris mound from Tié
near Tié Kalaté 1, Chad. Littered with fired brick
fragments, the mound indicates the location of the
main, now collapsed building of the site. Right: Fired
brick from Tié showing a smooth surface coating. It
possibly originates from one of the major buildings
(i.e., the palace, the mosque) that once stood in the
interior of the fired-brick enclosure.
Courtesy of Carlos Magnavita.

Bivar and Shinnie (1962: 8–9) themselves rejected the identification of the Tié ruins with
historical Njimi on grounds of the small site area. In fact, they give the extent of the spot
covered with fired bricks as having been approximately 243 × 218 meters, substantially
smaller than the figure provided by Gonzemai (2002: 46–48). A short visit of the site by
one of us (C. M.) in March 2017 revealed that the dimensions provided by Bivar and Shin
nie (1962) suit best the reality. While the area with visible remains may only represent a
small portion of a larger settlement, it is improbable that we will ever find something sim
ilar to an exceptionally large urban center in Kanem. Apart from environmental and car
rying-capacity constraints, the inexistence of such a large place is probably reminiscent
of a sociopolitical organization with a low degree of centralization and a still highly mo
bile court life. In this respect and despite knowledge about Islamic centralized statecraft
and palatial life, it appears that conservative forces within the state kept acting centrifu
gally against any attempt toward political centralization and religious reforms up to at
least the 14th century (cf. Trimingham 1962: 117–118; Cohen 1970: 188; Lange 1993:
265–269). In addition, Kanem-Borno Muslim rulers still appear to have been to such an
extent en route that only five of twenty monarchs are known to have been buried at Njimi
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between the late 11th and the late 14th centuries (p. 490) (cf. Lange 1977: 68–76).2 In
fact, it is not before the late 15th century that Kanem-Borno would have an urban capital
and commercial center founded that actually deserved those labels (see later discussion).
The construction of that place not only reflects a major change toward political central
ization as well as reduced royal mobility; for the first time, there also appears to have
emerged something like an urban Islam with some historically and archaeologically visi
ble facets.

The Archaeology of Islam in Borno (15th–19th Centuries)
Though historical hints imply the possible establishment of elite settlements west of Lake
Chad (Borno) perhaps as early as the mid-13th century (Lange 1993: 271–272), known ar
chaeological vestiges linked to the state date thus far only from the late 15th century on
ward3. The earliest and most important of those places is the new capital Birni Gazarg
amo (ca. 1472–1810 CE), an approximately 340-hectare urban settlement encompassed
by a circular moat-and-ditch complex built near the confluence of two major rivers (cf. Bi
var and Shinnie 1962: 2–4; Connah 1981: 227–228). The construction of that place is em
blematic for two of a number of key changes that are in part connected to the policy of
strongly tying Kanem-Borno with the contemporaneous Islamic world.
From a sociopolitical viewpoint, the ruins of Birni Gazargamo no doubt materialize the
long-awaited shift in the organization of the state toward a more centralized administra
tion and simultaneous consolidation of the Mai’s power, a condition that is in line with Is
lamic monarchies elsewhere. To a large extent, that change was primarily achieved by
supplanting the hereditary titleholders of the traditional supreme council of elders (Noke
na) through a system in which title and power were vested by distinct individuals (cf.
Schulze 1910: 4; Urvoy 1949: 40; Trimingham 1962: 125–126). In addition to that, most of
the nominal titleholders were now pledged to reside in the capital, thus staying under di
rect supervision of the Mai. The archaeological correlates of this new power structure are
visible through the central location of the large (ca. 4 hectare) fired-brick palace complex
which is surrounded at some distance by at least seven minor fired-brick enclosures (cf.
Bivar and Shinnie 1962: fig. 1; Connah 1981: 229). A major side effect of the newly im
planted political system was an increased level of stability and security that allowed a
permanent use of the capital for more than 300 years. In this (p. 491) respect, it is all but
surprising that, for the first time in the history of Kanem-Borno, twelve of nineteen rulers
who reigned between 1470 and 1810 not only lived but also died in one place: Birni
Gazargamo (cf. Lange 1977: 79–82).
