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Abstract Two sites with schematic rock paintings in Western Ethiopia, where
Islamic ceremonies connected with rain-making are performed and miraculous
events are said to occur regularly, are interpreted in the light of such factors as the
beliefs of local informants, the Islamic appropriation of prehistoric rituals in
Northern Africa, the characteristics of similar sites linked to rain-making rituals
throughout Eastern Africa and the apotropaic meaning of schematic marks in many
traditional cultures. Probably painted by the ancestors of the current Koman
language speakers during the Later Stone Age or shortly afterwards, the rock art
contextual analysis reveals the complexity of interregional relationships and
processes affecting the multi-ethnic frontier regions in pre-colonial times and shows
how the local groups have recombined prehistoric and historic religions and
ideologies into an original mix that bears witness to the region’s multifaceted history.
Résumé Cet article examine deux sites contenant des peintures rupestres schématiques
à la frontière de l'Ethiopie occidentale, où des rites islamiques relatifs à la pluie sont
pratiqués et où des événements miraculeux se produisent régulièrement. Ces sites
peuvent être interprétés en fonction de plusieurs facteurs, entre autres l'opinion des
informateurs locaux, l'appropriation par la religion islamique des rituels préhistoriques
en Afrique du Nord, les sites similaires associés aux cérémonies d’invocation de la pluie
en Afrique de l’est, et la signification apotropaïque des schémas décoratifs dans de
nombreuses cultures. L’art fut probablement peint par les ancêtres des actuels peuples de
langues Koman lors de l’Age de la Pierre Tardive, ou peu après, et son analyse
contextuelle montre comment les régions frontalières multiethniques ont été touchées
par un complexe système de relations interrégionales et processus précoloniaux, et
comment les religions et les idéologies préhistoriques et historiques ont été recyclées par
les populations de la frontière éthiopique-soudanaise dans un ensemble original
d'éléments qui témoigne de cette histoire plurielle.
V. M. Fernández (*)
Departamento de Prehistoria, Universidad Complutense, 28040 Madrid, Spain
e-mail: victormf@ghis.ucm.es
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Introduction: Archaeological Exploration at Benishangul-Gumuz (Ethiopia)
In January 2001, an archaeological team from Madrid’s Universidad Complutense
headed by this author began the investigation of the Benishangul-Gumuz regional state
in Western Ethiopia, crossed by the Blue Nile River near the Sudanese border.
Although this region had been the subject of prior linguistic (Conti Rossini 1920;
Cerulli 1947; Bender 1975, 1981) and historical research (Triulzi 1981a, b; Triulzi et
al. 1976), our work was the first archaeological initiative in this vast territory, whose
surface area is about 50,000 km2 (Fig. 1).
Our survey was carried out through four fieldwork campaigns, mostly in the
southwestern part of the state inhabited by the Berta (or Bertha), Benishangul,
conducted in 2001, 2002, 2003 and 2005. Preliminary results have revealed the main
features of the local cultural sequence. Lithic tools, apparently from the Lower
Palaeolithic period (Earlier Stone Age), were recorded at surface level in the Sirba
Abay area next to the Blue Nile. Excavation of two rock shelters at K’aaba and Bel
K’urk’umu near Assosa, the region’s capital, revealed a cultural sequence spanning
from the end of the Middle Stone Age through the whole Later Stone Age—between
ca. 20000–2000 bp (Fernández et al. 2007). The Ethiopian escarpment region seems
to have provided shelter for the last Palaeolithic populations from the Sudanese

Fig. 1 Location of the Benishangul area in Western Ethiopia. Places mentioned in the text: 1 Assosa, 2
Bambasi, 3 Menge, 4 Khomosha, 5 Tongo
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plains, which were probably forced to migrate in search of areas with a wetter
climate during the dry periods affecting the Sahara and the Sahel at the end of the
Pleistocene. Something similar might have also happened during the Holocene, as
indicated by the impressed ceramics from the Sudanese Mesolithic and Neolithic
periods (Fig. 2: 1–5)—identical to those our team had documented in the Blue Nile
basin near Khartoum in the 1990s (Fernández 2003, 2006a)—that turned up about
halfway through the stratigraphic sequence in the most recent rock shelter, Bel
K’urk’umu (after ca. 5000–4500 bp).
It is unclear whether the economy of the last groups of LSA hunter-gatherers that
made or used impressed pottery shifted towards pastoralism under the influence of
the Sudanese groups, which had been practising animal husbandry since the 6th

