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The occurrence of contacts between the populations of the Horn of Africa 
and Southem Arabia in proto-historical times has intrigued scholars since the 
very beginning of Ethiopian studies because of its relevance for the origins of the 
Ethio-Semitic speaking peoples (e.g. Ludolf 1682). This problem has been 
investigated mainly by historians and linguists (Brandt & Fattovich 1990). They 
stressed the indisputable relationship between the Ethiopian-Semitic languages 
and South Arabic (Ullendorff 1955; Moscati 1960; Hetzron 1972; Garbini 1984), 
usually explaining it through movements of people from Arabia to Ethiopia in 
late prehistoric and/or early historic times (Glaser 1895; Conti-Rossini 1928; 
Ullendorff 1973). Various hypotheses have been suggested so far:

a. migration of whole tribes from SW Arabia to the Tigrean plateau (Tigrai 
and Eritrea) in late prehistoric times (Ludolf 1682; Glaser 1895);

b. Sabean colonization of the plateau in the early 1st millennium B.C. (Bent 
1893);

c. progressive South Arabian expansion along the coast and onto the plateau 
in late prehistoric times and successive Sabean colonization of the plateau 
in early historical times (Conti-Rossini 1928; Ricci 1984);

d. emergence of an Afro-Arabian linguistic koine in late prehistoric and 
early historical times (Marrassini 1985; Avanzini 1989).

Most linguists agree that Proto-Ethiopian originated through contact be- 
tween one group of South Semites, which settled on the Tigrean plateau, and 
local Cushitic populations (Ullendorff 1955; Hetzron 1972). According to Gar- 
bini (1984: 153ff.) different South Semitic peoples were involved in this process. 
A few scholars have emphasized a possible diffusion of the Semitic languages 
from Ethiopia to the Near East since Late Palaeolithic times (see Hudson 1977; 
1978), but this hypothesis is not supported by any concrete evidence.
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The existence of strong ancient links between the opposite regions of the 
southem Red Sea is also suggested by Ethiopian and Arab sources. A late 
prehistoric South Arabian migration into Ethiopia is mentioned by some 
Ethiopian sources. According to Gabra-Mariam (1987), for example, three tribes 
(Saba, Abal and Ofir) came to Ethiopia from Yemen. Initially they settled in the 
Tigrai as traders subject to the local king, then they separated, occupying respec- 
tively the Tigrai (Saba), Adal (Abal) and Wigadin (Ofir). Other sources stress, on 
the contrary, a movement from Ethiopia to Yemen (see Giyorghis 1987).

The Arab sources, in turn, point to the emergence of a multi-ethnic society 
along the coastal region of the Hijjaz, Yemen and Hadramawt, from Jedda to 
Mukalla, and the opposite African coast in pre-Islamic times (Norris 1978). Late 
prehistoric contacts between the two regions might be inferred, as well, from the 
use of a very archaic type of camel saddle with South Arabian origin in Somalia 
and Socotra. It might suggest tliat the camel was introduced into the Horn from 
Southern Arabia in quite early times, perhaps between 2500 and 1500 B.C. 
(Bulliet 1975). Finally, the existence of a very ancient interchange circuit con- 
necting the Horn to the southern Arabian Peninsula and India is suggested by the 
African, mainly Ethiopian, origin of many Indian plant cultivars (Possehl in 
press; Mehra in press; Saraswat 1991). This is confirmed by the discovery of 
domestic sorghum with African origin in an assemblage dated to the mid 3rd 
millennium B.C. at Hili, Abu Dhabi Emirate (Cleziou & Costantini 1980).

The archaeological evidence of contacts between the Horn and Southern 
Arabia before the 1st millennium B.C. is still quite scarce. Until a few years ago 
it was supported only by some similarities in the rock art of both regions 
(Cervicek 1979). In the 1980's fresh data was provided by the investigations 
carried out along the Saudi and Yemeni Tihama and northern Yemeni plateau by 
the Saudi-American Comprehensive Archaeological Survey and the Italian 
Archaeological Mission to Northern Yemen (Zarins et al. 1981; Zarins & Zahrani 
1985; Zarins & Albadr 1986; de Maigret et al. 1984; de Maigret 1990; Tosi 1986) 
and in the Eastern Sudan by the Italian Archaeological Mission to the Sudan 
Kassala (Fattovich 1991).

The preliminary results of these investigations, combined with a review of 
the previously collected data, confirm that contacts and most likely exchanges 
between the peoples of the Horn, including the northern Ethio-Sudanese low- 
lands, and Southern Arabia started in the 7th millennium B.C. and were firmly 
established in the 3rd-2nd millennia B.C. (Fattovich in press).

