
Introduction

 Infrequently, an archaeological artefact is 
discovered that by its uniqueness or for other rea-
sons deserves prompt publication even before the 
site from which it derives has been fully investigat-
ed. Such an object is a well-shaped, well-balanced 
slow potter’s wheel of finely polished basalt that 
was found by one of us (G.A.A.) in 2013 and do-
nated to the Axum Archaeology Museum, where it 

is to be displayed together with a few associated 
ceramic objects (Figures 1 and 2). 

Description

 The Beta Giyorgis potter’s wheel is a no-
table example of sophisticated design technology.
Its slightly eccentric, sub-hemispherical shape was 
carefully sculpted to provide a slight protrusion so 
that the artisan could turn the wheel with one hand 
while manipulating and refining, or perhaps deco-
rating, an unfired clay vessel with the other (Fig-
ures 1 and 2). The wheel cannot, however, be made 
to rotate sufficiently rapidly to “throw” or raise a 
vessel by centrifugal force. Curvature of the almost 
regularly convex lower face of the wheel is slightly 
modified to compensate for the asymmetry of its 
circumference, to enable the wheel to spin smoothly 
on its own base without wobbling; it is also slightly 
reduced within the area of the basal pivot. On the 
flat upper surface, a small hammered depression 
marks the stable centre of rotation. Significant, but 
not extreme, use wear may be observed on the basal 
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Figure 1:  Side view of the Beta Giyorgis potter’s wheel.
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pivot area, on the peripheral protrusion that serves 
as a handle, and to a lesser extent elsewhere on the 
upper surface.

 The wheel has a circular diameter of 
188mm, which is extended by a bulge at one part 
of the circumference to a diameter of 231mm, and 
a height or thickness of 8 mm; it weighs 6.3kg. The 
material is dark grey, almost black, fine-grained ba-
salt, which is very extensively present in the Axum 
area, including around Beta Giyorgis Hill (Asfa-
wossen et al 2011: 78-83, figures 5.1, 5.20).  The 
same material has also been used for Pre-Aksumite 
and Aksumite grindstones, small burnishing tools, 
and polished statuary found at sites in Aksum and 
at the Pre-Aksumite site of Seglamen, south-west 

of Axum (L. Phillipson 2001, 2012, 2013a, 2013b). 
Since both the material of the slow wheel and the 
ability to work this basalt to a fine finish were avail-
able locally, it may confidently be assumed that the 
potter’s wheel was not imported.

 The basalt wheel and the ceramic finds 
shown here in Figure 3 were exposed by a farm-
er while digging a pit to obtain clay for plastering 
house walls, in the compound of his homestead at 
Ona Negest on Beta Giyorgis Hill (GPS 0468407N; 
1562694E) at an altitude of 2301m. It was reported 
that an unknown quantity of potsherds were also 
found in the same pit; these have not yet been seen 
by us. Beta Giyorgis Hill, whose archaeology has 
been intensively studied by a team led by R. Fat-
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Figure 2:  Upper face of the Beta Giyorgis potter’s wheel.



tovich and K. Bard, is located immediately to the 
north of Axum’s old town and Stelae Park. It has 
provided evidence of occupation over a long time 
span encompassing most of the first millennium BC 
and the first millennium AD, including the Pre-Ak-
sumite, Proto-Aksumite, and Aksumite periods.  In 
1998, A. Manzo was responsible for excavating and 
recording a building, probably best interpreted as a 
Proto-Aksumite monumental structure, close to the 
site where the basalt potter’s wheel was found. Re-
grettably full publication of this and other sites on 
Beta Giyorgis has been delayed, but it is hoped that 
they will appear soon (Bard and Fattovich 1997, 
1998; Fattovich 2012; Fattovich & Bard 1997, 
1998).

Discussion

 While artefacts which are sometimes de-
scribed as “slow wheels” have recently been re-
corded in northern Ethiopia (Michela Gaudiello, 
personal communication November 2013), these 
are clay discs or potsherds used as turntables which 
only rotate while in immediate contact with the ar-
tisan’s hand, but are incapable of continuing to ro-
tate under their own momentum. The basalt wheel 
found on Beta Giyorgis differs from such ethno-
graphic examples in that, when placed on a level 
surface, it will spin through at least four complete 
revolutions before it needs to be given another push. 
It cannot, however, be made to spin with sufficient 
speed to raise a pot by centrifugal force. While Ak-
sumite and earlier ceramics, including locally-made 
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Figure 3:  Miniature beakers and a clay seal reportedly found with the potter’s wheel.
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imitations of North African “red slip wares”, which 
were probably made with the assistance of a slow 
wheel are known, nothing similar to this wheel has 
been found at any other Pre-, Proto-, or Aksumite 
site. An approximate parallel may perhaps be with 
a two-piece slow wheel that is reported as probably 
associated with a Kushite or Meroitic pottery work-
shop at Musawwarat es Sufra, Sudan. The latter is 
described as, “very similar to several Egyptian ex-
amples…. The exact function of this simple wheel 
cannot, as yet, be determined. It remains possible 
that it was used primarily for painting and decorat-
ing vessels, much in the same way as such simple 
wheels seem to have been used in Ptolemaic and 
Roman Imperial Egypt…” (Edwards 1999: 32-4). 