Alongside changes in political affairs, the historical record suggests that there was, in the
late 15th and 16th centuries, an increased preoccupation of literate men in the capital
with the observance of the religious and legal premises of Islam by members of the
Kanem-Borno royal house and other nobles (Trimingham 1962: 122–123). Indirectly, this
could be seen as indicating that Islam was still poorly widespread among the remaining
population of the capital at that time. Yet this notion is contested by a number of histori
cal documents dating from the end of the 16th century. In this sense, two sources, respec
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tively dated to the late-16th and mid-17th centuries, point to the existence of at least four
(Friday) mosques in Birni Gazargamo (cf. Palmer 1936: 33–35; Lange 1987: 72), which in
turn implies a quite vivid practice of the religion by its citizens. Several historians indeed
regard the capital as a major center of Arabic-Islamic scholarship in the Central Sudan
from the 16th and 17th centuries on (Hunwick 1997: 210–211; Levtzion and Pouwels
2000: 81–82). This notion is largely supported by evidence of royal policy directed to sus
tain the development of both Islam and state sovereignty even in rural regions far from
the city. In this respect, we are acquainted with kingly instructions for the construction of
scholarly settlements (mallamati) at Belbelec (Kalumfardo) and Gaskeru (Hunwick 1997:
211; Fisher 1975: 111–112), respectively, in the mid- to late 17th and early 18th centuries
(Lavers 1971: 48). The main buildings of those places, including mosques, are said to
have been built by craftsmen and fired bricks provided by the Mai personally (cf. Lavers
1971: 48).
In stark contrast to those accounts, the mid–19th-century explorer Heinrich Barth (1858,
vol. 4: 23–24) considered the “very small dimensions” of the central Friday mosque he
saw in Birni Gazargamo as evidence that Salat was mainly practiced by members of the
court and that there was nothing like a medrasse in the capital. In his opinion, the lack of
such an institution was a clear indication that Islamic learning in Birni Gazargamo was
confined to the private realm. Barth’s statement has long caused great surprise, particu
larly because there is at least an eyewitness report on the existence of such a facility at
the main mosque of Birni Gazargamo (von Seetzen, in Lavers 1971: 43). Archaeologically,
the building referred to by Barth as the central mosque mostly likely corresponds to the
ruins of a 79 × 36 meter fired-brick construction located west of the palace complex and
now level with the ground (cf. Lange 1987: 116; Gronenborn 2001: fig. 6.3). The apparent
contradictions between the historical sources and Barth’s perception of Islam in the for
mer capital can be perhaps straightforwardly explained by archaeological reasoning. In
this sense, while the historical accounts were recorded at a time when most buildings in
Birni Gazargamo had been well discernible and easily identifiable, Barth was only able to
see fragments of a thoroughly ruined city. In fact, the alleged central mosque near the
palace complex may be the only of the capital’s Friday mosques that were once built with
fired bricks. This is a circumstance that may explain the “invisibility” of the other
mosques as well as of building annexes that may have housed Islamic schools or colleges.
As elsewhere, lack of research and problems of visibility are a large concern in
grasping the archaeology of Kanem-Borno and Islam around Lake Chad. This state of af
fairs is tellingly illustrated by the results of a recent pilot study that involved a geophysi
cal survey (gradiometry) of the ruins of the central palace complex at Birni Gazargamo
(Magnavita 2011). Until then, the best ground plan of that structure was produced in
1959 by a pace-and-compass survey of wall remains visible on the surface (Bivar and
Shinnie 1962: fig. 1). While the gradiometry plot confirms the accuracy of the former
plan, it also reveals that a number of important buried features remained thus far undis
covered (Figure 4.5.4). Two of the most important are a nearly semi-circular fired-brick
wall segment attached to the northeast end of a large room at the southern part of the
complex and an approximately 20 × 20 meter square structure to the southeast. The first
(p. 492)
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feature clearly allows identifying the southern room with an approximately 85 × 60 meter
palace mosque, while the second can be easily recognized as the foundations of a massive
fired-brick minaret. Not only in view of its large size (if compared to that of the putative
central mosque) does the palace mosque bear evidence of the great importance of Islam
within the court; an even more amazing sign of this refers to the planning and construc
tion of the entire palace complex because the walls of the remaining rooms or courtyards
were all oriented according to those of the palace mosque (Figure 4.5.4).

Figure 4.5.4 Geophysical plan of the fired-brick
palace complex of Birni Gazargamo and interpreta
tion thereof.
Courtesy of Magnavita (2011: fig. 5).

