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Decoding European Palaeolithic Art:  

Extremely Ancient knowledge of Precession of 

the Equinoxes 
 

By Martin B. Sweatman
 

&
 
Alistair Coombs

† 
 

A consistent interpretation is provided for zoomorphic artworks at Neolithic 

Göbekli Tepe and Çatalhöyük as well as European Palaeolithic cave art. It 

appears they all display the same method for recording dates based on precession 

of the equinoxes, with animal symbols representing an ancient zodiac. The same 

constellations are used today in the West, although some of the zodiacal symbols 

are different. In particular, the Shaft Scene at Lascaux is found to have a similar 

meaning to Pillar 43 at Göbekli Tepe. Both can be viewed as memorials of 

catastrophic encounters with the Taurid meteor stream, consistent with Clube and 

Napier’s theory of coherent catastrophism. The date of the likely comet strike 

recorded at Lascaux is 15,150 ± 200 BC, corresponding closely to the onset of a 

climate event recorded in a Greenland ice core. A survey of radiocarbon dates of 

these animal symbols from Chauvet and other Palaeolithic caves is consistent with 

this zodiacal interpretation with an extraordinary level of statistical significance. 

Finally, the Lion Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, circa 38,000 BC, is also consistent 

with this interpretation, indicating this knowledge is extremely ancient and was 

widespread. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This work concerns our understanding of the astronomical knowledge of 

ancient people. This knowledge, it seems, enabled them to record dates, using 

animal symbols to represent star constellations, in terms of precession of the 

equinoxes. Conventionally, Hipparchus of Ancient Greece is credited with 

discovering this astronomical phenomenon. We show here that this level of 

astronomical sophistication was known already within the last ice- age, and 

very likely by the time Homo sapiens entered western Europe around 40,000 

years ago.  

We use the scientific method to arrive at this conclusion. The basis of all 

empirical science is the statistical analysis of measurements combined with 

logical deduction. Our measurements for precession of the equinoxes are made 

using an established and accurate software, Stellarium
1
, able to predict the 

positions of stars and their constellations in earlier epochs. These measurements 

are compared with calibrated radiocarbon dating measurements of the age of 

European cave art. Through this comparison of predicted and measured dates, 

we verify our scientific hypothesis to an extraordinary level of statistical 

confidence, far surpassing the usual demands for publication of scientific 

                                                           

Associate Professor, School of Engineering, University of Edinburgh, UK. 

†
Researcher, Department of Religious Studies, University of Kent, UK. 

1. "Stellarium 0.18.0,"  http://stellarium.org/. 
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results. Therefore, in a scientific sense, we prove our hypothesis is correct. 

Essentially, our statistical result is so strong that, unless a significant flaw in our 

methodology is found, it would be irrational to doubt our hypothesis. It follows 

that any proposition about these artworks that is inconsistent with our 

hypothesis can automatically be rejected – it is almost certainly wrong, since 

our hypothesis is almost certainly correct. 

The evidence used to verify our hypothesis is accumulated from many of 

the most famous Palaeolithic cave art sites across Europe, representing dates up 

to 38,000 BC including; 

 

• Hohlenstein-Stadel cave, southern Germany circa 38,000 BC 

• Chauvet, northern Spain circa 33,000 BC  

• Lascaux, southern France circa 15,000 BC 

• Altamira, northern Spain circa 15,000 BC 

 

Moreover, this system of representing dates is fully consistent with our 

interpretation of Neolithic sites in Anatolia, namely; 

 

• Göbekli Tepe, southern Turkey circa 10,000 BC 

• Çatalhöyük, southern Turkey circa 7,000 BC 

 

The key to cracking this ancient code for writing dates is provided by Pillar 

43, a.k.a. the Vulture Stone, at Göbekli Tepe, constructed at the Palaeolithic-

Neolithic boundary in southern Anatolia. In previous work
2
, it was shown how 

this ancient megalithic pillar can be viewed as a memorial to the proposed 

Younger Dryas event
3
, a collision with cometary debris recorded by a platinum 

‘spike’ in a Greenland ice core
4
 at 10,940 BC (Greenland ice core chronology), 

which likely triggered the Younger Dryas period, with all its catastrophic 

consequences. 

The next clue to this ancient code is provided by Neolithic Çatalhöyük, 

also in southern Anatolia. We show how animal symbolism at this ancient site 

can be interpreted using the same method and zodiac as at Göbekli Tepe. It 

appears we continue to use the same zodiacal constellations today in the West, 

although some of them are no longer represented by animal symbols and a few 

of the remaining animal symbols have switched places. 

The same method and zodiac can also be used to decode much of the 

animal symbolism displayed by European Palaeolithic cave art, from the 

Aurignacian Lion Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel cave
5
, southern Germany, 

                                                           
2. M.B Sweatman and D. Tsikritsis, "Decoding Gobekli Tepe with Archaeoastronomy: 

What Does the Fox Say?," Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry 17, no. 1 (2017). 

3. R. B. Firestone et al., "Evidence for an Extraterrestrial Impact 12,900 Years Ago That 

Contributed to the Megafaunal Extinctions and the Younger Dryas Cooling," Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 104, no. 41 (2007). 

4. M. I. Petaev et al., "Large Pt Anomaly in the Greenland Ice Core Points to a Cataclysm 

at the Onset of Younger Dryas," Ibid.110, no. 32 (2013). 

5. C.J. Kind et al., "Tbe Smile of the Lion Man. Recent Excavations in Stadel Cave 

(Baden-Wurttemberg, South-Western Germany) and the Restoration of the Famous Upper 

Palaeolithoc Figurine," Quartar 61 (2014). 
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through to Magdalenian Altamira in northern Spain
6
. The final piece of the 

logic puzzle is provided by the famous Shaft Scene at Lascaux, which has an 

almost identical interpretation to the Vulture Stone at Göbekli Tepe. They differ 

only in the date of the catastrophe memorialized and the recorded radiant of the 

cometary strike. 

This exercise in decoding prehistoric art is entirely logical and quite 

simple. Like a crossword puzzle, solving one problem provides a clue to the 

next. Therefore, we begin our account in section 2 with a brief summary of 

published findings for Göbekli Tepe and especially Pillar 43, the famous 

Vulture Stone. We then describe our interpretation of artworks at Ҫatalhöyük in 

section 3, and the Lascaux Shaft Scene in section 4. In section 5 we test our 

hypothesis using the most accurate radiocarbon dating data for European 

Palaeolithic cave art, finding an extraordinary level of statistical support. 

Section 6 summarizes this work and describes some of its implications for our 

understanding of prehistory. In this work we use the widely-known term BC in 

preference to BP, or ‘Before Present’. Technically, the difference between BC 

and BP is 1950 years (i.e. 1950 AD = 0 BP). 

. 

 

Decoding Göbekli Tepe 

 

In previous work several stone pillars at Göbekli Tepe, an ancient hill-top 

site probably constructed after the Younger Dryas event and before the so-

called Neolithic revolution, circa 10,000 BC, were decoded. Pillar 43 provided 

the statistical key for this interpretation; it is our ‘Rosetta Stone’ (see Figure 1). 

Essentially, Pillar 43 can be viewed as a memorial to the proposed Younger 

Dryas event. The date carved into the Vulture Stone is interpreted to be 10,950 

BC, to within 250 years. This date is written using precession of the equinoxes, 

with animal symbols representing star constellations corresponding to the four 

solstices and equinoxes of this year. 

The scientific case supporting this view is based on a statistical analysis of 

the probability that the animal symbols on Pillar 43 could have appeared in 

their respective positions by pure chance, given they match their associated star 

constellations so well. For details of this statistical analysis please see our 

previous work. Appendix A of this work revisits and updates this analysis. It 

shows that the probability that the animal patterns on the Vulture Stone could 

have been placed in their respective positions by pure chance is in the region of 

1 in 140 million. As this is such a small chance, we claim to have correctly 

interpreted this pillar. 

This probability estimate is based on ranking how well the animal symbols 

match each potential constellation, shown in Table 1, and is therefore open to 

criticisms of subjectivity. To dispute this statistical case, one would need to 

argue that the ranking shown in Table 1 is significantly flawed
7
, and that for 

                                                           
6. H. Valladas et al., "Radiocarbon Ams Dates for Paleolithic Cave Paintings," 

Radiocarbon 43, no. 2B (2001). 

7. M.B. Sweatman and D. Tsikritsis, "Comment On "More Than a Vulture: A Response to 

Sweatman and Tsikritsis"," Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry 17, no. 2 (2017). 
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each associated constellation there are several animal symbols at Göbekli Tepe 

that provide a better fit than the ones actually appearing on Pillar 43. 

Furthermore, using the animal pattern – constellation associations shown 

in Table 1, Pillar 2 at Göbekli Tepe can be interpreted as the path of the radiant 

of the Taurid meteor stream at the time the site was occupied, and Pillar 18 can 

be interpreted as indicating the Younger Dryas event was caused by an 

encounter with Taurid meteor stream debris from the direction of northern 

Aquarius, in accordance with Clube and Napier’s theory of coherent 

catastrophism
8
. See our earlier work for details of this analysis. On this basis, 

the probability that Gobekli Tepe is not related to the Younger Dryas impact 

event is estimated in Appendix B of this present work. We obtain a value of 

around 1 in 200,000, which although very small is not small enough to declare 

a scientific discovery (for example, probability estimates for the null hypothesis 

of less than 1 in 2 million are usually sought in the field of particle physics). 

Once again, this probability estimate is subject to some uncertainty due to the 

ranking of animal patterns against constellations shown in Table 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Comparison of Pillar 43 (copy in Sanliurfa museum) with 

Constellations around Scorpius (left image from Stellarium) 

 

 

                                                           
8. S. V. M. Clube and W. M. Napier, "The Microstructure of Terrestrial Catastrophism," 

Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society 211, no. 4 (1984). 
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Decoding Çatalhöyük 

 

Ҫatalhöyük is thought to be the first Neolithic town in Southern Anatolia
9
, 

with maximum population perhaps as much as 8000. Radiocarbon dating has 

established that its lowest occupation layers date to around 7250 BC. It appears 

to have been largely destroyed by an intense fire around 6400 BC, with later 

occupation layers dating to around 6250 BC on the eastern site. The younger 

western site was likely occupied by a different culture, given that symbolism on 

pottery and methods of house construction are quite different, between 6200 

and 6000 BC. Ҫatalhöyük is therefore several millennia younger than Göbekli 

Tepe, forming a bridge in time between the date represented by Pillar 43 and 

the Bronze Age. 

Many different types of animal motif appear at Ҫatalhöyük
10

, from boar 

tusks to bear claws, expressed either as paintings, wall ‘inclusions’, or 

‘installations’. The most prominent and significant, by far, are the many 

installations found in rooms interpreted to be religious shrines by the site’s 

archaeologists. These consist of large wall and floor features that appear to have 

been re-plastered and re-painted every year. Only four types of these large 

installation are known, each appearing frequently in Ҫatalhöyük shrine rooms, 

corresponding to the following animals; aurochs, ram, leopard and another 

symbol that has been interpreted as either a goddess figure or a bear. So far, the 

reason why only these specific animals are represented in shrines, and therefore 

the basis of their religion, is unknown. We show here that their symbolism is 

probably identical to that displayed at Göbekli Tepe. 

To show that the same symbolic code is used at Ҫatalhöyük as at Göbekli 

Tepe we need to locate the corresponding solstices and equinoxes. Taking the 

representative date 7000 BC corresponding to earlier occupation levels, we find 

using Stellarium that the constellations corresponding to the solstices and 

equinoxes are (see Figure 2); 

 

• Summer solstice = Virgo 

• Autumn equinox = Capricornus  

• Winter solstice = Aries 

• Spring equinox = Cancer 

 

If we convert these constellations to the symbols used at Göbekli Tepe, 

using Table 1, we find; 

 

• Summer solstice = down-crawling quadruped 

• Autumn equinox = aurochs 

• Winter solstice = unknown 

• Spring equinox = unknown 

 

                                                           
9. J. Mellaart, Catal Hoyuk: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia (Thames and Hudson Ltd., 

1967). 

10. I. Hodder, Catalhoyuk: The Leopard's Tale: Revealing the Mysteries of Turkey's 

Ancient 'Town' (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 2011). 
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Let’s consider these associations in turn. The down-crawling quadruped 

appears at the top-right of Pillar 43 at Göbekli Tepe (see Figure 3a), although 

the symbol is difficult to identify precisely. Given that we are decoding an 

ancient form of proto-writing, which would not have used symbols that are too 

similar to each other to avoid confusion, it is likely that this symbol is the same 

as a similar symbol on display at Sanliurfa museum, shown in Figure 3b, 

recovered from Göbekli Tepe. Now compare with a drawing of a Ҫatalhöyük 

shrine room, shown in Figure 4. It is clear a similar symbol appears in this 

room above the central bucrania, although it is the other-way-up. The face 

drawn on this symbol at Ҫatalhöyük is the artist’s interpretation – no face can 

be discerned on the actual installations as they were normally deliberately 

destroyed when a house was abandoned. However, the circular symbol on the 

animal’s belly is correctly drawn. 

 

 
Figure 2. Summer Solstice (top left), Winter Solstice (bottom left), Autumn 

Equinox (top right), and Spring Equinox (bottom right), at 7000 BC, Southern 

Anatolia in 7000 BC, Corresponding to Virgo, Aries, Capricornus and Cancer 

Respectively (Images from Stellarium) 
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Figure 3. Comparison of Ancient Anatolian bear Symbols. Left (a): the Symbol 

on the top-right of Pillar 43 at Göbekli Tepe. Middle (b): a Symbol on Display 

at Sanliurfa museum, Recovered from Göbekli Tepe. Right (c): Bear Seal 

Stamp Found at Ҫatalhöyük (from www.Ҫatalhöyük.com) 

 

This cultic symbol has caused some confusion among the site’s excavators. 

The site’s original excavating director in the 1960s, James Mellaart, described it 

as a Goddess symbol, with splayed legs, perhaps pregnant and giving birth. 

This contributed to the development of a Goddess Cult focussed on the site
11

. 

With more recent excavations, directed by Ian Hodder, it has become clear this 

symbol is probably a splayed bear with a stubby tail. This is because a seal 

stamp, or similar item, has been discovered at Ҫatalhöyük with the same overall 

profile, but also with sufficient details to identify it as a bear – see Figure 3c. 

According to our interpretation, this symbol should represent the summer 

solstice, and therefore the circle on its belly likely represents the mid-day sun, 

just like the circle on Pillar 43 above the vulture/eagle’s wing at Göbekli Tepe. 

Therefore, the ‘down-crawling quadruped’ identified at the top-right of Pillar 

43 is now identified as a bear. Table 1 is updated to reflect this. 

The aurochs symbol at Göbekli Tepe appears at the top of Pillar 2, and has 

been interpreted to indicate the constellation Capricornus. Therefore, we should 

find aurochs installations in Ҫatalhöyük shrine rooms, this time representing the 

autumn equinox. And indeed, we see several bucrania in the Shrine Room, 

shown in Figure 4. Indeed, bucrania are some of the most common installations 

in Ҫatalhöyük shrine rooms, indicating a special reverence for this particular 

constellation, possibly because of its earlier association with the Taurid meteor 

stream. 

According to our interpretation, we should also find installations 

representing Aries in Ҫatalhöyük shrine rooms. Unfortunately, we have yet to 

identify the animal symbol representing Aries. Several animal symbols found at 

Göbekli Tepe have yet to be associated with any constellation, and are therefore 

candidates. Given today’s association of Aries with the Ram, which appears at 

Göbekli Tepe on Pillar 1, Enclosure A, as well as on at least one other pillar at 

                                                           
11. J. Marler and H. Haarmann, "The Goddess and the Bear Hybrid Imagery and 

Symbolism at Çatalhöyük," The Journal of Archaeomythology 3, no. 1 (2007). 
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Göbekli Tepe, it is tempting to make this association. And indeed, a ram 

installation is apparent in the Ҫatalhöyük Shrine Room (see Figure 4). This 

strongly suggests that the Ram = Aries also at Göbekli Tepe. Like Aries, other 

constellations with their associated animal symbols also appear to have 

survived the millennia to modern times, such as the scorpion (Scorpius) and 

dog/wolf (Lupus, see Table 1). 

  

 
Figure 4. Artists impression of Shrine Rooms at Ҫatalhöyük (from ). Left (a): a 

Shrine Room with Aurochs Bucraniums, Rams Heads, and a Bear Symbol. 

Right (b): a Shrine Room with Twin Leopards (from Mellaart
12

, Courtesy of 

Alan Mellaart) 

 

Finally, according to our interpretation, we should seek symbolism 

associated with Cancer. Today’s symbol, the Crab, is unknown at either 

Göbekli Tepe or Ҫatalhöyük. Therefore, this is likely a more modern 

association, and we should instead seek another animal symbol prominent at 

Ҫatalhöyük, that also appears at Göbekli Tepe, but has yet to be associated with 

any constellation and would provide a good fit to the Cancer constellation. The 

only remaining installation type at Ҫatalhöyük is the leopard. Leopard 

symbolism at Ҫatalhöyük appears in several prominent locations, including an 

installation with a pair of leopards facing each-other in another shrine room 

(see Figure 4). At Göbekli Tepe, a lion or leopard appears on Pillar 51, 

Enclosure H, and has yet to be linked to any constellation. Moreover, Cancer at 

sunset can be viewed as a leopard or lion pouncing or running. Indeed, at 

Ҫatalhöyük twin leopards are found facing each other, further emphasizing the 

symmetry of the Cancer constellation. We therefore suggest it is likely that 

leopard or lion symbolism represents Cancer. It is tempting to narrow this 

association to leopards only, but this is not yet known with certainty. It might 

well have been the case that Cancer was represented by any large feline. 

Therefore, animal symbolism at Ҫatalhöyük is perfectly consistent with 

our interpretation of Göbekli Tepe, and we have been able to deduce two new 

animal symbols: Aries = ram and Cancer = large feline. These new animal 

symbols are listed in Table 2. 

 

                                                           
12. Mellaart, Catal Hoyuk: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia. 
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Decoding the Lascaux Shaft Scene 
 

The caves at Lascaux are famous across the world for their remarkable 

Palaeolithic cave art. In reality, they are just one particularly splendid 

example among many different caves in Europe
13

. Indeed, Chauvet is even 

more extraordinary given its extreme age, being around 20,000 years older 

than Lascaux and yet displaying a similar level of artistry
14

. 

Dating of the Lascaux cave system is uncertain. Estimates range from 

around 17,000 to 13,000 BC. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to 

radiocarbon date the art itself because its pigments are not organic. The 

animals displayed at Lascaux are very similar to those displayed at the 

Neolithic sites discussed above. But there also a few additions, including 

many horses, several stags, and a single rhinoceros in the Shaft Scene. 

There has been a great deal of speculation about the meaning and 

purpose of all these Palaeolithic artworks in the research literature and in 

other forums
15,16

. The first reading of cave art goes back to its first 

discovery in the 1860s. Then, researchers interpreted rock art as the 

expression of primitive hunting magic whereby hunters drew a picture of the 

animal they wished to kill. Others viewed the art as fertility magic or as art 

for art’s sake, among many other ideas. In the 1960s, the French 

anthropologist André Leroi-Gourhan devised a more abstract theory that 

suggested the art followed an organisational structure which divided the Ice 

Age world into binary opposites such as light or dark, closed or open, male 

or female
17

. Although popular at the time, like other speculative interpretations 

Leroi-Gourham’s theory eventually fell into disfavour. 

 

 
Figure 5. The Lascaux Shaft Scene. Left (a): Main Panel with Rhino, Duck/ 

Goose and Disembowelled Aurochs/Bison with Dying Man on the Main Wall. 

Right (B): Horse on Rear Wall 

                                                           
13. H. Valladas et al., "Dating French and Spanish Prehistoric Decorated Caves in Their 

Archaeological Context," Radiocarbon 55, no. 2-3 (2013). 

14. J. Clottes et al., "The Paleolithic Paintings of the Chauvet-Pont D'arc Cave, at Vollon-

Pont-D'arc (Ardeche, France) - Direct and Indirect Radiocarbon Datings," Comptes Rendus De 

L Academie Des Sciences Serie Ii 320, no. 11 (1995). 

15. J. Clottes, What Is Paleolithic Art? (University of Chicago, 2016). 

16. A.J. Lawson, Painted Caves (Oxford University Press, 2012). 

17. A. Leroi-Gourhan, The Dawn of European Art (Cambridge University Press, 1982). 

https://www.ancient.eu/uploads/images/5590.jpg?v=1485682396
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Parkington critiqued Leroi-Gourhan’s binary system, but nevertheless 

noted the animal paintings appear to be grouped
18

. Rather than male-female 

opposites, he noted groups such as rhino/bear/feline; reindeer/ibex/hind and 

bison/ox/horse, and suggested these grouping were due to the similar behaviour 

of these animals or their apparent hunting risk/reward ratio. Although these 

organising principles are quite speculative, observation of these groupings does 

at least represent the first step towards their decipherment. 

A more recent and substantial departure from these systematic approaches 

instead sees cave art as the product of shamanic or altered states of 

consciousness
19

. This view focusses on the many geometric painted shapes, 

rather than the painted animals, some of which are thought to represent 

‘entoptic’ forms, i.e. neurologically generated shapes seen in the mind’s-eye 

during ‘trance visions’. But this shamanic interpretation has been critiqued by 

von Petzinger, largely because the neurologically relevant symbols do not 

appear consistently across these cave sites
20

. Moreover, this idea neither 

adequately explains the many other geometric shapes unrelated to entoptic 

forms, or the numerous animal paintings which would likely have required 

great skill, planning and fully-conscious artists. Yet another speculative view 

suggests that cave art was placed acoustically in cave spaces and that drawings 

represent particular sounds that people generated in those spots
21

. 

From the 1970s an alternative direction was created by the research of the 

American science writer Alexander Marshack. Sceptical about the foregoing 

interpretations that rely on competing ideas in cognitive theory, Marshack 

instead suggested that prehistoric man explained the workings of the world by 

story, image and symbol, and that these artistic expressions were essentially an 

early form of scientific understanding
22

. By analysing a large catalogue of 

Upper Palaeolithic plaques and figurines, Marshack proposed that symbolic 

notches and lines incised into them were notation systems that recorded time, 

lunar phases, and seasonally relevant information in their design. Marshack did 

not focus on cave art, but nevertheless had opened the door to astronomical 

interpretations that saw cave art as a symbolic information storage system, or 

‘proto-script’, dove-tailing with von Petzinger’s more recent analysis of painted 

geometric forms. His approach created a lasting influence which has 

strengthened alongside a reappraisal of the intellectual capacities of Upper 

Palaeolithic people over the past 40 years.  