Fig. 2 Pottery sherds and jars from Benishangul. 1–5 Sudanese Meso-Neolithic types from the Bel
K’urk’umu rock shelter, ca. 5000–2000 bp (wavy line, dotted wavy line, rocker impression and two
instances of Late Neolithic simple impression type); 6–9 Incised-impressed sherds of the local ‘NiloSaharan’ Kunda Tamo phase, after ca. 2000 bp; 10–12 Current cord-impressed Berta jars used for beer
brewing (Drawings by A. González-Ruibal)
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millennium bp, given that bone remains were not preserved in the acidic soils of the
excavated shelters. In terms of climate and salubrity, conditions in the mountain ridge
were—and still are—rather unfavourable for a pastoralist economy (Gifford-Gonzalez
2000: 119–123). It is safer to assume then that until very recent times, their livelihood
was mainly based upon hunting and gathering, probably with an added element of hoe
horticulture that is prevalent today.
As from ca. 2000 bp, the Sudanese-style impressed ceramics in the region were
replaced by different decorative styles (zoned impressed-incised and grooved),
reminiscent of the contemporaneous cultural stages in Southern Sudan, Kenya and
Tanzania (Fig. 2: 6–9), generally in congruence with the styles developed by the
Nilotic-speaking peoples who dwell in most of those areas today (Bower 1973: Fig.
12; Lynch and Robbins 1979: 324; David et al. 1981: pl. IV, f, j; Robertshaw and
Siiriäinen 1985: Fig. 19, a–d, Fig. 32, i, n; Robertshaw 1987: 183–4). Resemblances
in decoration to ceramics from Central Ethiopia dated from around 750 bp
(Joussaume 1995: Fig. 101, 1–20, Fig. 311, 1–12, 25–30, Fig. 312, 12–17) remind
old theories about Nilo-Saharan groups having covered in the past a part of the
western Ethiopian Highlands (e.g., Corfield 1938; Grottanelli 1948, but see a
refutation in James 1986).

The Schematic Paintings
One of the few archeological sites that were known prior to our arrival at
Benishangul is the big granite rock of Bel Bembesh (“red rock”), 2.5 km south of the
village of Menge, north of Assosa (10°20′18″–34°45′19″) (Fig. 3). Easily accessible
at some 450 m from the Assosa-Menge road, and about 25 m in height, the rock’s
lower part is covered with red schematic paintings representing geometric shapes.
About 1 km east from that rock, our team found a smaller granite outcrop called Bel
ash-Sharifu (“sharif’s rock”, from sharif, a Muslim master or one of Muhammad’s
descendents), covered with paintings of the same type, 3 km southeast from Menge
and also near the road (10°20′23″–34°44′42″) (Fernández and Fraguas 2007). In fact,
there is little or no difference between the geometric motifs in the Bel Bembesh rock
(Fig. 4) and those at Bel ash-Sharifu (Fig. 5). Quadrilateral drawings predominate on
both rocks, in most cases filled with a grid pattern (25 instances), although some
contain vertical lines (9 instances) and a few are empty (5 instances). Single vertical
and curved lines also occur, as well as one circle (at Bel Bembesh) and two possible
‘solar’ symbols (one at each site). The paintings extend over a surface area of 260 (h) ×
440 (w) cm in Bel Bembesh, and 200×230 cm at Bel ash-Sharifu. They begin at about
145 cm above the ground in Bel Bembesh, and about 80 cm above the current topsoil
at Bel ash-Sharifu.
The paintings were copied using a transparent plastic sheet put over the rock wall
and later checking the reproduction by comparing with high definition photographs.
The paintings, though their red colour was rather faded, all had a similar state of
preservation, thus suggesting they were probably made at the same time; no
indications of pigment overlays nor any kind of practical use of the paintings were
observed (Fig. 6). The discovery of several ‘pencils’ of red ochre in our excavations
at several rock shelters near Assosa, dated to the Later Stone Age (Fernández et al.
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Fig. 3 The rock wall with red schematic paintings at Bel Bembesh (‘red rock’) near Menge, Benishangul
(June 2005); a Berta incense burner can be seen in the foreground, which proves the use of the place in
present times

2007: 121, Fig. 27, 19–21), suggests that the geometric shapes could have been
traced using this method.
The ceramics recorded from a test pit excavated under a small rock shelter a few
metres from Bel ash-Sharifu and those collected from a small surface assemblage at
the back of the Bel Bembesh rock (a test pit beside the paintings did not yield any
significant remains) belong to the abovementioned ‘Nilotic’ or ‘Nilo-Saharan’ type.
According to radiocarbon dating, a sample of charcoal from the test pit turned out to
be from 275±30 bp (Ua-21633; cal. 1490–1670 A.D.). All the logical caveats

Fig. 4 The schematic red paintings of Bel Bembesh (‘red rock’) near Menge, Benishangul (Drawing by
A. González-Ruibal, February, 2001)
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Fig. 5 The schematic red paintings of Bel ash-Sharifu (‘rock of the sharif’) near Menge, Benishangul.
(Drawing by A. González-Ruibal, February, 2003)

notwithstanding, it may be assumed that is when the paintings were made.
Perhaps more accurately, this could be the approximate date when the
paintings’ ritual function ceased or changed, since the present-day Berta
population is thought to have come from Sudan to the Benishangul area in the
late seventeenth or the early eighteenth centuries (Triulzi 1981b: 21–25, 74).
According to Berta oral traditions, their migration pushed other ethnic groups
Fig. 6 Detail of a painted
grid from Bel Bembesh
(photograph by A. GonzálezRuibal, June, 2005)
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(speakers of Koman languages, namely Komo-Kwama, Bender 2000: 46) out of
the central Benishangul region. The fact is, the latest archaeological layers studied
in our survey show only present-day Berta pottery (Fig. 2: 10–12). This is mostly
cord-impressed, which bears some resemblances to that in the Blue Nile region in
Sudan (Funj period, see González-Ruibal 2005), but is quite different from the
Nilo-Saharan (probably ‘Koman’) ceramics from the earlier layers and sites.
Given that pottery of a similar style and fabric to Bel ash-Sharifu’s was recorded
at another site (Kunda Tamo, near Bambasi, 75 km south of Menge), radiocarbon
dated to 1985± 40 bp (Ua 24132; cal. 60 B.C.–90 A.D.), the chronological span of
the ‘Kunda Tamo’ cultural period the paintings could correspond to may be
tentatively situated during the first millennium AD and the first half of the second
millennium AD as will be discussed further below.