Outside the capital, the only mosque yet known archaeologically comes from Garu Kime,
a Kanem-Borno elite site located about 150 kilometers southeast of Gazargamo (Magnavi
ta et al. 2009). Probably constructed in the 17th or 18th century, the site’s main struc
tures comprise a fired-brick enclosure and a neighboring fired-brick building. The latter
can be easily identified as a mosque both through the existence of a mihrab and the
northeastern orientation of the qibla. Just as in the case of the palace complex of Gazarg
amo, an important detail is that the secular structure (enclosure) nearby was likewise
erected with a view to comply with the orientation of the mosque.
In view of the role played by Islam in the capital, it is nevertheless likely that most, if not
all, remaining elite sites are associated with single or various mosques. Archaeologically,
we presently know of only two such instances, but, historically, we are acquainted with
the existence of mosques at Gambaru, Belbelec, and Gaskeru (Barth 1858, vol. 2: 225–
226; Lavers 1971: 48). Also, Garumele, the second largest urban center of Kanem-Borno
and now confidently dated to the late 16th or early 17th century (Magnavita and Mag
navita 2017), must have featured a number of mosques, even if none has been yet located
on the ground. In addition to those, four other post–16th-century fired-brick elite sites are
known west of Lake Chad, but their ruins remain archaeologically thus far unexplored.
While no Kanem-Borno mosque has been ever investigated archaeologically, the few geo
physical surveys and test-excavations conducted at elite secular structures have revealed
a remarkable architectural trend. It relates to the construction of fired-brick round huts
amid the large rectangular fired-brick enclosures typical of Kanem-Borno palatial struc
tures (Hambolu 1996; Magnavita et al. 2009; Magnavita and Magnavita 2017). This detail
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clearly points to a merging of traditional sub-Saharan Africa structural design with for
eign (Islamic) architectural elements. Just as with architecture, historical evidence
demonstrates the survival of rudiments of the pre-Islamic institution (p. 493) (p. 494) of di
vine kingship, such as monarch seclusion, up to the 19th century (Smith 1976: 163). This
indeed visibly indicates the co-existence of traditional religious notions (i.e., king-wor
ship) and Islamic practice up to a very late time.
The previous paragraphs furnished an update of what we know about the Islamic archae
ology of Kanem-Borno within the context of historical interpretations and the currently
available archaeological evidence. For reasons of space, an important point not discussed
refers to the expansion of Islam beyond the limits of the Empire from the 16th century on.
The mechanisms accounting for that development are no doubt manifold and involve a
complex interplay of long-ranging political, social, and economic interests on both institu
tional and individual levels. In spite of that, Kanem-Borno’s perceived or actual military
and cultural supremacy rank as primary factors in the spread of Islam outside its borders.
In this context, permanent military pressure indirectly led to the emergence of minor, and
in part tributary, states such as Bagirmi, Mandara, and the Kotoko polities from at least
the 16th century on (Barkindo 1992)4. That process was then followed by the very grad
ual conversion or autoconversion of the local political elites and populations to Islam. Just
as in the case of Kanem-Borno, very little to nothing is yet known about the Islamic ar
chaeology of those “secondary states” (but see Insoll 2003), implying a vast field of re
search for future scholars working in the region.

Hausaland
The physical extent of the Hausa area is quite extensive but fairly homogenous, delimited
to the east by Borno, Niger to the north, and Benin to the west and southwards by the
meridian 10° N. The Hausa cultural sphere is considered widespread across most West
African nations traditionally, with northern Nigeria as its core. Following a glimpse at the
archaeology of Kanem-Borno, we now set out further westward to examine the nature of
sociocultural development in Hausaland and outline the influence of Islam. This region,
otherwise referred to as Kasar Hausa, encompasses a vast territory occupied by people
who identify themselves as Hausa today, basically due to shared identity elements: lan
guage, dress, Islamic belief, history, and subsistence practices. Their common historical
root is tied to mythologies, expressed loosely in two popular historical documents: the
Daura and Kano chronicles. They allude Hausa origins to foreign strangers such as a
Baghdadi prince—Bayajidda, the acclaimed legendary hero who rescued Daura by killing
a snake that allowed access to well water only on certain days. Scholarly positions exist
that postulate notions of origins and indeed the process of evolution of Hausa (Sutton
2010; Last 1983; Haour 2003). A mention of Afnu in the writings of the Egyptian historian
al-Maqrizi in the 15th century is considered as perhaps the (p. 495) most generally accept
able first textual reference to Hausa, when one considers the use of Afnu/Afuno as a syn
onym for Hausa in earlier times (Haour 2003). From the 8th century, there was actually
nothing more than tassel allusions before that time, until the first clear mention of wellPage 12 of 25
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conceived Hausa cultural identity was made in the 17th century. Much of what is known
about the region is derived mainly from orally inspired historical sources obtained
through the agencies of traders, missionaries, travelers, and colonial records alike
(Palmer 1922; Bravmann 1974; Haour 2003; Sutton 2010). Despite argument and/or
agreement by scholars interested in Hausa studies as to whether Hausa is an autochtho
nous development or not, one thing is certain: Kanem-Borno had strong impact on certain
cultural developments of Kasar Hausa, as already shown in the earlier part of the chapter.
