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Introduction

 The region around Ségu, one of Mali’s major 
cities, has only recently become the object of archaeo-
logical interest. For decades, the focus of research was 
firmly on the rich areas north of 15° latitude: the Niger’s 
Inland Delta, the Dogon country, the Lakes Region or the 
Saharan margins at Gao, Kidal and Timbuktu. There, the 
remains of large settlement clusters or Late Stone Age 
remains kept archaeologists occupied with the promise 
of insights into early urbanism, domestication, and trans-
Saharan trade. The Ségu area seemed unimportant in this 
regard, and while most archaeologists, the authors in-
cluded, routinely passed through here on their way north, 
its archaeology has remained largely unexplored.

 The Ségu area was well known from historical 
documents and oral traditions as the centre of the se-
venteenth to nineteenth century Bamana Ségu polity (e.g. 
Banbera and Conrad 1990; Bazin 2006; Dumestre 1974; 
Kesteloot 1972; Roberts 1987), but was thought to be of 
limited interest for earlier periods. The few mentions in 
earlier archaeological literature (Curdy 1982; Pageard 
1961; Pageard 1975; Szumowski 1957) did not encourage 
further research. Only after 2009 did it become clear that 

this area held substantial archaeological remains from pe-
riods well before the Ségu polity. Many of these remains 
appear to date to the period of the Empire of Mali (c. thir-
teenth to fifteenth century), of which a regional centre 
was excavated at Sorotomo (MacDonald et al. 2011), and 
whose origins are said to lie in the Do region, just west of 
Ségu (MacDonald et al. forthcoming). To further explore 
the nature and time depth of settlement around Ségu, our 
project, a collaboration between the Frobenius Institute 
in Germany, and the Institute des Sciences Humaines and 
Université des Sciences Sociales et Gestion in Bamako, 
has begun to examine the settlements of the Maraka com-
munities (Marakadugu). The Maraka are a population 
group which in recent history distinguished itself from the 
surrounding Bamana communities with a partly mercan-
tile, partly religious specialisation. Their culture has been 
described as urban and Islamic in aspiration, yet often 
with a rural agricultural and highly syncretic reality (Ba-
zin 1972, 2004). Some of the Maraka settlements, Sinzani 
in particular, acquired importance under the Ségu polity 
as slave plantations and ports of trade (Roberts 1987), but 
most of them were generally thought to have been more 
important during earlier periods, surviving the turbulent 
Ségu polity as part of an ‘eternal landscape’ (MacDonald 
and Camara 2012:174–176). Our project seeks to unders-
tand the chronology of these settlements and their roles in 
the successive political formations through a combination 
of archaeological investigation with research on oral tra-
dition and written historical documents. In this article we 
report on the first season of prospection and excavation, 
which took place between December 2016 and January 
2017.

Prospection 

Satellite survey 
 Prior to the field season, the target areas  on the 
left and right banks of the River Niger in an approximate 
radius of 80 km around the modern city of Segou were 
subjected to a very basic remote sensing investigation. 
Gestrich carefully examined various sets of freely avai-
lable satellite imagery with the naked eye, trying to pin-
point anomalous areas that might be of archaeological 
interest. The particular aim of this exercise was to iden-
tify tell-type settlement mounds. Some of the previously 
known examples have three distinctive characteristics 
that, we hoped, would aid their recognition on  the satel-
lite images: 1) where they were not farmed, deflation left 
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them with a carapace of lateritic pebbles and potsherds; 2) 
the procurement of earthen construction material tended 
to result in small ponding areas within and around sett-
lement remains; and 3) high and steep sites often have 
deep water erosion gullies which can be visible on satel-
lite images.

 With this technique, we identified a number of 
sites, three of which we were later able to confirm on the 
ground: a) the c. 100ha tell complex called “Duguné tu;” 
b)  a field of earthen tumuli near the hamlet of Niaman-
Wéré; and c) a 1.3 ha pair of tells near the village of Biyan 
(Figure 1). While this method of satellite survey resulted 
in no false positives, most of the sites we found during 
the ground survey had not been identified from the satel-
lite images. We must thus, unfortunately, report that this 
cheap and easy form of remote identification of sites is 
not effective in this area. Attempts to arrive at a better 
methodology for satellite-based remote survey will be 
continued as a part of this project.

