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CHIBUENE — AN EARLY TRADING SITE IN SOUTHERN
MOZAMBIQUE

PAUL SINCLAIR

The Department of Archaeology and Anthropology at the Eduardo Mondlane University
is using a multidisciplinary approach to study the economic basis of culture change on the
Zimbabwean plateau and the Mozambican coast. As this project is still in its initial stages it is
necessary that a securely dated chronological framework be established through archaeolo-
gical means. The following account is a preliminary report of the archaeological work done
in the Inhambane Province of southern Mozambique. Since 1975, efforts have been concen-
trated on the Manyikeni Zimbabwe 50 km west of Vilanculos. More recently the scope of
research has been broadened to include initial surveys of the valley and mouth of the Save
River, the coastal areas of Vilanculos Bay, and the Bazaruto Archipelago.

The site of Chibuene was discovered in 1977 and is located about five kilometres south of
Vilanculos at 22°02'02" S, 35° 19'30" E (Fig. 1). It comprises a considerable accumulation
of occupation deposits and shell middens, resting on calcareous beach rock. The deposit is at
present being eroded by the wind and sea. Ponta Chibuene is a recognised anchorage in the
region today, and supplies of fresh water make it an attractive settlement site. The vege-
tation from the surrouding 10 km area is fairly typical of the coastal zone. Edaphic man-
grove formation and littoral thicket occur, with miombo woodland including Brachystegia
spiciformis, Albizia sp., Garlina sp., Afzelia sp., and Pterocarpus sp., found on the Pleisto-
cene sands. This vegetation is thought to be secondary growth from a semi-deciduous coastal
forest of Dialium schlecterii, Condyla africana, Afzelia sp., Mellettia caffra, Adansonia digita-
ta and Albizia (Pedro and Barbosa 1955). The area in the immediate vicinity of Chibuene
shows a marked concentration of Adansonia digitata.

To the west and northwest of Chibuene, small lakes with fresh or brackish water occur,
although pasturage in the region is not suited for intensive animal husbandry. Rainfall
averages between 800 and 1 000 mm per year, and today maize, sorghum, manioc, beans and
peanuts are grown in the area. The region of coast near the site provides a considerable source
of fish, shellfish, marine mammals and reptiles.

Excavations at Chibuene

In 1977 a representative sample of pottery was collected from the beach and from the
area towards the interior. Pottery and other occupation debris were found as far as 200
metres inland (see Fig.2). A grid was established and a random sample was taken by
excavating four 1 by 1 metre pits from a 10 by 10 metre area of the deposit near the sea
face. The results indicated that there were two major periods of occupation at Chibuene, the
upper of which included extensive shell midden deposits. In 1980 the sea face of the deposit
was cleared and was shown to extend for about 100 metres along the beach from north to
south. The double occupation of the site was confirmed during these clearing operations.
Figure 3 illustrates the section across this area, the exact position of which is shown in
Figure 2as A-A’. Material from the dark sand horizon is referred to as the Lower Sea Cutting.
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whereas that material specifically from the area of concentrated occupation is called the
Basal Sea Cutting. The western extent of the deposit was explored by two 2 by 2 metre
trenches, both of which revealed the upper occupation only, suggesting that occupation in
the western areas was mainly during the later phase.

In 1980 one of the earlier test pits was extended into a 3 by 2 metre trench (Fig. 3
section B-B'). Excavations using a combination of spits and natural levels revealed a complex
stratigraphy within the brown sands of the lower occupation level. The lowest level is
separated from the rest of the deposit by a sand deposit slightly lighter in colour. Charcoal
from this level, which rests on sterile beach sand, has been dated to 770 50 A. D. by the
Rome University Radio Carbon Laboratory (R 1325). The relationship between this lens and
the Basal Sea Cutting has not yet been classified. The upper occupation levels consist largely
of shell midden deposits and house debris. As these are still undated and the finds incomple-
tely analysed, they are excluded from this preliminary report.