From this perspective, the beasts and symbols painted in caves likely 

correspond to figures from a mythology in which astronomical observation and 

mythical thought likely mixed. Consequently, the 1990s saw a surge of 

scholarly interest in interpreting Palaeolithic cave art as star maps. For example, 

                                                           
18. J. Parkington, "Symbolism in Palaeolithic Cave Art," The South African 

Archaeological Bulletin 24 (1969). 

19. D. Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave (London: Thames and Hudson, 2002). 

20. G. von Petzinger, The First Signs (Simon and Schuster, 2017). 

21. J. Fazenda, "Cave Acoustics in Prehistory: Exploring the Association of Palaeolithic 

Visual Motifs and Acoustic Response," The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 142 

(2017). 

22. A. Marshack, The Roots of Civilisation (Littlehampton Book Services Ltd., 1972). 
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Congregado published her doctoral dissertation on the cultural evolution of the 

constellations. This included an analysis of seven dots (two dots are merged) 

above the shoulder of an aurochs painting in Lascaux’s ‘Hall of the Bulls’ 

which appear to mimic the position of the Pleiades cluster relative to the Taurus 

constellation
23

. She also suggested that a scene incorporating three bulls at 

Altamira represented the three stars of the Summer Triangle; Deneb, Vega and 

Altair. Likewise, Rappenglüeck suggested the three stars of the Summer 

Triangle correspond to the eyes of the man, bison, and bird respectively in the 

Lascaux Shaft Scene, and devised a shamanistic cosmology for this scene as a 

whole
24

. Later still, Jeguès-Wolkiewiez suggested the Hall of the Bulls was a 

prehistoric zodiac, and argued the star Antares (of the Scorpius constellation) 

was shown amid another aurochs painting. However, while these particular 

astronomical correlations can’t be ruled out, they are difficult to sustain on this 

evidence alone, as they lack statistical support. That is, they are highly 

speculative. 

Nevertheless, through recording astronomical correlations Jeguès-

Wolkiewiez demonstrated that many Ice Age cave sites, including Lascaux, 

were purposefully chosen because the sun shone into their entrances at 

astronomically significant times of the year. Indeed, out of 130 Palaeolithic 

caves she visited, she found that 122 were aligned to the solstices or equinoxes, 

statistically an extremely strong result
25

. It is therefore highly likely that 

complex hunter-gatherer societies of the Upper Palaeolithic had calendar 

experts who would organize feasting, rituals and ceremonies at these 

astronomically significant times of the year
26

.  

With these interpretations, based on solid empirical observations rather 

than cognitive theory, we are approaching the correct understanding. The 

combination of animal groups, noted by Parkington, and solsticial alignments, 

noted by Jeguès-Wolkiewiez, is highly significant. However, we will show that 

the key to decoding Lascaux, and therefore other Palaeolithic art, is 

interpretation of its Shaft Scene. This well-known scene is quite separate from 

all the other artwork at Lascaux, being situated at the bottom of a deep shaft, 

suggesting it has a special status. It is also unique among Palaeolithic artworks 

in that it depicts a man, apparently falling in a manner suggesting injury or 

death – see Figure 5.  

Another clue to the meaning of the Shaft Scene is provided by the fact that 

only four different animal symbols are displayed here; a bison/aurochs, 

duck/goose, and rhinoceros (to the left of the falling/dying man) on the main 

wall with a horse on the rear wall. The bison is particularly striking, apparently 

pierced by a spear. It also seems to be dying, given its entrails are hanging 

                                                           
23. L.A. Congregardo, "Arte Y Astronomia: Evolucion De Los Dibujos De 

Las Constelaciones" (Madrid, 1991). 

24. M.A. Rappengluck, "Possible Astronomical Descriptions in Franco-Cantanrian 

Palaeolithic Rock Art." 

25. C. Jegues-Wolkiewiez, "Chronologie De L'orientation Des Grottes Et Abris Ornés 

Paléolithiques Français" (paper presented at the Symposium 2007 d'Art Rupestre, Val 

Camonica, 2007). 

26. B. Hayden and S. Villeneuv, "Astronomy in the Upper Palaeolithic," Cambridge 

Archaeological Journal 21 (2011). 
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underneath. The horse on the back wall is not often described as being part of 

this scene, but it is central to the interpretation described next. 

Similarities with Göbekli Tepe’s Vulture Stone are striking. Both display a 

man, possibly dead or dying, and both display four prominent animal symbols. 

On the Vulture Stone the four animals are the vulture/eagle, bear, ibex/gazelle 

and tall bending bird corresponding to the four solstices and equinoxes at the 

date of the Younger Dryas event (see Table 1 for the corresponding 

constellations). It is therefore sensible to enquire whether the Shaft Scene at 

Lascaux is equivalent to the Vulture Stone of Göbekli Tepe and can therefore 

be decoded using the same method. 

Noting the bison/aurochs and duck/goose symbols in the Shaft Scene, and 

using Table 1 and Stellarium we immediately find the following; 

 

• Bison/aurochs = Capricornus = summer solstice between 15,350 and 

13,000 BC 

• Duck/goose = Libra = spring equinox between 15,700 and 14,100 

BC 

 

Therefore, this scene might represent a date anywhere between 15,350 and 

14,100 BC. To narrow down this range we need to consider the other two 

animal symbols. Unfortunately, neither of these symbols has previously been 

decoded. But logically, they are unlikely to correspond to constellations that 

have already been decoded. When we consider this date range we see the 

following possibilities; 

 

• Autumn equinox: Taurus 15,350 to 14950 BC, or Aries 14950 to 

14,100 BC 

• Winter solstice: Leo 15,350 to 14,800 BC, or Cancer 14,800 to 

14,100 BC 

 

Given that in Tables 1 and 2, Aries is represented by the ram and Cancer is 

represented by a large feline, and that rams and felines are recorded in 

Palaeolithic art, it is likely the date range is limited to between 15,350 and 

14,950 BC, and therefore the rhinoceros and horse likely represent Taurus and 

Leo. When we consider these constellations at sunset (see Table 3), which is 

the convention for this system, we find that the rhinoceros and horse are good 

fits to their respective constellations (Taurus and Leo), which provides further 

confidence in this interpretation. We therefore suggest the Shaft Scene encodes 

the date 15,150 ± 200 BC, and we have now completed our ancient zodiac. 

Tables 1, 2 and 3 together list the entire zodiac so far deciphered. As there 

are a few other animal symbols apparent in Palaeolithic art, such as the 

deer/megaloceros and the mammoth, it is likely there are some regional and 

temporal variations of this zodiac that remain to be decoded, but they are not 

investigated further here. 

Now that we have a date, we can try to interpret the scene. What should we 

make of the falling/dying man and the speared/dying bison? Given that the 

Vulture Stone at Göbekli Tepe very likely refers to the Younger Dryas event 
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and, according to Napier and Clube’s theory of coherent catastrophism, this is 

unlikely to be an isolated incident, could the Shaft Scene represent another 

encounter with the Taurid meteor stream? At Göbekli Tepe, the fox features on 

the largest central pillars of the largest enclosure yet uncovered, indicating the 

event dated by the Vulture Stone refers to a cosmic event from the direction of 

northern Aquarius (represented by the fox). Instead, the Shaft Scene displays an 

injured aurochs, representing Capricornus, not a fox. Is the aurochs here 

equivalent to the fox at Göbekli Tepe, i.e. does it represent a damaging cosmic 

event from the direction of Capricornus? To answer this, we need to consider 

the precession of the Taurid meteor stream. 

As described in earlier work
27

, the longitude of the ascending node of the 

Taurid meteor stream is expected to precess at the rate of one zodiacal sign 

every six thousand years. Today, the Taurid meteor stream radiant is centred 

(and hence maximal) over Aries/Taurus. Therefore, at the time of the Younger 

Dryas event, around 13 thousand years ago, it would have been centred over 

Aquarius, described at Göbekli Tepe in terms of the fox. However, on the date 

depicted by the Shaft Scene, around 17 thousand years ago, its centre would 

have been over Capricornus. Therefore, the injured aurochs in the Shaft Scene 

is consistent with its interpretation as a Taurid meteor strike from the direction 

of Capricornus. Hence the injured or dying man might indicate a catastrophic 

encounter with the Taurids, as for the Vulture Stone of Göbekli Tepe. 

Clearly, we should seek independent evidence of a catastrophic comet 

strike at this time. The Younger Dryas event is known as a millennial-scale 

climatic fluctuation. Clearly, we should first investigate if there is any strong 

climatic fluctuation at the time indicated by the Shaft Scene. Figure 6 shows 

that, very interestingly, there is a fairly strong climatic fluctuation at precisely 

this time recorded by a Greenland ice core
28

. Indeed, when we take into 

account the fact that the Greenland ice core chronology is expected to differ 

from the radiocarbon chronology by at least 70 years at this time
29

, we can see 

that the onset of the climatic fluctuation at 15,300 BC agrees very well with our 

interpretation of the Lascaux Shaft Scene. However, there are many 

fluctuations in this temperature profile, so this is hardly convincing evidence. 

 

                                                           
27. Sweatman and Tsikritsis, "Decoding Gobekli Tepe with Archaeoastronomy: What 

Does the Fox Say?." 

28 D.A. Meese et al., "Preliminary Depth-Agescale of the Gisp2 Ice Core," Special 

CRREL report 94-1, US  (1994). 

29 R. Muscheler, F. Adolphi, and M.F. Knudsen, "Assessing the Differences between the 

Intcal and Greenland Ice-Core Time Scales for the Last 14,000 Years Via the Common 

Cosmogenic Radionuclide Variations," Quaternary Science Reviews 106 (2014). 
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Figure 6. Greenland Temperature Variation Reconstructed from the GISP2 

Ice Core
30

. Year BP Indicates the Number Of Years Before 1950 AD 

 

Of course, there remains the possibility that this interpretation of the Shaft 

Scene is wrong, and any similarity with symbols at Göbekli Tepe and 

Çatalhöyük is coincidence. To this end, in the next section our ancient zodiac 

and the methodology described here are compared with the known dates of 

reliable radiocarbon evidence obtained directly from animal symbols and 

figurines at Palaeolithic cave sites across Europe. 

 

 

Decoding European Palaeolithic Cave Art 

 

Thousands of examples of Palaeolithic art have been uncovered across 

Europe. Unfortunately, relatively few of these have been dated directly by high 

quality radiocarbon assays. Nevertheless, there are now a sufficient number of 

reliable dating exercises published to statistically test the hypothesis of this 

work. As we are comparing accepted descriptions of these Palaeolithic animal 

symbols, such as bison, horse etc., with their corresponding published 

radiocarbon dates, this statistical test is entirely objective and scientific. It does 

not suffer from any degree of subjectivity. 

In the following test, we use all reliable radiocarbon dates for Palaeolithic 

cave art animal symbols published in English-language peer-reviewed research 

journals
31,32,33,34,35,36

. This includes 23 dates corresponding to animal symbols 

                                                           
30. Ibid. 

31. H. Valladas et al., "Direct Radiocarbon-Dates for Prehistoric Paintings at the Altamira, 

El-Castillo and Niaux Caves," Nature 357, no. 6373 (1992). 

32. Valladas et al., "Radiocarbon Ams Dates for Paleolithic Cave Paintings." 

33. H. Valladas et al., "Dating French and Spanish Prehistoric Decorated Caves in Their 

Archaeological Context," Ibid.55, no. 2-3 (2013). 

34. "Radiocarbon Dating the Decorated Cosquer Cave (France)," Ibid.59, no. 2 (2017). 

35. A. Quiles et al., "A High-Precision Chronological Model for the Decorated Upper 

Paleolithic Cave of Chauvet-Pont D'arc, Ardeche, France," Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 113, no. 17 (2016). 

36. N.J. Conard, "Palaeolithic Ivory Sculptures from Southwestern Germany and the 

Origins of Figurative Art," Nature 426 (2003). 
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found in 9 caves in France and Spain, and 4 dates corresponding to zoomorphic 

figurines found in 3 German caves. Table 4 details each entry, compiled from 

these six research papers. We acknowledge there might be more data available 

in other sources, but none of these, to the best of our knowledge, are peer-

reviewed English-language sources. 

For each animal symbol in Table 4, we find the appropriate solstice or 

equinox corresponding to that animal, whichever is nearest to the calibrated 

radiocarbon date. We then determine the difference between the radiocarbon 

date of the art and the solstice or equinox date of the centre of the 

corresponding constellation. We round all dates to within 10 years. 

Only the most reliable data can be used for this exercise. To statistically 

test our hypothesis we can only use data for which the uncertainty in the 

radiocarbon date is much less than the maximum difference of 3221.5 years 

(i.e. 1/8
th
 of the precessional period of 25772 years) between a zodiacal 

prediction and the radiocarbon date. For example, consider a compass needle; 

the maximum angle between the needle and any cardinal direction is 45 

degrees, or 1/8
th
 of 360 degrees. Therefore, we pre-screen all the data from 

these six research papers, rejecting any samples for which the uncertainty (at 1 

standard deviation, or 1) in the calibrated radiocarbon date exceeds 1074 years 

(which is 1/3rd of the maximum difference in radiocarbon and predicted dates). 

A threshold much larger than this would not be useful for testing our 

hypothesis. Likewise, a threshold much lower than this would eliminate too 

much data. It is clear from Table 4 that our choice of threshold is sensible, and 

our conclusions are insensitive to small changes in this value. 

Furthermore, for some animal paintings several radiocarbon assays have 

been performed. Considering that each animal symbol is expected to have been 

painted by a single artist in one go, we treat these cases as follows. Where 

multiple radiocarbon assays of the same animal painting agree to within 2 

standard errors (2) we take their average. In other words, if the uncertainty 

ranges at the level of 2 for a pair of measurements overlap, they are 

considered to be consistent and can be averaged. It is important to take this 

step, because the alternative process of including every individual measurement 

in the analysis would unduly bias the statistics towards that particular symbol. 

For example, consider the hypothetical case where 100 individual 

measurements of a single animal symbol are made; clearly, these 100 

measurements should be reduced to a single measurement. However, where 

two or more measurements for the same animal symbol do not agree, it is very 

likely that one or more of these measurements is in error. As we cannot know 

which, if any, of these inconsistent measurements are reliable a priori, we must 

reject them all. We use the usual process for propagation of errors to estimate 

the uncertainty in the calculated averages, i.e. for an average of two data points 

we use the propagated uncertainty  where 1 and 2 are the 

respective uncertainties in these two data points.  
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Figure 7. Correlation between the Dates of Solstice/Equinox Constellations 

and the Radiocarbon Dates of the Corresponding Animal Symbols. Data in 

Table 4 

 

Finally, we do not include any data from Cosquer Cave, a coastal cave 

which is now partly below sea level, for paintings that are below the high-tide 

mark, as these paintings are likely to be contaminated and their radiocarbon 

dates are therefore unreliable. This is clearly demonstrated by the ‘horse1’ 

symbol from Cosquer (see Table 4), for which the radiocarbon ages of 

pigments above and below the high-tide mark differ by around 7,000 years. 

Table 4 lists all the data for recognisable animal symbols from these six 

research papers. In some cases, the animal symbols do not feature in our zodiac 

– the mammoth for example. These data points are also rejected, as we cannot 

use them. Very likely, these symbols represent local changes in the zodiac, 

which would not be surprising given the timescale and geographical ranges 

involved. The constellations corresponding to these particular animal symbols 

can be decoded in future work. 

If our hypothesis is false, there should be no correlation at all between 

these specific solstices and equinoxes and the radiocarbon dates of animal 

figures in Palaeolithic caves, i.e. the measured difference in zodiacal and 

radiocarbon dates should be evenly distributed across 3,221.5 years. But, Table 

4 and Figure 7 show, in fact, there is an extremely strong correlation. That is, 

the radiocarbon dates of the animal symbols listed in Table 4 are extremely 

highly correlated with the dates of their associated equinoxes and solstices. 

Considering that each zodiacal constellation, on average, represents 25,772/12 

years, if our hypothesis is correct we should expect a roughly uniform 
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distribution of differences up to half of this value, i.e. 1074 years, tailing off 

beyond this due to uncertainty in the radiocarbon dates. This is precisely what 

is observed. 

It is possible to estimate the probability that this correlation is due to 

chance. We see that all samples, except one from Cosquer Cave, have 

separations of at most 1450 years. The Cosquer outlier has a separation of 1720 

years. This distribution of points is highly skewed, considering these data 

points are expected to be randomly distributed (according to the null 

hypothesis) between 0 and 3,221.5 years. We ask, what is the probability of 

achieving a set of points that is at least as skewed as the one observed? There 

are two possibilities we need to consider. First, there is the possibility that all 

points fall within 1450 years. This probability is simply (1450/3221.5)
27

. 

Second, we need to consider the possibility that all but one of the points fall 

within 1450 years, with the final point falling within 1720 years. Taking a 

specific data point as the outlier, the chance of this sample happening randomly 

is ((1720 - 1450)/3221.5) x (1450/3221.5)
26

. However, there are 27 ways in 

which this can happen, since in principle any of the data points could have been 

the outlier. Therefore, our final probability is (1450/3221.5)
27

 + 27 x ((1720 - 

1450)/3221.5) x (1450/3221.5)
26

, which is equivalent to a chance of 1 in 380 

million. As this chance is so small the null hypothesis can be rejected, and our 

hypothesis is therefore accepted with an extraordinary level of confidence. 

 

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 

We have defined a zodiac that is consistent with the Lascaux Shaft Scene, 

Çatalhöyük shrines and Göbekli Tepe using precession of the equinoxes. 

When we use it to work out the date of the Lascaux Shaft Scene, we find it 

is 15,150 BC to within 200 years, which agrees with proposed dates for the 

paintings at Lascaux. In addition, the wounded bull at Lascaux describes a 

damaging cosmic event from the direction of Capricornus, which corresponds 

to the position of maximum intensity of the Taurids when Lascaux was 

occupied. 

When we use it to work out a date range for when Çatalhöyük was 

occupied, we find it is 7,400 – 6,500 BC, which agrees with the main 

occupation phase of Çatalhöyük. 

And, when we use it to work out the date of Pillar 43, the Vulture Stone, at 

Göbekli Tepe, we find it is 10,950 BC to within 250 years, which agrees with 

the known date of the Younger Dryas event. Moreover, we also find that Pillar 

2 at Göbekli Tepe corresponds to the path of the radiant of the Taurid meteor 

stream when Göbekli Tepe was occupied, and the fox on Pillar 18 corresponds 

to the position of the maximum intensity of the Taurids. 

We get all this from a single zodiac, using precession of the equinoxes. 

The evidence to support this view, is: 

 

• The probability that the Vulture Stone could match the relevant parts 

of the sky is extremely tiny; around 1 in 140 million by pure chance 
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according to the calculations in Appendix A. This estimate is 

subjective according to the rankings in Table 1. 

• The probability that the Vulture Stone describes the date of the 

Younger Dryas event, at the same time that Pillar 2 describes the 

path of the radiant of the Taurid meteor stream, at the same time that 

Pillar 18 describes the position of its maximum intensity, is around 1 

in 200,000 by pure chance, according to the calculations in 

Appendix B. Again, this estimate is subjective according to the 

rankings in Table 1. 

• The probability that this zodiac could match by pure chance the 

radiocarbon dates of Palaeolithic cave art shown in Figure 4 is 1 in 

380 million. 

 

We emphasize that our final statistical test for the Palaeolithic cave art is 

completely objective. We have used all the available data that meet our 

unbiased quality criteria. By itself, the resulting probability of 1 in 380 million 

of obtaining this data set by pure chance validates our hypothesis, i.e. animal 

symbols were used in very ancient times to write dates using precession of the 

equinoxes. Clearly, this result is at odds with the conventional view that 

astronomy began in Mesopotamia a few millennia BC and that precession of 

the equinoxes was discovered by Hipparchus in the 2
nd

 Century BC. These 

assumptions must now be seen as unsafe. 

When we combine the outcome of this objective statistical test with our 

subjective statistical estimate of the pattern matches on Göbekli Tepe’s Vulture 

Stone, we find that the probability that all these correlations could have 

occurred by pure chance is around 1 in 140 million x 380 million, which is 1 in 

53 quadrillion. This is completely negligible. Even though this particular figure 

is open to a degree of subjectivity according to the rankings in Table 1, this 

uncertainty is trivial compared to this overwhelming statistical result. 

Therefore, we have undoubtedly cracked this ancient zodiacal code. 

This code was likely used for many tens of thousands of years, from at 

least the time Homo sapiens migrated into Western Europe, around 40,000 

years ago, until comparatively recently. Its origin, distribution and evolution are 

presently unknown, although it appears to span Europe into Anatolia. Clearly, 

this zodiac is not fixed, either temporally or geographically. There are likely 

many local variations, including those that probably occurred between the end 

of Çatalhöyük’s occupation and today. For example, the bull appears to have 

moved from Capricornus to Taurus and the feline symbol appears to have 

moved from Cancer to Leo. We can be very certain that this code was used in 

Late Palaeolithic Western Europe, and it appears almost certain to have been 

used at Gobekli Tepe as well. Given the extreme timespan and geographical 

range of this custom, we can also be quite confident this code was also used at 

Çatalhöyük, considering its shrines appear to be consistent with this zodiac. 

However, as this site has only four shrine types, statistically we cannot be so 

sure of this. 

Two of the ancient sites discussed here, Göbekli Tepe and Lascaux, appear 

to both represent specific moments in time that involve catastrophic encounters 
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with the Taurid meteor stream. This is because they both display prominent 

artworks that exhibit a dead or dying man together with four highlighted animal 

symbols representing the date of a cosmic event. We saw that the probability 

that Göbekli Tepe is unrelated to the Younger Dryas event is around 1 in 200 

thousand (see Appendix B). Given that the Lascaux Shaft Scene also appears to 

implicate the Taurid meteor stream from the direction of Capricornus, we can 

reduce this by a factor of 12, the probability of choosing Capricornus at 

random, to yield a probability of 1 in 2.4 million that the Taurids are not 

involved in either Gobekli Tepe or Lascaux. On this basis we claim that Napier 

and Clube’s theory of coherent catastrophism is almost certainly correct. Given 

the climate oscillation beginning around 15,300 BC (GISP2 chronology), there 

is good motivation to search for geochemical evidence corresponding to this 

event. 