Ground survey 
 The ground survey was informant-led and 
conducted in tandem with the first interviews of the oral 
tradition component of our project. In the villages we 
visited, we asked to be shown all sites of cultural and 
historical importance that the inhabitants were aware of, 
including all sites where people used to live. As the main 
occupation in the region is unmechanised agriculture, 
people are usually aware of almost all archaeological sites 
on their territory. In addition to this local knowledge, the 
visits gave us the opportunity to unsystematically identify 
sites that were not recognised as such by our informants. 
The limitations of this approach became apparent quite 
quickly. Due in part to security concerns, we generally 
only had one day for each village, which turned out to 
be insufficient: the remains were often so numerous that 
our informants refused to accompany us any further after 
about three or four hours of walking, incredulous that we 
would want to take GPS points and make surface collec-
tions at each and every old settlement mound. What we 
report here is thus necessarily a first impression and will, 

Figure 1: The research area showing sites documented during archaeological survey in December 2016.
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sometimes drastically, tend to underestimate the amount 
of archaeological remains.

 The uppermost layers of the sites we visited can 
be very roughly dated using existing ceramic typologies 
for the sites of Sorotomo (MacDonald et al. 2011:60)  
and Tiébala (Curdy 1982), as well as the results of Kevin 
MacDonald’s work on the sites of the Ségu polity (Mac-
Donald and Camara 2011:35–40). While further data is 
needed to construct a robust regional chronology, two 
clear changes in this ceramic sequence appear to allow 
the chronological distinction of pre-fourteenth century, 
fourteenth to seventeenth century, and post-seventeenth 
century assemblages.

Busén 
 Busén is the legendary site of origin of the Jara 
(Diarra) patronymic group. Today, however, the inhabi-

tants are mainly of the Sanogo lineage, who claim to have 
come from Kong in modern-day Côte d’Ivoire with a rai-
ding army which defeated the Jara and gave the chiefship 
to the Sanogo. The archaeological sites around Busén can 
be placed into three categories: 1) smaller habitation sites, 
abandoned between the fourteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies. This includes the site cluster of Niamasuruma, to 
the east of the village, as well as three small mounds on 
the village’s eastern margins; 2) the very large (more than 
100 ha), low mounded site of Masalatomo, to the south of 
Busén, which has surface ceramics belonging to the post 
seventeenth century Ségu polity period; and 3) the habita-
tion mound on which the modern village is built, a ‘living’ 
tell site with an estimated 4m of stratigraphic deposits.

Faraku 
 Faraku is one of the region’s numerous masa-
dugu, settlements of Traoré governors of the Empire of 
Mali, mentioned several times in the 17th century Tarikh 
al-Sudan (Bazin 1988; Es-Sa’di (Houdas) 1964:19-20, 
406-418; Hunwick 1999:14–16). The modern-day village 
is a living settlement mound of impressive height, with 
an estimated 8 m of stratigraphic deposits. Our survey 
was able to cover the area west of the village, which has 
numerous lower habitation mounds of around 1 – 2 m of 
estimated deposits. We were told that the south and east of 
the village had similar numbers of such sites, but we were 
unable to visit them. A full survey is planned for February 
2018. For the sites we documented, the surface ceramics 
suggest an abandonment date between the fourteenth and 
the seventeenth century. We were also shown an intact 
vessel, recovered by the villagers during the digging of 
a well north of the village. This was reported as having 
been found at about 2m depth and is of a type that has not 
previously been documented in this region. 

Togu 
 Four sites were identified around the Maraka vil-
lage of Togu. This settlement is said to have shifted seve-
ral times, when the population was dispersed due to war-
fare (cf. Mage 1868:426-237). Among the sites are two 
single settlement mounds (TOG1 and TOG4), the remains 
of a small iron smelting operation (TOG3), and one clus-
ter of 13 settlement mounds with a total area of around 30 
ha (TOG2; Figure 2).