Objects recovered from the lower deposits include glazed and unglazed pottery, glass, iron
fragments and beads of shell and glass. One human skeleton was excavated and a range of
mammal and fish bones were found. Molluscan shell fragments and some carbonized seed
remains were also recovered. No structures have been positively identified from the lower
deposits, although two circular concentrations of beach rock with diameters of around two
metres were found near the basal level of the sea cutting. It is possible that these are the
remains of habitation.

The Ceramics

The assemblage can be conveniently divided into glazed and unglazed wares.

Glazed Wares

Two types of imported glazed pottery have been recognized at Chibuene, namely tin-
glazed ware with splashed painted decoration and a light blue glazed ware. Both have been
described by Chittick and are characteristic of Period Ia at Kilwa, though they do not
continue into Period Ib (Chittick 1974: 302—303). At Manda they are found in deposnts of
Periods I and II (Chittick 1967: 46).

Two remarkable bowls have been recovered. The first was taken by school children from
the sea face of the deposit but more fragments from excavated context fit the bowl, which is
22 cms in diameter (Fig.22). The body fabric is buff in colour and is covered by a white
glaze decorated with blue paint. Slightly raised ridges are found on the inside of the body
and the lip is out-turned. The second bowl was recovered in situ from the basal midden of
the sea cutting. It is of the same ware as the example above although a little larger with a
diameter of 28 cms (Fig. 23). Four further fragments of this ware have been recovered from
the lower occupation levels at Chibuene.

Two fragments of bases of vessels with a light blue glaze on a buff body were recovered
from the lower occupation deposits. Some fragments with a similar buff paste from which
the glaze appears to have eroded were identified by Chittick as the same ware. Two more
glazed rim fragments were recovered that resemble the blue glazed lamp illustrated by
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Chittick from Manda Period I (1967: Pl. XIa). One of these had a blue splashed decoration,
the other a light blue mottled decoration.

Unglazed Wares

At this stage, study of the unglazed pottery assemblage has been limited to preliminary
groupings on the basis of shape, decoration and placement. Decorative motifs include triang-
les, oblique and horizontal lines, cross hatching, zigzags and herringbone. These were nor-
mally executed in bands placed on the rim, neck or shoulder of vessels, by fine and gross
incision, shell impression or punctation. Fluting and gouging occur rarely. Red colouring and
graphite pencil lines were also used. Combining these decorative motifs with the categories
based on shape defined below results in the following ceramic classification for the lower
occupation levels of Chibuene (terminology follows Shepard 1956). See Table 1 for the
stratigraphic position and number of occurrences by Category and sub-type.

Category 1. These are unrestricted vessels with simple contours occurring in two forms, a) ellip-
soid (long axis vertical), and b) ovaloid (long axis horizontal).

a) Only two plain examples of this type were found, one of which had a nicked
rim.

b) Three vessels were found, one of which was coloured red on both interior
and exterior (Fig. 4).

Category 2. These are restricted vessels with simple contours occurring in one form based on
an ovaloid shape (Fig. 6).
ai) This category comprises five vessels coloured red on the interior and exte-
rior.
aii) Six similar vessels and four fragments had graphite decoration applied to the
interior.

b) One fluted vessel with a band of herringbone punctates placed below the rim
was recovered (Fig. 5).

Category 3. These are restricted vessels with a composite contour, occurring in two forms:
the combination of a truncated one and an ovaloid, and the combination of an
hyperboloid and an ellipsoid.

a) One burnished vessel, four red vessels and three plain vessels comprise this
type (Fig. 7).
b) This type includes four plain vessels (Fig. 19).

Category 4. These are dependent or independent restricted vessels of uncertain form. There
are eight incomplete examples with rim nicking only. Also one complete depen-
dent restricted profile with shell stamping on the shoulder was recovered (Fig. 8).

