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Every stone tool reflects the economy within which it was produced and the processes 

by which it was shaped. Without going into specific details, which will soon be 

published (L. Phillipson, in press), this paper demonstrates that the detailed analysis 

of lithic artefacts contributes as much to the understanding of cultural development as 

do studies of ancient ceramics, architecture or any other material evidence, and that 

the systematic recovery and interpretation of knapped stone artefacts should be given 

equal priority as a significant aspect of all field research from the Prehistoric to the 

Post-Aksumite in the area with which we are concerned. [Time periods referred to are 

as defined by Professor R. Fattovich: Pre-Aksumite circa 700 to 400 BC; Proto-

Aksumite to 150 BC; Early Aksumite to AD 150; Classic Aksumite to circa AD 450; 

Middle Aksumite to AD 550; Late Aksumite to AD 700.] 

 

 

More than a decade of research into the lithic industries of Aksum and its near 

hinterland has progressed from the straightforward recovery and recording of 

excavated and surface-collected artefacts to the demonstration that these were a 

significant and varied component of all periods of Aksumite material culture, and to 

an understanding of their economic and social significance within that culture. It is 

now possible to demonstrate chronological changes in the forms of some lithic tools 
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and in the composition of excavated assemblages and surface collections, in response 

to the developing needs of Aksum’s monetised, urban economy. It is also possible to 

identify the uses to which some of the lithic tools were applied and the social and 

economic patterns involved in their production and use.  

 

Three distinct lithic traditions are identified as having been present during the Pre-

Aksumite period. Of these, the dominant industry at Aksum is morphologically and 

technologically related to and derived from earlier autochthonous aceramic and 

ceramic mode 5 industries. This microlithic Pre-Aksumite industry developed in an 

unbroken sequence throughout the time from the Pre-Aksumite to its demise at the 

end of the Late Aksumite or early in the Post Aksumite period. No such continuity is 

demonstrable for a surprisingly archaic looking macrolithic Pre-Aksumite industry 

which comprises the only knapped lithics recovered from Hwalti, south of Aksum, 

and from a few minor occurrences closer to Aksum. Some influence from a third local 

Pre-Aksumite industry may perhaps be seen in the lithics of the Proto-Aksumite 

period. The presence in the same area of these very different Pre-Aksumite lithic 

industries, one of which appears to have been an entirely local development and 

another intrusive, has a significant bearing on our understanding of Pre-Aksumite 

settlement patterns and the rise of the Aksumite civilisation.  

 

Development of Aksumite lithic technology is shown to have progressed from a 

generalist activity in the Pre-, Proto- and Early Aksumite periods, to a restricted, 

specialist skill by the beginning of the Late Aksumite, with various patterns of tool 

production and use at various types of sites, before disappearing by the start of the 

Post-Aksumite period. We thus have for Aksum and its environs the outlines of of a 

complete record of the technical and cultural development of a significant stone tool 

producing tradition. 

 

___________________ 
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