 As yet, there is only tentative dating for 
the Beta Giyorgis slow wheel. Cinzia Perlingieri, 
who has studied the ceramic wares found on Beta 
Giyorgis, considers that use of the slow wheel is 
most likely attributable to the classic and/or middle 
Aksumite phases, that is to between approximately 
150 and 550 AD. “Vessels of a bright orange fine 
ware, vegetal tempered, [were] found in contexts 
dated to the classic to middle Aksumite phases at 
Bieta Giyorgis, often decorated with a double par-
allel line along the rim, showed horizontal very 
fine and regular stripes on the surface, suggesting 
the use of a slow wheel for their production” (per-
sonal communication Dec. 2013). This assessment 
agrees with the technological quality of the Beta 
Giyorgis wheel, which shows a similar standard 
of workmanship to other shaped and polished hard 
stone artefacts that are reliably attributed to various 
phases from the Pre- to the classical Aksumite. By 
the late Aksumite period, there seems to have been 
less emphasis on and less facility in stone working 
technologies. 

 On almost the final day of the 2013 field 
season of the UNO/AkU research team led by R. 
Fattovich and L. Sernicola, and of which both the 
present authors were members, two miniature bea-
kers and a clay stamp or seal, reported as having 
come from the same pit as the potter’s wheel, were 
also brought to the Aksum Archaeological Museum 

(Figure 3).  Similar miniature vessels are moderate-
ly frequent occurrences at Pre- and Proto-Aksumite 
sites, where they are sometimes found in conjunc-
tion with burials. Their styles suggest a Pre- or 
Proto-Aksumite origin, perhaps dating to the end of 
the first millennium BC or early in the first millen-
nium AD. One of these vessels is a roughly made 
pinch pot, the other could have been made similarly 
but more carefully formed. However, its regular 
shape and smooth sides might – perhaps more eas-
ily – have been formed on the slow wheel. The clay 
stamp is similar in size, shape and general pattern 
to two clay seals recovered from Pre-Aksumite lev-
els at Kidane Mehret. However, the style was ap-
parently a persistent one as similarly patterned, but 
smaller, stone seals were also recovered from the 
Late Aksumite levels of the same site (D. W. Phil-
lipson 2000: 350-1, figures 309a-d). It is hoped that 
further investigation will enable closer and more 
reliable dating of these important finds. 

 An interesting characteristic of these three 
clay pieces is that they were carefully and evenly 
fired, probably for a prolonged period at a relatively 
low temperature, perhaps in a pit or an informal 
kiln. In this respect and in the superficial appear-
ance of their clay fabric, they appear to resemble 
a number of as yet unpublished brick-like objects 
excavated from the Pre-Aksumite site of Seglamen, 
southwest of Axum. It is also of considerable inter-
est that the seal and beakers found with the potter’s 
wheel appear to have been entirely unused. This 
feature allows us to anticipate that when the site is 
further investigated, as we hope to be able to do 
in 2014, the remains of a potter’s workshop may 
perhaps be uncovered together with examples of 
ceramics that had been formed or decorated on the 
wheel and with more certain dating evidence. Even 
without such evidence, the wheel is a uniquely im-
portant example of early technology in northern 
Ethiopia.
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 Ona Enda Aboi Zeugè e Ona Nagast (Bieta  
 Giyorgis). Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 41:  
 57-76.

Phillipson, D.W. 

2000 Seals. In D. W. Phillipson et al.  
 Archaeology at Aksum, Ethiopia,  
 1993-7: 350-1. London: The British  
 Institute in Eastern Africa and The Society  
 of Antiquaries of London.

Phillipson, L. 

2001 Grindstones and related artefacts from 
 Aksum, Ethiopia. Lithics 22: 3-21.

2012 Grindstones and related artefacts from 
 Pre-Aksumite Seglamen, northern Ethiopia  
 and their wider implications. Azania 47(4):  
 509-530.

2013a Lithic tools used in the manufacture of 
 Pre-Aksumite ceramics. Azania 48(3): 380- 
 402. 

2013b Parchment production in the first  
 millennium BC at Seglamen, Northern 
 Ethiopia. African Archaeological Review  
 30(3): 285-303. 

7

NYAME AKUMA                          No. 81 JUNE 2014