The Local Informants
Our first informant about the paintings was Al Mammoun Tilahun (interviewed
February 2, 2003), a Berta farmer living in the Obora village near the rocks. He
told us that God himself (he used the Sudanese word Rabbana) had made the
paintings at the time of Creation; thus, they were from a much earlier date than the
Berta’s arrival in the region. He did not know what they meant. Years ago, many
people used to go to see the Bel Bembesh paintings because the rock was the home
of Abdelgadir, a saintly Muslim sheikh who offered good advice and help to his
followers.
The same idea of a divine creation was confirmed by two elders from Menge,
Mubarak Ashafi and Al Fadul Babiker (February 3, 2003). They were contacted by
the mayor of Menge, Osman M. Musa, on the basis of being the most
knowledgeable persons about the village’s past. The mayor translated their
statements from Berta into Amharic language, and the representative of the Culture
Bureau in our team, Geremew Feyissa, made the final translation into English.
According to the elders, there was a Muslim saint, Sheikh Ahmed Ismail, who would
stay there for short periods of time, usually three or four days. Upon returning to the
village, he looked healthier and even heavier, though he had eaten nothing in all that
time. One of the sheikh’s sons still lives in a nearby village; his name is Ashumen,
and he is 118 years old (this being true, the sheikh might have lived around the end
of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century.) Sometimes people
would declare to have seen lost, ownerless sheep that immediately disappeared
inside the rocks through a crevice.
People claim to have seen lights frequently in the Bel Bembesh rock during the
night (about “ten times in a year” and sometimes “twice in a week”). The lights do
not shine at the top of the rock but at its base, beside the red paintings. They are not
like fire lights, but more intense, similar to a car’s light. Apparently many have seen
them, including the mayor Osman on the night of his wedding. People who have
seen the lights would mention it publicly, as everybody believes the sighting to be a
good omen, a sign of future good luck. Quite significantly—as the officials of
Tongo, south of Bambasi, informed us—people also used to report lights during the
night at other big rocks in the southern part of the region.
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According to Mubarak and Fadul, the sheikhs living in the rock were able to
talk to the light, which was related to the ‘Strength of the Good.’ The informants
rejected the possibility (suggested by a Bureau of Culture official in Assosa) that
the light had an evil origin, on the grounds of it being mainly seen during the
holy month of Ramadan, a time when the devil is trapped, as in a prison.
However, another Menge elder, Muhammad Nekura (interviewed June 4, 2005;
Fig. 7), said that lights could announce both good events (arrival of the Ramadan)
and bad (droughts, famines). The light can be seen in the evening between 2000
and 2200 hours, sometimes for three or four consecutive days. Nekura was
introduced to us by Ramadan Talow, a ritual specialist from the village of Keshaf
that A. González-Ruibal had interviewed in 2003 (see below). He had recently
moved to Menge, where he lived in his wife’s house with Nekura, his father-in-law.
The information was translated from the Berta to the Amharic language by a
member of the family, and Culture official Geremew Yenesew translated it into
English.
According to M. Nekura, when the rainy season fails to come at the expected
time, or at important Islamic feasts, such as the end of Ramadan (Eid al Fitr), people
gather under the rock to pray in the Islamic way, facing Mecca. The rituals are
always conducted by Muslim sheikhs from Menge, although sometimes sheikhs
come from Sudan to pray at the site on special occasions when many people gather
to dance to the sound of drums.
The rock paintings of Bel Bembesh face to the east, approximately in the
direction of Mecca. The remains of a stone wall, which are still noticeable in front of
the paintings, were made to represent a small mosque surrounding the place (half a
meter high is considered enough to mark the holy place). The area delimited between
the wall and the paintings is of about 110 m2, thus allowing for some 80–100 people

Fig. 7 Muhammad Nekura (centre), Ramadan Talow (left) and other Berta elders from Menge, June 4, 2005

Author's personal copy
Afr Archaeol Rev (2011) 28:279–300

287

to gather at the place. An incense pot was found hanging from a tree branch in front
of the paintings (Fig. 3). Another frequent ritual activity consists in killing a sheep or
hen during a meeting to be eaten by the attendants, a typical activity at Muslim holy
places and sheikhs’ graves. Only men gathered at the site, where “they used to drink
only clean water.”
The paintings are also attributed magical powers from which people can
personally benefit. When someone is ill, he can go there and stay for a few hours,
touching the paint first and then the part of the body in pain (the paintings do not
look differentially worn out by this practice). Although not in the same measure,
watching this take place is believed to be also beneficial.
Concerning the possible pre-Islamic rituals at the place, the informants did not
know anything. Mayor Osman consulted his 85-year-old father on this matter, but he
also did not have any information. When we queried Osman about the similarities
between the painted motifs and the facial cicatrization typical in some ethnic groups
in the region (Gumuz, Mebaan, Berta), he emphatically rejected the idea of their
having the same origin.
The three Menge elders said that the paintings themselves represent parts of the
Koran, together with “Solomon rings” (Star of David inside a circle). They admitted,
though, that they were unable to understand their actual meaning, because the
language in which they were written was not Arabic.