The theory of coherent catastrophism predicts such events should not be 

isolated. We should, therefore, enquire whether other examples of fine 

Palaeolithic art, such as Chauvet, signal further such encounters. For example, 

recent work that analysed megafaunal remains in Alaskan and Yukon ‘muck’ 

indicates similar events, of unknown scale, possibly occurred around 18, 30, 

37, 40 and 48 thousand years ago
37

. 

Accepting this new viewpoint, it appears the intellectual capabilities of 

ancient people have been severely underestimated, at least as far as astronomy 

is concerned. Although the artistic achievements of Late Palaeolithic humans 

are generally accepted, for instance their ability to create music
38

 and fine 

paintings, we should now also revaluate their scientific and mathematical 

understanding considering that this knowledge of precession of the equinoxes 

requires very long timescale observations, and records, of the natural world. 

Indeed, the level of astronomical knowledge uncovered here at such an ancient 

time also calls into question standard models of diffusion and migration of 

humans in general. For instance, if ancient people could also estimate longitude 

via the lunar method, a not unreasonable expectation for someone with 

knowledge of precession of the equinoxes, then they might have navigated the 

oceans as soon as sufficiently robust vessels could be built. In summary, it 

appears the potential ‘impact’ of the Taurid meteor stream on the evolution, 

dispersal and development of mankind, and other animals, through the Late 

Palaeolithic and Neolithic periods in general require some revision
39

. 

 

 

                                                           
37. J.T. Hagstrum et al., "Impact Related Microspherules in Late-Pleistocene Alaskan and 

Yukon "Muck" Deposits Signify Recurrent Episodes of Catastrophic Emplacement," Scientific 

Reports 7 (2017). 

38. N. J. Conard, M. Malina, and S. C. Munzel, "New Flutes Document the Earliest 

Musical Tradition in Southwestern Germany," Nature 460, no. 7256 (2009). 

39. W. M. Napier, "Palaeolithic Extinctions and the Taurid Complex," Monthly Notices of 

the Royal Astronomical Society 405, no. 3 (2010). 
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Appendix A 

 

It is worth revisiting the statistical case for Pillar 43 at Göbekli Tepe 

developed earlier
40

. This pillar displays eight animal symbols that we suggest 

represent known constellations. Although only one animal symbol of each kind 

appears on this particular pillar, other pillars at Göbekli Tepe display multiple 

versions of the same animal symbol. For example, Pillar 33 exhibits at least two 

birds standing next to each other, while Pillar 56 is a complex collection of 

many similar animal symbols. Therefore, we cannot a priori assume that each 

Pillar can only display one instance of any specific animal symbol. In other 

words, any statistical analysis of these pillars must allow for repeated animal 

symbols of the same kind. Previously
41

, two statistical estimates for Pillar 43 

were produced; one allowing for multiple animal symbols of the same kind, 

and another that eliminates this possibility. Clearly, our new statistical 

framework for Pillar 43 must use the former approach. 

We ask the question, ‘What is the probability that the animal symbols on 

Pillar 43 could appear in their respective places, matching constellations in the 

night sky so well, if they were chosen and placed at random?’. In other words, 

assuming the null-hypothesis (that these are just random animal symbols), what 

is the probability that Pillar 43 could represent a date using precession of the 

equinoxes? 

We tackle this problem as follows. The total number of different possible 

animal symbol combinations on Pillar 43 is simply 13
8
 = 816 million, since 

there are 13 animal symbols at Göbekli Tepe to choose from, shown in Tables 

1 and 2, and 8 symbols on Pillar 43 to choose. Of course, many of these 

different potential animal symbol permutations will involve repeated symbols 

of the same kind. This is fine according to the argument presented above. 

According to our ranking of the animal symbols in Table 1, the probability of 

choosing at random, assuming all the different combinations are equally likely, 

a set of animal symbols as good as the one that actually appears on the pillar is 

just 2 in 816 million. This is because, according to Table 1, the combination of 

symbols actually appearing on Pillar 43 is one of the best two possible 

permutations. However, the three small animal symbols at the top of the pillar 

could have been ordered left-to-right or right-to-left without changing the 

meaning of the pillar. Therefore, we are now at a probability of 4 in 816 

million. 

In fact, this is likely an overestimate, and the true probability of choosing 

this particular combination is actually much lower. This is because the most 

common animal symbols uncovered at Göbekli Tepe so far are the fox, 

aurochs, crane and boar
42

 (ignoring the snake, which does not seem to represent 

a constellation). Yet, only one of these (the crane) appears on Pillar 43. The 

                                                           
40. Sweatman and Tsikritsis, "Decoding Gobekli Tepe with Archaeoastronomy: What 

Does the Fox Say?." 

41. Ibid. 

42. Joris Peters and Klaus Schmidt, "Animals in the Symbolic World of Pre-Pottery 

Neolithic Göbekli Tepe, South-Eastern Turkey: A Preliminary Assessment," Anthropozoologica 

39, no. 1 (2004). 
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other symbols appearing on Pillar 43 occur only rarely at Göbekli Tepe, at least 

on the pillars so far excavated. Indeed, for all the other animal symbols (the 

vulture/eagle, dog/wolf, scorpion, bending bird with fish, duck/goose, ibex/ 

gazelle, and down-crawling quadruped), their only appearance is on this special 

pillar. Therefore, it is fair to say that the combination that actually appears on 

this pillar is highly unlikely relative to most other combinations if the animal 

symbols are selected according their appearance frequency at Göbekli Tepe. 

Nevertheless, for convenience, we continue to assume all combinations are 

equally likely. 

But, this estimate of 4 in 816 million is not our final one. There are two 

more factors we need to take into account, that roughly cancel. The first 

involves the presence of the scorpion. Rather than finding the probability that 

any combination of animal symbols on pillar 43 could match any region of the 

sky, in terms on the western constellation set in Stellarium, we have so far 

found the probability that any combination of animal symbols on Pillar 43 

could match the region of sky surrounding Scorpius. As this is a more 

restrictive premise, our current probability estimate is too low. To obtain a 

better estimate we can simply eliminate Scorpius from consideration. In other 

words, we assume the scorpion = Scorpius on Pillar 43 is a given. We therefore 

need to multiply by a factor of 13, giving 52 in 816 million. 

However, our analysis of permutations of animal symbols on Pillar 43 has 

so far not considered the probability of their precise positioning, given a 

specific combination, on the pillar. For example, the angle subtended by the 

dog/wolf – scorpion – bird triplet is very similar to the angle subtended by 

Lupus – Scorpius – Libra in the sky. To take account of this strong ‘positional’ 

correlation we can divide Pillar 43 into several regions within which only one 

animal pattern can appear (see Figure A1). Here, we are mainly interested in 

that part of the pillar where there is some freedom to choose the position of the 

animal symbols, i.e. on the main part which constitutes four animal symbols 

surrounding the scorpion. By dividing this part of the pillar into 8 regions 

surrounding the scorpion, each region defines an arc of 45 degrees. We suppose 

that the four animal symbols around the scorpion could have appeared in any of 

these 8 regions, providing their clockwise order is fixed. As it is, they appear to 

be in almost exactly the correct positions around Scorpius to match the relative 

positions of the constellations in the sky, except that the bending bird with 

down-wriggling fish (which we match to Ophiuchus) is about 45 degrees (i.e. 

one region) out of place. It should be in region 3, not 2, in Figure A1. 

We now ask, ‘What is the probability that these 4 symbols could almost 

match the correct positions of the 4 corresponding constellations in the sky by 

pure chance, keeping their order around the scorpion fixed?’. 
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Figure A1. Division of Pillar 43 into Regions to Enable Analysis of the Spatial 

Correlation of its Main Panel 

 

If we define the first region chosen as region 1, with the remaining regions 

labelled 2 to 8 clockwise, then the remaining 3 animal symbols can be placed, 

in clockwise order, in regions 2, 5, 6, or in 3, 5, 6 or in 2, 5, 7 or in 2, 4, 6. Any 

of these 4 situations could be deemed to be as good, or better, than the one that 

actually occurs on Pillar 43, as they are all wrong by at most one position. The 

total number of different configurations available without changing the 

clockwise order of the animal symbols is 5 + (4 x 2) + (3 x 3) + (2 x 4) + 5 = 

35. Therefore, the good positional correlation of these 4 animal symbols on the 

main part of Pillar 43 around the scorpion has a chance of around 4 in 35 of 

occurring by pure chance. Essentially, if these 4 animal symbols were placed 

into these 8 regions by pure chance, keeping their orientational order fixed, 

there would be only 4 possible choices out of a total of 35 different 

combinations that are as good as the one that actually appears on the pillar. 

Thus, we are now at a chance of around (4 x 52) / (35 x 816), which is 

equivalent to 1 in 140 million. This is our final estimate that the animal 

symbols on Pillar 43 could have matched their respective constellations by pure 

chance. To dispute this result, one would need to make the case that there are at 

least 140, and not just 2, different combinations of animal symbols that fit the 

suggested constellations as well as the combination that actually appears on the 

pillar. This would then render a final probability estimate over 1 in 2 million, 
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which is the usual threshold required to claim a scientific discovery. That is, 

one would need a very different ranking of the symbols than the one we supply 

in Table 1. However, recall that Pillar 43 mainly displays animal symbols rarely 

found at Göbekli Tepe (i.e. neither the fox, aurochs nor boar are included), and 

therefore our estimate is likely an overestimate of the true probability. We 

suggest this observation accounts for, and effectively eliminates, any uncertainty 

in our ranking in Table 1, and we can therefore be quite confident that our final 

result of 1 in 140 million is a fair estimate. 

 

 

Appendix B 

 

There are three potential coincidences at Göbekli Tepe that we need to 

address. Multiplying their probabilities together, presuming their independence 

(according to the null-hypothesis), will provide an overall estimate of the 

probability they could have occurred together; 

 

1. The date written on the Vulture Stone is extremely close to the accepted 

date of the Younger Dryas impact event. 

2. Pillar 2 describes the path of the radiant of the Taurid meteor stream at 

the time Göbekli Tepe was occupied, the same meteor stream thought 

to be responsible for the Younger Dryas impact event according to 

Clube and Napier’s theory of coherent catastrophism. 

3. Pillar 18, the central dominant pillar of Enclosure D, refers to the 

northern portion of Aquarius, which would have been at the centre of 

the northern Taurid meteor stream, its point of maximum intensity, at 

this time. 

 

Let’s consider each point in turn. 

 

1. The earliest radiocarbon date for Enclosure D at Göbekli Tepe is for the 

mortar of the rough stone wall, at 9530 BC to within a few hundred 

years
43

. The date written on the Vulture Stone is 10,950 BC to within a 

few hundred years, while the Younger Dryas event, according to a 

Greenland ice core occurred at 10,940 BC to within 10 years, which is 

about 10,870 BC according to the radiocarbon chronology. The chance 

of finding a date on the Vulture Stone that is within 100 years of the 

Younger Dryas event date, and yet is over 1,400 years before the 

earliest accepted radiocarbon date, is about 100/1400 = 1 in 14. 

2. Pillar 2 has the sequence (crane, fox, aurochs) representing the northern 

Taurid radiant path (Pisces, northern Aquarius, Capricornus). There are 

13
3
 = 2197 different possible animal symbol combinations for this 

pillar. But, according to the rankings in Table 1, the sequence of animal 

symbols chosen is the best possible for representing this radiant path. 

                                                           
43. Oliver Dietrich et al., "Establishing a Radiocarbon Sequence for Göbekli Tepe. State of 

Research and New Data," Neo-Lithics. The Newsletter of Southwest Asian Neolithic Research 

(1/13)  (2013). 
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The chance of this occurring randomly is 2 in 2197 (since the pillar 

might have been encoded up-down or down-up without changing its 

meaning). To dispute this result, one would need to find many other 

combinations of animal symbols that are a better match to the 

constellations than those that actually appear on Pillar 2. 

3. The chance of choosing the animal symbol that represents the 

constellation at the peak intensity of the northern Taurids, the fox, is 

simply 1 in 13, as there are currently 13 animal symbols known. 

 

Multiplying all these probabilities together gives a chance of 1 in 200 

thousand that Göbekli Tepe does not implicate the Taurid meteor stream in the 

Younger Dryas impact event. 

 

 

Tables 
Symbol Asterism Rank 

 

 
Scorpion 

 

 
Scorpius 

1 

 
Bending bird 

 
Pisces 

1 

 
Duck/goose 

 
Libra 

1 

 
Dog/wolf? 

 

 

L 

 

 

 

Lupus 

1 
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Table 1. Animal Symbol – Asterism Associations identified at Göbekli Tepe, 

along with their Ranking supplied in Earlier Work
44

 

                                                           
44 Sweatman and Tsikritsis, "Decoding Gobekli Tepe with Archaeoastronomy: What 

Does the Fox Say?." 

 
Eagle/vulture 

 
Sagittarius 

1 

 
Bending bird with fish 

 
Ophiuchus 

1 

 
Bear 

 
Virgo 

1 

 
Charging ibex/gazelle 

 
Gemini 

=2 

with lion/ leopard 

 
Aurochs  

Capricornus 

1 

 
Fox 

 
Northern Aquarius 

1 

 
Boar 

Unknown. It is suggested in 

Sweatman and Tsikritsis, 2017, 

that the boar symbol represents 

the southern portion of Aquarius, 

but this is quite uncertain. 
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Symbol Asterism 

 
Ram 

 
Aries 

 
Pouncing lion/leopard 

 
Cancer 

Table 2. Animal Symbol – Asterism Associations deduced from Ҫatalhöyük 

 
Symbol Asterism 

 
Rhinoceros at Chauvet 

(from ‘Inocybe’ via French 

Wikipedia)  
Taurus 

 
Horse at Lascaux (By 

‘Ownwork’ via Wikipedia) 

 
Leo 

Table 3. Animal Symbol – Asterism Associations deduced from the Lascaux 

Shaft Scene 
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Reference Sample C14 BP Cal14 BC Cal14 1  (yr)

solstice/

equinox centre BC symbol Difference reject?

Valladas et al., 1992 Niaux GifA 91319 12890 +- 160 13470 240 summer 14350 bison 880

El castillo GifA 91172 12910 +- 180 13490 270 summer 14350 bison18b 860

El castillo GifA 91004 13060 +- 200 13670 300 summer 14350 bison18a 680 inconsistent

Valladas et al., 2001 El Castillo Gifa 96079 12620 +- 110 13010 230 summer 14350 bison18a 1340 inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 96068 13520 +- 130 14340 270 summer 14350 bison18a 10 inconsistent

Altamira GifA 91181 14330 +-190 15480 260 summer 14350 bison33 1130

Altamira GifA 96071 14820 +- 130 16090 160 summer 14350 bison33 1740

average 15790 150 summer 14350 bison33 1440

Altamira GifA 91178 13570 +- 190 14410 280 summer 14350 bison44 60

Altamira GifA 96067 13130 +- 120 13820 200 summer 14350 bison44 530

average 14120 170 summer 14350 bison44 230

Altamira GifA 91179 13940 +- 170 14940 270 summer 14350 bison36 590 inconsistent

Altamira GifA 96060 14800 +- 150 16080 190 summer 14350 bison36 1730 inconsistent

Covaciella GifA 95281 14060 +- 140 15160 230 summer 14350 bison25 810

Covaciella GifA 95364 14260 +- 130 15410 190 summer 14350 bison26 1060

El Castillo GifA 95227 13520 +- 120 14350 180 summer 14350 bison19 0 inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 95226 13570 +- 130 14410 200 summer 14350 bison19 60 inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 98152 13710 +- 140 14600 230 summer 14350 bison19 250 inconsisent

El Castillo GifA 98151 14090 +- 150 15210 230 summer 14350 bison19 860 inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 95136 10510 +- 100 10560 130 bison18c inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 95146 11270 +- 80 11190 70 bison18c inconsistent

El Castillo GifA 96077 10720 +- 100 10700 70 bison18c inconsisent

El Castillo GifA 96078 10740 +- 100 10710 70 bison18c inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 95135 19340 +- 200 megaloceros not in zodiac

Cosquer GifA 98188 19290 +- 340 deer not in zodiac

Quiles et al., 2016 Chauvet GifA 95132 32410 +- 720 34510 930 winter 34200 rhino223 310

Chauvet GifA 95133 30790 +- 600 32770 550 winter 34200 rhino223 1430

average 31600 +- 810 33640 540 winter 34200 rhino223 560

Chauvet GifA 95126 30940 +- 610 32930 580 winter 34200 rhino222 1270
Chauvet Gifa 95128 30340 +- 570 32400 470 autumn 32700 bison1 300

Chauvet GifA 13034 31950 +- 460 33870 490 spring 34000 horse214 130

Chauvet GifA 13030 27100 +-1700 deer185 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 13031 33400 +-3800 deer187 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 13032 31500 +-3000 bison180 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 11115 24900 +-1300 horse188 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 13094 30100 +-2600 lion41 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 13093 31500 +-1200 rhino179 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 13095 31830 +-450 mammoth493 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 13096 32400 +-1300 mammoth493 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 96063 31350 +-620 megaloceros246 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 11130 33100 +- 3600 megaloceros334 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 13133 33000 +- 1500 mammoth446 not in zodiac

Chauvet GifA 11129 31900 +- 3100 horse344 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 11517 26070 +- 180 lion548 inconsistent

Chauvet GifA 11018 25640 +- 200 lion548 inconsistent

Chauvet GifA 13102 32090+- 470 lion548 inconsistent

Chauvet GifA 13104 31800 +- 990 33780 1090 autumn 32700 bison193 1080 high uncertainty

Chauvet GifA 96065 30230 +- 530 32320 430 autumn 32700 bison53 380

Chauvet GifA 11126 28170 +- 730 30170 770 spring 28750 rhino551 1420

Chauvet GifA 13134 31830 +- 450 33760 510 spring 32350 lion197 1410

Chauvet GifA 13105 31490 +- 430 33420 440 autumn 32700 bison196 720

Valladas et al., 2013 La Pileta GifA 98162 20310 +- 350 22540 460 spring 21200 bison 1340

Urdiales GifA 11454 12750 +- 110 13240 190 summer 14350 bison 1110

La Garma GifA 102581 13780 +- 150 14720 240 summer 14350 bison 370

Conard, 2003 Stadel figurine 35185 +- 270 37800 340 winter 38650 lion 850

Hohle Fels figurine 30500 +- 500 32500 420 spring 33950 horse 1450

Hohle Fels figurine 32000 +- 1000 33990 1150 summer 33100 duck 890 high uncertainty

Hohle Fels figurine 32000 +- 1000 33990 1150 spring 32350 lion 1640 high uncertainty

Geisenklosterle figurine 32000 +- 2000 mammoth not in zodiac

Geisenklosterle figurine 32000 +- 2000 bear high uncertainty

Geisenklosterle figurine 32000 +- 2000 bison high uncertainty

Vogelherd figurine 31000 +- 1000 33040 960 spring 32350 lion 690

Vogelherd figurine 31000 +- 1000 33040 960 autumn 32700 bison 340

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 mammoth1 not in zodiac

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 mammoth2 not in zodiac

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 horse high uncertainty

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 lion1 high uncertainty

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 lion2 high uncertainty

Vogelherd figurine 33000 +- 3000 lion3 high uncertainty

Valladas et al., 2017 Cosquer GifA 92416 18,840 +-250 20764 473 autumn 23250 horse1 2486 under sea, inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 92417 18,820 +-310 20769 340 autumn 23250 horse1 2481 under sea, inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 13481 25450 +- 190 27580 270 summer 29000 horse1 1420 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 96072 24730 +- 300 26830 500 summer 29000 horse5 2170 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 13479 22440 +-130 24810 470 spring 23250 horse5 1560 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 13480 22920 +- 160 25320 430 spring 23250 horse5 2070 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 14003 18610 +- 100 20521 98 spring 23250 horse17 2729 under sea

Cosquer GifA 92419 18010 +- 200 19870 440 spring 21200 bison1 1330 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 92492 18530 +-190 20440 220 spring 21200 bison1 760 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 14155 16590 +- 90 18070 130 spring 21200 bison1 3130 inconsistent

Cosquer GifA 96069 26250 +- 350 28560 410 winter 27100 bison2 1460

Cosquer GifA 95195 27350 +- 430 29310 370 winter 27100 bison2 2210

Cosquer GifA 14157 26240 +- 270 28590 380 winter 27100 bison2 1490

average 28820 470 winter 27100 bison2 1720

Cosquer GifA 14159 18200 +- 110 20110 340 spring 21200 bison4 1090

Cosquer GifA 14160 20120 +-510 22310 640 spring 21200 bison5 1110

Cosquer GifA 92418 19200 +- 240 21200 300 autumn 20950 lion1 250

Cosquer GifA 98186 19720 +-210 21800 410 autumn 23250 horse7 1450

Cosquer GifA 98188 19290 +- 340 stag not in zodiac

Cosquer GifA 95135 19340 +- 200 megaloceros1 not in zodiac

Cosquer GifA 14164 19890 +- 130 21980 330 autumn 23250 horse57 1270  
Table 4. Radiocarbon data compared with zodiacal measurements using 

Stellarium. Radiocarbon data is calibrated using the Calib704 software
45

 and 

the IntCal13 calibration curve
46

. No distinction is made between bison and 

aurochs, or lion and leopard etc. Data rejected by the authors of these papers 

is not included in this table. Only the data in bold typeface meets our quality 

criteria (see text) and is therefore included in our statistical analysis and 

Figure 7 

                                                           
45. Calib Radiocarbon Calibration Program Ver. 7.0.4. 

46. P.J. Reimer et al., "Intcal13 and Marine13 Radiocarbon Age Calibration Curves 0–

50,000 Years Cal Bp," Radiocarbon 55 (2013). 