Category 5. This group includes independent restricted vessels with inflected or complex
contours. The greatest range of variation occurs in this category. As examples of
complete vessel profiles are rare from Chibuene, sherds from the excavations
were sorted into rim fragments, neck/shoulder fragments and body fragments.
ai) This is a group comprising seven examples with a band of triangles finely
incised on the neck and applied when the clay was almost dry (Fig. 9). In one
example the motif is bordered below with a single line of punctates (Fig. 10).
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aii) There are three examples with a band of triangles grossly incised on the
neck while the clay was still wet (Fig. 11).
b) A band of spaced, obliquely incised lines on the neck occurred in 13 examp-
les.
c) Seventeen examples had a band of double-line zigzag on the neck, and this
decoration was bordered below with a single line of punctates on a further
17 pieces (Fig. 13).
d) A band of cross hatching decorated the neck of 14 vessels (Fig. 14).
e) Two complete profiles show a combination of rim-nicking, broad line incision
on the neck, and a band of punctates on the shoulder (Fig. 15). Another examp-
le lacks the rim decoration. Thirteen rims and 21 neck/shoulder fragments were
similarly decorated with broad line incision, some of which had shell impression
on the shoulder (Fig. 17).
f) Seven rim fragments had a band of shell impressions and no other decoration;
eight neck/shoulder fragments were similarly decorated (Fig. 18), and two more
such pieces had a single band of punctates.
g) One of two vessels with gouged decoration on the neck had four handles
decorated with fine nicks (Fig. 20, 19 cm); the second had bands of fine irreg-
ular slashes on the rim (Fig. 21).
h) There were 29 plain vessels in this type.

Category 6. These vessels appear to have had truncated cone shaped bodies with thick bases,
although it was not possible to reconstruct the shape exactly from the 35 body
fragments. In addition, a piece of handle and one base were recoved.

Because our analysis is unfinished and because of our inadequate knowledge of the
Mozambican Early Iron Age sequence, correlations of these groupings with the finds from
other sites must necessarily be considered preliminary. Nevertheless, parallels between our
categories and the ceramics from other collections can be observed. The vessels of Categories
1b and 2ai resemble ceramic Type 9 from Kilwa, occurring there in deposits of Periods I and
II. The vessels of this shape with graphite line decoration at Kilwa are restricted to Period Ia
and the beginning of Period Ib. They also occur at Manda in Period I (Chittick pers. comm.).
The four plain vessels of Category 3b are similar to those types from Manda described as
“Indian” by Wilding. The rim fragments from Categories 4 and Sai have parallels with Chit-
tick’s Early Kitchen Ware, Type 1 from Kilwa, and Categories 5b, ¢ and d are very similar to
his Early Kitchen Ware Type 3 (Chittick 1974). At Kilwa, though this type appears in Period
Ib, it is more characteristic of Period II. In a personal communication from Maggs, the three
examples of Category Saii have been identified as being similar to the final phase of Natal
Early Iron Age pottery. Some of the vessels represented in Category Se are similar to examp-
les characteristic of the Phase II sites Hola Hola and Ponta Dundo (of Gokomere-Ziwa
tradition). The vessels with gouged decoration on the neck from Category Sg are apparently
unique. The vessels with handles might have been a local copy of an Islamic water jar,

-although this is uncertain. At this time it is not possible to state whether any of the wares
similar to those found at Kilwa or Manda were made at Chibuene or imported.
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Earthenware of Category 1b, dia. 28 cm.
Earthenware of Category 2b, dia. 28 cm.
Earthenware of Categories 2ai and 2aii, dia. 25 cm.
Earthenware of Category 3a, dia. 26 cm.




Fig. 8: Earthenware of Category 4, dia. 24 cm.

Fig. 9: Earthenware of Category Sai, dia. approx. 28 cm.
Fig. 10: Earthenware of Category 5ai, dia. 26 cm.

Fig. 11: Earthenware of Category Saii, dia. 38 cm.



Fig. 12: Earthenware of Category 5b, dia. 24 cm.
Fig. 13: Earthenware of Category Sc, dia. 22 cm.
Fig. 14: Earthenware of Category 5d, dia. 24 cm.
Fig. 15: Earthenware of Category Se, dia. 22 cm.