Rock Art and Islam
The numerous remnants of ‘pagan’ beliefs in popular Islam have been abundantly
noted, from evil spirits (jinn) and the evil eye, to curses or the cult of saints (for a
classic account, see Westermarck 1933). According to some scholars,
…it would be misleading to speak of the process of Islamization as a process
of ‘conversion’ from African belief to orthodox Islamic religion. A gradual
blending took place between African and Islamic elements, making a new
configuration which assumed different forms in different areas. (Ray 1976:
184, cited in Insoll 2003: 29)
Pre-Islamic rain-making rituals abound (or abounded until recent times)
throughout the Maghreb region in Northern Africa (for a list see Doutté 1984
[1908]: 582–596). To adapt them to mainstream Islam, the traditional chants were
turned into prayers as part of the orthodox rain-making ritual, salāt al-istisqā’
(Ibid.: 589). In that region, mountains are often regarded as holy places, natural
shrines with a spiritual power (baraka) probably rooted in pre-Islamic beliefs.
Ancient Arab rock-worship is believed to survive also in the sacred stones of
Mecca and its surroundings. Animal sacrifices are also frequently made at holy
places where saint’s tombs are very often located. The power to produce rain being
one of their usual gifts, sometimes those dead holy men can appear in animal
shapes (Westermarck 1933: 77, 97, 98, 122; Doutté 1984 [1908]: 588–589). In
Somalia, the tomb of a Muslim saint was built beside a hill reputed to contain the
remains of a ‘pagan’ magician-chief, whose power the sheikh had overthrown
(Lewis 1966a: 63–4).
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In both the Christian and Muslim traditions, mysterious lights are commonly
taken as signs of a particular ground being sanctified by the bodies of martyrs and
saints (Goldziher 1971: 321; Harris 2007: 116). Accounts of lights revealing Baraka
sites and signaling the forgotten location of sacred tombs were preserved in Southern
Spain even after the Christian conquest of the region (Harris 2007: 117). They were
common in Egypt (Taylor 1999: 55), and in the early twentieth century, they were
recorded in other parts of Northern Africa such as Morocco, where they were
sometimes attributed to jinn spirits (Westermarck 1926: 161–2).
Historically, Islam in Sudan has developed a strong mystical component, beyond the
traditional dichotomy between orthodox learned men (‘ulamā’) and followers of the
mystical orders (sūfī)
that is common in other Muslim countries (Ahmed Al-Shahi

1983: 60). In Eastern Sudan, the different roles of religious leaders as faqīh
(jurisconsult), faqīr (sūfī)
and mu’allim (Koranic teacher) are combined under the