At present it seems that an interregional trade of obsidian, in the form of 
raw material and artefacts, from the Horn to Arabia as far as the coastal regions 
of the Indian Ocean and possibly the Persian Gulf arose in the 7th millennium 
B.C. In the early 2nd millennium B.C. this trade pattern included Eastern Sudan, 
as far as Erkowit in the southern Red Sea Hills and Aqiq on the coast, the 
Eritrean Sahel, the Red Sea islands and the Arabian Tihama. Two or three major 
obsidian sources in Eritrea and/or Djibuti were probably exploited at this time. It
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apparently declined in the 1st millennium B.C. (Zarins 1988; see also 
Francaviglia 1990). The occurrence of a 'Wilton' like industry at Dahlak Kebir 
confirms the skill of the African peoples to cross the Red Sea in Early to Middle 
Holocene times (Blanc 1955).

Another pattern of interaction seems to be stressed by the rock art 
evidence. It suggests the progressive spread of a typical style, representing 
bovines with the body rendered in profile and the head and homs from the front, 
over Western Arabia and Northeastern Africa during the middle Holocene (ca. 
5000-1000 B.C.). This style is known as 'Jubba Style' in northern Saudi Arabia 
(Zarins 1982), 'Dahthamani Style' in Central Arabia (Anati 1972) and 'Ethiopian- 
Arabian Style' in the Horn (Cervicek 1971; 1979). It most likely appeared in 
northern Saudi Arabia in the mid 5th millennium B.C. Then, around the mid 3rd 
millennium B.C., it spread to the southern Hidjaz (Saudi Arabia), northern 
Harerge (Ethiopia) and, along the Rift Valley, Southem Ethiopia. In the 2nd/early 
lst millennium B.C. it occurred at Jebel Qara (Central Arabia) and in Eastem 
Ethiopia, Northern Somalia and Eritrea, from where it spread northwards to 
Nubia, southern Upper Egypt and the Sahara (see Graziosi 1964; Cervicek 1971, 
1979; Clark 1972; Anati 1972; Joussaume 1981; Zarins 1982; Brandt & Carder 
1987; Jung 1991). Contacts between the peoples of Eastem Ethiopia and 
Southwestern Arabia might also be suggested by the dolmens discovered near 
Harar and Dire Dawa (northern Harerge) and dated back to the late 2nd millen- 
nium B.C. (Azais & Chambard 1931; Joussaume 1980). They are comparable to 
some dolmens discovered at Mosna' in southem Yemen (Benardelli and 
Parrinello 1970), but the link between these monuments is still uncertain.

Between ca. 2500 and 1500 B.C. the people living along the northem 
Ethio-Sudanese lowlands were also included in a network of contacts with the 
southern ones of Ethiopia and South Arabia (Fattovich 1993). This is suggested 
by the Gash Group evidence (ca. 2700-1400 B.C.) collected mainly at Mahal 
Teglinos, Kassala (Fattovich 1989 a, b). Pottery with decorations comparable to 
the Gash Group have been recorded at Erkowit in the southern Red Sea Hills, 
Gobedra near Aksum in the western Tigrai, Lake Besaka in the Afar, and Asa 
Koma near Djibuti (Phillipson 1977; Callow & Wahida 1981; Brandt 1982; 
Joussaume et al. 1988). In tum, obisidian flakes with Ethiopian origin (Franca- 
viglia, pers. comm.) have been collected in the Late Gash Group level (ca. 1800- 
1500 B.C.) at Mahal Teglinos (Fattovich et. al. 1988). The Gash Group pottery 
from Mahal Teglinos shows also some general similarities in the decorative 
patterns and techniques to the Early Bronze Age (ca. 2900-1800 B.C.) in northem 
Yemen. In particular, some sherds from the Middle and Classic Gash Group 
levels (ca. 2300-1800 B.C.) are directly comparable to contemporary specimens 
from Wadi Yana'im, Ar-Raqlah and Wadi Rahmah in Yemen (see Fattovich 1991 
b; de Maigret 1990).

Contacts with Southern Arabia are confirmed, as well, by the occurrence 
of similar sherds in sites culturally linked to the Gash Group and dated to ca.
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2000-1500 B.C., near Agordat in the Barka Valley (western Eritrea) and at a site 
going back to ca. 1500 B.C., at Subr near Aden (Southern Yemen; Arkell 1954; 
Lankaster-Harding 1964). At present, there is no safe evidence of contacts 
between the peoples of the Ethio-Sudanese lowlands and the southern ones after 
the mid 2nd millennium B.C. Only in the 1st millennium B.C. the Gash Delta was 
included in the area of influence of the peoples living on the western Tigrean 
plateau (Fattovich et al. 1988).