Vol. 5, No. 1 Sweatman & Coombs: Decoding European Palaeolithic Art … 

 

28 

Bibliography 

 
Asher, D. J., and S. V. M. Clube. "Towards a Dynamical History of 'Proto-Encke'." 

Celestial Mechanics & Dynamical Astronomy 69, no. 1-2 (1997): 149-70. 

Asher, D.J., Clube S.V.M., Napier W.B., and Steel D.I. "Coherent Catastrophism." 

Vistas in Astronomy 38, no. 1 (1994): 1-27. 

Clottes, J. What Is Paleolithic Art? : University of Chicago, 2016. 

Clottes, J., J. M. Chauvet, E. Bruneldeschamps, C. Hillaire, J. P. Daugas, M. Arnold, 

H. Cachier, et al. "The Paleolithic Paintings of the Chauvet-Pont D'arc Cave, at 

Vollon-Pont-D'arc (Ardeche, France) - Direct and Indirect Radiocarbon Datings." 

Comptes Rendus De L Academie Des Sciences Serie Ii 320, no. 11 (Jun 1995): 

1133-40. 

Clube, S. V. M., and W. M. Napier. "The Microstructure of Terrestrial Catastrophism." 

Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society 211, no. 4 (1984): 953-68. 

Conard, N. J., M. Malina, and S. C. Munzel. "New Flutes Document the Earliest 

Musical Tradition in Southwestern Germany." Nature 460, no. 7256 (Aug 2009): 

737-40. 

Conard, N.J. "Palaeolithic Ivory Sculptures from Southwestern Germany and the 

Origins of Figurative Art." Nature 426 (2003): 830-32. 

Congregardo, L.A. "Arte Y Astronomia: Evolucion De Los Dibujos De 

Las Constelaciones." Madrid, 1991. 

Dietrich, Oliver, Çiğdem Köksal-Schmidt, Jens Notroff, and Klaus Schmidt. 

"Establishing a Radiocarbon Sequence for Göbekli Tepe. State of Research and 

New Data." Neo-Lithics. The Newsletter of Southwest Asian Neolithic Research 

(1/13)  (2013): 36-41. 

Fazenda, J. "Cave Acoustics in 

Prehistory: Exploring the Association of Palaeolithic Visual Motifs and 

Acoustic Response." The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 142 (2017): 

1332-49. 

Firestone, R. B., A. West, J. P. Kennett, L. Becker, T. E. Bunch, Z. S. Revay, P. H. 

Schultz, et al. "Evidence for an Extraterrestrial Impact 12,900 Years Ago That 

Contributed to the Megafaunal Extinctions and the Younger Dryas Cooling." 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 

104, no. 41 (Oct 2007): 16016-21. 

Hagstrum, J.T., R.B. Firestone, A. West, J.C. Weaver, and T.E. Bunch. "Impact 

Related Microspherules in Late-Pleistocene Alaskan and Yukon "Muck" Deposits 

Signify Recurrent Episodes of Catastrophic Emplacement." Scientific Reports 7 

(2017): 16620. 

Hayden, B., and S. Villeneuv. "Astronomy in the Upper Palaeolithic." Cambridge 

Archaeological Journal 21 (2011): 331-35. 

Hodder, I. Catalhoyuk: The Leopard's Tale: Revealing the Mysteries of Turkey's 

Ancient 'Town'. London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 2011. 

Jegues-Wolkiewiez, C. "Chronologie De L'orientation Des Grottes Et Abris Ornés 

Paléolithiques Français." Paper presented at the Symposium 2007 d'Art Rupestre, 

Val Camonica, 2007. 

Jegues-Wolkiewiez, C. "Lascaux, Vision Du Ciel Des Magdalénien." In Symposium 

2000 d'Art Rupestre, 2000. 

Kind, C.J., N. Ebinger-Rist, S. Wolf, T. Beutelspacher, and K. Wehrberger. "Tbe Smile 

of the Lion Man. Recent Excavations in Stadel Cave (Baden-Wurttemberg, 

South-Western Germany) and the Restoration of the Famous Upper Palaeolithoc 

Figurine." Quartar 61 (2014): 129-45. 



Athens Journal of History January 2019 

      

29 

Lawson, A.J. Painted Caves. Oxford University Press, 2012. 

Leroi-Gourhan, A. The Dawn of European Art. Cambridge University Press, 1982. 

Lewis-Williams, D. The Mind in the Cave. London: Thames and Hudson, 2002. 

Marler, J., and H. Haarmann. "The Goddess and the Bear Hybrid Imagery and 

Symbolism at Çatalhöyük." The Journal of Archaeomythology 3, no. 1 (2007): 48 

- 79. 

Marshack, A. The Roots of Civilisation. Littlehampton Book Services Ltd., 1972. 

Meese, D.A., R.B. Alley, R.J. Fiacco, and et.al. "Preliminary Depth-Agescale of the 

Gisp2 Ice Core." Special CRREL report 94-1, US  (1994). 

Mellaart, J. Catal Hoyuk: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia. Thames and Hudson Ltd., 

1967. 

Muscheler, R., F. Adolphi, and M.F. Knudsen. "Assessing the Differences between the 

Intcal and Greenland Ice-Core Time Scales for the Last 14,000 Years Via the 

Common Cosmogenic Radionuclide Variations." Quaternary Science Reviews 

106 (2014): 81-87. 

Napier, W. M. "Palaeolithic Extinctions and the Taurid Complex." Monthly Notices of 

the Royal Astronomical Society 405, no. 3 (Jul 2010): 1901-06. 

Parkington, J. "Symbolism in Palaeolithic Cave Art." The South African 

Archaeological Bulletin 24 (1969): 3-13. 

Petaev, M. I., S. C. Huang, S. B. Jacobsen, and A. Zindler. "Large Pt Anomaly in the 

Greenland Ice Core Points to a Cataclysm at the Onset of Younger Dryas." 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 

110, no. 32 (Aug 2013): 12917-20. 

Peters, Joris, and Klaus Schmidt. "Animals in the Symbolic World of Pre-Pottery 

Neolithic Göbekli Tepe, South-Eastern Turkey: A Preliminary Assessment." 

Anthropozoologica 39, no. 1 (2004): 179-218. 

Quiles, A., H. Valladas, H. Bocherens, E. Delque-Kolic, E. Kaltnecker, J. van der 

Plicht, J. J. Delannoy, et al. "A High-Precision Chronological Model for the 

Decorated Upper Paleolithic Cave of Chauvet-Pont D'arc, Ardeche, France." 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 

113, no. 17 (Apr 2016): 4670-75. 

Rappengluck, M.A. "Possible Astronomical Descriptions in Franco-Cantanrian 

Palaeolithic Rock Art." 

Reimer, P.J., E. Bard, A. Bayliss, and J.W. Beck. "Intcal13 and Marine13 Radiocarbon 

Age Calibration Curves 0–50,000 Years Cal Bp." Radiocarbon 55 (2013): 1869-

87. 

"Stellarium 0.18.0."  http://stellarium.org/. 

Calib Radiocarbon Calibration Program Version 7.0.4. 

Sweatman, M.B, and D. Tsikritsis. "Decoding Gobekli Tepe with Archaeoastronomy: 

What Does the Fox Say?". Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry 17, no. 

1 (2017): 233-50. 

Sweatman, M.B. "Catastrophism through the Ages, and a Cosmic Catastrophe at the 

Origin of Civilisation." Archaeology and Anthropology Open Access 1, no. 2 

(2017). 

Sweatman, M.B., and D. Tsikritsis. "Comment On "More Than a Vulture: A Response 

to Sweatman and Tsikritsis"." Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry 17, 

no. 2 (2017): 63-70. 

Valladas, H., H. Cachier, P. Maurice, F. B. Dequiros, J. Clottes, V. C. Valdes, P. 

Uzquiano, and M. Arnold. "Direct Radiocarbon-Dates for Prehistoric Paintings at 

the Altamira, El-Castillo and Niaux Caves." Nature 357, no. 6373 (May 1992): 

68-70. 



Vol. 5, No. 1 Sweatman & Coombs: Decoding European Palaeolithic Art … 

 

30 

Valladas, H., E. Kaltnecker, A. Quiles, N. Tisnerat-Laborde, D. Genty, M. Arnold, E. 

Delque-Kolic, et al. "Dating French and Spanish Prehistoric Decorated Caves in 

Their Archaeological Context." Radiocarbon 55, no. 2-3 (2013): 1422-31. 

Valladas, H., A. Quiles, M. Delque-Kolic, E. Kaltnecker, C. Moreau, E. Pons-Branchu, 

L. Vanrell, M. Olive, and X. Delestre. "Radiocarbon Dating the Decorated 

Cosquer Cave (France)." Radiocarbon 59, no. 2 (Apr 2017): 621-33. 

Valladas, H., N. Tisnerat-Laborde, H. Cachier, M. Arnold, F. B. de Quiros, V. Cabrera-

Valdes, J. Clottes, et al. "Radiocarbon Ams Dates for Paleolithic Cave Paintings." 

Radiocarbon 43, no. 2B (2001): 977-86. 

von Petzinger, G. The First Signs. Simon and Schuster, 2017. 

 



Athens Journal of History January 2019 

      

31 

The Lower Nubian Egyptian Fortresses in the 

Middle Kingdom: A Strategic Point of View 
 

By Eduardo Ferreira
 

 

The Ancient Egypt was a highly militarized society that operated within various 

theaters of war. From the Middle Kingdom period to the following times, warfare 

was always present in the foreign and internal policy of the pharaohs and their 

officers. One of these was to build a network of defensive structures along the river 

Nile, in the regions of the Second Cataract and in Batn el-Hagar, in Lower Nubia. 

The forts were relevant in both the defense and offensive affairs of the Egyptian 

army. Built in Lower Nubia by the pharaohs of the XII dynasty of the Middle 

Kingdom, these fortresses providing support to the armies that usually came from 

the North in campaign and allowed the ancient Egyptians to control the frontier 

with Kush. In fact, one of the most important features of these fortresses was the 

possibility to control specific territorial points of larger region which, due to it’s 

characteristics, was difficult to contain. Although they were built in a period of 

about thirty-two years, these strongholds throughout the reign of Senuseret I until 

the rulership of Senuseret III, they demonstrate a considerable diversification in 

terms of size, defenses, functions, and the context operated. They were the main 

reason why Egypt could maintain a territory so vast as the Lower Nubia. In fact, 

this circumstance is verified in the Second Intermediate Period when all the forts 

were occupied by Kerma, a chiefdom that araised in Upper Nubia during the end 

of the Middle Kingdom, especially after c. 1720 BC, at a time when Egypt had 

bigger problems in the North (Delta) due to the Hyksos presence. Besides this fact, 

the lesser might of the central power in Egypt is also one reason why this society 

had lost control over these structures and, as a consequence, over Lower Nubia. 

 

 

The Long Beginnings of an Occupation 
 

Since the Old Kingdom period the Egyptian monarchy looked upon Nubia 

as a profitable source of materials from where came various resources: the 

ebony, the ivory, the incense, the ostrich feathers, the skins, some slaves, gold, 

copper and precious stones
1
. Everything began in the Old Kingdom’s phase of 

exploration, passing through what some researchers call the "Egyptian 

imperialism"
2
 of the Middle Kingdom, until the colonialism of the New 

                                                           

Researcher - PhD Candidate, University of Lisbon, Portugal. 

1. H. Hafsaas-Tsakos, "Between Kush and Egypt: The C-Group people of Lower Nubia 

during the Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period," in Between Cataracts. 

Proceedings of the 11th International Conference of Nubian Studies (Warsaw, 2010), 390. In a 

short example from Harkhuf’s biography: "[...] incense, ebony, hknw-oil [...], phanter skins, 

elephant’s tusks, and throwing-sticks [...]", it is possible to identify some of the goods that came 

from Nubia to Egypt; cf. B. J. Kemp, "Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and Second 

Intermediate Period c. 2686-1552 BC," in Ancient Egypt. A Social History, ed. B. G. Trigger, B. 

J. Kemp, D. O’Connor and A. B. Lloyd (Cambridge, 1983), 123. 

2. S. T. Smith, Askut in Nubia: The Economics and Ideology of Egyptian Imperialism in 

the Second Millennium BC (London, 1995): 78-90. See also W. Y. Adams, “The First Colonial 

Empire: Egypt in Nubia, 3200-1200 BC,” in Comparative Studies in Society and History, 26, 1, 
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Kingdom. In these phases the Egyptian administrators, officials and employees 

choose to carry out different ways of occupying or controlling Wawat (Lower 

Nubia). For example, the edification of the fortresses in Lower Nubia was one 

these ways
3
. 

There aren’t many sources, either written or iconographic about the 

subjects of this paper. In fact, it is the archeological excavations made in the 

sites - were these fortresses used to lay - that give us more information 

regarding, not only the typology of these structures but also their roles in the 

strategic occupation of the region
4
. What could be the functions of these strong 

fortifications in Wawat? And what was their strategic importance in the region? 

Throughout this essay, we will try to provide a new light into these questions. 

Nevertheless, even with a complete absence of iconographic representations of 

these forts, we have textual sources from Semna West called "The Semna 

Dispatches", dated from the end of the Middle Kingdom
5
, in which we can find 

relevant data about the way these buildings helped the monarchy maintain 

Lower Nubia region. 

Before our essay regarding the several ways of territorial control carried 

out in Lower Nubia during the Middle Kingdom, it is important to briefly 

observe the contexts before this period. During the Old Kingdom, the 

Egyptians gained a special interest in the resources that Wawat could provide. 

During the zenith of this period, the Group A populations
6
 in Wawat suffered 

from constant arrestment (either through military actions and economic 

coercion) by Egypt, who sought to weaken these same communities. At least 

three military campaigns are known, mainly punitive in nature, performed in 

                                                                                                                                                    
(January, 1984): 165-166. Zibelius-Chen argues that we can’t use "imperialism" in the same 

terms as for the empires of the XIX century AD. An ancient society wouldn’t have the capacity 

to dominate completely a region. In this case it would be Wawat; cf. S. T. Smith, "State and 

Empire in the Middle and New Kingdoms," in Anthropology and Egyptology. A Developing 

Dialogue, ed. J. Lustig (Sheffield, 1997), 66-67. 

3. L. Török, Between Two Worlds. The Frontier Region between Ancient Nubia and Egypt 

3700 BC-500 AD (Boston, 2009), 85-87. 

4. C. Vogel, "Master Architects of Ancient Nubia: Space-saving solutions in the Middle 

Kingdom Fortresses," in Between Cataracts. Proceedings of the 11th International Conference 

of Nubian Studies (Warsaw, 2010), 421-430. See also G. A. Reisner, "Ancient Egyptian Forts at 

Semna and Uronarti," in Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts, 27(1929): 64-75. See also S. T. 

Smith, "Administration at the Egyptian Middle Kingdom Frontier: Sealings from Uronarti and 

Askut," in Aegean Seals, Sealings and Administration”, ed. T. G. Palaima (Liége, 1990), 212-

218. See also B. Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs (London, 1976), 71. See also A. Badawy, 

"Festunganlage," in Lexikon der Ägyptologie II, ed. W. Heck and W. Westendorf (Wiesbaden, 

1977), 198. See also D. Randall-Maciver and L. Woolley, Buhen, 1 (Philadelphia, 1911), 119-

120. See also Török, Between Two Worlds, 85-86. 

5. P. C. Smither, "The Semna Dispatches," in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, 31 (1945): 

70-73. For a more in-depth analysis on these texts, see B. Kraemer and K. Liszka, "Evidence for 

Administration of the Nubian Fortresses in the Late Middle Kingdom: The Semna Dispatches", 

in Journal of Egyptian History (2016): 1-65. 

6. Group A is a Neolithic culture that flourished in Lower Nubia around the fourth 

millennium BC and is divided chronologically in three phases: The Initial, Classic and Terminal; 

cf. W. Y. Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa (Princeton, 1977), 119. See also Trigger, Nubia. 

Under the Pharaohs, 35. See also L. Ross, Nubia and Egypt. 10000 B.C. to 400 A.D. From 

Prehistory to the Meroitic Period (Lewiston, 2013), 61. 
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Lower Nubia. The first during Djer reign (I dynasty
7
) is described on an 

inscription found in Jebel Sheikh Suleiman
8
. The other two narratives of 

military enterprises against Group A belong to Kha-sekhem (II Dynasty) and 

Seneferu (IV Dynasty)
9
. Egypt's superiority over these Neolithic communities 

and the successive punitive campaigns from which the region suffered heavily 

weakened the populations, something led to the rise of an obscure period in 

terms of archaeological and historical knowledge. George Reisner refers it as 

Group B
10

. The mentioned Seneferu’s campaign
11

 was the last known Egyptian 

military campaign in Nubia. After this, there was a long gap interrupted only in 

the VI dynasty. It was also during this dynasty that the governor of Elephantine 

acquired the title of "Guardian of the South Gate"
12

. In some Old Kingdom 

textual sources (from the third dynasty) there are references related to the 

supervision of fortified structures, such as the "commander of the stronghold of 

Snt", the "commander of the stronghold Hsn in the Harpoon Nome", the 

"commander of the Cow stronghold", the "commander of the Desert Keeps and 

Royal Fortresses" and the "commander of the Ways of Horus"
13

. 

Despite these military operations, in the Old Kingdom the relations 

between Egypt and Nubia (Group C
14

) were mainly peaceful, and essentially 

commercial, which can be traced back to the Predynastic period. Although 

Egypt during the Old Kingdom never territorially controlled Lower Nubia, it is 

necessary to mention some exceptions, where we can observe Egyptian 

                                                           
7. During the I dynasty, archaeological escavations made in Elephantina discovered a 

walled structure that must had the function of protecting the frontier in the region; cf. B. 

Williams, "New Light on the Relations between Early Egypt and Sudan," in Cahiers Caribéens 

d’Egyptologie, 1, (Fort de France, 2000), 7. 

8. On an inscription in part pictographic, part hieroglyphic, it is possible to see on the right 

a tribal chief kneeling before an Egyptian boat, as well as individuals deceased in the river. In 

the left side, a figure appears to be arrested. According to William Adams, this scene represents 

the conquest of two settlements in an unknown region; cf. Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 

138-139. 

9. In a Seneferu’s campaign that is described in the "Palette of Palermo", is reported that 

Egyptian army defeated the Nubians forces, bringing to Egypt a war spoils with 7.000 prisoners 

and 200000 of cattle; cf. Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 138-139. 

10. For more information see also Id., 132-135. For Barry Kemp there is no material 

evidence in the period between the end of Group A and the beginning of Group C, that indicate 

a specific culture that required a new cultural horizon. This researcher supports this theory by 

saying that the campaigns and persecutions made on Group A by the Egyptians led the 

remaining Wawat’s populations to choose a nomadic way of life between the Nile valley and the 

oases/wells adjacent to the desert; cf. Kemp, "Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and Second 

Intermediate Period", 124. See also D. O’Connor, Ancient Nubia. Egypt’s Rival in Africa 

(Philadelphia, 1993), 13-23. 

11. The mentioned cattle are a considerably exaggerated number, since so many heads 

would be extremely difficult to transport. 

12. Adams, "The First Colonial Empire," 19. 

13. J. H. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt, I. The First through the Seventeenth 

Dynasties (Chicago, 2001), 77-78. 

14. During the Old Kingdom, the Egyptian sphere of influence, both commercial and 

political, extended only until the Second Cataract; cf. Adams, "The First Colonial Empire", 42. 

During the IV Dynasty, in the reigns of Khufu and Khefren the Egyptians explored the 

commercial careers of Toshka in Gebel el-Asr; cf. F. Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes. Du 

Prédynastique au Nouvel Empire (Bruxelles, 2010), 19. 
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presence. These sites were Buhen, Ikkur, Kuban and Aniba, all fortified 

settlements of the IV and V dynasties, already with clear characteristics of 

forts
15

, which later in the Middle Empire will be confirmed. All of them were 

allocated in areas of extreme economic and commercial importance. For 

example, Kuban
16

 was in an important region of diorite extraction and Buhen 

was related to the extraction and work of copper
17

. Given the importance of the 

materials that were stored in these two settlements, we can assume the presence 

of an armed contingent that would probably patrol and oversee the population 

as well as the surroundings. Beyond that, these population centers should be 

able to provide some support to the military and commercial expeditions. 

 

 

A Strategic Point of View:  

The Middle Kingdom Egyptian Fortresses in Wawat 

 

The civil war that ended the Old Kingdom, which is called the First 

Intermediate Period, could have been one reason which allowed the thriving of 

the communities of Group C
18

. As noted earlier, Egypt's interest in its southern 

neighbors was almost exclusively commercial, something that changed with the 

Two Lands reunification during the rulership of Mentuhotep II. This pharaoh 

created the bases for a new military and commercial paradigm that would be 

used by the XII dynasty pharaohs (c. 1980-1765 BC
19

). 

What motivated these changes? Why the Egyptians didn’t keep the Old 

Kingdom policies? Certainly, the prosperity which the native populations of 

Lower Nubia and Upper Nubia reached, especially regarding military matters
20

, 

may have been one of the reasons the led the Middle Kingdom pharaohs to 

invest more intensely in military campaign in Nubia
21

 and later in the 

fortresses, built from the Second Cataract until the end of Batn el-Hagar, which 

because of their size must have had some restraint effect over the Nubian 

impetus. Naturally, we cannot ignore the existence of newer needs (social and 

economic) in the Egyptian society, especially in the higher classes, that could 

                                                           
15. W. Hamblin, Warfare in the Ancient near East to 1600 BC. Holy Warriors at the 

Dawn of History (London, 2006), 361. 

16. Although the material evidence, is still not confirmed for Kuban has an Old Kingdom 

occupation; cf. B. J. Kemp, Ancient Egypt. Anatomy of a Civilization (London, 1989), 168. 

17. Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes, 139. 

18. Smith, Askut in Nubia, 78-79. See also Id., "State and Empire in the Middle and New 

Kingdoms", 66-68. See also Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 191-192. According to David 

O’Connor, the Group C society and Kerma society share some similarities, but in the most part 

is very different, especially in the artifacts and mortuary structures and rituals; cf. O’Connor, 

Ancient Nubia, 27. 

19. L. M. Araújo, Os Grandes Faraós do Antigo Egipto (Lisbon, 2011), 103. 

20. Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs, 85. See also Adams, "The First Colonial 

Empire," 46. 