The archaeology of Kasar Hausa is mainly characterized by large-scale occupation sites
surrounded by walls and most probably related to the emergence of state-like sociopoliti
cal organizations. Other major settlement sites were predominantly placed on hilltops,
with dyeing and iron-working sites as common features generally on the landscape. The
matic subjects of interest about the Hausa states were military capabilities and engage
ments, where the military expansionist policy of Kano, for instance, during the 11th and
12th centuries CE is noted in some historical texts. Development of complex defensive
walls is thought to be a natural shield-like response to sustain the home front when the
armies are on aggressive conquest at other fronts, but are also explained as structures
that create avenues to toll-gate collection of taxes from traders (Okpoko 1998; Smith
1987). For Kasar Hausa wall settlements, Kano and Zaria (associated Turunku and Kufe
na capitals) provide examples of urban cities that have been mentioned by early travelers
and geographers of the 19th century and subsequently began to receive the attention of
archaeologists interested in the reconstruction of aspects of West Africa’s urbanization
process (Haour 2003; Effah-Gyamfi 1986). It was reported by Haour (2003) that the se
ries of wall fortifications of Kano cover about 20 kilometers of the circumference of the
enclosure, reached heights up to 9 meters, and were surrounded by a 15-meter ditch.
Likewise, the circular walls of Zaria were about 6 meters high, covering 16 kilometers in
the 19th century (Haour 2003). The complex walls, expected to have been built at differ
ent periods, are not well dated and rely on relative dating. Only Leka/Maleh in the Kebbi
region has been archaeologically studied and gives an early 16th-century date, expressed
in an important historical text as a period of autonomy for the Kebbi monarch. From the
point of view of economics, some Hausa states such as Kano, Zaria, and Katsina became
important western-most terminals as trans-Saharan commerce and trading connections
up to the 15th century. From there we have indirect indications of collections of remnants
of dye pits and large pots for the mass production of textile materials for export (Lovejoy
1974). Sources have indicated the acceptability of Hausa attire and textile products in
places as far as Tripoli and other Maghreb towns in northern Africa. In Kano area, the Ra
no and Dala quarters were major industrial centers for the production of textiles as noted
by dyeing pits, but also for the smelting of iron, as seen from the widespread heaps of
slag discovered during archaeological investigations (Sieber 1992).
Another important theme in the archaeology of Kasar Hausa is the way landscape
and space is utilized and socially perceived. The development of settlements and urban
system became a principal defining character of Hausaland, where, for instance, a 19thcentury traveler, Henry Barth, described the parkland landscape of the Hausa area: a
clearly much managed, human-made landscape. A major defining moment for Hausa de
(p. 496)
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mography is the average congregation of large populations supported by craft specializa
tion guilds and respective large-scale settlements surrounded by walls, evidenced as ear
ly as the 16th century by external written sources. A number of Hausa state capitals such
as Kano, Bauchi, and Zaria, whose palaces were built to accommodate the ruling dynas
ties who would become an important factor for the Islamization of societies of northern
Nigeria, later show widespread evidence of defensive walls. Iron smelting (Sutton 1976)
and textile production have left great imprints in the archaeology of the region, seen
through abundance of mounds of iron slag and tuyeres on one hand and groups of dye
pits reflecting the specialties of the societies, with each associated with ritual practices
and taboos in their different ways. Various studies on the nature and practice of African
ironworking by anthropologists and ethno-archaeologists are gradually helping us to un
derstand the social context and meanings of ritual performance around slag mounds and
production systems of past settlements, which essentially do not reflect Islamic norms
(Sutton 1976). Such practices have allowed us to interpret the meaning of sites’ contexts
and relationships to religious systems and, in some instances, the process of Islamization
as it occurs in most societies in northern Nigeria.