Fig. 16: Earthenware of Category 5e, dia. unknown.
Fig. 17: Earthenware of Category Se, dia. 18 cm.
Fig. 18: Earthenware of Category 5f, dia. 50 cm.
Fig. 19: Earthenware of Category 3b, dia. 20 cm.
Fig 20: Earthenware of Category 5g, dia. 19 cm.
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Fig. 21: Earthenware of Category 5g, dia. 16 cm.
Fig. 22: Splashed Tin-glazed Ware, dia. 22 cm.
Fig. 23: Splashed Tin-glazed Ware, dia. 28 cm.
Fig. 24: Pottery Code (All code blocks measure 1 cm vertically): ¢
A. 1. Poorly fired D. 1. Mixed colours
2. Coarse grained E. 1. Colour applied
B. 1. Well fired 2. Glazed
2. Fine grained F. 1. Mineral component
C. 1. Fabric colour 2. Organic component
2. Red or brown
3. Cream or orange 24
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Other Artifacts and Finds
Glass

Glass fragments were common at Chibuene, but nearly all were heavily patinated. Ten
rims, two necks, ten bases and 114 other fragments were recovered. One vertical sided
beaker was partially reconstructable. The assemblage is similar to that from Manda Period I
(Chittick pers. comm.). Some fragments were identified by Dr. J. M. Scarce of the Royal
Scottish Museum, Edinburgh, and Dr. M. Rogers of the British Museum as eleventh century
Islamic.

Beads

Considerable numbers of glass and shell beads have been recovered from Chibuene occur-
ring throughout the lower occupation deposits. The terminology used here follows as far as
possible that of Chittick 1974. Most of the glass beads were extremely corroded and this
made precise colour identification difficult. Different shades of blue occur but it was diffi-
cult to distinguish these consistently. No red beads were noted but differential rates of
corrosion have to be borne in mind and it is possible that some beads of the undefined
category were in fact red.

MEDIUM SMALL MINUTE
B|G| Y|Un| BI|B/G|G|] Y|Un|B| G| Y |Un
Wound 10
Drawn 52 1| 9| 14|816[40 [ 71648/499|5| 1| 2| 14
Shell 15 51
Other 2

Also six blue medium sized tubular drawn beads c. 16 x 6 mm

B = Blue

G = Green

Y = Yellow
Un= Undefined

Medium diameter 4.5—8 mm
Small diameter 2.5—-4.5 mm
Minute diameter less than 2.5 mm

Three sizes of glass bead are present: medium, small and minute. In the medium category
both wound and drawn examples occur, but in the small and minute categories only drawn
glass beads occur. Comparison of this collection with Kilwa and Manda has still to be carried
out. A recent brief comparison with Zimbabwean material and consultation with Dr. T.
Huffman indicates that this assemblace is similar to the small collections from Makuru and
Leopard’s Kopje, but more detailed work is required to substantiate this view.
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Metal

Iron finds were rather sparse at Chibuene. Only two fragments of slag were recovered.
Twenty-one lumps of ferruginous material, two hook fragments, one nail and one spike were
found. Copper objects included one small fragment of copper sheeting, one spike, one
bracelet fragment of twisted wire over a fibre core and two copper beads.

Osteological Remains

The skeleton of an adult human was excavated from a pit at the base of the sea cutting.
The body had been placed fully stretched out in a shallow pit, lying on its right shoulder.
The cranium was facing eastwards towards the sea. These and other osteological remains are
being studied by Professor Torstein Sjovold of the Osteological Research Laboratory, Uni-
versity of Stockholm. A cursory examination of the small sample from Chibuene, indicates
the presence of both sheep and cattle bones in the lower deposit.

Botanical Remains

Some carbonized seed remains were recovered but these await identification.

Geological Remains

Two examples of rocks not normally found in the vicinity of Chibuene were recovered.
These were pink granite and serpentine. While obviously not conclusive evidence, these
samples indicate the possibility of contact with the Zimbabwean plateau.

Summary

The limited evidence at our diposal does not allow us to assess with certainty the length
of time taken for the lower occupation deposits to have accumulated. The lack of dating for
the upper occupation is unfortunate in this regard. The stratigraphy of the site, particularly
separation of the lowermost lens of deposit from the rest by a lighter sand level, suggests the
possibility that approximately one metre of occupation debris accumulated over a fairly
extended period.