21. Hamblin, Warfare in Ancient Near East, 361. See also D. O’Connor, "Ancient Egypt 

and Black Africa – Early Contacts", in Expedition, 14 (1971), 6. 
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originate the necessity regarding more goods (ex. gold, copper, diorite, 

carnelian and others
22

) and better and intensive ways to acquire them
23

. 

The Middle Kingdom "imperialism"
24

 consisted of a military occupation 

that exerted enormous pressure on the Group C populations, preventing them 

from revolting and disrupting Egyptian rule
25

. Beyond the military dimension, 

this imposition was also made by a commercial
26

 and social perspective. Thus, 

strategic control over Lower Nubia was done through frontier fees, as well as 

the day-to-day supervision of the native communities
27

. 

The Egyptians built fifteen fortifications along the banks of the Nile in 

Lower Nubia
28

 (see Figure 1) that guaranteed, each in its own way, the 

pharaonic intentions for the region. Strategically built in precise locations and 

with diverse military and civilian advantages, from north to south we have the 

fortifications of Ikkur (82x110m), Kuban (70x125m), Aniba (87x138m), Faras 

(75x85m) and Serra East (80xunknown), Buhen (215x460m), Khor (250x600m) 

Mirgissa (190x295m), Askut (77x87m), Shalfak (47x95m), Uronarti 

(57x114x126m), Semna West (135x135m), Kumma (70x117m) and Semna 

South (unknown)
29

. Most of these structures were built in the reign of 

Senuseret I
30

 (c. 1962-1928 BC
31

), while the fortresses of the Second Cataract 

and Batn el-Hagar were built in the reign of Senuseret III (c.1878-1842 BC
32

) 

except for Buhen (Senuseret I) and Mirgissa (Senuseret II who reigned between 

c. 1895-1878 BC)
33

. Beside the chronological difference, geography also 

                                                           
22. Kemp, "Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period," 22-123. 

See also Ross, Nubia and Egypt, 136-138. 

23. B. Muhs, The Ancient Egyptian Economy 3000-30 BCE (Cambridge, 2016), 76. See 

also Ross, Nubia and Egypt, 123-124. See also B. Manley, The Penguin Historical Atlas of 

Ancient Egypt (London, 1996), 50. 

24. In the Egyptology community, there are several theories about the "Egyptian 

imperialism". Bruce Trigger argues saying that the twelfth dynasty was formed under an 

expansionist tradition that led later to imperialism; while John Wilson makes a distinction 

between the conjuncture of Middle Kingdom and the New Kingdom; William Adams tell us 

about a process based on an armed commercial monopoly and maintained by constant military 

campaigns, but especially by the fortresses built in the region of the Second Cataract; cf. Adams, 

Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 191-192. See also Smith, Askut in Nubia, 78-79. According to 

Roxanna Flammini, the period of expansion in the South by the Egyptian army has two phases. 

Firstly, there are the campaigns made in the beginning of the XII dynasty and secondly the 

phase of settling and fortify the region; cf. R. Flammini, "Ancient core-periphery interactions: 

Lower Nubia during Middle Kingdom Egypt (ca. 2050-1640 BC)," in Journal of World-Systems 

Research, 14, no 1 (2008): 54. 

25. Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 165. 

26. E. Yvanez, Rock Inscriptions from Semna and Kumma (Khartoum, 2010): 7. 

27. K. Liszka, "We have come from the well of Ibhet: Ethnogenesis of the Medjay," in 

Journal of Egyptian History, 4 (2011): 156. See also Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs, 74. 

See also I. Shaw, Egyptian Warfare and Weapons (Buckinghamshire, 1991), 18. See also G. 

Callender, "The Middle Kingdom Renaissance," in The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, ed. I. 

Shaw (Oxford, 2000), 155. 

28. J. Baines and J. Málek, Atlas of Ancient Egypt (Oxford, 1980), 186. 

29. D. Arnold, The Encyclopedia of Ancient Egyptian Architecture (London, 2003), 92. 

30 Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 181. 

31 M. J. Seguro, "Senuseret," in Dicionário do Antigo Egipto, dir. L. M. Araújo (Lisbon, 

2001), 776. Except for Faras and Serra East which were made in the reign of Senuseret III. 

32. Id., 777. 

33. Ibid. C. Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt 3000-1780 BC (Oxford, 2010), 11. 
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played an important part in which these fortifications were built with very 

distinct characteristics, especially when compared to the area of Batn el-Hagar. 

 

 
Figure 1. Map of Egyptian Middle Kingdom Fortresses in Lower Nubia 

 

As a defensive structure, the main function of a stronghold is the protection 

and control of a certain territory, which then can differ in size and importance
34

. 

This is a reality present in many historiographic contexts, from the first walls of 

Jericho to the rattled fortresses of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of our 

time. Naturally, the Middle Kingdom Egypt was not an exception and built all 

these defensive structures in Lower Nubia to control a hostile and extremely 

difficult to contain territory
35

. These strongholds were built for four reasons
36

: 

                                                           
34. E. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo. A ocupação militar egípcia da Núbia na XII dinastia 

(Lisbon, 2016): 73. 

35. Id., 76. 
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1. To secure the military control over Lower and Upper Nubia. 

2. To control the commercial routes from Kush
37

. 

3. To oversee the region for Kushite’s raids and larger scale operations. 

4. To support for pharaonic armies in campaign against Kush. 

 

Most of the human circulation (civilian and military) used the Nile river as 

the main transportation route, and most of the border between the regions 

controlled by Egypt and Kush (Upper Nubia) was mostly composed by 

extremely hostile desert areas. But, despite this reality we can assume the 

presence of clandestine caravans, migrations and, above all, Nubian armed 

forces crossing the desert with the intention of looting, attacking populations 

and, ultimately, besieging fortresses
38

. Before analyzing each one of these 

aspects/reasons, which allowed the Egyptian dominion over the region, it is 

important to briefly note the geographical features that led the Egyptians to 

build these defensive structures in this region instead of another one. 

For now, let us analyze only the fortifications built in the Second Cataract 

and in Batn el-Hagar. First, when we look to the Lower Nubia map and the 

places where these ten fortresses were built, the proximity between them is 

evident. It should be noted that from Buhen to Semna South, we only have 65 

km of distance in a straight line
39

. Why were so many structures built in such a 

short length? Firstly, it was the aid given when crossing the river in Batn el-

Hagar, because when it loses caudal the river becomes impossible to sail
40

, and 

consequently, the passage needed to be made by land. Another explanation was 

the proximity of these fortifications to the frontier established with Kush that, 

of course, would require a greater capacity for protection and strategic control 

of the territory. Otherwise, a feature more intensified in the southerly forts that 

were the most concentrated ones (from Shalfak to Semna South). On the other 

hand, at north of Shalfak, between this fortress and Buhen, due to the greater 

distance regarding the border, we have almost half of the total distance, about 

31 km
41

. 

Another geographical difference that divides the fortresses placed in the 

Second Cataract to those built in Batn el-Hagar is the physiognomy of the 

terrain. The first mentioned region appears to be much more regular, something 

reflected in the architectural plans usually in a quadrangular (see Figure 2) or 

                                                                                                                                                    
36. Török, Between Two Worlds, 86-92. See also B. Williams, "Serra East and the mission 

of Middle Egyptian Fortresses in Nubia", in Gold of Praise: Studies on Ancient Egypt in Honor 

of Edward F. Wente (Chicago, 1999): 439-447. See also Shaw, Egyptian Warfare and Weapons, 

18-19. See also Arnold, Ancient Egyptian Architecture, 91. See also Smith, Askut in Nubia, 80. 

See also Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt, 12. See also Smith, "Administration at the 

Egyptian Middle Kingdom Frontier", 215-216. 

37. O’Connor, Ancient Nubia, 37. 

38. S. T. Smith, "To the Support of Heaven. Political and Ideological Conceptions of 

Frontiers in Ancient Egypt", in Untaming the Frontier, in Anthropology, Archaeology, and 

History (Arizona, 2005): 209. 

39. Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt, 13. See also Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 

133-134. 

40. Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs, 68-69. 

41. S. T. Smith, "Askut and the Role of the Second Cataracts Forts," in Journal of 

American Research Center in Egypt, 28(1991): 107-109. 
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rectangular form (Buhen and Mirgissa). This factor allowed these fortresses to 

be much larger than those built in the south, which due to the greater 

irregularity of the terrain were considerably smaller
42

. In Batn el-Hagar the 

forts exhibit much more irregular morphologies; for example, Uronarti (see 

Figure 3) had a triangular shape
43

. In terms of defenses, these forts were very 

similar
44

, had large adobe walls with rectangular towers, semicircular bastions, 

fortified doors, moats and ramps
45

.  

 

 
Figure 2. Buhen’s Plan in the Middle Kingdom 
Source: Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes, 138. 

 

 
Figure 3. Uronarti’s Plan in the Middle Kingdom 
Source: Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes, 152. 

 

These fortresses had their own roles (despite not specific for only one) in 

the planning of the strategic control over the territory and each one of these 

structures played an important part for the same end
46

. Consider the case of 

Uronarti that would have an intense administrative office in the fortresses’ 

network; in Mirgissa there would be a considerable arsenal; in Askut a large 

                                                           
42. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 131-132. See also Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes, 

46. See also Hafsaas-Tsakos, "Between Kush and Egypt", 390. Besides the impossibility of sail 

in the river at a time of the year, the terrain’s roughness in Batn el-Hagar helps to explain the 

greater concentration of forts, since they would have less capacity to develop internal structures 

for certain functions. 

43. Kemp, "Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period," 130-131. 

44. Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 181. See also Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient 

Egypt, 17-51. 

45. Id., "Storming the Gates? Entrance Protection in the Military Architecture of Middle 

Kingdom Nubia", in Cities and Urbanism in Ancient Egypt, ed. M. Bietak, E. Czerny and I. 

Forstner-Müller (Wein, 2010), 301-302. See also Monnier, 2010, 46. 

46. Vogel, "Master Architects of Ancient Nubia", 421. 
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storehouse
47

, or in Semna West, based on the amount of barracks which 

appeared in archaeological excavations, would be important regarding the 

housing of the soldiers, both those who belonged to the garrisons and those 

who were part of a military enterprise
48

. 

One of the most constant and effective aspects that would contribute for 

the control of the territory were the patrols
49

 which scouted the regions around 

each one of these fortresses as well the frontier with Kush
50

. In fact, the forts 

should have had their own base of operations
51

. In the next two examples, taken 

from a written source called "The Semna Dispatches", we can verify a couple 

of descriptions about the scouting process
52

: 

 
 [...] the [... in] the fourth month of the second season, [day...] came to report 

[to...]. He said concerning [...], "I departed upon the [track...] explained (?) [...] 

the [...] brought him [...] the frontier patrol. Then I returned [..., so he said]. I 

sent word about them to the fortresses that lie north." [...] 

80. P. BM 10752, rt. 2-3. 

 

[...] It is a communication to the lord, l.p.h., to the effect that the warrior of the 

city of Hieraconpolis, Senu’s son Heru’s son Renoker, and the warrior of the 

city of Tjebu, Rensi’s son Senwosret’s son Senwosret, came to report to me, 

your humble servant, in Year 3, fourth month of the second season, day 2, at 

breakfast time on business of the soldier, Khusobek’s son Mentuhotep’s son 

Khusobek [...], who is substituting for the marine of the Ruler’s Crew in the 

troop of Meha (near Abu Simbel), saying, "the frontier patrol that set out to 

patrol the desert margin extending near (?) the fortress ꞌRepeller of the 

Medjayꞌ in Year 3, third month of the second season, last day, has returned to 

report to me saying, ꞌwe found the track of thirty-two men and three donkeys, 

that they had trod [...]ꞌ, [...] the frontier patrol [...] my places", so [he] said. [...] 

command to (?) the troop [...] on the desert margin. I, your humble servant, 

have written [about this to..., as one fortress send a communication to another] 

fortress. [...] 

81. P. BM 10752, rt. 3-4. 

 

Regarding what was said here, we realized the existence of groups of 

scouts that had routes, previously delimited, that took them from one 

fortification to another. Unfortunately, it is not possible to identify which 

                                                           
47. Some researchers call this structure a "fortified granary"; cf. Smith, "Askut and the 

Role of the Second Cataracts Forts", 117. 

48. Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs, 71. See also Vogel, "Master Architects of 

Ancient Nubia", 421. 

49. The known officials regarding the scouting process are very scarce, but it’s possible to 

highlight one example that can be related to this activity: the "commander of leaders of pack-

dogs" (this official can be found in the text SNM 34327); cf. Yvanez, Rock Inscriptions from 

Semna and Kumma, 17. See also Id., 31. 

50. In the following text (SNM 34317) we can identify a scouting process: "I travelled 

downstream with the frontier patrol. There has been no deceased during the travel southwards 

and nobody has been sent to prison. I judged and killed those rebels so that the sovereign truly 

praised me."; cf. Yvanez, Rock Inscriptions from Semna and Kumma, 29. 

51. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 78. See also Arnold, Ancient Egyptian Architecture, 91. 

52. Smither, "The Semna Dispatches", 71-72. 
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fortresses are hypothetically referred in this first example, since north of Semna 

West there are Uronarti, Shalfak, Askut, Mirgissa and Buhen (not including 

those north of the latter). The other example also from Semna West provided us 

information about an operation that took forty Nubians and two Egyptian 

officers in scouting activities
53

. While in the first excerpt the main function 

seems to have been the transmission of information between fortresses
54

, in the 

second case, the source is referring to a process of territorial control whose 

main function was to find evidence of enemy clandestine military/civilian 

infiltrations in Lower Nubia. In this case, and as we can see from the source, 

this group eventually found a "track" of 32 men and 3 donkeys, although it is 

unclear if these were caught and what were their intentions. It should also be 

noted that these routes must have had several watchtowers, which would, 

firstly, ensure the good condition of the patrol by, at least, providing them with 

accommodation
55

. The permeability and instability of the Egyptian border with 

Kerma’s leadership must have forced the patrolling process to take place with 

some frequency
56

 and at long distances, a reality that will have linked the 

process of patrolling with the watchtowers. What was the relationship between 

the two elements? Were these supply points? Dorms? Would the patrol serve to 

renew the garrison of the tower? According to Carola Vogel, each Egyptian 

watchtower had a garrison of eight soldiers
57

, which likely came from the 

original fortresses’ garrisons. With this possibility, it is plausible to assume that 

the soldiers who served in a certain watchtower were initially present in the 

scouting group that previously had the objective of passing through that 

structure and replacing the garrison. Based on these assumptions we can 

imagine the following scenario: a scouting group came out of a fortress with a 

certain number of soldiers and when it reached a watchtower, to be supplied or 

the opposite way, eight scout men should be instructed to stay in the tower, 

yielding the already eight who were in the structure. Then the patrol continued 

its route repeating it in other towers that could be in its way. Unfortunately, we 

do not know for how long a garrison had to stay in a tower, nor whether all the 

patrol groups had this function. Would the former garrison soldiers continue 

with the patrol? Or would they return to the fortress? This is a question that 

must be left open, but this couple of situations may depend on the distance 

between the tower and the fortification, or whether the patrol group had to 

maintain the initial number of soldiers. It is necessary to reinforce the idea that 

this is only an assumption based on the known context of the fortifications and 

military personnel present in the Second Cataract and Batn el-Hagar, since 

there is no data that can give us information on how the watchtowers and the 

patrol groups would relate. Furthermore, this renewal of these units was 

essential for the watchtowers’ maintenance since it was very important for the 

                                                           
53. Id., 70-73. 

54. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 90-93. 

55. Regarding the supplies, we can assume that the patrols received them from the 

watchtower, although we can imagine that could be these groups themselves that brought 

supplies to the watchtowers. 

56. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 248. 

57. Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt, 21. 
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transmission of information between fortresses and for the strategic control of 

the territory. 

As the scouting process can prove, although the fortresses were eminently 

static structures, they were in some dimensions quite "mobile" and "versatile", 

since they would be the support for activities with these faculties. Thus, beside 

the patrols in an offensive perspective, we have to the study the support that the 

forts gave to the military campaigns that came up the river
58

. Bruce Williams 

very well points out: "Within the continuous historical record available as 

precedent to the early Middle Kingdom, fortresses had not only been important, 

they had often been essential to the outcome of a campaign
59

". Before we look 

more closely to this aspect, let us see the toponymy of these same structures 

that show a strong offensive and strategic support for the conquest of the enemy 

in the south: Shalfak was "To conquer the foreign countries
60

"; Uronarti was 

"Repelling the Iuntiu
61

" and Semna South was "Conqueror of Nubia"
62

. It is 

evident that each one of these names has a relationship with the control and 

subjugation of the region; even in some cases we can observe the reference of 

some specific tribes, like the Iuntiu. In a strategic perspective, this support was 

made of several types, although, in general, only in logistical manners
63

: 

 

1. Supplies. 

2. Accommodation. 

3. Armament. 

4. Planning and information. 

5. Assistance in moving. 

 

The provision of supplies is a somewhat problematic matter, for it is not 

clear that these same fortresses were self-sustaining and thus we do not know to 

what extent they could provide food for the marching army. If they could give 

supplies to the armies, surely a large part of these supplies would be given by 

Askut, a small fortress with a large capacity to store food and other elements 

related to the survival of military operations
64

. According to Barry Kemp, 

Askut would have a far superior capacity to store food as which would be 

required to maintain not only the garrison and civilian population of that fort, 

                                                           
58. The Nile was the main route of transport of the Egyptian contingents in military 

expeditions against Nubian territories, since it was the fastest and safest method; cf. Ferreira, 

Fortificar o Nilo, 102. 

59. Williams, "Serra East and the mission of Middle Kingdom fortresses in Nubia", 445-

446. 

60. Given the geographical position of these fortresses, here the "foreign countries" could 

only be Kerma. 

61. The Iuntiu are a Nubian population close to the Medjay; cf. C. C. Correia, "Núbios", in 

Dicionário do Antigo Egipto, dir. L. M. Araújo (Lisboa, 2001), 631. 

62. Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt, 16. Other examples are: "Destroying the 

Nubians" (Askut), "King Khakaure is Powerful" (Semna West) and "Warding off the Bows" 

(Kumma); cf. Török, Between Two Worlds, 88. 

63. Vogel, The Fortifications of Ancient Egypt, 39-55. See also Id., "Master Architects of 

Ancient Nubia", 421-430. 

64. Id., 425. See also R. G. Morkot, "Supplies", in The A to Z of Ancient Egyptian Warfare 

(Plymouth, 2010), 226-277. 
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but the other ones around it
65

. Therefore, it is likely that a portion of these 

supplies were to be provided to the soldiers on the campaign
66

. For both 

housing and weapons supplies, we must highlight two strategically positioned 

forts that had guaranteed the support regarding these logistical issues. These 

two defensive structures are Mirgissa and Semna West, since both had a 

considerable set of barracks and arsenals (for this case we must emphasize 

Mirgissa
67

). 

Concerning the support of a campaign’s planning, due to the distance from 

Kushite border, Buhen and Mirgissa would certainly have functions of this 

kind
68

, and in terms of the sharing intelligence to the marching army, we must 

also consider Semna West as an important fortress for this type of function. 

Due to the fortress’s ability of providing accommodations for huge number of 

soldiers, there was also the possibility of sharing information concerning the 

initial plan in time to change it. 

The aid given by the fortifications in the passage of Batn el-Hagar region 

when the flow of the Nile river was smaller and made navigation impossible, 

can also be applied to the Egyptian forces. Further north, for example, the 

construction of a canal called "Beautiful are the Ways of Khekure Living 

Forever"
69

 during the reign of Senuseret III in the First Cataract, was built to 

facilitate the transition of this first geographical accident
70

. Therefore, it is 

natural that, in the case of the Second Cataract, both Buhen and Mirgissa had 

an important role in this situation. Even near the latter, it was found a ramp that 

allowed the crossing of the difficult rapids of Kabuka
71

. See the following 

excerpt
72

: 

 
[...] Year 8 under the majesty of the King of Upper and Lower Egypt: 

Khekure, living forever. His majesty commanded to make the canal anew, the 

name of this canal being: "Beautiful are the Ways of Khekure [Living] 

Forever", when his majesty proceeded up-river to overthrow Kush, the 

wretched. [...] 

 

In the expression "to overthrow Kush, the wretched", we can observe the 

main reason for the construction of this canal, the pharaoh was focused on 

dominating/vanquishing the enemy to the south, in Upper Nubia, Kerma
73

. 

Lastly, we must emphasize one of the less known fortress of that context, 

                                                           
65. B. Mcdermott, Warfare in Ancient Egypt (Gloucestershire, 2004), 48. 

66. For more information’s see Smith, "Askut and the Role of the Second Cataracts Forts", 

117. See also Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 106-107. 

67. Vogel, "Master Architects of Ancient Nubia", 421. In Mirgissa’s arsenal a variety of 
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68. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 103. 

69. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt, 291. 
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Semna South, which was slightly south of Semna West. Is a small structure (for 

the parameters of the remaining fortresses) and we do not know for sure what 

was its function in the network, but it is likely that campaigns support was it’s 

focus. Being the closest structure to the border with Kush must have made this 

fort the last support (for supplies or lodging) for the armies. Particularly 

regarding accommodation, in the possibility of a defeat and the army’s retreat, 

Semna South could be the first point of support for this action
74

. Beside this 

element, it would not only provide protection to the soldiers, but also counter-

attack if the enemy tried to take the fort. 

Outside the military manners, two other aspects must be analyzed. In the 

first place, it is important to mention one of the most obvious civilian 

dimensions that these forts had: the customs control that was carried out by 

these fortresses. See the following example
75

: 

 
[...] Southern boundary, made in the year 8, under the majesty of the King of 

Upper and Lower Egypt, Khakaura Senuseret III who is given life forever and 

ever; in order to prevent that any negro should cross it, by water or by land, 

with a ship, or any herds of negroes; except a negro who shall come to do 

trading in Iken [Mirgissa] or with a commission. Every good thing shall be 

done with them, but without allowing a ship of the negroes to pass by Heh 

[Semna?], going downstream, forever. [...] 

