JAMES KIRKMAN AND EAST AFRICAN ARCHAELOGY

Few archaeologists ever have the opportunity to enter a field previously untouched, but
that is essentially what James Kirkman did when he began excavations on the East African
coast in 1948. Before then no serious excavations by an archaeologist had been attempted,
and it is to the work at Gedi that we must turn, as Sir Mortimer Wheeler has noted, to find
the first systematic application of historical archaeology to elucidate the nature of the
coastal cultures and their earliest antecedents. Viewing the state of the archaeology of the
eastern coast of Africa more than three decades after those pioneering excavations began, it
is safe to remark that a firm foundation for present and future research has been built, and
to a large extent this is the accomplishment of the man whom this volume honours, James
Kirkman. It is a tribute to the work of Dr. Kirkman that many of the articles in this volume,
whether of an archaeological nature or not, rely on the direct results or implications of his
studies. Indeed, it is the very interdependence of scholars working in Africa in disciplines
such as linguistics, anthropology, and history that makes the contributions of a man like
James Kirkman relevant to many more people conducting research than the relatively few
archaeologists directly concerned. I believe that the scope of this volume suggests the extent
of this influence and interdependence.

James Kirkman was born in London in 1906 and educated at the University of Cambrid-
ge. He worked in Borneo and Ceylon before he was able to be taken on as a volunteer with
the excavations at Castle Dove in Cornwall. Later that same year, 1934, he joined the
excavations at Maiden Castle under the direction of Sir Mortimer Wheeler. His first Near
Eastern experience came at the biblical city of Lachish under Mr. James Starkey. He return-
ed to England to undertake research on the later Roman Empire, but this work was inter-
rupted by the outbreak of the war, when he again travelled to the Near East, first with the
R. A. F. and subsequently with the Foreign Service. After the war Kirkman worked as an
education officer at the Iraqi Embassy in London and then as programme assistant in the
Arabic section of the B.B.C. It was at this time that he learned of the archaeological
possibilities offered by the sites on the coast of Eastern Africa, and an enquiry to Louis
Leakey forwarded to the Director of the Royal National Parks of Kenya resulted in James
Kirkman being appointed Warden of the then Gedi Royal National Park in 1948.

The title of this volume is meant to be evocative, not simply alliterative: to suggest the
temporal and cultural span from the coast as it is known from the earliest historical records,
to the coast as we know it from the most modern studies; from the days when the in-
habitants of the land of Zinj were known to the Classical world as “tall and piratical”, to the
present with, for example, the venerable wazee (elders) of Zanzibar. It is an area of sucha
temporal and cultural breadth within the geographical region of the western Indian Ocean in
general and the East African coast in particular that James Kirkman took as his subject.
Since the first publication on Gedi appeared in 1948 he has written of the past and present
of the coastal peoples and their cultures with a grace and wit too often absent in the work of
his younger colleagues.

It is convenient to discuss Dr. Kirkman s contributions to the archaeology and history of
East Africa and the western Indian Ocean by a consideration of his publications, which
include synthetic articles and books as well as archaeological site and excavation reports.
Among the latter are his reports on two of the best known archaeological sites in Africa:
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Gedi (Kirkman 1948, 1954, 1956b, 1960, 1963) and Fort Jesus, Mombasa (1974a, 1975e).
The smaller or less widely known sites at which he worked include Kilepwa (1952), Kinuni
(1957b), Takwa (1957c), Mnarani (1959b), and Ungwana (1966a) in Kenya, and Ras Mkum-
buu (19592) on Pemba Island in Tanzania. In general the archaeological details of Kirkman’s
excavations are to be found in these reports, which are notable for their meticulous record-
ing of the artifacts recovered and for their precise description of architectural features. In
these papers and books the artifacts are usually discussed according to their type, e.g.
earthenware, imported ceramics and porcelains, beads, objects of glass, shell, stone, or metal,
and so on. This approach has the advantage of clearly demonstrating variations in classes of
artifacts and their temporal spread, although the accompanying disadvantage with this ar-
rangement is that associations of different types of artifacts are obscured — for example the
discrete collection of artifacts from a single rubbish pit or house floor. It is to Dr. Kirkman’s
credit and due to his foresight, however, that he almost always listed the precise location of
individual finds along with his presentation of the artifacts by class, so that if one were
interested in a collection of artifacts from a particular context, the relevant or specific
information is usually available. A glance through contemporary archaeological reports will
reveal that such thoroughness of presentation was not necessarily standard practice at the
time Dr. Kirkman wrote his earlier papers. In addition to numerous illustrations of artifacts,
plans and section drawings of excavated areas and architectural elevations accompany the
reports, providing clear information on the relationship of excavated levels to each other and
to structures. Comparison of artifacts between sites has been facilitated by a standard
system of classification beginning with the monograph on the Great Mosque at Gedi (1954),
which was subsequently applied and expanded throughout most of James Kirkman’s archae-
ological writings.

Certainly one of Dr. Kirkman’s greatest contributions to his field is his work with
ceramics. Perhaps the most important group of artifacts with which a coastal archaeologist is
confronted, pottery and porcelain are not only the most useful dating tool for the Swahili
sites, they also yield much information about the way of life of the people in question. Dr.
Kirkman has continually stressed the importance of locally produced wares to refine archae-
ological sequences, and has consistently made the detailed publication of local ceramic types
a high priority. Glazed and unglazed earthenwares and porcelains were imported to the coast
from areas as diverse as China, India, the Persian Gulf area, Egypt and Europe, and James
Kirkman was the first to make a systematic study of the various types of imported ceramics.
His excavations have provided a ceramic sequence back to the beginning of the thirteenth
century, which can now be extended back to the ninth century on the basis of recent
excavations at Manda, Pate, and Shanga (Kirkman 1975a: 231).