Figure 2: Map of the settlement mound cluster TOG2 at 
Togu, including location of the January 2017 test exca-
vation unit.
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Marakaduguba (Duguba)
 Duguba, a village famous for its sorcerers, is 
often said to be the oldest settlement in the region. Our 
prospections found a large area of settlement remains, 
extending along the top and side of the high riverbank 
dune. According to local oral sources, these settlements 
were abandoned as the village moved to its present loca-
tion, apparently changing from an extensive to a nuclea-
ted form. Furthermore, we found the remains of deflated 

laterite and clay tumuli (cf. MacDonald et al in press) on 
the laterite outcrop north of the village (Figure 3).
 
Kukun 
 A small cluster of habitation mounds lies to 
the south of the village. The southern part of this site is 
truncated by the factory of the Malian textile company 
COMATEX. This site was previously documented by 
MacDonald under the name ‘Ségu Comatex’, and the 

Figure 3: Map of the archaeological settlement zone and modern village of Marakaduguba (Duguba), including location 
of the January 2017 test excavation unit.
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Figure 4: Profile of excavations at Duguba.

characteristics of its ceramic assemblage have been pu-
blished (MacDonald and Camara 2011:37).

General observations 

 The sites documented in our survey have certain 
commonalities with more northerly regions in Mali: they 
are tells resulting from the collapse of earthen architec-
ture. Many of them are small, nucleated mounds, some 
of which cluster together into a single settlement, as is 
the case at TOG 2 and at Busén Niamasuruma. The lar-
ger sites, however, are quite flat with no clearly separated 
mounds. This was already observed at Sorotomo, where 
most of the extensive site has only thin archaeological 
layers (MacDonald et al. 2011:56). Duguné tu and Busén 
Masalatomo seem to have a similar structure, which we 
have argued elsewhere that represent a short-lived, but 
intensive settlement activity (MacDonald et al. 2011:62). 
The nature of the extensive settlement site at Duguba is 
not yet clear, seeing as the geography of the riverbank 
makes it harder to estimate the extent and thickness of the 
archaeological layers. 

 Our surveys indicate that the area was densely 
occupied, even before the period of the Ségu polity. The 
surface assemblages of the sites suggest abandonments at 
several different periods. Further indications of the chro-

nology of the area’s occupation come from our first test 
excavations.

Excavations

Duguba (MDB). 
 In order to gain a first insight into the chrono-
logy and stratigraphy of the settlement site at Duguba, our 
research team decided to take advantage of an existing 
erosion gully. We placed a 4x2m excavation unit abutting 
the gully to the west (Figure 4), which gave us the oppor-
tunity to get a relatively deep section in a short space of 
time, while also having at least some contextual and arte-
factual information from the excavated levels.

 In total, we excavated five architectural phases of 
mud-brick and coursed earth construction. The floor levels 
were frequently made of thin layers of laterite pebbles and 
clay packed into a hard surface, a feature known from the 
excavations at Sorotomo (MacDonald et al. 2011:57). For 
the upper layers, the soil matrix consisted entirely of col-
lapsed building material, walls and floor levels, as is usual 
in a settlement mound. Below 110 cm beneath the sur-
face, however, the soil consisted mainly of the red sandy 
material of the underlying dune formation. Contrary to 
our expectations, this deposit was not sterile. Unlike the 
rare and extremely fragmented materials from the upper 
levels, it was relatively rich in larger fragments of pottery, 
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bone and charcoal. Mud-brick walls continued into these 
lower levels, with no evidence of foundation trenches, 
as did two shallow elongated pit features. Due to time 
constraints, we had to halt excavations before reaching 
sterile soil (Figure 4).