overarching category of feki (Trimingham 1971: 118). Our informants at Menge
introduced themselves as feki.
The Bel Bembesh rock might have been the place of solitary retirement chosen by
single dervish mystics for their prayers or rābita—a term that refers both to the site
and to the spiritual path of identification with God to be followed by the mystic with
the help of the sheikh heading the order or tarīqa (Trimingham 1971: 18, 211–213).
It is known that many holy men made artificial caves or grottos (ghār) to pray, in
imitation of the Prophet who used a natural cave at Mount Hirā’ (Ali Salih 1992:
176; McHugh 1994: 85). Rocks are also known to have sheltered saints (wali) in
Eastern Ethiopia (Foucher 1994: 74). As we have seen, some might have been
covered with paintings: did the paintings in those rocks help the mystics’
concentration?
Most saints in Sudan had the miraculous power to bring about the rain (Grandin
1995: 84), and instances of pre-Islamic rain-making rites being adapted have also
been recorded in the Blue Nile area and in the Nuba Mountains further to the west.
In some cases, there is a connection with a saint’s tomb (McHugh 1994: 64–65) or
with the slaughtering of sheep or bulls (Jackson 1919: 3–4; Nalder 1926: 79);
hens might also be sacrificed when rain was overdue (Corfield 1938: 146). The
slaughtering of animals to call for the rain is also known to happen in Somalia
(Lewis 1966b: 262).
Up to the present day, among the Nilo-Saharan populations in the Ethiopian–
Sudanese border (formerly called “pre-Nilotic;” cf. Grottanelli 1948), there are rainmaking specialists who use sacred stones to perform their rituals (Evans-Pritchard
1932: 24–26; Grottanelli 1948: 319–320; James 1988: 59). Some rituals were carried
out near a vertical stone thrust into the ground (Evans-Pritchard 1932: 7–8, pl. III);
sometimes, the stone was circular (Seligman and Seligman 1932: 428, pl. XLV). This
closely resembles the Berta’s sacred circular stone, which is set on top of a vertical
stone and bears the group’s original name (which in our days is also the region’s
name): Shangul (Triulzi 1981b: 28–30).
Near the Bel Bembesh paintings, in the village of Keshaf, A. González-Ruibal
interviewed a traditional Berta ritual specialist (ηeri) called Ramadan Talow in 2003
(Fig. 7). He knew about the paintings and the rituals but seemingly not about their
power to attract the rain, perhaps because he resorted personally to another method
based upon “rain stones” or “thunder stones” (bele ro). He poured water over them
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or sometimes over the trunk of an aromatic tree thrust into the ground (GonzálezRuibal 2006: 389, 394).
Historically, Islamic influence first came into the border region through the Funj
sultanate of Sinnār. Benishangul—or at least a part of it—was a small semiautonomous province, the southernmost principality within the Funj state; 1720 is usually
quoted in the literature as the approximate date when relations and/or subordination
began (Chataway 1930a: 255; Trimingham 1952: 219). As in other regions where
Islam was in contact with external powers, in order to incorporate these southern
areas within the Sinnār system, the political expedient was for the alien ruling
minority to integrate into the leading local families through systematic marriage
alliances (Triulzi 1981b: 74).
After those first contacts, the spread of Islam in Benishangul must have been
very slow. Travellers visiting the region in the nineteenth century noted that only
the main chiefs had adopted the title of Shaikh and converted to the Islamic faith
(Triulzi 1981b: 139–140). All through the nineteenth century, more and more
religious teachers (feqi, pl. fuqarā) arrived, in principle to teach the children of
Sudanese merchants (watāwit) who had settled in the region and married the
daughters of the local Berta chiefs. Along with material commodities, the
merchants had imported an ideological, unpurchasable one: Islam. Most of the
Berta, however, must have continued practising their traditional religion as they
still do in part today (Ibid.: 140–141).
One of the areas to be Islamicized first was Khomosha, a few kilometres west of
Menge and the Bel Bembesh paintings area. According to local informants
interviewed by Alessandro Triulzi, the first s ūfī chief was ‘Ummad, a member of
the Eastern Sudanese Khatmiyya order who arrived around 1825; more khatmi as
well as members of the Sammāniyya order arrived mid-century (Triulzi 1981b: 141,
143). Interestingly enough, as the traveller Juan Maria Schuver observed, one of the
first activities the fuqarā carried out was the prescription of medicines in the shape
of Koranic verses written on bits of paper or on gourd shells (James et al. 1996: 33,
300). This faith in the power of religious inscriptions may account for the swift
assimilation of the prehistoric paintings into the new religion, and their interpretation
as alphabetical signs (for another case of possible influence of Arabic writing on
rock art, see Clark 1959: 216).
Regarding conversion to Islam, few stories from the period are as compelling as
Schuver’s account of his stay at Assosa in October 1881:
At sunset a youngster [a young muezzin], clad in flowing, snow-white
garments climbed the gigantic granite boulder that overlooks the whole scene.
In a pure, far reaching voice he proclaimed the credo of Mecca to the heathen
continent before him, and as the valleys below faintly re-echoed the dogmatic
sounds, he looked like a champion standing on the utmost bulwark of Islam,
sounding defiantly the trumpet of conversion and subjection to the Negro
millions beyond. (quoted in James et al. 1996: 108–9)
At any rate, the Islamic reinterpretation of the prehistoric paintings of
Benishangul can be understood as an attempt on the part of the Muslim Berta (or
the ruling watāwit elite) to appropriate the symbolic power of the land’s earlier
dwellers. Similar instances of appropriation of ancient mystic powers have been
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reported along the borders of African regions where new populations moving into a
territory attempt to justify their primacy (Kopytoff 1987: 55–56).