The single radiocarbon date from the deepest occupation level quite probably indicates
that the site was occupied by the late eighth or early ninth century. The bulk of evidence
from Chibuene, namely the Persian pottery, the red burnished bowls, the examples similar to
Early Kitchen Ware from Kilwa and Manda, and finally the glassware, point to a date
equivalent to Periods I and II at Manda and Perods Ia and Ib at Kilwa. The predominance of
glass beads over shell beads indicates a rather later date in comparison with similar finds at
Manda and Kilwa. Given the detailed excavation at these two sites, it is possible that the
deposits at Chibuene are mixed and might have extended in date to the time of Kilwa
Period II. However, the lack of sgraffiato at Chibuene, a ware characteristic of Peiods Ib and
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II at Kilwa, favours a fairly conservative estimate of around 1200 for the final deposits of
the lower occupation levels.

The closest associations with beads from Chibuene, however, came not from Manda and
Kilwa. Rather the beads, particularly the tubular forms, appear to be very similar to those
from the Zhizo sites of Makuru and Leopard’s Kopje, the former dated to 690+ 65 (N1275),
the latter to 670+ 90 (SR225), 700+ 100 (SRSS), and 820+ 95 (1482) (Huffman 1973,
1974). Should this be substantiated, it should be possible for further research to make a
correlation between the radiocarbon dated sequences from the Zimbabwean plateau with
similar sequences from the Mozambican coast, which are to a great extent dated by their
imported ceramics.

However, comparison of material from Chibuene with that of other sites along the Mo-
zambican coastal plain can only be preliminary at this stage. Mention has already been made
of the similarity between some vessels (Category Se) and those from Hola Hola and Ponta
Dundo. Material from Hola Hola has been dated by radiocarbon to around 890, and at Ponta
Dundo, five fragments of Sassanian Islamic glazed ware have been found though material
from the later Iron Age is also present. One handle fragment of a Persian water jar similar to
those in Category 6 has been recovered in association with some Gokomere-Ziwa sherds at
Marrape in Vilanculos Bay. A single fragment of probable Sassanian Islamic ware has been
recognised in a collection made by Gerard Liesegang in 1969 to be from the beach near the
saint’s grave at Sofala.

It is interesting to note that the pottery from the deepest occupation levels at Manyikeni,
only 5S0km inland to the southwest of Chibuene and radiocarbon dated to c. 1200, is
dissimilar to the Chibuene assemblage. The earliest ceramics in the Manyikeni collection are
predominantly unrestricted ovaloid vessels decorated with shell impressed motifs, and inde-
pendent restricted vessels with graphite decoration. Such types are not present in the lowest
levels at Chibuene.

These preliminary results considerably extend the known distribution of ninth to tenth
century Persian glazed wares and other materials similar to those found in the early occupa-
tion levels at Kilwa and Manda. Finds from Chibuene demonstrate conclusively that sou-
thern Mozambique came within the early trading networks. They bear out the suggestion
that the coastal settlements south of the Save River maintained links to the north (Triming-
ham 1975). Possible but hypothetical correlations to Chibuene include Bukha and Jabasta,
and it is interesting in this regard that in the twelfth century, al-Idrisi (quoted in Trimingham
1975) mentioned contact between Jabasta and the island of Qumr (Madagascar). Finds of
ninth century Persian glazed pottery by Vérin (1972: 737) from Irodo in northeast Madagas-
car are similar to those recovered by Chittick from Manda in Keyna and Kilwa, Unguja
Ukuu, Mkadini and Mbegani in Tanzania (Chittick pers. comm.) and to those from Ponta
Dundo and Chibuene in Vilanculos Bay. This appears to be the earliest archaeological eviden-
ce to suggest contact between Madagascar and Mozambique.

The finds from Chibuene further suggest a possible point of entry for commodities that
affected the early Iron Age societies and those of the Kutama tradition of the Zimbabwean
plateau and the Limpopo valley. Chibuene may well provide important additions to our
knowledge of the initial periods of merchantile exchange in the region. Further work at
Chibuene will concentrate on investigating economic conditions and activities at the site. It
is hoped thereby to provide data that will allow us to go beyond the limited debate as to
whether the inhabitants of such settlements were of indigenous or foreign origin.
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