 We have three radiocarbon dates from the exca-
vated sequence at MDB, two of which came from the 
upper phase, one each from the lowest and the highest 
floor level. Both of these samples returned a very similar 
date in the time period between 1270 and 1390 cal AD. 
The lower level of non-sterile red sand, however, returned 
a far earlier date between 406 and 542 cal AD (Table 1). 
Whether this means that a distinct earlier phase of occu-
pation is represented in the red sand deposits remains to 
be seen in future field seasons, but the changes observed 
in a preliminary analysis of the pottery from Duguba sug-
gest this to be the case.

Togu (TOG2)
 At Togu, we opened a 3x3m unit north of the 
summit of mound G in the TOG2 cluster (Figure 2). We 
ended excavations at a depth of 1.8 m without reaching 
sterile soil. The excavations brought to light a successive 
series of mudbrick and coursed earth architecture, with 
the same type of laterite and clay floor as at Duguba and 
Sorotomo. As at Sorotomo, the layout of the recovered 
buildings appears to incorporate both round and rectili-
near elements (Figure 5). A number of intact or complete 
pottery vessels were recovered from the floor levels in-
side the structures, usually preserved by their proximity 
to the stump of a collapsed wall. 

 The stratigraphy of our unit was complicated by 
the existence of several successive phases of pit digging 
and refuse disposal (Figure 6). These deposits were parti-
cularly rich in pottery, faunal and botanical remains whose 
analysis should help, in future, to shed light on questions 

Table 1: Radiocarbon dates from the excavations at Duguba and TOG2.

Figure 5: Excavations at TOG2: Plan of contexts 5, 6 
and 7, showing the remains of a round mud-brick build-
ing with two adjoining walls. W of the building is a lat-
erite gravel floor (6). The remains of three in-situ pottery 
vessels, and the location of dated radiocarbon sample 5-1 
are indicated on the plan.

Site Context Sample No. Date BP Cal AD 
(95.4%) 

Laboratory 
No. 

MDB 6 4 670 ± 30 1274 - 1391 Beta - 464268 
MDB 19 9 680 ± 30 1270 - 1390 Beta - 464269 
MDB 23 3 1590 ± 30 406 - 542 Beta - 464270 
TOG2 A5 5-1 780 ± 30 1210 - 1281 Beta - 464271 
TOG2 A13 13-1 880 ± 30  1042 - 1222 Beta - 464267 
TOG2 A20 20-1 900 ± 30 1039 - 1210 Beta - 464272 
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Figure 6: Profile of excavations at TOG2.

of subsistence patterns and the environmental context of 
the site’s occupation phases.

 Three radiocarbon dates from floor levels – one 
at the bottom, one in the middle and one from the top 
– date the occupation of the site to a relatively short pe-
riod between 1039 and 1281 cal AD (Table 1). For the 
moment, we cannot exclude the possibility of an earlier 
occupation below our excavated levels, yet judging from 
the surrounding terrain it seems unlikely that stratified 
deposits should continue for more than another 50 cm. 
The excavations at TOG2 are set to continue to sterile soil 
in December 2017.

Conclusions

 Our recent fieldwork shows that the Ségu region 
was not only an area of significant settlement during the 
the Bamana Ségu polity, but also during earlier periods. 
Particularly interesting is the fact that, in this area, we 
have an unusually coherent set of written sources, oral 
traditions and archaeology for the period of the Empire 
of Mali and the centuries preceding it. We therefore hope 
that future work in this project will allow us to add to 
a better understanding of the nature and development of 
this political formation, and to broaden the insights we 
have already gained from the excavations at Sorotomo 
(MacDonald et al. 2011). Furthermore, the data from 
Togu, the earlier Phase at Duguba, and some of our fur-
ther enquiries into oral traditions seem to indicate that the 
area around Ségu was also important in the late first and 

early second millennia AD, the period of the Empire of 
Ghana/Wagadu. 