The Archaeology of the Pre-Islamic Period Around Kasar Hausa
We are also familiar with the settlement system, as documented by other sources that
render accounts of rural settings, where the economy was tied to the land. The hierarchy
was hamlet- or village-based before it evolved to the city-based settlement, with large
populations surrounded by walls—a development that is perhaps largely inspired by so
ciopolitical developments that came with elements that were initiated indirectly by the Is
lamization process. Research conducted in Kasar Hausa that produced materials relevant
to the pre-Islamic period is enormous but unevenly unpublished. The defining character
of the period is the availability of discrete sites with diverse functions and large settle
ments, some probably specialized, due to evidence of by-products of industrial iron work
ing (Sule 2010). A good number of sites such as Dala hill, Samaru West, Durbi Takusheyi,
Turunku, and Kagalan fit this description. A major problem in some cases is the poor dat
ing situation, where only the character of finds is currently available as publication of the
research results after nearly half a century is still forthcoming (Priddy 1970). Priddy, for
instance, reported the low mound Iron Age site RS63/32 on the east side of the river
Niger that yielded complete burials with rich grave goods and skulls and skeletons of var
ied degree of preservation, one of which was identified as a (p. 497) ten-year-old child who
was buried with flexed leg positions, clearly indicative of pre-Islamic burial practices
around 1000 CE (Priddy 1970: 28). In the 13th–16th centuries, and as evidenced by the
excavated burial mounds of Durbi Takusheyi near Katsina, pre-Islamic Hausa society was
highly stratified (Gronenborn et al. 2012).
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Early Development of Islam and Islamic Culture in Hausaland (10th–
18th Centuries CE)
As reported earlier, some findings from Kasar Hausa reflect highly stratified social config
urations of the pre-Islamic customs of a mortuary elite system. In fact, oral narratives are
persistent with the idea of the existence of an elitist ruling family in pre-Islamic Katsi
nawa (i.e., the area between Katsina and Daura). Evidence from Durbi Takusheyi in the
area excavated in 1907 by Richmond Palmer in collaboration with the Emir of Katsina,
and in 1992 under the coordination of Dierk Lange and a follow-up research in 2003,
presents seven tumuli with contents expressive of affluence and prestige from around the
13th–14th centuries CE (Gronenborn et al. 2012). The burials displayed rich goods such
as an iron rod, spiked anklets, ivory rings, and a cap with decorated cowries, as well as a
bronze pin and brass anklet, an iron bangle, glass beads, an iron spoon, ivory rings, and a
cowry belt. The analyzed brass anklets were made using a lost wax technique used specif
ically for burial goods; wear analysis indicates that they would not have been for every
day use. Though the lost wax method of brass manufacturing is popular in Benin and Ife,
there are reasons to assume a local production (Gronenborn et al. 2012). Another inter
esting aspect of the finds are the way the occupants of the royal burials were interred,
which in Tumulus 1 and 5 displayed a burial within burial chambers, seated on furniture,
with indications that the bodies were wrapped in cloth (Gronenborn et al. 2012: 263–
264). The archaeological evidence from Durbi Takusheyi at Tumulus T7, dated to the
15th–16th century, showed highly ostentatious, rich articles of gold (ring and bracelets,
earrings, finger rings, and pendants), metal, and glass as well as carnelian beads indica
tive in some instances of importation.