Another major contribution made by Dr. Kirkman to East African archaeology is in the
field of coastal architecture. It was he who first combined excavation and architectural
studies at the coast to understand construction techniques, to determine structural relation-
ships, and to date building sequences. He made detailed studies of the congregational
mosques at Gedi (1954), Takwa (1957c), Ras Mkumbuu (1959a), Mnarani (1959b), and
Ungwana (1966a). This work resulted in fairly precisely dated construction sequences for
these mosques, often including the dating of important stylistic features such as mihrabs. Dr.
Kirkman also pioneered the formal study of the East African monumental tomb, of which
the most prominent type is characterized by a high pillar of varying geometric cross-section
built on the east wall. He recognized these tombs as an architectural achievement unique to
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the coastal sites of Eastern Africa. Kirkman debunked the idea, held by some with ‘“‘embaras-
sing conviction”, that the pillars were of phallic inspiration, suggesting instead that grandi-
loquence was the main notion behind these imposing structures. His paper on the tombs of
Malindi and Mambrui (1958a) is as much a study of the Chinese blue and white porcelains
that decorated the tombs as it is a study of the architecture and inscriptions of the structures
themselves. Similarily, his paper on the Mnarani tombs (1959b) is a contribution to the
study of carved inscriptions and decorative coral working, and that on the Tomb of the
Dated Inscription at Gedi is an important monograph on ceramic chronology (1960). Kirk-
man excavated in houses at several sites, but it is probably his book on the complex known
as the Palace at Gedi (1963) that is best known and in which his treatment of the subject is
most comprehensive. The result of this work is greater than the sum of the parts, for it is not
until some understanding of the variation encountered in specific architectural forms is
reached that typologies can be proposed and seriations attempted. P.S. Garlake, J. de V. Allen,
and the present writer, among others, have all made extensive use of Dr. Kirkman’s work in
their studies of the mosques, houses and tombs of the East African coast.

Periodically during his career James Kirkman paused to consider the implications of his
discoveries, to synthesize them, and to place them within the broader contexts of East
African and Indian Ocean history and anthropology. He first did this in two complementary
papers that set out some of his conclusions based on his excavations and site surveys carried
out between 1948 and 1956 (1956a, 1957a). The first discussed the ceramic basis of com-
parative dating of the coastal sites, and generally concentrated on material culture, although
the types of structures encountered were also considered. The second paper integrated the
ceramic chronology to a greater extent with changes in architecture, and discussed the
nature of the domestic areas of Gedi. Thereafter he reviewed the state of coastal archaeology
in conference papers, journals, and for an encyclopedia (1959c¢, 1961, 1966b, 1966¢, 1970,
1975a). Dr. Kirkman (1971) was also responsible for editing and providing topographical
notes for the English translation, which first appeared in 1961, of Justus Strandes’ important
work, Die Portugiesenzeit von Deutsch- und Englisch-Ostafrika (Berlin 1899). In 1964 his
Men and Monuments on the East African Coast was published, an archaeological and histor-
ical synthesis of the area from Somalia to Mozambique and Madagascar. Although written
for the general public, this book remains the only comprehensive work that discusses such a
wide geographical area from an archaeological and historical point of view. It is appropriate
that the papers in the present volume achieve a similar sweep.

Since his retirement from fieldwork and his position as Curator of Fort Jesus in June
1972, Dr. Kirkman has continued to pursue active research from his home in Cambridge,
taking particular interest in the diaries of John Studdy Leigh (1975b, 1975c, 1980), the
spread of Islam in the western Indian ocean (1976), South Arabian-East African relations
(1981, 1982? ) and Portuguese documents relating to their activities in the area.

In addition to this vigorous academic life, James Kirkman has made an invaluable contri-
bution to the people of East Africa and particularly Kenya, with the establishment of a
museum at Fort Jesus and the development of Gedi and Jumba la Mtwana as National
Monuments, and by preparing the way for Mnarani and Takwa to be opened as National
Monuments after his departure from Kenya. The economic and educational value of these
sites to Kenya cannot be overestimated. For example, last year almost 150,000 persons
visited Fort Jesus, of whom almost 20,000 were schoolchildren, who came to learn about
the history of the East African coast and to view many of the artifacts from James Kirk-
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man’s excavations. Few scholars leave such legacies to the countries in which they work.

Although I did not have the pleasure of knowing James and Dorothy Kirkman in East
Africa, their hospitality and friendship to visiting friends and scholars are legendary. Even
more impressive to me, however, is his enduring reputation among the Kenyans with whom
he worked, and by whom he is clearly held in high esteem. James Kirkman remains with
many friends in East Africa.

Finally, I have been asked by the Director/Chief Executive of the National Museums of
Kenya, Mr. Richard Leakey, to formally thank Dr. Kirkman on his behalf and on behalf of
the National Museums of Kenya, for the tireless efforts that he has made over many years to
explore and develop the monuments and sites on the coast of Kenya. Meanwhile, those of us
of a younger generation following in James Kirkman’s footsteps can do no better than to
heed his exuberant dictum: “Solvitur excavando! The work goes on.”

T. H. Wilson
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