 

It seems clear to us from this example that the fortifications built on the 

Second Cataract and at Batn el-Hagar had a very strong function of 

administrative
76

 and commercial control of the vessels, essentially Kushite’s, 

who were upstreaming the river towards Heh (probably the fortress of Semna 

West)
77

. Structure based facts that "The Semna Dispatches" had given to us, 

should be particularly important in this respect
78

: 

 
[...] Nubians [arrived in Year] 3, fourth month of the secind season, day 7, at 

[evening] time in order to do some bartering. What [they] had brought was 

bartered [...] the bartering thereof. [...] Six other Nubians arrived at the fortress 

"Powerful is Khakaure, the deceased", in order to do some bartering according 

                                                           
74. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 105. 

75 .Shaw, Egyptian Warfare and Weapons, 18. 

76. W. B. Emery, H. S. Smith and A. Millard, The Fortress of Buhen. The Archaeological 

Report (London, 1979): 3. 

77. Muhs, Ancient Egyptian Economy, 86. See also Shaw, Egyptian Warfare and 

Weapons, 18-19. 
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to this [...] in the fourth month of the secon season, day 8. What they had 

brought was bartered. They siled south on the same day to the place they had 

come from. 

79. P. BM 10752, rt. 1. 

 
[...] A response to this dispatch has been made in the dispatch sent to him 

about [...] Nubians who arrived at the fortress "Powerful is Khakaure, the 

deceased", in the fourth month of the second season, day 7, at evening time 

and who were sent back to the place they had come from in the fourth month 

of the second season, day 8, at time of morning. 

83. P. BM 10752, rt. 5. 

 

It appears that the Nubians from Upper Nubia needed a "license" to allow 

them to trade in the fortress and in territory under Egyptian control. Although, 

given the excerpt, these merchants, probably, could not transpose the fortress of 

Mirgissa (Iken) further north and this place would be the last moment when 

they would be able to trade. Certainly, there would be some kind of payment 

associated with this "license", and the existence of such documentation allowed 

the Egyptian administration and soldiers to better control who traded within the 

fortresses premises and what their background was
79

. 

Lastly, the other extra military aspect in which the fortresses had an active 

role in the control of the region was in the imposition of tributes to the 

subjugated tribes, although for the Middle Kingdom it is difficult to know in 

what consisted these tributes. For example, Senuseret I had tried, through 

military campaigns, to impose heavy tributes to Kerma
80

. As we shall see later, 

the fortifications built north of Buhen had a more evident bearing on the control 

of the local populations and the tax systems that would have been applied by 

the Egyptians, since these fortresses were built in a region that had the largest 

population groups. 

Unlike the relatively close to each other Second Cataract fortifications, the 

structures built north of Buhen, since they covered a much larger territory, we 

were not able to identify a network between them
81

. This, of course, should 

make communications much harder, something that would have forced the 

construction of several watchtowers and signal stations
82

 to ensure an efficient 

coordination between these fortresses and also allowing them to serve as 

outposts for the control of local populations. As previously mentioned, the forts 

of Ikkur, Kuban, Aniba, Faras and Serra East, from north to south respectively, 

were built in the areas within the highest demographic density of Group C (see 

Figure 4), which led William Adams to argue that these forts would have as 

their main function the administrative control of these communities. For 

example, Aniba was built alongside the Nile’s fertile banks, where there was a 

                                                           
79. Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 117-118. 

80. Trigger, Nubia. Under the Pharaohs, 65-71. See also Ferreira, Fortificar o Nilo, 125-
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strong presence of Group C populations. Nevertheless, this shouldn’t be the 

only one function of the defensive structures because some of them were built 

close to very important strategic positions, like Kuban, which was located near 

Uadi el-Allaqi, and the meandered desert traffic control that lead to profitable 

mines and quarries
83

. 

 

 
Figure 4. Group C settlements in Lower Nubia 
Source: Adams, Nubia. Corridor to Africa, 146. 

 

Regarding our knowledge about the fortress of Ikkur, which was built on 

the west side of the Nile river, unfortunately, it is by, no means, abundant. It is 

known that Ikkur’s evolution was contemporary with Kuban’s and the fortress 

had a rectangular plan with thick walls, bastions, towers and a moat
84

. 

Probably, this one had functions very like those previously attributed to Kuban, 

particularly the strategic control over the local population. However, the 

absence of this fortification on the Onomasticon Ramesseum has led some 

researchers to believe that this structure would be a complement of Kuban
85

. 

Eighty kilometers south of Kuban we find Aniba, built on the western bank 

of the Nile
86

. It was a walled structure of rectangular shape (phases I and II), 

protected by spores, very similar to those in Buhen and Mirgissa, especially 

their citadels
87

. Aniba was one of the first egyptian military occupations in 

Lower Nubia
88

 and it was built in one of the most fertile areas of Wawat
89

, 
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84. Monnier, Les Forteresses Égyptiennes, 128. 
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which explains, mostly, the existence near this fortification of a considerable 

size Nubian settlement. Regarding this fact, it is relatively safe to say that 

Aniba would have, like most of the others, the function of controlling both the 

upper lands of the region and, of course, the high native demography that was 

settled in the area. It is also worth noting Aniba’s isolation regarding structural 

support from other strongholds, much like what was happening further south in 

Askut (although here the distance was much greater). In fact, Aniba is an 

exception in most of all Egyptian fortresses, because all of them have at least 

one fort nearby. For example, Faras and Serra East were also very close to each 

other and the same happened with Kuban and Ikkur. This geographical feature 

shows us that, firstly, the need of watchtowers to ensure an effective 

communication between fortresses, and, secondly, Aniba would also be 

important in supporting military campaigns that went south, because it was a 

secure point in a vast region with no egyptian structures
90

. A reality attested 

also by this fort being the oldest military Egyptian occupation in Wawat. 

The forts of Faras and Serra East
91

 would surely be related between 

themselves, being one a complement of the other. Faras was built on the 

western bank of the Nile and it was a small fort from the reign of Senuseret III 

and, although today it is considerably distant from the river, archaeological 

interventions showed that this fortress had a fluvial port, proving contact 

between Faras and the river waters
92

. Both Ikkur and Faras, smaller strongholds 

compared to their respective neighbors, were built on the west bank of the river, 

while, on the other hand, on the eastern shore the biggest forts were built. Why 

did the Egyptians use this pattern? The answer may lie in the position of the 

indigenous settlements and with the most important Uadis in Lower Nubia, 

which were all on the east bank of the Nile; many of these waterways were 

used as roads for transporting raw materials. Naturally, the Egyptians needed to 

have a bigger presence in the east bank of the river to better secure the 

profitable commercial traffic and maintain the peace with the local tribes. 

Serra East, which the Egyptians had given the suggestive name of 

"Repelling the Medjai"
93

 was built in Senuseret III time
94

, on the east bank of 

the Nile and a close to the north of Buhen. It had a rectangular shaped structure 

with two floors, which would be filled by a huge number of shops and 

warehouses
95

. Both Faras and Serra East have a somewhat ambiguous 

geographic position, and in fact it is hard to define a specific function for these 

fortifications
96

. Nevertheless, we can’t ignore the Egyptian toponymy which 

                                                                                                                                                    
89. Ibid. See also Williams, "Serra East and the mission of Middle Kingdom fortresses in 
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clearly refers to it as a structure to control the indigenous populations, 

particularly the Medjai with a considerable concentration in the area. Regarding 

the control of farms and routes coming in from the desert to the Nile, their 

function should be residual
97

. During excavations in the Serra East, it was 

discovered a cistern about 25x10m
98

, something original and not found in any 

of the other Egyptian fortresses in Nubia. Why was there such an infrastructure? 

Mainly to supply the marching armies and the military and civil population of 

the forts and their neighbors. Where would the water come from? Certainly, the 

region's extremely low rainfall couldn’t be the source of the water, so the 

possibilities for the origins of this vital resource could be either the presence of 

a source of drinkable water, a water table for example, or simply the river itself. 

In a more military manner, beside the probably support for military campaigns, 

some researchers argue that Serra East should have served also as a prison for 

dissidents
99

. 

The human migrations and movements in general were a very important 

factor, regardless of the hostile desert conditions and the difficulties which 

some native groups would face when cross this type of zones. We found 

evidence of this reality and like in the other southern fortresses; the existence of 

scouts was essential to the survival of the Egyptian presence in the Wawat. 

Both the scouting parties and the Nubians would have to consider water points, 

wells or oases, because these would be essential for their survival; the 

following passage describes a patrol that had intercepted a group of hostiles, or 

at least clandestine Nubians
100

. 

 
[...] It is a communication to you, l.p.h., to the effect that the two warriors and 

seventy Medjay-people who had departed following that track in the fourth 

month of the second season, day 4, returned to report to me on the same day at 

evening time, bringing three Medjay-men, and four male and female infants 

(?), saying, "We found them on the south of the desert margin beneath the 

inscription of the summer season, and also three women (?)", so they said. I 

then questioned these Medjay-people, asking, "From where have you come?". 

They then replied, "It’s from the well of the region of Ibhayet (southeast of the 

Second Cataract) that we have come". [...] 

80. P. BM 10752, rt. 2-3. 

 

In this excerpt, which belongs to "The Semna Dispatches", it is described 

that process of scouting in the area would be done in a more intensive way for 

the Group C most populated regions, where the movements would be much 

more frequent
101

. Firstly, here we can see the composition of a scouting party; 
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in this case they were only two Egyptian soldiers, probably high in rank and 

seventy Medjay men. It is quite curious to see the presence of so much more 

natives and probably the answer for this manner lies in the most probably low 

capacity in which Egypt could bring garrisons to the fortresses and, on the other 

hand, the higher knowledge of the geography and water points regarding these 

Nubians and, of course, locally they also should outnumber the Egyptian 

forces
102

. Naturally, this way of organizing scouts could bring problems to the 

Egyptian point of view because if the natives weren’t in the Egyptian side it 

could pave the way for an eventual betrayal
103

. 

Beyond the control that was made by the patrols, the Egyptians also forced 

the Nubian chiefs to pay tributes to the monarchy
104

. In the biography of 

Sarenput I, the governor of Aswan in Senuseret’s I reign, had an allusion about 

the tribute’s payments made by these populations, mainly called by the 

Egyptian authorities of Medjaiu
105

. In fact, the fortress of Kuban
106

 were built 

one kilometer south of the Dakka temple
107

, exactly in an important area of 

contact between the ethnic tribes of Medjay
108

. So, we can assume that the 

collection of tributes would certainly be among the functions within the 

regional context
109

, and it would serve as a support base for tax collectors, who 

were escorted by the sa-per, a security force whose purpose was to protect 

these officials
110

. The existence of this type of armed group suggests the danger 

associated with this function, which often would be contested by the local 
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tribes, probably leading to skirmishes, since the payment of taxes would not be 

seen with pleasant eyes by the locals.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

All the Middle Kingdom fortresses built in Lower Nubia suggest an 

extreme concern for the strategic control over this region, but also a 

consciousness of a weak border, for even if the Nile were effectively controlled, 

the other territories (mainly desert), due to its characteristics was quite 

permeable and difficult to oversee. A reality in which the scouts were the most 

important unit, since these military groups allow the Egypt’s control over a 

wide territory. But, how often were these patrols made? It is difficult for us to 

answer with certainty to this question, but the attendance in which these patrols 

were made, should be subjected to the following elements: the size of the 

fortress’s garrison; the distance that needed to be patrolled; the typology of 

populations within the region; the geographical location/routes and, in the end, 

the frequency of Kushite infiltrations. The combination of all these factors 

would dictate the regularity with which the patrols were made as well as their 

effectiveness. There would certainly be more scouts and more soldiers in these 

parties involved in zones with hostile populations under the Egyptian sphere of 

influence or in places where there would be pre-established desert transition 

routes (especially those that were closer to the border) that could be used by 

enemies. 

The creation of this tight network (only in the Second Cataract and Batn el-

Hagar) composed by the fortresses and watchtowers that fill the gaps created by 

the unavoidable distances between these forts, show us the thought given by the 

egyptian officials, architects and engineers regarding the strategic position of 

this buildings in Wawat. The existence of these communication lines allowed, 

when it was possible
111

, the dispatch (probably with smoke signals) of 

important intel regarding various aspects in little time, as for example, the 

approach of an hostil army. 

These defensive structures were the reflection of an adaptation to a new 

reality that didn’t exist in the previous periods, which led the Egyptians to 

choose different military approach and economic/social policies. Nevertheless, 

even if the military campaigns were the most intensive way of subjugating the 

populations, when we look to the highly controlled trade or the taxes and 

supervision that were imposed and made over the Nubian tribes, it is possible to 

oversee the role of these fortifications in this region (Lower Nubia). We can 

also verify that these forts controlled the most important sectors in which the 

Egyptian presence would be concerned. It is clear the importance of these 

fortifications in all affairs regarding the territorial maintenance of Wawat and 

the constant Kushite’s military expeditions stagnation that sought to weaken the 

egyptian presence in the region. 
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World War II had shaken the bases capitalist yoke. The ever shining sun of British 

ascendency was on the verge of sinking. The two-edged sword of technological 

advancement and Machiavellian tactics of statecraft was no more paved her way in 

the eastern awakening society. British were facing failure in every sphere of 

politics in the subcontinent. The growing monstrous menace of the communist yoke 

at the western border and even inside insurgency of workers in India compel the 

British to transfer power to Hindu bourgeoisie. The capitalist Hindu bourgeoisie 

incarnated in a socialist garb was the lost ray of hope for the British. All these 

were possible in united India according to the then tank thank of British, while 

truncated moth-eaten Pakistan was not perceived as a strong bulwark against 

communist assault. Although the latter progress in the political history Pakistan 

has proven the opposite side of the portrayed arena. The purpose of this study is to 

explore the real cause of British favoritism of   Congress and their tendency toward 

Hindu bourgeoisie. This paper attempts to answer those questions by objectively 

examining and analyzing the major events of the decade preceding the partition, 

unquestionably the most critical period to the understanding of the causes of 

partition. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The age of renaissance in Europe reinvigorated the imperialistic designs 

of European nations. Control over the world wealth was the dream of all. 

The geographic isolation of England leads to isolation from war .In seven-

year war started in 1756 and culminated in 1763, the British having strong 

human and material resources the French failed to compete for the British in 

India.
1
 The queen of the ocean had controlled overall sea routes. Late in this 

race, the British become successful in subjugating the European on one 

hand and the Indian on the other. A fortune maker they fought for more than 

twenty years in southern India against European counterpart. Once succeeded 

in ousting their co-religionist from India they triumphed over all the rivals 

in India. In a century subdued every nook and corner of India. Following the 

policy of divide and rule on Indian soil, they implanted such a political system 

which was completely alien to the indigenous people. Body politics of 

Westminster type of democracy needed men of letters of British perception. 

Successful theirs efforts were in getting such men lacking Indiana 

individualism through their educational system. By sheer dint of mind, 
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treachery and with the help of these bottles-necks they maneuvered the political 

life of India. In the last decade of British rule 1937 to 1947 the sense of self-

rule in Indian when reaching to the zenith of character during World War – II 

the British decided to transfer power to the Indian at last. 

 

Problem in Power Transfer 

 

The big problem of transfer of power was not the mechanism of transfer 

but to whom the power will be transferred. Who will be the faithful successor? 

Russia-phobia provided the British the soft choice of congress.it is clear from 

Attlee’s this statement of 20 Feb 1947. His majesty’s Govt will have to 

consider to whom the powers of central Govt in British India should be handed 

over, on due date, either as a whole to some form of central Govt British India 

or in some areas to the existing provincial Govt or in such other way as may 

seem most reasonable and in the best interest of Indian people.
2
 Once they 

found the choice of successor they lift no stone unturned to reward them 

whatever the way maybe. 

 

Cabinet Mission Plan 

 

In the legal framework of united India, the Muslim League had accepted 

the cabinet mission plan. For foresighted Jinnah, the grouping scheme was 

more attractive than truncated and moth-eaten Pakistan. Congress obduracy 

made the plan a fiasco. When the congress obstinate behavior was observed by 

the British they become lenient to them. Their interest can only be secured with 

co-operation of Congress in this region in the long run. Due to succumbed 

nature of British to Congress, this was the compulsion of Muslim league to 

reject the cabinet mission plan. The league leadership declared 16 August 1946 

as a direct action day. When all the avenues were closed by the Congress then 

Jinnah during his stay in London categorically rejected the idea of united India 

and pleaded the demand for Pakistan in front international mass media. The 

rebound of direct action appeared in the unending series of communal riots in 

every nook and corner of India. Navakali, Garh Muktisher Calcutta and Bihar 

were the center of the bloodshed.
3
 Muslim league wanted to use the direct 

action slogan as pressure tactics to create space for materializing their demand
4
. 

Terrified from large sale bloodshed the British decided to include the congress 

and Muslim league in the interim government in order to control the imbroglio. 

Soon after the establishment of interim government, deadlock appeared on 

many issues between the two parties (). Both the parties were trying to 

subjugate each other. At last the British determined that moth-eaten truncated 

and impracticable Pakistan will be a better solution to this problem. In the long 
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run, it will be easy for Congress to amalgamate this weak Pakistan in their 

tutelage. The viceroy Lord Wavell still wanted operationalization of the 

grouping scheme according to the real intention of the mission plan. The 

contradiction between Congress and Wavell leads to the dismissal of Lord 

Wavell at the behest of Congress. Incumbent upon his office on March 23, 

1947 Lord Mountbatten decided that the proposed June 1948 is too late for the 

transfer of power. Congress was appropriate choice for the gift but the Muslim 

league was the obstacle between them. Lord Mountbatten ridiculed Jinnah and 

Muslim league and dubbed the demand of Pakistan as mad Pakistan. The 

Congress and its regent, at last, succumbed to transfer power to two dominions 

instead of one. The evidence is now clearer from the official document that the 

British were well aware of the bloodshed of Muslim and theirs forceful ousting 

from eastern Punjab was the real outcome of blindly followed division process 

and transfer of power. 

 

Main Theme of the Article 

 

The tumultuous lethal start of World War II and the Quit India movement 

when the British required the unflinching support of Indian army and treasury 

for wartime effort kept the British Govt between the devil and the deep sea. 

Gandhi a turbulent troublesome troublemaker was hated too much by 

Churchill. But in the span of fewer than four years, all was forgotten Nehru and 

Congress became the star of eyes of British.  

Lord Atlee and his colleagues/ cabinet were so much zealous about 

Congress that they violated the basic spirit of centuries-old traditions and 

conventions of cabinet secrecy. All members observe secrecy and are 

responsible to defend it. As Lord Melbourne remark – all ministers tell the 

same story.
5
 This principle was undermined by Lord Pathik Lawrence. He was 

overtly in touch with Sudhir Gosh, who was not more than salesman of Tata 

group of industries. Lord Atlee and his team violated all the norms and values 

of British parliamentary system. There was no unity of thought and action. 

Being a prime minister of socialistic design and his team was so allergic to the 

ascendency of Russia that blindly tried to appease the Congress bourgeoisie 

whatever the cost of it may be. United India becomes a nightmare for them 

which they were observing through their kaleidoscope in dozing and jogging. 

Sudhir gosh was covertly and overtly conveying to Congress leadership which 

they fully exploited for pressurizing Lord Wavell.  

When the cabinet mission plan became extremely controversial due to the 

daily objection and criticism of Congress the Attlee government took the issue 

to the supreme court of England in order to investigate the legal position of the 

plan. Lord Chancellor the highly respected incumbency in England, its 

interpretation of any act, plan is declared as final. Some time they interpret the 

act of parliament in such a way that it becomes clearly contradictory to what 

was the intention of lawmaker. After long deliberation, Lord Chancellor 

interpreted the plan exactly similar to that of Attlee's minister and Jinnah, but 
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no heed was paid to the interpretation of this superb institution, so to appease 

and placate Congress. 

 

 

Review of Literature 

 

The failure of the Cripps Mission caused profound disappointment in 

India. The Congress leaders realized that Britain was unwilling to concede to 

India real constitutional advance while the war lasted. Apart from that, popular 

discontent was on the rise against the soaring prices and war-time shortages.
6
  

The All-India Congress Committee has given the most careful 

consideration to the reference made to it by the Working Committee in their 

resolution dated July 14, 1942, and to subsequent events, including the 

development of the war situation, the utterances of responsible spokesmen of 

the British Government, and the comments and criticisms made in India and 

abroad. The Committee approves of and endorses that resolution, and is of 

opinion that events subsequent to it have given it further justification, and have 

made it clear that the immediate ending of British rule in India is an urgent 

necessity, both for the sake of India and for the success of the cause of the 

United Nations. The continuation of that rule is degrading and enfeebling India 

and making her progressively less capable of defending herself and of 

contributing to the cause of world freedom
7
.  

 The Muslim League Working Committee met on 20 August, 1942, and 

passed a resolution condemning the Quit India movement. It described the 

movement as an attempt by the Congress to coerce the British Government to 

hand over power to a Hindu Oligarchy abandoning their obligations to the 

Muslims of India.
8
    

Prime Minister Churchill, Secretary of State for India Leo Amery, and 

Viceroy Linlithgow were all opposed to giving India more self-governance 

while the war lasted. Churchill wrote: ‘The idea that we shall ‘get more out of 

India’ by putting the Congress in charge at this juncture seems ill-founded.  

Amery thought that any settlement with the Congress Party would alienate the 

Muslims in India and it could hurt Britain’s war efforts as most of the military 

recruits came from the Muslim race. Like Churchill, Linlithgow was an ardent 

imperialist who believed that the imperial interests would be best served by 

yielding nothing to India. Linlithgow thought that any real transfer of power 

would exacerbate the racial and religious divisions in the country. Moreover, 

Linlithgow hated the Congress politicians and had a very low opinion of them. 

Linlithgow wrote the following. 

There is no possibility of giving satisfaction to Congress or securing their 

real and wholehearted support. In my experience they are entirely ruthless 
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politicians; will take all they can get; will do their utmost to maneuver us into a 

position in which we make sacrifices that are substantial and that will increase 

the prestige and power of Congress in the country”. 

Clement Attlee, who was the Lord Privy Seal in Churchill’s Cabinet, 

opposed the policy of "do nothing" being advocated by the Secretary of State 

and the Viceroy. He proposed that a representative from London be sent to 

India to find a settlement with the Indian leaders to devolve more power into 

their hands. He thought that the hand-to-mouth policy being followed by His 

Majesty’s Government was not statesmanship; rather it was short-sighted and 

suicidal. 