The source for some of the grave goods, especially in Tumulus 7, reflects possibilities of
continental and regional contacts with North Africa and the Middle East, as well as with
Kanem-Borno and Agadez as part of the trans-Saharan trade system during pre-Islamic
times. The nature of the materials conforms to the period in the second half of the 15th
century when Islamic cultures gained roots in Kasar Hausa. It could be said that, from
14th century onward, the major cities of Hausaland such as Kano and Katsina became in
tegrated into the trans-Saharan trade system, thus perhaps accounting for the nature of
the finds discussed (Okpoko 1998; Gronenborn et al. 2012). However, it is interesting,
considering the nature of Durbi Takusheyi, that the people of Durbi Takusheyi drew on
long-distance connections with the Islamic world but that the burials examined are not
consistent with Islamic ritual. On the prosperity of the bilad al sudan, Leo Africanus re
ported during his travels in the region that, by 1512, Mali was (p. 498) replaced as an im
portant trading center by the newly important but dominant centers of Kano, Katsina,
Zaria, and Zamfara to the west and Borno to the east (Loimeier 2013: 66). This follow as
sumptions along the lines of the popular thesis that the coming of Islam to Hausaland was
essentially through Wangara traders and the Islamization process of Hausa rulers. On as
pects of the Hausa relationship with Borno and its influence on Hausaland in the 17th
century, Barth (1960: 118) mentions how the Katsina capital that housed its prince and a
population of “at least a hundred thousand souls” was a direct a vassal of the Borno Mais
and had to ensure the sustained payment of a tribute of one hundred slaves. There is a
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strong assertion (Usman 1972) that some parts of Kasar Hausa, such as Katsina, Kano,
Daura, and Zazzau, all became in some way attached to Borno by diplomacy rather than
through military means. This is shown by three historical sources that give hints on this
state of affairs: Raudat al-afakar, Tarikh arbab (the Kano chronicle), and Imfaq al-maisur.
The third mentioned historical source displays strong evidence for control of most Hausa
states by the Borno sultans, as tributes and gifts were permanently sent to the latter until
the commencement of the Sokoto Jihad, when Hausaland was finally considered finally
autonomous. Consequently, it is remarkable also to acknowledge how the long cultural
contacts established between peoples long exposed to Islam from North Africa during the
17th and 18th centuries with Katsina city could have inspired the commercial and politi
cal pedigree with which the subregion came to derive such importance.
Similarly, its worth noting that the conversion of King Yaji Dan Tsamiya (1349–1385) of
Kano to Islam by Wangarawa clerics from Mali is considered a threshold in the Islamiza
tion process of Kano and indeed the whole of Kasar Hausa (Bravmann 1974; Stride and
Ifeka 1971). He appointed the prayer Imam and other Islamic officials and decreed that
every town of Kano observe five daily prayers (Palmer 1908). King Yaji also ensured the
building of the first mosque at the present Madabo Mosque, near the pagan sacred
Shamus tree. Sarki Muhammad Rumfa (1463–1499), however, cut down the Shamus tree
and built a second mosque consisting of a mud-roofed rectangular building, and later a
Central Mosque. The mosque and its location are considered sacred to date and holier
than any other structure in Kano. The Kano city layout continued to witness the domi
nance of public facilities such as central mosque and a market closely associated with
magnificent palace occupied by powerful ruler-akin to a status of the sultan of Tunis in
North Africa (Last 1983).

Islamic Heritage and Archaeology in Hausaland (19th-Century Jihad
Period and Beyond)
The seed that inspired a number of new and radical sociocultural developments related to
Islam and Islamic culture in Kasar Hausa is seen to have been planted from the 18th cen
tury or even earlier. This can be located in the context of migrations, trade contacts, and
other kinds of interrelations linked to some waves of strong Arab and Islamic influence.
Islamic heritage and archaeology in the study area are still being conceptualized, (p. 499)
but the Sokoto Jihad led by Sheik Uthman Ibn Fodio in about 1804 impacted radically on
the structure of the sociopolitical system as well as on the historical development of the
whole region. Much of what is known is indirect from historical sources, with data begin
ning to come from related monuments and sacred landscapes studies. The popular
themes in Hausa studies involve the knowledge of development from architecture, center
ing on the achievements recorded by the popular 19th-century master-builder, Babban
Gwani, whose monuments exist throughout the northern region of Nigeria (Sule 2010;
Moughtin 1972).