 In the future, we plan to undertake more research 
at Duguba, Faraku, and Togu, conditions permitting. 
We also plan to survey other areas and test other sites, 
particularly on the left bank of the Niger near Nyamina 
and Sama Markala. Our ongoing research thus helps to 
demonstrate the archaeological potential and historical 
importance of the area between the Niger and Bani rivers, 
south of the traditional areas of archaeological interest in 
Mali. While we might not be answering questions of the 
origins of urbanism or socio-political complexity here, 
this region affords us the rare chance to conduct more his-
torically-oriented archaeology, and to add an archaeologi-
cal perspective to the sparse historical knowledge of West 
Africa’s great empires. 

Acknowledgements

 The work presented here was carried out as part 
of the Markadugu Project, funded by the Volkswagen 
Foundation. We wish to thank the communities in the vil-
lages we visited during survey, and our excavation teams 
at Togu and Duguba. Special thanks are due to Nyamaco-
ro Keita and Nafogo Coulibaly for their help at the Togu 
excavations.



NYAME AKUMA No 88. December 2017

55

References Cited

Banbera, T. and D. C. Conrad
1990 A state of intrigue. The epic of Bamana Segu ac-

cording to Tayiru Banbera. Oxford: Published for 
the British Academy by Oxford University Press.

Bazin, J.
1972 Commerce et Predation. L’Etat Bambara de Se-

gou et ses Communautés Marka.  Conference on 
Manding Studies, SOAS,  London. Royal Anthro-
pological Institute MS415/9.

1988   Princes désarmés, corps dangereux. Les « rois-
femmes » de la région de Segu. Cahiers d’études 
africaines, 28(111/112):375–441.

2004   L’État, avec ou sans cité. Journal des africanistes 
74 (1/2):49–56.

2006   War and servitude in Segou. Economy and Soci-
ety, 3(2):107–144.

Curdy, P.
1982 Tiébala (Mali). Un complexe céramique du 6e 

siècle après J.-C. Archives Suisses d’Anthropolo-
gie Générale, 46:183–198.

Dumestre, G., ed.
1979 La Geste de Ségou. Paris: Armand Colin

Es-Sa’di, A.
1964 Tarikh es-Soudan. Translated by O. Houdas. Pa-

ris: Maisonneuve.

Hunwick, J. O.
1999 Timbuktu and the Songhay Empire. Al-Saʿdī’s 

Ta’rīkh al-sūdān ; down to 1613 and other con-
temporary documents. Leiden: Brill.

Kesteloot, L.
1972 Da Monzon de Segou. Epopée bambara. Paris: 

Nathan.

MacDonald, K.C. and S. Camara
2011 Segou: Warfare and the Origins of a State of Sla-

very. In P. Lane and K. C. MacDonald, editors, 
Slavery in Africa. Archaeology and Memory. 
London: Proceedings of the British Academy 
168:25–46. 

2012   Segou, Slavery, and Sifinso. In C. Monroe and 
A. Ogundiran, editors, Power and Landscape 
in Atlantic West Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press:169–190

MacDonald, K.C., S. Camara, S. Canos Donnay, N. 
Gestrich, and D. Keita
2011 Sorotomo: a forgotten Malian capital? Archaeol-

ogy International, 13/14:52–64.

MacDonald, K.C., N. Gestrich, S. Camara, and D. Keita
In press  
 The ‘Pays Dô’ and the origins of the Empire of 

Mali. In B. Rossi and T. Green, editors, Lands-
capes, Sources and Intellectual Projects: Poli-
tics, History and the West African Past. Essays in 
Honour of PF de Moraes Farias. Leiden: Brill.

Mage, E
1868 Voyage dans le Soudan Occidental. Paris: Ha-

chette.

Pageard, R.
1961   La marche orientale du Mali (Ségou-Djenné) en 

1644, d’après le Tarikh es-Soudan. Journal de la 
Société des Africanistes, 31(1):73–81.

1975 Sites et objets anciens du pays de Ségou. Journal 
de la Société des Africanistes, 45(1):191–197.

Roberts, R.
1987 Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves. The State and 

the Economy in the Middle Niger Valley, 1700-
1914. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press.

Szumowski, G.
1957   Fouilles au Nord du Macina et dans la région de 

Ségou. Bulletin de l’I.F.A.N., Série B, XIX(1-2): 
224–258.