The Working Committee are fully convinced that Pakistan is the only 

solution of India’s constitutional problem and is in complete consonance with 

justice and fair play to the two great nations – Muslims and Hindus – inhabiting 

this vast subcontinent whereas if the Congress demand is accepted it would 

bring the 100 millions of Muslims under the yoke of the Hindu Raj…In these 

circumstances the Working Committee of the All-India Muslim League, call 

upon the Muslims to abstain from any participation in the movement initiated 

by the Congress and to continue to pursue their normal peaceful life
9
” 

Pathak Lawrence in a letter to Cripps on 8
th
 November wrote that this 

feeling must not prevail that Sudhir Gosh is using us against viceroy.
10

 

The two parties’ representative status was established by Constituent 

Assembly elections in July 1946.
11

 

The Gandhi-Jinnah meeting took place on 9 September at Jinnah’s 

residence in Bombay and continued till 26 September, with brief intervals. 

Gandhi visited Jinnah’s residence as many as fourteen times and several letters 

exchanged between the two leaders during that period. The fact that the talks 

continued for so long and in addition, the photographs of the two leaders 

smiling and cordially greeting each other, which the newspapers carried from 

day to day, created new hopes among the public that perhaps, at last, a 

settlement was around the corner. On 24 September Gandhi wrote a letter to 

Jinnah in which he said he could recommend to the Congress the acceptance of 

the claim of separation on the following basis. 

I proceed on the assumption that India is not be regarded as two or more 

nations, but as one family consisting of members of whom the Muslims living 

in the north-west zones i.e. Baluchistan, Sind, NWFP, and that part of the 

Punjab where they are in absolute majority and in parts of Bengal and Assam 

where they are in absolute majority…The areas should be demarcated by a 

commission, approved by the Congress and the League. The wishes of the 

inhabitants of the area demarcated should be ascertained through the votes of 

the adult population…if the vote is in favor of separation, it shall be agreed that 

these areas shall form a separate State as soon as possible after India is free 
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from foreign domination. There shall be a treaty of separation, which should 

also provide for the efficient and satisfactory administration of Foreign Affairs, 

Defense, Internal Communications, customs, commerce, and the like. 

As riots spread to other cities and the number of casualties escalated, the 

leaders of the Congress Party, who had initially opposed Partition, began to see 

it as the only way to rid themselves of the troublesome Jinnah and his Muslim 

League. In a speech in April, 1947, Nehru said, "I want that those who stand as 

an obstacle in our way should go their own way." Likewise, the British realized 

that they had lost any remaining vestiges of control and began to speed up their 

exit strategy. On the afternoon of February 20, 1947, the British Prime 

Minister, Clement Atlee, announced before Parliament that British rule would 

end on "a date not later than June, 1948." If Nehru and Jinnah could be 

reconciled by then, power would be transferred to "some form of central 

Government for British India." If not, they would hand over authority "in such 

other way as may seem most reasonable and in the best interests of the Indian 

people"
12

. 

 Mountbatten met Nehru in a hotel in1946 become agreeable in first talk.
13

 

Azad conceded that he was backed up by the governor of Punjab to oust 

Muslim league from forming a ministry.
14

Lord Mountbatten and Sir Evan 

Jenkins agreed that a communal government in Punjab will only make matters 

worse and section 93 must continue.
15

 Cry of Pakistan for him. Mountbatten 

called mad Pakistan.
16

 The Transfer of power scheme was designed by VP 

Menon.
17

 Mountbatten declared the process of transfer of power should be 

speedy.
18

 

 An act of parliament proposed a date for the transfer of power into Indian 

hands in June 1948, advanced to August 1947 at the whim of the last viceroy, 

Lord Louis Mountbatten. This left a great many issues and interests unresolved 

at the end of colonial rule.
19

 

 The Foreign Secretary thought that the announcement proposed would 

have serious repercussions in the Middle East. He recalled that in the 

negotiations with Egypt we had claimed that it would not be practicable for us 

to withdraw our troops from that country before 1949. How should we 
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reconcile this claim with a statement that we were prepared to evacuate the 

whole of India by the spring of 1948?
20

 

Although Pakistan celebrated its independence on 14 August and India on 

15 August 1947, the border between the two new states was not announced 

until 17 August. It was hurriedly drawn up by a British lawyer, Cyril Radcliffe, 

who had little knowledge of Indian conditions and with the use of out-of-date 

maps and census materials. Communities, families, and farms were cut in two, 

but by delaying the announcement the British managed to avoid responsibility 

for the worst fighting and the mass migration that had followed. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Historical research, which needs interpreting past events to predict future 

ones, the researcher deemed it fit to concentrate on qualitative research, which 

involves analyzing non-numerical data. For writing this paper previously 

arranged data in various books journal internet was used by the researcher. The 

objectives of this research paper are as under: 

 

1. To figure out the answer to this question, why the British adopted the 

policy of immediate withdrawal from the subcontinent they carried out 

into action.  

2. To keep India united for theirs larger interest in South Asia in the 

future. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

This portion of the research paper shall be discussed under the following 

headings: 

 

Removal of Viceroy Lord Wavell 

 

The viceroy Lord Wavell was removed on the request of Congress. Wavell 

had become an object of controversy via his interpretation of cabinet mission 

plan, although he was strong supporter of united India.
21

 His explanation of 

cabinet mission plan similar to that of the league was a gigantic impediment for 

Congress to join the interim government.
22

 Gandhi declared that viceroy needs 

legal consultant, because he is lake of legal knowledge and he has lost his sense 

of judgment on communal riot.
23
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British Noninvolvement in Constitution Making 

 

Since the dawn British advent in the subcontinent all constitution plan 

were designed and implemented by British.  Astonishing is that what made the 

British intellect fatigues that they declared their withdrawal from constitution-

making which was their duty as a Dejure Sovereign. Mr. Atlee made it clear 

that India herself must choose, what will be her future constitution, what will be 

her position in the world. The British paid no heed to this constitution-making 

dilemma.
24

 The strength and constitution making capability of Congress were 

assessed by the British. Any plan from the British if not satisfies the Congress 

would harm their long-range objective. They were only searching the ways and 

means to empower the Congress sooner in united India. By doing so they shall 

not be blamed for the dismemberment of Muslim league. It was clear that there 

was some opportunist politician in Muslim league leadership will soon favor 

congress united India slogan because they cannot remain outside the Govt. and 

the Congress can easily scatter the inner core of Muslim league by using 

different tactics. Atlee this statement prove this deduction. 

 

Muslim League Tax Imposition Decision on Middle Class Hindu 

Bourgeoisie was Highly Disliked by Viceroy and Congress as Well 

 

The imposition of 25% tax on those businessmen whose income is greater 

than one lac of rupees shaken the Hindu bourgeoisie, which was the source of 

income of Congress. Congress declares this act as an attempt to widen the gulf 

between the socialist and rightist wing of Congress.
25

 Birla newspaper the 

Hindustan time's comment as quoted by Menon is such that; this budget has 

done damages to the British interest in India,  which is capitalistic,  Clive street 

is worried since the budget speech the stock exchange of Bombay  Kolkata and 

Madras has been closed .
26

 

 

League Congress Controversy at Apogee 

 

When the British government realized that the gulf between the two 

political parties is unbridgeable so they lift the idea of cabinet mission plan 

and made it clear bluntly that Muslim league could not be persuaded to 

come into the constitutional assembly then the part s of the country where 

they in majority.
27

  

In the result of this declaration a draft of transfer of power was made by 

Attlee administration.
28

 The original draft of transfer of power endorsed by 

                                                           
24. G.W. Chaudhry, Constitutional development in Pakistan, 1969, 6-7. 
25. S. Samanta, The Final Transfer of Power in India, 1937-1947: A Closer Look (Theses 

and Dissertations 258, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, 2011), 513, http://scholarworks. 

uark.edu/etd/258. 

26. V.P. Menon, Transfer of power in India (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1957), 333, 345, 348. 

27. GW Choudhury, Constitutional development in Pakistan, 1969. 

28. I.H. Qureshi, The Struggle for Pakistan (Pakistan: University of Karachi Press, 1974), 

292. 



Athens Journal of History January 2019 

      

61 

Attlee administration was completely molded by Lord Mountbatten on the 

request of Nehru. A new draft rearranged by VP Mountbatten constitutional 

adviser with the approval Nehru was implemented.
29

 

 

Polarization of Indian Masses 

 

The nominal Indian community, the social order established under British 

suzerainty and false slogan of Indian nationalism chanted by Indian national 

congress was weakened due to the preaching of different opposing ideologies 

by the two prevalent political parties. The unseen underground social volcanic 

lava was on the verge of bursting.
30

 The distrust between the two communities 

was at the zenith of intensity. Suspicion about each other rose to such an extent 

that the States in Bombay ousted all the Muslim servants from their jobs. Many 

of the recently jobless Pathans’ were stabbed and massacred by disruptions 

Hindu hooligans at the instigation of influential Hindus. In retaliation, the 

Muslim community in Hazara district of the then North West Frontier Province 

(NWFP) started attacks on Sikh community.  

The Muslim community was in utter despair in Hindu majorities provinces 

.the Hindus in Bihar started lavishly vandalism against the Muslim. To 

overcome the situation seven battalions of the army were used. According to 

Francis taker core commander of eastern command, the chief minister of Bihar 

MR; Krishna Sinha seriously opposed the idea of using armed forces against 

the hooligans.
31

 

Sikh The reserve player was also grinding his axe to avoid the division of 

Punjab or push the depicted boundary line Trans Chenab. The governor of 

Punjab had aptly portrayed the situation, while writing a report to Mountbatten. 

Great harm will be experienced by the Sikh in Punjab.  Division will be severe 

blow to the dominant position of Sikh in Punjab. Sikh political leadership is 

ready to fight tooth and nail for greater portion of Punjab. The reserve player 

was used by Congress leadership to make the of Punjab division inevitable. 

Having Khalistan in mind, the Sikh needed strong backup to push the Muslim 

westward. Early depicted and later burst lava of Muslim –Hindu communal riot 

disheartened the flinching hands of the loyal of the crown. To avoid this 

doomed day scenario at the last movement the British decision maker carved 

out the way for the speedy shameful plight of power in order to protect their 

honors and lives. In the nick of time, a political substitute in the form of 

Congress was also there to establish a neo-capitalist raj after withdrawal of 

British Raj.
32
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The Last Ray of Hope was also slipping into Irredeemable Spectrum 

 

The Indian armed forces which have served the British crown in the two 

great world wars and ruthlessly crushed every upsurge in India were reached in 

the tentacle of disintegration. The rebellion of the Indian naval forces in Feb 

1946 had created dizziness in British mind.
33

The civil unrest on sectarian basis 

and industrial workers obduracy deteriorated the situation to such an extent that 

at the end of 1946 the labor administration made an emergency scheme for the 

safe and peaceful withdrawal British citizen.
34

The only ray of hope e.g. the 

Indian armed forces, which were still at the disposal of the British government 

seemed no more reliable after Punjab communal disturbances. The reason was 

the greater representation of Punjabis from the two opposite war race 

communities of Sikh and Muslims.
35

The haste of the British did not make 

waste, so the lord Attlee government speeded up the process of transfer of 

power.                 

 

Dreadful Sectarianism-cum- Communism nightmare for British 

 

The two prong attack of sectarianism and communism from northern and 

southern India won not allow a stress-free escape to British authorities from 

India.  The courage of the communist proletarian class got momentum after the 

emergence of Russia as a superpower on the world scene.
36

Hindu capitalist 

bourgeoisie was also allergic from the development in southern India. The 

congress political leadership perceived that they will become prey of 

isolationism after June 1948. Their slogan of the mass party in India will end in 

smoke, although, the British government had already got surety of Stalin 

through their foreign secretary named Arnest Bune in March 1946.
37

At this 

critical juncture, the interest of Congress and British become parallel and they 

were playing on the same pitch. British benevolence of Congress and rapid 

endeavor for preparing a track for speedy transfer of power was the outcome of 

this defining movement. 

 

The Huge Work Load of Partition Was Tackled in Game Race like Hurry 

 

In early May 1947 when the British government passed the initial plan of 

transfer of power and Lord Ismay was in London to put off Mountbatten 

suggestion to British government. So after a long and detailed discussion with 
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Nehru Mountbatten sent a telegram to Lord Ismay to inculcate the British 

government that the base of the whole transaction is speeds e.g. the speedy 

transfer of power. So this process might be concluded in 1947 instead of June 

1948. British Govt did not a stitch in time to save nine; every decision was 

made and implemented in hurry. It is evident from the 20 Feb 1947 

proclamation of lord Atlee "his majesty government desire to hand over their 

responsibility to authorities established by a constitution approved by all parties 

in India in according with cabinet mission plan. But unfortunately there at 

present no clear prospect that such a constitution and such authorities will 

emerge. The present state of uncertainty is fraught with danger and cannot be 

indefinitely prolonged. His majesty government wishes to make it clear that it 

is their definite intention to take necessary steps to affect the transfer of power 

to the Indian hands by a date not later than June 1948".
38

 There was a time 

space of a complete one year from 3 June1947 to June 1948. But in spite of 

longtime schedule, the huge process of partition culminated in 72 days. Stanley 

Woulpert is wrong to say that Mountbatten completed the process in hurry to 

join his naval service in Englan.
39

 Actually he went to avoid the crux of matter. 

The detailed scrutiny of partition process means every legal claim of Muslim 

league would be honored which in turn will damage the Congress. The 

incumbency of governor general if become doubled was too much prestigious 

and honorable than the navel servicer of England. Astonishing character of the 

partition drama is that neither Atlee government nor British press admonish 

him for the hurry e.g. utilization of 72 days instead of 366 days. The division of 

assets, vast land and 400 million people seem mission impossible in such a 

short span. 

 

One Two or Super Governor General 

 

Security to the long-range objective in South Asia could only be insured by 

providing a joint foundation to the dominion of India and Pakistan.
40

 The sole 

panacea for this political imbroglio was joint governor-generalship. The British 

still wanted an active role in world politics.
41

 For this incumbency of joint 

governor Mountbatten used the good offices of Sir Walter Mongton and Nawab 

of Bhopal.
42

 Mountbatten turn down Jinnah idea of supper governor general 

and declared Jinnah decision as bum attack on his personality. He threatened 

Jinnah that Pakistan will lose her asset and future.
43

 British dominions were 
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sovereign in each and every sphere. If Mountbatten become joint governor 

general how he could control the two dominions is unthinkable. 

 

Neo-Colonialism instead of Imperialism 

 

Lust for power and supremacy over others is the foremost choice of each 

individual, nation, and state. British were seriously involved in this intricate 

race for the last three hundred years. World War II had derailed them from this 

role. They were discerning for the alternative. The ideology of neo-colonialism 

is impracticable without a sturdy state or sometime non-state actors.
44

 State 

actors with a strong position in a large a bulk population if available in a 

territory, while having no ancestral experience of imperialism beyond its 

frontiers is deemed a gigantic consecration. Congress with all these attribute 

was present in front of imperialist British power. Muslim league the 

representative of Muslim community had along splendid past ancestral 

experience of reign over world was regarded as a deleterious choice for this 

role. Large party, numerous people, waste territory will best serve British 

interest. The later development proved the reality that the British companies 

worked for long time in India.
45

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The security of British interest in South Asia in general and in the Indian 

Ocean, in particular, was the core issue of British foreign policy. The power 

vacuum created by British withdrawal from this region would be filled by such 

an actor who at least could provide a guaranty to their interest. So the role was 

handed over to the Congress on land and to the USA in water. The congress 

was also favored that it will provide an impediment to Russian communism and 

expansionism. 
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Pre-colonial Elitism: A Study in Traditional 

Model of Governance in Akokoland 
 

By Olusanya Faboyede
 

 

This paper examines the nature of traditional administration in pre-colonial 

Akokoland. Contrary to the view that traditional Yoruba society and other African 

peoples carried out their activities without planning because they were non-literate; 

there is sufficient evidence that pre-colonial Akokoland had dynamic patterns and 

result oriented models of administration. Prior to European colonialism, Akoko society 

was structurally arranged and positively administered for the benefit of the people of 

the region. The method of data analysis employed in the study is the historical 

approach of simple, descriptive and analysis of historical data. The paper concludes 

that pre-colonial Akokoland and African states generally had their own unique models 

or systemic pattern of governance before the commencement of colonial enterprise. 

The paper, therefore recommends that pre-colonial history of various communities in 

Nigeria, including Akokoland should be given more scholarly attention in order to 

preserve indigenous culture and to show that the people had a history worthy of study 

before the era of colonisation.   

 

 

Introduction 
 

Existing literature on the purpose of European interaction in Africa and, 

Akokoland in particular, suggests that Africa had no culture, uncivilised
1
 and 

needed some form of ‘cultured’ transformation. The people of Akokoland 

needed change and continuity as a progressive and dynamic society. This was 

the objective that was behind the application of elitism for the growth of their 

society. The adoption of elitism on the administration of the people of 

Akokoland was a key factor. The basis of its application centered on secret oath 

(awo).
2
 Secrecy was the watchword of pre-colonialism in Akokoland. Thus, 

pre-colonial period was a landmark in the evolution and practice of elitism 

among communities in Akokoland. Towns and villages in Akoko region are 

situated on the frontier zone of northeastern Yorubaland
3
. It comprised forty-

five towns and villages
4
. It served as the major instrument to administer social 

justice and offered services to the people before it was disrupted and abandoned 

by the western civilisation. In that direction, the paper espouses the adoption 
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and role of the traditional council of chiefs and elders, babalawo (local 

intelligentsia), cult and chief priest, babaloja and iyaloja (men and women 

market leader) in the political affairs and adjudicating of justice in Akokoland. 

Akokoland is situated on the frontier zone of northeastern Yorubaland.  

The traditional council of chiefs and elders headed by the king (oba) was 

(and is still) the head of monarchy. The king’s stool was created and the council 

of chiefs and elders was placed under the Authority of the king. In Akoko 

region, every quarter was placed under the traditional chiefs who were 

responsible for the day-to- day administration of his domain. The council was a 

composition of chiefs and elders that always assisted the king (oba) in the 

disposition of justice. Punishments were meted out on offenders according to 

the gravity of offence to serve as deterrence to evil doers.
5
 In most cases, 

litigants were required to swear to an oath before the hearing of their cases in 

order to prevent distortion of facts. In civil cases, according to oral source, 

parties were required to deposit fees of cowries.
6
 The amount varied from one 

town and village to another. This explained that the people of Akokoland, 

especially the Aika community in extremities of northeastern Yorubaland
7
 

appreciated the usefulness of cowry shell for transaction of goods and services, 

apart from using it for decoration and Ifa divination.
8
  

Trial was also conducted by ordeal whereby the defendant was made either 

to drink ‘sasswood’ concoction (obo),
9
 or to swear to a deity.  The ordeal was 

to make the defendant, if found guilty, reveal his or her guilt or else might die 

after seven days. Justice was administered for fair hearing and members of 

council of chiefs and elders usually performed social rites to find out the truth 

of any civil cases. The violation of societal norms and values (eewo) attracted 

death or severe penalties. Eewo (taboo)
10

 was used to strengthen the process of 

judicial matter among communities in Akokoland. 

The nature of planning in the pre-colonial society of Akokoland allowed 

for balance of power in the traditional system of governance for communal 

integration and cohesion. The council of chiefs and elders was not autocratic 

and such ‘ultra-democratic’ organisation streamlined the political institution. 

Courts were established in the palace. The existence of palace court gave rise to 

the growth of elite or courtier class. The flute and drum that accompanied songs 

announced the presence of the oba and his chiefs and it illustrated the forms of 

oral literature in Akoko society. The song goes thus: 
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Odundun Omo a so ode dero 

Omo ataye ro bi oko, 

Omo ogborogodo omi, 

Omi egingbon ko se 

Eni mo gbigbo, a gbo so ri arare.
11

 

 

Translation: the odundun (peacemaker or mediator) that makes life easy: 

                      The son that makes things easy, 

                      the son of provision, 

                      rejecting wisdom is not possible 

                      Whoever is rejecting wisdom has done that to his peril. 

 

The palace songs were seen as a means of metaphorically reporting the 

activities in the palace court
12

. The king enjoyed confidence and legitimacy 

from Akoko people as determined by the functional role of the other elites in 

his palace. Lawal succinctly concluded that the traditional rulers then were: 

rulers in every sense of the word recognised and revered by the people of their 

respective areas of authority
13

.  

 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

In this paper, elitism is associated with norms and values that depict the 

practice of group integrity and patriotism among the people of Akokoland for 

the purpose of good governance. However, its adoption transcends the British 

rule in Akokoland. Also, the intelligentsia is a product of elitism that refers to 

sage people in Akokoland. The sage is a group of people that assist the council 

of chiefs and elders in Akoko society during the period of peace or in time of 

crisis
14

. 

 

 

Babalawo (the Intelligentsia) in pre-colonial Akoko Society 

 

The discussion on the intelligentsia (babalawo) was centered upon the 

intellectual and not on the cultic aspect. The babalawo (intelligentsia) in this 
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context referred to a group of people historically known as onimo tabi amoye 

(wise person or sage) in the study of Akoko socio-political history
15

. There are 

two categories of babalawo in Yorubaland, including Akokoland. The examples 

are awo olodu and awo elegan. Awo olodu is the devoted Ifa diviner, while awo 

elegan are the non-professionals. In Akokoland, awo elegan are known as 

asawosagbe (combiner of devotional duties with farming).
16

 Oral evidence 

aptly puts it that they are knowledgeable in the art of divination and traditional 

governance for peaceful co-existence, but not initiated into Ifa cult. This group 

of traditional elite in another word can simply be referred to as the sages who 

were (and are still) the repertoires of knowledge.
17

 

The examination of babalawo in this paper is concerned about the 

contradistinction, as stated by W. Bascom that only men can become 

babalawo
18

. He claimed that he never met a single female Ifa priestess during 

his field studies between 1937 and 1965. In contrast to his claim, there are 

many female Ifa priestesses called iyanifa
19

. Again, awo is often used as a 

gender-neutral reference to individual iyanifa or babalawo. In planning and 

administration of pre-colonial Akoko society, the intelligentsia as were sages 

whose vision and insight led them to look at life from a quasi-philosophic angle 

through the use of incantation. Incantation was spontaneous words that were 

spoken on political matters to guide the pre-colonial Akoko society for better 

administration for transformation and growth. The Akoko people have always 

had recourse to one form of divination or the other with a view to resolving 

personal, family or societal problems. It is indeed necessary for babalawo (the 

intelligentsia) to consult or approach Ifa oracle to configure and address the 

societal problems. Bascom rightly observed that: 

 
of all the methods of divination employed by the Yoruba,  

Ifa is regarded as the most important and the most reliable. 