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One major character of the archaeology of this period is the emergence of monumental
mosques in settlement layouts and cities. A general pattern across the region is that royal
palaces were constructed in close association with Friday mosques, usually at the center
of the settlements. The visible heritage of Hausaland is characterized by flamboyant mon
umental architectural buildings, mosques, and palaces in Kano, Katsina, Kirfin Sama, and
Zaria, mostly built around the 1830’s by Muhammadu Durugu, popularly known as Bab
ban Gwani in the field of African architectural studies. This is the general situation with
most of the medieval city-built palaces constructed by that architect in Bauchi, Zaria,
Kafin Madaki, Birnin Gwari, and Kano. The most prominent architectural element of those
buildings is the Hausa vault (bakan gizo) which, just like the remaining structure, is
erected using the cone-shaped Hausa tubali or mudbrick typical of West African architec
ture. In this regard, three of these monuments within the Bauchi region deserve atten
tion: Madaki of Kafin Madaki’s palace, a palace/mosque on the Kirfin Sama hill, and the
Babban Gwani-built palace at the center of Bauchi town. They were all built by the 19thcentury master builder before he built other palaces that are all attached with famous
mosques in Kano, Zaria, and Birnin Gwari from 1830–1840. The major composition of all
three edifices in Bauchi region includes the existence of the main congregational worship
halls and the Shari’a courts, and all are noted to have all utilized tubali (mud bricks) as
raw materials in their construction (Dmochowski 1990).
The importance of the monuments built by Babban Gwani cannot be overstated when ex
amining questions related to Islam in northern Nigeria. For instance, the palace of Mada
ki in Kafin Madaki town near Bauchi served as an outpost residence for the defense com
mander-in-chief of the acclaimed founder of Bauchi town, Yakubun Bauchi I, in Kafin
Madaki, which is situated about 45 kilometers north of Bauchi city. It is situated strategi
cally toward Kano, allowing Madaki, acknowledged as a fearless army commander, to be
stationed to the north of Bauchi to serve as a barricade against by a former Kano power
before the Jihad of 1804. The architectural splendor and historical importance of Kafin’s
Madaki palace led to its declaration later as one of Nigeria’s first national monuments in
1956. The fairly well-studied palace/mosques constructions achieved by Babban Gwani
are those found in Zaria, Bauchi, and the Kirfin Sama hilltop (Sule 2010; Moughtin 1972).
According to Moughtin’s description (1972: 143), the Friday mosque in Zaria city, built in
1824 by Babban Gwani, “consists of a complex of buildings which include a main hall for
worship, the Shari‘a Court, and ablution chambers which act as entrance lobbies the
(p. 500) perimeter wall” (Figures 4.5.5 and 4.5.6). Mud arches inside the buildings support
domed rooftops and are characteristic features of such Hausa edifices. The mihrab is situ
ated at the easternmost portion of the mosque-qiblah for the Imam, and a screened area
for women exists within the Shari’a court. The internal decorative systems of the
mosques display complex mud relief patterns that are highly dignified and well-defined.
The walls of the buildings are thick, being an average of 1.2 meters at the base, to sup
port and stabilize the heavy roofs. The mud walls of the building are characteristically re
inforced with azara, which is wood from the Deleb palm.
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Figure 4.5.5 The floor plan of the Friday mosque of
Zaria. 1. Shari’a Court. 2. Screened area for women.
3. Ablution chamber. 4. Latrine. 5. Mihrab
After Moughtin (1972).

Figure 4.5.6 Insterior of the Friday mosque, Zaria.
Courtesy of Abubakar S. Sule.

Archaeologically, little investigation is known to have taken place in Hausa cities
apart from those former settlements retaining impressive “visible” features of walls in the
Zaria region and the mainly unpublished works in Kano inspired by the presence of ar
chaeologists at Ahmadu Bello University Zaria and Bayero University Kano in the decades
after 1960. These limitations are due to the absence of meaningful chronological informa
tion about the settlement systems based on radiocarbon dates. Much of what is recog
nized of the archaeology of Kasar Hausa, excepting its mosques and palaces, is hardly
sufficient to describe the Islamization process of the area. However, collaborate utiliza
tion of historical sources is likely to help current research that aims to track the influence
of Islam on the sociopolitical as well as economic developments of northern Nigeria
through other artifactual assemblage and sites. The defensive walls that are a major char
(p. 501)
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acter of most of the sites studied need to be dated and considered from the point of view
of the political need to organize important political structures in a common location to
ease governance. It is perhaps justifiable to agree that the Islamic attitude toward cen
tralized political structures inspired urbanism and that it is important to look at related
issues, such as the construction methods of these walls and mosques.