In the second half of the 2nd millennium B.C. the Afro-Arabian circuit 
was strengthened by the development of a new cultural complex (Tihama 
Cultural Complex) along the African and Arabian coasts of the southern Red Sea 
and the Gulf of Aden. The main sites are Adulis near the Gulf of Zula in Eritrea, 
Sihi in the Saudi Tihama, Wadi Urq' in the Yemeni Tihama, and Subr near Aden 
(Paribeni 1907; Doe 1965; 1971; Zarins et al. 1981; Zarins & Zahrani 1985; 
Zarins & Albadr 1986; Tosi 1986). They represent regional variants of this 
complex, sharing enough features to be ascribed to the same basic. cultural 
tradition. In particular, the pottery from Sihi is quite similar to the one from Subr. 
This complex can be dated to ca. 1500-1200 B.C. on the basis of some 
radiocarbon dates from Sihi (Zarins & Albadr 1986). The pottery from these sites 
shows many affinities with the Kerma and C-Group pottery from Nubia, 
suggesting a possible early influence from the African hinterland (Zarins & 
Zahrani 1985; Zarins & Al-Badr 1986). Moreover, the lithic industry from Sihi is 
comparable to the Gash Group one at Kassala (Zarins pers. com.), suggesting a 
possible African background to this complex.

Direct contacts with the peoples living along the Ethio-Sudanese lowlands 
are suggested by some sherds decorated with burnished linear motifs, comparable 
to Terminal Gash Group specimens (ca. 1500-1400 B.C.), from sites near Wadi 
Urq' in the Yemeni Tihama (Fattovich et al. 1988). In the late 2nd/early 1st 
millennium B.C. the eastern Tigrean plateau was partly included in the cultural 
area of this coastal complex. In fact, the pottery from the lower strata at Matara 
(central Eritrea) contains fragments of big jars comparable to types from Subr 
(see Anfray 1966; Fattovich 1980). Some Arabian features can be also remarked 
in the so-called Ona Group A with red pottery, a cultural unit recorded on the 
Hamasien plateau (Eritrea) and provisionally dated back to the second half of the 
2nd millennium B.C. (Fattovich 1988). It is identified by polished red slipped 
ware, often decorated with rim and shoulder-bands, polished axes and small 
chipped stone bull heads (Tringali 1967; 1969; 1978; 1981; 1984).

The origins of this culture are still uncertain. The pottery seems to belong 
to an indigenous tradition, being not directly comparable to the one from the 
neighbouring regions. The polished axes are similar to the Late Gash Group (ca. 
1800-1500 B.C.) and Jebel Mokram Group (ca. 1500/1400-1000/900 B.C.) in the 
lowlands. The stone bullheads, on the contrary, could be ascribed to Arabian 
traditions, as bovine bucrania are a common motif in the rock art of Central 
Arabia (Cervicek 1979). Some fragments of big storage vessels with everted rim,
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comparable to Late Gash Group and Jebel Mokram specimens, from Sembel 
Cuscet near Asmara point to contacts with the peoples of the lowlands. More- 
over, indirect Egyptian evidence might suggest that this population was able to 
sail along the Red Sea. In fact, a boat from Punt carrying pots with a long neck 
similar to Ona Group A vessels is represented on the walls of a Theban tomb 
most likely going back to the time of Amenophis II, ca. 1425-1401 B.C. (Davies 
1935: 46-49).

Engravings of bucrania comparable to the stone ones from the Ona have 
been also recorded in many localities of the plateau, as far as the eastern Tigrai, 
suggesting that this population spread over a quite wide area (Mordini 1947). 
Finally, some rock sculptures discovered at the Daaro Caulos cave near Asmara 
and most likely going back to the 2nd/early 1st millennium B.C. might be 
ascribed to an Afro-arabian cultural tradition. They represent human figures with 
big hands and long hair, showing some similarities to the Arabian rock art. They 
might confirm contacts between the Hamasien and the Arabian populations. At 
the same time, these figures remind some decorative motifs on the late prehistoric 
pottery from Adulis, suggesting contacts with the coastal peoples (Conti-Rossini 
1928, Fig. 81, 82; Fattovich 1983; Trintgali 1990).

The following picture of the contacts between the Horn of Africa and 
Southern Arabia in the Early to Middle Holocene emerges from this evidence:
1. An Afro-Arabian interchange circuit, initially characterized by the circulation 

of obsidian, arose in the Early Holocene;
2. It was strengthened by more intense contacts between the cattle breeders living 

in Central Arabia and Eastern Ethiopia in the 3rd-2nd millennia B.C.
3. It involved the peoples occupying the northern Ethio-Sudanese lowlands in the 

late 3rd to mid 2nd millennia B.C.
4. The population became marginal in the circuit by the mid 2nd millennium B.C.
5. The peoples living along the coastal regions of the southern Red Sea played a 

crucial role in it in the second half of the 2nd millennium B.C.;
6. The people settled on the Hamasien plateau acted as intermediaries between 

the westem lowlands and the coast in the late 2nd millennium B.C.
The present evidence does not support the hypothesis of migrations from 

Arabia to Africa in late prehistoric times. On the contrary, it suggests that Afro- 
Arabian cultures developed in both regions as a consequence of a strong and 
continuous interaction among the local populations.
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