Rock Art and Rain-Making
Rock art sites and rain-making rituals are connected in many areas of Africa, mostly
in Eastern Africa, although some cases are known in other African regions as well.
In the Saharan area, the only possible link between rock art and rain has been
indirectly inferred from some of the strange phallic scenes that abound in the desert,
whose explicit sexual content precluded their being published until very recent times
(Probst-Biraben 1932; Soleilhavoup 2003; Le Quellec 2004: Figs. 13–17, 23–34).
Perhaps in the Sahara as in many other regions, rain was symbolically likened to
ejaculation, whose frequent representation (in the shape of waves emanating from a
penis) might be connected with rain-making rituals (Le Quellec 2004: 36–37). In
other instances, rock paintings of animal and human figures depicted in the act of
urinating have also been interpreted in terms of rain-making rituals (Joleaud 1933:
226, 239–240). In Southern Africa, the association at a number of sites between
animal figures (‘rain-animals’) and rain rituals of the first inhabitants of the region,
the hunter-gatherer San, has been noted (e.g., Dowson 1993; Saetersdal 2009).
Researchers studying rock paintings in Eastern and Southern Africa (Fig. 8), have
occasionally interpreted vertical lines and dotted stripes as representing the rain
through simple likeness, though this hypothesis has seldom been directly
corroborated by local testimonies. A recent—and quite thorough—study of the
Kasama area in Zambia showed that figures are arranged in relation to one another,
and their shapes (suns, vertical lines flowing down from circles, etc.) suggest they
represent climatic phenomena, probably connected with weather divination, rainmaking and fertility rites (Smith 1997: 43–4, Fig. 42). At Katolola, another site in
Zambia, the schematic paintings appear to have been hit by stones; and that is
precisely the purpose they are thought to have served, given that the practice of
throwing stones at ancient rock art as part of a rain-making ritual is recorded in
present times in at least one other location (Gwanda, in Zimbabwe) (Cooke 1964;
Phillipson 1972: 320).
Throughout the region, the Bantu language-speakers seem to share the belief that
their predecessors in the land—or the latter’s contemporary descendants, like the San
and Twa of Southern and Central Africa—were (and are) endowed with great
spiritual powers, especially in matters of capital importance such as the rain. Many
rocks and rock shelters with paintings are deemed sacred, and Bantu ritualspecialists often attempt to scratch off some of the pigment, which they believe still
has powers—a practice that has resulted in damages to both the geometric paintings
and the older, figurative ones (Coulson and Campbell 2001: Fig. 306). In places like
Domboshava (near Harare, Zimbabwe’s capital), the Shona farmers use a rock
shelter with naturalistic paintings to call for the rain—mainly because they believe
the cave to be a sacred place where ancestors can be contacted. Their rituals—barely
a century old as it seems—involve the use of fire, which is damaging the paintings,
and has become an issue for the government authorities in charge of the preservation
of national heritage (Pwiti and Mvenge 1996). A similar case was observed by
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Fig. 8 Schematic art from sites in Eastern Africa where according to local oral tradition or other sources,
rain-making rituals and/or related practices used to be—or still are—carried out: 1–4 Nyero area, Uganda;
5–6 Bahi, Tanzania; 7–11 Kasama area, Zambia; 12–14 Katolola, Zambia; 15–20 Menge, Ethiopia. After
Sassoon 1971 (1–4); Culwick 1931 (5–6); Smith 1997 (7–11); Phillipson 1972 (12–14); and this paper
(15–20) (different scales)

Benjamin Smith in Malawi after a hard period of drought in 1988. In what at first
seemed to him to be a mindless act of vandalism, several rock paintings had been
smeared with dung—a practice which Smith later reinterpreted as having a ritual
meaning in light of other African examples such as those mentioned above (Smith
1997: 43).
In some countries farther north—in what is properly called Eastern Africa—there
are red geometric paintings (carvings being rarer) from an earlier phase, prior to
those made by present-day Bantu and Nilotic populations. There is some evidence—
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through oral tradition or current practices—that their use was also originally
connected with rain-making rituals, for instance in the Nyero area in Uganda
(Lawrance 1953: 13; Sassoon 1971: 5–6) or at the Karoro site a few kilometres south
of Nyero (Chaplin 1974: 10) and on Mfangano Island in lake Victoria (Ibid.: 46).
Among the Wagogo Bantu from Tanzania, it is customary to pray to the god
Mulungu at sites with ancient paintings that they claim neither they nor their
ancestors made. Near Bahi, the Wagogo brew beer and slaughter domestic animals,
whose grease they smear onto the paintings to attract the much-needed rain (Culwick
1931: 35; Odak 1992: 69). The spilling of milk and butter in propitiatory and fertility
rites was also recorded off the continent’s west coast, in the Canary Islands,
according to the chronicles on the pre-Hispanic population (Tejera Gaspar and
Jiménez González 1991: 657). Traditions attributing the signs to God or other
supernatural agency are recorded at several locations also in Uganda (Wayland 1938)
and Tanzania (Shorter 1967; Collinson 1970; Bower 1973); on Mfangano Island, the
paintings are also associated with miraculous events (Chaplin 1974: 19).
The paintings representing concentric circles in Nyero (Uganda) are attributed by
the local Nilotic Teso to an ancient race of “yellow-skinned dwarves” who inhabited
the land in former times, prior to their arrival. These “dwarves” used the paintings in
rain-making rites, according to the Teso (Sassoon 1971: 5–6). Comparing the red
figures from the rock paintings in Zambia with the decorations made by Batwa
(Pygmies) from nearby Congo on tree barks and animal skins, Benjamin Smith has
come up with the interesting hypothesis that the rock paintings were made by
women. While the naturalistic depictions of wild animals were in all likelihood
painted by males—who were in charge of hunting and performed most of the
shamanistic rites the paintings were probably connected with—the geometric figures
might have been painted by women. This suggestion arises from the fact that among
the Batwa—Central Africa’s last Twa group—it is women who decorate barks and
skins in a very similar fashion in present times (Smith 1997: 47–8). C. Namono’s
recent study of the geometric rock art tradition in Uganda (Namono 2010) reached
the same conclusion regarding the probable Pygmy authorship of the paintings.