Conclusion
Just as with the archaeology of the states that flourished in the region, the Islamic ar
chaeology of the Central Sudan and Sahel is yet in its very infancy. Taken as a whole,
there has been comparatively much more research on sites and material remains of pre(p. 502) Islamic societies than on those linked to people that once identified themselves as
Muslims. As elsewhere in Africa and beyond, Islam was very probably first adopted and
observed by the early political elites of emerging states of the region between the 11th
and the late 15th centuries. Insights such as these are, however, exclusively provided by
historical written and oral documents. These are indeed the major sources allowing a pre
liminary assessment of the time, historical setting, and consequences linked with the in
troduction of Islam into the region. Archaeologically, those early developments remain as
yet virtually invisible due to the general paucity of targeted archaeological research in
key areas and sites. This implies that contexts, structures, and finds that might furnish di
rect evidence of local Islamic practice prior to the 16th century are overall unknown.
Historically and archaeologically, there is much better evidence for the practice of Islam
from the late 16th century on. At the western margins of Lake Chad, the foundation of
Birni Gazargamo (ca. 1472), Kanem-Borno’s new capital, triggered the emergence of a
Central Sudanic version of urban Islam. For the late 16th and early 17th centuries, we
have data hinting at the existence of both a large royal mosque and various Friday
mosques for the local population. Recent preliminary studies at two of the various archae
ological sites known also demonstrate that the construction of elite secular structures
obeyed the orientation of mosques. This can be seen as clear evidence that earthly life
was transcending and merging into the religious realm of Islam. In addition, historical ac
counts report on a 17th- to 18th-century royal policy directed at promoting the construc
tion of scholarly settlements in rural areas. All this ranks as evidence that Islam began to
be propagated beyond the capital at latest by this time. While the adoption of Islam by
the local royal elites of Hausaland occurred later than at Lake Chad (late 14th–15th cen
turies), the new religion began to thrive there in an already fully developed urban envi
ronment. Just as in the case of Kanem-Borno, most Hausaland sites relevant to the theme
remain, however, archaeologically unexplored. Others, such as Kano, Zaria, and Katsina,
are today major modern cities so that archaeological work is only possible to a limited ex
tent.
Against the background of the available historical evidence, the few insights currently
provided by research on the archaeology of Islam in the region are truly not more than a
drop in the ocean. However, while the flux of new historical documents as a major source
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of knowledge has long dried up, the numerous archaeological reservoirs containing fresh
data on the early and late Central Sudanic states remain virtually untapped. No doubt, it
is this yet poorly exploited major source that now has the potential to round off and per
haps change our current perception of the historical role of Islam in the region. Regret
tably, archaeological field investigations, especially those led by Westerners, have been
largely disrupted by security concerns all over large parts of West Africa since 2009. Reli
gion-backed political extremism, ethnical conflicts, and, more recently, delinquency due
to a major economic crisis fueled by falling oil prices have virtually paralyzed internation
al archaeological research in most of the Central Sudan and Sahel. It is indeed only upon
the improvement of that situation that we may expect new, fresh insights into the archae
ology of Islam in the areas focused on in this chapter.
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Notes:
(1) The name Kanem-Borno is a geographical concept commonly used by historians to
designate this Central Sudanic polity. It refers explicitly to the two regions bordering
Lake Chad in which the kingdom had its successive political and administrative centers:
Kanem, east of the lake, between the 8th and 14th centuries, and Borno, west of the lake,
between the 15th and 19th centuries.
(2) To a growing extent, the high mobility of Banu Sayf rulers between the late 11th and
14th centuries has possibly much more to do with practical factors related to state poli
tics and economy than with a romantic attitude toward a pastoral nomadic way of life. On
the one hand, the frequent absence of the rulers from the capital may be related to the
wish of escaping the political control exerted by the Nokena. On the other, the ubiquitous
royal mobility can be explained in terms of the enormous territorial and commercial ex
pansion that the state witnessed in the period (cf. Urvoy 1949: 44, 48).
(3) The only potential exception is a single radiocarbon date from the site of Garumele
(Haour 2008: Table 1). While the analysis of the charcoal sample provided an age estima
tion in the late 13th to late 14th centuries, that isolate date is currently problematic as
glass beads from the same archaeological context and other radiocarbon dates point to a
much later formation of cultural deposits (cf. Magnavita and Magnavita 2017: 173).
(4) One century earlier, Hausaland to the west is similarly thought to have experienced
Kanem-Borno’s regional dominance (Lovejoy 1978: 185; Sutton 1979: 197–9), though this
occurred in an already partially islamized social milieu with long-established state-like
structures (see later discussion).
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