The honesty or knowledge of individual babalawo (intelligentsia)  

may be questioned, but most are highly esteemed, and the system 

itself is rarely doubted. The number of babalawo is a reflection 

of the patronage they receive and a measure of the influence they wield
20

. 

 

In view of Bascom’s observation, the intelligentsia occupies an enviable 

position among the Akoko elite because of the disposition of the wealth of their 

wisdom. It is noteworthy to state that in the past, where letters were not known 

and the languages not reduced to writing, the aged were the repositories of 

wisdom, knowledge and of the people’s history. Akinjogbin stressed the 
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important position this group of people occupied when he asserted that any 

person who had no knowledge of his people’s history and land is like an up-

rooted plant which is unlikely to grow no matter how much water that is poured 

on it
21

. Thus, the role of babalawo (the local intelligentsia) in this study is very 

crucial to the socio-cultural and political history of Akokoland
22

. 

It is necessary to mention that natural knowledge in divination and wise 

sayings were the prominent attributes of the intelligentsia. Babalawo as Ajayi 

noted in his work
23

, was a trained dedicated priest of Ifa. However, some of the 

Ifa priests were not trained; but some families were gifted. According to an 

informant, the practice of Ifa divination was inherited by members of her 

paternal family
24

. Again, the unique position of babalawo in the political affairs 

of Akokoland cannot be overemphasised. Babalawo is knowledgeable about 

the traditions of his people. He has the wisdom to reflect on the past and foretell 

about the present and the future of administration. To the sage, it was possible 

to peep into the seen and the unseen to avoid calamity in the society. In 

addition, the intelligentsia usually made allusions to historical value of wisdom 

and is reminiscent of mystique power in Akoko society
25

. The claim here is 

depicted in folklore of the people. It goes thus: 

 
Oloye la a peyere 

Oloye la a peyere 

Eleto la a patori 

Aranmoleti la a perai.
26

 

 

Translation:  The wise one is what we call the Iyere (black pepper). 

                      The wise one is what we call Iyere (black pepper). 

                      The order is what we call the atori (plant), 

 One who reminds children is what we call eeran plant (phrynium). 

 

By the late nineteenth century, babalawo became a respected individual 

group saddled with the responsibility of protecting the Akoko community by 

performing propitiatory sacrifices to ward off evil in any towns and villages. 

The intelligentsias were generous, faithful and good traditional counsellors to 

the council of chiefs and elders on fundamental issues like settling of marriage, 

chieftaincy and land disputes among the Akoko community. On this 

background, the paper pointed out how babalawo played a key role in the 
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practice of elitism and thus shed light on its usefulness and codification in the 

adminstartion of fair justice for peaceful co-existence of the inhabitants of 

Akokoland in pre-colonial period and even beyond.  

Oral evidence suggested that the inhabitants of Akokoland communities in 

the southeast and eastern parts of Akoko
27

 attested that the head of the 

intelligentsia (olori-awo or head of elders (olori agba ilu) group in the 

community occupied a significant position, especially concerning the co-

ordination and execution of spiritual duties such as rites, rituals ceremonies, 

which were connected with the offering of sacrifices for the propitiation and 

veneration of deities and ancestral spirits.    

The intelligentsias were consulted in every important event, private or 

public, such as giving advice on marriage system among Akoko communities 

like in other parts of Yorubaland
28

. In the same vein, the cult and chief priests 

played important role in the betrothal of marriage system by consulting Ifa. 

Marriage relationship was (and is still) ascertained by the Ifa chief priest 

whether a match was desirable for a boy or a girl, before the parents gave their 

consent to the marriage
29

. The option to marriage was different from the pre-

colonial society and urban cities. For instance, in urban or cosmopolitan 

societies like in Lagos, a boy and a girl could agree to marry each other without 

seeking their parents’ consent. This neglect of not consulting with their parents 

before such marriage sometimes led to divorce, because marriage was (and is 

still) believed to be an affair of the family and it is a unifying factor in the 

society. Marriage as an institution occupied a unique place in the social life of 

the inhabitants of Akokoland. It is an extension of the extended family, rather 

than the husband and wife.
30

 It was a form of relationship to integrate the 

society. Love and spirit of communalism were the attributes of marriage in 

Akokoland, as against the separation of the extended families from the building 

of the new family as introduced by the western culture.    

 

 

The Cult Priest and the Chief Priest in Pre-colonial Akokoland 

 

An analysis of the nature and functions of the cult and chief priest are very 

germane in the understanding of the traditional model of governance in 

Akokoland. The term ‘cult’ identifies a pattern of ritual behaviour in connection 

with prayers, sacrifice, votive offerings, and procession and with specific 

objects within a framework of spatial and temporal rules. The nature of offering 

and sacrifice depend on the nature of the omen. On revelation, sacrifices were 

offered by the cult and chief priests to propitiate the divinities orisa, a sacred 

object of worship, a deity to make the society to be better off. The individual 

Akoko man will not venture upon any important business until he has consulted 
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the Ifa oracle through its priest. Every facet of the Akoko community consulted 

Ifa for one reason or another, for instance, orisa oko (the patron of farmers) 

resorted to the cult or chief priest of Ifa to know the performance of farmers
31

.  

The cult priests were appointed by the members of their family and shared 

a good deal of the council of chiefs and elders’ restriction through the 

performance of ritual. In the entire community of Auga, Chiefs Shaba, Balogun 

and representatives of each quarter acted as advisers on issues that were 

affecting them as well as military engagement because it had a link to the 

council of oba. The cult and chief priests were very reputed in their dexterity 

and methods of consultation to secure the unity and peace of the community 

through sacrifice. The contributions of cult priests and chief priests were 

inevitable in the socio-cultural affairs of the people of Akokoland. Chief P.A. 

Afe, the Oloyi of Irun affirmed that the influence of cult (Ifa) priest as one of 

the traditional elites is very unique. He further emphasised that Ifa was also 

mainly concerned to promote understanding of indigenous traditional religion. 

He went further to state that the cult priests utilised their innate resources, 

divergent and rare experience to aid the people that were in need of spiritual 

support or guidance
32

. The cult priest and chief priest are well-known for 

handling cases and problems that can be linked to supernatural causation
33

. In 

addition to the claim of Chief Oloyi, Doyin Wenger opined that the chief priests 

consulted the gods and, acting as diviners helped people to solve their problems 

and performed rituals when necessary
34

. For the chief and cult priests to attain 

their statues, iyere Ifa is chanted by the devotees of orunmila when they came 

together during a festive period
35

.  

The relevance of the adoption of Ifa divination to discover the unknown is 

reposed in the belief system of Akoko people in Ifa, wherein every human’s 

success depends on his or her ori (personal destiny)
36

, which he or she obtained 

by kneeling before Olodumare, the creator. Orunmila (the divinity of destiny) 

knew everything about human’s well-being and could, therefore, provide 

insight into his or her success or failure through his chief priests. Reason for 

this was that orunmila was omniscient and capable of altering human’s 

destiny.
37

 This accounted for his praise song or title in Akoko’s pithy saying; 

Okitibiri apajo-iku-da (the great changer, he who alters the day of death). It is 

necessary to say that it was orunmila, the divinity of eleri-ipin (the witness or 

advocacy of human destiny) that gave details on how human destiny could be 
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fulfilled through Ifa divination.
38

 There is a popular adage in the foklore of 

Akoko people to this claim that akunleyan ni adayeba; a kunle a yanpin, a dele 

aye tan, oju n kan gbogbo wa, meaning that which is chosen kneeling is that 

which is experienced on getting into the world no matter how impatient people 

get thereafter to make it in life
39

. No matter the level of impatience, Akoko 

people believe it is ori (destiny) that determines a human success or failure in 

life. The cult and chief priests uphold and honour the Akoko philosophical 

concept of elitism in their routines and belief system. The importance of cult 

and chief priests explained their contributions as conceived in the themes of 

disobedience and sacrifice in the idea of governance during pre-colonial period.  

The cult differences notwithstanding, members of the cult had traditionally 

organised themselves into a regimented priesthood. In Akoko tradition, the cult 

and chief priests had been recognised as promoters of unity. Cult in this 

primary sense is literally the ‘care’ owed to the gods and the shrine. Edibles and 

drinks such as snails, tortoise, palm wine and water might be prescribed as 

sacrifice of propitiation, thanksgiving and praise to the oracle of orunmila (the 

oracle divinity of Yorubaland) in matters of knowledge.
40

 There were bodies of 

cultic chiefs, which ensured the purity and spiritual guidance of the Akoko 

society. Among the communities in the frontier zone of northeastern 

Yorubaland, sacrifices constituted the forms of political organisation, aristocratic 

privileges. As O. Olatunji has claimed, sacrifices were offered to propitiate, 

appease or send messages to the gods, to ward off sickness. He went further to 

say that the traditional rulers sometimes offer human sacrifices to secure the 

protection of the royal family
41

.  

   

 

Babaloja and Iyaloja (Market Men and Women Leaders) in Pre-colonial 

Akoko Society 

 

This part discusses the role of babaloja and iyaloja (market men and 

women leaders) in the management of economy in Akokoland. The title 

holders were in charge of economic activities in pre-colonial Akoko. Their role 

in the traditional governance was connected with the responsibilities and duties 

they played at the market. Market, according to Hodder was simply referred to 

as a public place in which commodities were bought and sold42
42

.The study 

examines their functions because of the interdependent nature of the council of 

chiefs and elders among the Akoko communities. In Akoko community, the 

utilitarian value placed on women cannot be underestimated. Due to the 
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significant contributions and place of women in Yoruba historiography, it is 

necessary to investigate the contributions of iyaloja (market women leader) and 

its male counterpart. In this part of Yorubaland, women are highly productive 

and of great asset to their nuclear family. 

Trading and organisation of the markets were remarkable features of 

agricultural system in pre-colonial Akoko society. Market was usually located 

at the village square and palace
43

. Trade was a dominant factor in inter-state 

relations. Commerce served as a bond of good relations among Akoko 

communities. Some towns and villages, namely, Ikare, Arigidi, Oba and Isua 

attracted traders from different parts of the Yoruba-speaking towns and Nupe 

area. Markets in these places were strategically located intersecting Okeluse at 

the estuary of Akokoland. Towns, villages and markets were connected by 

narrow footpaths that were used by traders. They carried wares on their heads. 

Each town or village took care of the section of the footpaths within its 

territory. In times of peace, traders and travellers walked freely on the roads 

without fear of molestation, except during wars. During this period, traders 

went together in large numbers and were escorted by armed soldiers
44

. 

The iyaloja and babaloja were very important in the economic growth of 

Akoko society during pre-colonial period. The position of babaloja and iyaloja 

in the building of market system and commercial activities cano be 

overemphasized. They participated in long distance trade
45

.  In contrast, A.G. 

Hopkins claimed that women were shackled and thus, prominent in domestic 

(chores) trade, because of inadequate time and skill.
46

 This is a Eurocentric 

view and pre-conceived idea about the performance of women in the local 

economy. It is important to point out that women had limited role to play with 

their male counterparts as they were described as the weaker vessels. Olajubu, 

however, attested to the conceptualisation of women’s crucial roles in socio-

cultural aspect of the Yoruba, including Akokoland.
47

  

In the pre-colonial Akoko communities, Ibadan and Ekiti traders 

dominated slave markets. Nupe itinerants traded in grains such as corns and 

maize, pepper and kolanuts. The success of Nupe traders made them establish a 

colony (isale-tapa) in Arigidi,
48

 northwest of the Akoko region. The Ijebu 

traders and merchants were very prominent by extending their marketing 

influence in Akokoland. Ijebu traders were pre-occupied with the sale of cash 
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crops, like cocoa, coffee, oil palm, palm kernel and kolanuts. This remarkable 

task gave them commercial dominance over their hosts
49

. 

At a point, Ijebu trade consuls (the Agurin)
50

 lived among the Akoko 

people and established flourishing trade centres, locally known as isale-Ijebu 

quarter. Also, they formed associations (egbe omo Ijebu), built warehouses and 

contacts with business partners.
51

 The leaders of Ijebu associations worked 

according to the market rules and regulations. The associations also assisted 

traders during the time of crisis. The associations gave them the privilege to 

relate with the political authorities in Akokoland. Thus, Falola aptly described 

Ijebu traders as traders who possessed an “irrepressible flair for trading”
52

. 

Ijebu traders exploited inter-state commercial activities with their expertise and 

enterprise in trading activities. It was gathered that the organised commercial 

activities took the form of multi-cultural dimensions.  

Be that as it may, Ijebu traders and merchants played middlemen role 

between Akoko traders and British merchants who exported oil palm to their 

countries
53

. Against this backdrop, they became rivals. Ijebu traders, however, 

possessed coin money and paper currency to finance their trade. Their trading 

tactics enabled them to further spread their sphere of influence in the Akoko 

region. Aside, prices and varieties of agricultural goods were regulated at the 

market under the caprices of the babaloja and iyaloja. In that manner, Osele 

market became inter-regional market and traders exchanged their commodities 

at intervals of nine days. Oral traditions substantiated that transactions were in 

form of trade by barter and to a certain degree, the use of owo eyo (currency 

shell) was applicable
54

. In effect, better economic relations were encouraged 

and developed in the earliest years of the twentieth century.  

For effective planning, babaloja had guild men who were in charge of 

strategic routes to secure the payment of tolls and sometimes supervised the 

movement of the external traders from Ibadan, Ekiti, Ijebu and Ilesa
55

. The 

organisation of the guilds was based on the features of the trade, that is, the 

                                                           
49. O. Faboyede, "The Akoko Elite, 1900 – 1960", . . ., 88. 

50. Interview held with Chief (Mrs.) Florence Olotu, the Iyaloja in Akokoland, c.82 years. 

She was interviewed at her residence, No. 7, Owanikun quarters, Ikun Akoko on 12-07-2018. 

51. See T. Falola, "Warfare and Trade Relations between Ibadan and the Ijebu in the 

Nineteenth century," in Warfare and Diplomacy in Pre-colonial Nigeria: Essays in Honour of 

Robert Smith,  ed. Falola (USA: University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1992), 26 & A. L. 

Mabogunje, "The Ijebu", in The History of Ibadan, ed. P. C. Lloyd, et.al. (London: Cambridge, 

1967), 26. 

52. See T. Falola, "Warfare and Trade Relations Between Ibadan and the Ijebu in the 

Nineteenth Century," in Warfare and Diplomacy…, ed. Falola, 26; A. L. Mabogunje, "The 

Ijebu," in The History of Ibadan, ed. P. C. Lloyd, et.al., (London: Cambridge, 1967), 85.   

53. A. Mabogunje, "The Land and Peoples of West Africa", in History of West Africa, vol. 

one, ed. J.F.Ade-Ajayi and M. Crowder (London: Longman, 1971), 23-29. 

54. Interview held with J.E. Ogungbe, the Elemurin of Emure quarter in Epinmi-Akoko.  

55. It is important to mention that the Ijebu middlemen controlled trade in Akokoland and 

transported farm produce to the British traders and merchants on the coast. The guilds in various 

towns and villages in Akokoland could not control the trade because of the porosity of Akoko 

borders, in spite of disunity among the Akoko elite. The commercial elite failed to control the 

fixed price. Besides, the Ijebu traders had much money to carry out trading activities in 

Akokoland. As a result of this negligence both the Ijebu and Benin traders were able to extend 

their trading activities to Osele and Okeluse markets.  
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system of caravans and the payment of tolls. Toll fees and taxes on trade and 

traders offered Akoko communities important means of raising revenues and it 

provided revenues for the traditional rulers and their council of chiefs. 

However, the monarchs gave hospitality and protection to the traders
56

. The 

charges collected from the toll gates formed part of the revenues that were 

dispensed by the traditional rulers to run the affairs of their domains. Babaloja 

and iyaloja played important roles in provincial administration in terms of 

providing financial source to the kings to run the administration of their 

communities. The art of keeping or saving of money was also the role of 

iyaloja and babaloja. They organised a saving club like the esusu where money 

was saved and later given to its members for a fixed period of time
57

.  

 The contributions of iyaloja to the socio-cultural and economic affairs of 

the people of Akokoland fetched her highest title of iyaloja in the economic 

sphere. To that extent, the iyaloja wielded some political influence, although 

such political status differed from one community to another. Iyaloja officiated 

in the opening of new markets and she was regarded as the priestess of aje (god 

of money), and thus became iyalaje. She settled quarrels at the market place 

under her jurisdiction. It is, however, interesting to note that in Akokoland, the 

iyaloja constituted part of the membership of secret societies such as Ogboni 

cult and Onisagan associations in order to be more responsible for executive 

and judicial functions in the market place
58

. By dint of hard work and 

patriotism, she rose to the position of elitism in Akokoland. Her mastery in 

trading and selfless attitude was such that brought her closer to the women folk 

and the entire society
59

.           

Similarly, babaloja involved in the fixing of the tariff or duties and 

determined the sharing formula of the proceeds. Since the booty of war could 

no longer be neither obtained nor new slaves be acquired as a result of cessation 

of wars, tolls became important to the chiefs, more than ever before. Hitherto, 

all towns and major settlements had boundary gates, which the traditional rulers 

considered to be desirable to the economic growth of their territories. On that 

background, babaloja and iyaloja as the representatives of the king maintained 

the traditional ownership of land in their community by preventing forceful 

possession of land in the community. This led to non-radical land ownership or 

redistribution. It is needless to mention that such social function had significant 

                                                           
56. See D. Oguntomisin, "Warfare and Military Alliances in Yorubaland in the Nineteenth 

Century", in Warfare and Diplomacy: . ., ed. Falola, 59. Also, see P. Morton-Williams, "The 
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3, no. 1(1964): 41. 
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to selected contributors at the end of the month. The initiators were very common in Ikaramu, 

Ibaramu and Iyani communities. The method was a great convenience to the traders, because it 

encouraged the local traders to anticipate for saving up to a given amount of money for future 

expenses.  

58. Interview was held with Florence Olotu, the iyaloja. She was consulted in all matters 

that concerned socio-economic activities at the market stall (place). She also went further to 

clarify that membership to secret societies was voluntary and optional. She was interviewed on 

18th November, 2011. 

59. Interview held with Florence Olotu cited. 
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implications for the community’s economic performance. The control of 

babaloja and iyaloja in trading activities marked a momentous shift in 

communal organization in Akokoland of northeastern Yorubaland. With the 

help of their guilds, led control over toll collection and tributes that were paid 

were seen, according to Ojo60
60

, as manifestation of elite privileges that had 

been integrated onto the Akoko philosophy of elitism to develop the study area. 

Both babaloja and iyaloja sent tributes to the capital at the auspicious annual 

festivals in towns and villages in Akokoland, for example, during Ajagbo 

festival, which was virtually celebrated nearly in every town and village in 

Akokoland. The market leaders sent farm produce to the king which 

demonstrated their loyalty to the king. Towards the tail end of the pre-colonial 

period, iyaloja and babaloja had established themselves as astute politicians 

and nationalists. The economic structure provided sources of income and 

sustainability fro the market men and women The involvement of traders in 

economic management protected human dignity in particular men as the head 

of the family that fended for members of the family. Family structure had 

remained one of the basic political structures in Akokoland and, also the feature 

of elitism among the towns and villages communities in Akoko region since 

pre-colonial time till date. Thus, their contributions to the growth of towns and 

villages in Akokoland with the necessary progressive activities cannot be 

overemphasised. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study has attempted a brief discussion of the intrinsic values of 

traditional model of governance in pre-colonial Akoko society and it examined 

the role of elitism in pre-colonial period in the socio-cultural growth of the 

Akoko communities and in the historical process in Yorubaland. It also 

provided literary connection to distortion and misrepresentation of the fact that 

the people of Akokoland had no history worthy of academic study ever before 

the introduction and establishment of colonial rule in Akokoland. The study 

found out that pre-colonial elitism had considerably contributed to 

reconstruction of traditional model of governance in Akokoland and the study 

local history. It is needless to say that the council of chiefs and elders was the 

pivot around which Akoko administration revolved. The traditional political 

association of chiefs and elders was an institution from which every 

developmental process started and even ended. No doubt, the status of council 

of chiefs and elders and its democratic nature
61

 as it were in other parts of 

Yorubaland has been discussed. The institution participated in the 

administration of justice and preservation of indigenous culture in Akokoland, 

which was very essential to the integration of Akoko society. The study also 

                                                           
60. O. Olatunji, "Warfare, Slavery and the Transformation of Southeastern Yorubaland, c. 
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discussed that the council of chiefs and elders led by the king was the political 

institution used to train subsequent leader in the past through babalawo, cult 

and chief priests to checkmate the excesses of the king. The iyaloja and 

babalaoja were used as the instruments of anti-social and economic activity on 

the market place. In the arrangement, such ordinances promote economic 

progress, orderliness that underlined peaceful co-existence in the place. From 

the above, it is evident that the intelligentsia preserved traditional histories or 

events, cosmology and administration. On this note, the intellectual ability and 

integrity of babalawo (the sage) revolved around the Akoko philosophy of 

omoluabi (a person of honour), an aspect of Akoko culture. The role and 

contributions of cult and chief priests in Akokoland are pointers to the 

democratic credentials of the region. 

Assessing the traditional value of elitism, the pride of place in planning 

and art of governance has connected them to the past with the present and the 

present with the future as a single continuum in human experience.
62

 The 

model of governance in Akoko communities was built on the achievement of 

the past. The Akoko culture of omoluabi and indeed Yorubaland cannot be 

divorced from the Akoko people’s governance arrangement became the culture 

of omoluabi that was demonstrated from the point of view of Yoruba culture 

and its contribution to African philosophy. The study, therefore, concluded that 

the application of elitism in traditional model of governance in Akokoland had 

contributed immensely to the advancement of the study of Akoko history of 

northeastern Yorubaland in Yoruba history in such a way that it will provoke 

further research.  
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