Rock Art, Ethnicity and Protection
Even before speaking with our informants at Menge, we noticed a striking similarity
between some square signs found in the rock art and the patterns of cicatrization in the
faces of many people, mostly women. This was the case, especially from, curiously
enough, those groups that are believed to predate the Berta’s arrival in the area, such as
the Gumuz and the Kwama in Benishangul-Gumuz, or from the Sudanese side of the
border such as the Mebaan, all of them classified initially by Bender in the ‘Komuz’
(i.e., Koman + Gumuz) linguistic group (Bender 2000: 56) (Figs. 9 and 10).
As shown in Fig. 10, most of the designs follow a grid pattern closely resembling
the square sign frequently found in the rock art panels. The vertical lines—identified
with the ‘alif or first letter of the Arabic alphabet and a symbol for God in Islam—
are more frequent than the grids among the Berta people living near the escarpment, as
in Assosa or Menge. According to V. Grottanelli (1940: 110–112), the ‘alif was more
abundant among the “Northern Mao” (i.e., the Kwama in current terminology) and
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Fig. 9 Schematic painting
from Bel ash-Sharifu; facial
cicatrization of a Sudanese
Mebaan refugee in the SherqoleKubrihamsa camp north of
Khomosha, February, 6th, 2003

used to signal that the individual had been taken into slavery by the Sudanese (‘Arab’)
raiders.
During our team’s survey in the region we were frequently told that the
cicatrizations were regarded as ethnic symbols, and also as a mark of freedom and
that until recent times, everybody had them made at the early adolescence as a rite of
passage signalling access to adulthood and fertility. Apparently, there was some
liberty to choose the motifs, but the tendency was to receive the same designs as the
parents. The circle and rectangle with inscribed crosses were identified by some
informants with stars. The compartmented rectangle was equated with a group of
stars that appear together after sunset. The circle with the cross was equated with the
morning star (Venus). The series of dots that cover the breasts and arms of women

Fig. 10 Samples of facial cicatrization designs from the Ethio-Sudanese borderlands. Upper row from the
Berta (first two on the left are the Islamic ‘alif’ signs); middle row from the Gumuz; lower row from the
Mebaan, except that on the far right, from the Kwama (several scales). (Drawings by A. González-Ruibal
and the author)
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were identified with the skin of a crocodile (A. González-Ruibal, personal
communication).
In Somalia, J.D. Clark recorded carvings with schematic signs which were
identical to some of the local groups’ typical corporal marks (Clark 1954: pl. 28).
Even farther away, in the southern region of Katanga in the Democratic Republic of
Congo, there is a cave locally known as Kiantapo (“place with tattoos”) where there
are schematic carvings depicting geometric and naturalistic shapes which became
well known thanks to Henri Breuil, among others (Le Quellec 2004: 84). Some
schematic paintings in Eastern Angola are very similar to the tattoos worn by the
local Bantu population, the Lunda, and to the motifs drawn in the sand at the
gatherings of male fellowships (Ibid.: 88–9).
In other areas in Eastern Africa—among the Nilotic peoples in Kenya for
example—rock signs are markers of cattle ownership (Gramly 1975; Lynch and
Robbins 1977). In Assosa, we once had the opportunity to see a cow with a big
reticular-shaped scarification identical to the drawings at Bel Bembesh, though the
rest of the herd showed no markings.
In many societies throughout the world, tattoos, cicatrization and cheloids,
besides serving as markers of identity in terms of group, age, gender and political
status (Schidkrout 2004; Wrzesińska 2007), are also made for purposes of protection.
They are meant to shield people—especially children—and animals from harm,
warding off disease and other threats (Rubin 1988: 16). The original intent of the red
paintings at Bel Bembesh and Bel ash-Sharifu may have been also apotropaic: the
signs, placed on the big rocks that symbolised the community and the territory, could
have been made to protect all of the land and the Koman peoples who lived in it
before the Berta.

Conclusions
The Art’s Authorship and Chronology
A map showing the distribution of documented Red Geometric rock art areas in subSaharan Africa (Namono 2010: Fig. 6; modified from Smith 1997: Fig. 18) reveals a
considerable gap between the northernmost instances, known to be in north-eastern
Uganda and attributed by Namono to an earlier Batwa population, and the western
Ethiopian rock paintings described in this paper. In between, there are nearly 800 km
without any known related site, which further compounds the difficulty of explaining
the presence of geometric art in the middle of a region inhabited—today as well as in
recent times (Ehret 1982)—by Nilo-Saharan, Cushitic and/or Omotic peoples. A
survey undertaken in 2008–2010 in the Gambela region of south-western Ethiopia
did not discover any site with rock art, though many rock outcroppings were
inspected (González-Ruibal et al. 2010, 2011).
The few other known examples of schematic rock art in Ethiopia, Eritrea and
Somalia almost invariably occur alongside schematic animal and human images
(Joussaume 1981; Calegari 1999; Fraguas Bravo 2009). This well-known art of the
African Horn (‘Ethiopian-Arabian tradition’, see Červiček 1971) clearly corresponds
to pastoral communities (even if a hunting component is represented, prior or
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contemporary to the pastoral economy, see Mire 2008), and its geographical
distribution is limited to the lower regions surrounding the Highlands and in the Rift
Valley (Fraguas Bravo 2009: Fig. 51). Turning west, archaeological surveys in the
nearby Nilotic region of Southern Sudan recorded very few sites with rock art
and the findings were of a very different style and most probably of quite
recent date (Robertshaw and Mawson 1981: pl. III); farther to the north it is the
naturalistic Saharan-like art which has been ubiquitously recorded (e.g., Chataway
1930b: 266).
The Benishangul art is thus an isolated event which, in any case, and on the basis
of its style and composition, can be related to the aforementioned Red Geometric
area of Central and Eastern Africa.
In the African archaeological and anthropological literature, the ‘Prenilotes’ of the
border region have been traditionally considered the descendants of the northernmost
extension of the Later Stone Age ‘East African Hunters’, the present day Koman
peoples even showing occasionally ‘marked Bushmanoid features’ (Murdock 1959:
170). Even though the myth of a San-like people having occupied Eastern Africa in
the past has been radically criticized (e.g., Schepartz 1988; Morris 2003), a rather
uniform cultural and symbolic ‘reservoir’ has been noticed throughout this vast
region, characterized by an overall correspondence between the geometric rock art
and the LSA industries (Namono 2010: 250–251).
The paintings of Bel Bembesh and Bel ash-Sharifu could be earlier than the recent
Kunda Tamo phase in the region and correspond culturally to the previous period
represented by the LSA rock shelters in the escarpment. One of the excavated
shelters, Bel K’urk’umu near Assosa, was radiocarbon-dated to 4965–875 bp
(Fernández et al. 2007: 106), i.e., overlapping with the Kunda Tamo phase whose
sherds were found near the paintings (ca. 1985–275 bp). As has been attested at
many other rock art sites, the art itself and certainly its ritual use could have spread
over thousands of years. In addition, as can be inferred from the overall continuity in
the lithic industry between both periods despite changes in pottery decoration—most
likely an imported feature coming from abroad—and is coherent with the very
ancient separation of the Koman languages from the old proto-Nilo-Saharan
language group (Ehret 2000: 273–274), it seems probable that the ancestors of the
current Koman groups have lived in the area since a very long time ago and were, as the
Batwa and San farther to the south, the creators of this red geometric art. Regardless of
cultural influences from the Sudanese pastoralists since the mid-Holocene, and the
subsequent violent pressure from both sides of the border in historical times, the
escarpment has been a refuge area where ‘cultures of resistance’ succeeded in keeping to
their traditional ways of life (Fernández 2006a: 88–90), which included hunting and
gathering until very recent times (Grottanelli 1948: 300).
The Art’s Meaning
The sites with schematic rock art recorded in Benishangul, though not very
extensive, show the quite remarkable fact that the paintings are still somehow
“alive,” since they are in ongoing ritual use and the local population still believe in
their magical power. Even though this does not imply an uninterrupted use of the
place since its inception, it is a rather uncommon fact in most of the world—where
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prehistoric art is predominantly a remnant of a long forgotten past—and offers an
opportunity to understand the art in terms of local cultural schemes.
As was shown above, Bel Bembesh and Bel ash-Sharifu are far from unique cases
in Africa. Throughout the huge Islamicised area of the continent, there are numerous
examples of the ideological remnants of pre-Islamic times having been assimilated
and adapted to present-day Islamic practice. As in many other instances of cultural
phenomena that have endured countless transformations, the prehistoric intent of
schematic rock art, often linked to rain-making, still survives as more than a mere
memory in sub-Saharan Africa.
The rather complex combination of religious readings applied to the Benishangul
rock art is probably indicative of the tensions inside the community between their
‘pagan’ background and the increasing strength of Muslim influence from
neighbouring Sudan. We had an interesting opportunity to analyze this conflict
when we set up a small ethnographic museum in Assosa. As we could see, the act of
creation of museum displays about ethnic identity may sometimes raise issues: both
the Berta and the Muslim Gumuz are reluctant to publicize their traditional preIslamic customs, especially the rich material culture (pots, calabashes, sieves, etc.)
used for the brewing and consumption of beer—items which were, however,
eventually put on display (González-Ruibal and Fernández 2007).
The study of Kopytoff (1987) on the ideological changes linked to movements of
peoples across the numerous borders in Africa allows us to understand rock art at
Benishangul also as a case of historical cross-border transit[ion], in a geographical,
chronological, and even epistemic, sense: the region constitutes a boundary between
arid Sahel and green highland, Nilo-Saharan and Semitic/Cushitic languages and
cultures, animistic and monotheistic worldviews, Muslim and Christian religions,
simple and complex social organizations —as well as between historical and
anthropological approaches to the African past and present.
Our reluctance to see the truly unique elements in Africa’s archaeological contexts
has a lot to do with the old colonialist notion, passed down from Hegel’s days unto
Hugh Trevor-Roper’s, that sub-Saharan Africa has no history, that it lies in a dark
recess outside history. That is why we still tend to see African cultures as fixed
structures frozen in time and feel somehow surprised when we see that they, too,
have changed; they, too, have had a history. This colonial view has been harshly
criticised, not only on historical grounds but also from philosophical (Mudimbe
1988) and anthropological (Apter 1999) standpoints. “Critical” archaeologies have
also contributed to this process of devolution (Fernández 2006b), though as yet with
few case studies (e.g., Schmidt 2010).
This case study of prehistoric/historic rock art completes the extant historical research
on the Benishangul region—carried out by Alessandro Triulzi among a few others—and
helps understand how the local peoples were transformed and shaped by the encounter
with global processes before their entry into that “history” imposed upon them during
the period of European colonial rule. Our approach was also intended to lend an ear to
subaltern speech. While to my mind this was not a truly indigenous archaeology,
because the local people had little participation in the recording and interpretation of
rock art, we attempted to listen to and incorporate their voices. As this paper has tried to
show, our historical and archaeological discourses are amenable to change through
closer contact with local facts, history, and interests.
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