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as a means of assessing the importance of these islands 
(Bradley 2000, 36), and while the islands under question 
undoubtedly show these elements, can we really say this 
is anything unusual in the wider Neolithic world? On the 
other hand, this paper is not meant to be a definitive state-
ment, more an exploration of a number of important issues, 
and Cooney’s paper has an elegant discussion on the wider 
significance of islandness. Jones’s final paper is relatively 
brief, but highlights an essential approach to regionality, 
assessing the influence of large-scale landscape features on 
the nature of communication. While this has the potential 
to be deterministic, its usefulness is borne out when actual 
patterns are assessed in relation to the models created 
through examining geography, routeways and the potential 
of maritime connectivity. 

All in all, while this is an interesting volume, inevita-
bly it raises more questions about regionality than it perhaps 
answers, but this is an essential issue to address if we are 
to write more representative narratives of the Neolithic. 
There has been a growing awareness of the diversity of 
the Neolithic archaeological record and this has prompted 
many regional studies in recent years. However, regional-
ism can produce a sense of isolation, both in the past and in 
the present and it is of course also important to account for 
the ways in which regions interacted to make up Neolithic 
society as a whole through an examination of broader 
historical trajectories. However, with the explosions in 
data that have came about in recent years with developer 
funding a wider perspective becomes more and more of a 
challenge, in this respect detailed regional narratives will 
be the essential building blocks in understanding the wider 
Neolithic picture in the coming years.
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Ancient Churches of Ethiopia, a richly illustrated book by one 
of Africa’s foremost archaeologists, is an important contribu-
tion towards the understanding of the long and illustrious 
ecclesiastical history of Africa. The early history of three of 
the world’s major religious traditions, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, cannot be fully understood without under-
standing Africa’s contributions to these world religions. In 
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt, Christianity was established in 
the first centuries of the first millennium ad. For years, the 
rock-hewn churches of Lalibela in Ethiopia have marked a 
major historical landmark in the history of Christianity in 
Africa and elsewhere even as only several hundred miles 
south in what is today Kenya, Christian missions were not 
established until the nineteenth century. The conversion of 
the so-called Ethiopian Eunuch who was head of the treas-
ury in the court of Queen Candace by Apostle Philip in Gaza, 
provides one of the first written evidences of conversion 
of gentiles to Christianity. That an Ethiopian court official 
had visited Jerusalem for purposes of worship points to an 
even earlier contact between Northeast Africa and the early 
Christian movement (Acts 8, 26–40). Early Christians used 
this story as a metaphor for the universality of Christianity 
and its openness to people at every level of society.

Ancient Churches is dedicated to David Roden Buxton 
(1910–2003), whose pioneering research (and that of Ruth 
Plant (1985)) into the then little-known history of Christian-
ity in Ethiopia introduced the splendours of this region, its 
deep-time interactions with Eurasia and the long tradition 
of literacy, scholarship and innovation to Western English-
speaking audiences (e.g. Buxton 1946; 1949; 1964; 1971). 
Indeed Ethiopia still inhabits an unusual and, at times, 
uncomfortable place in its relationship with the rest of Africa. 
As contemporary Ethiopians and Eritreans debate identity 
and national politics, historians and archaeologists are at 
pains to show how greater Ethiopia’s historical traditions, 
memories and memorials relate to those of the rest of Africa. 
Its cultures were based on unique local domesticated plants, 
and in terms of foodways the region’s cultures were at a cross-
roads between the ancient Near East and Africa (Haaland 
2006). In terms of complex societies, Ethiopia has a distinctive 
history related to its own uniqueness as well as its relation-
ship with the Arabian Peninsula and Yemen. As a conse-
quence, its unique history is part of the diversity of Africa. 

The book is divided into seven chapters. Chapter one 
provides a summary of the Aksumite foundations for the 
Christianity in Ethiopia and Eritrea. The author traces the 
Aksumite civilization, often with little firm archaeological 
evidence, to South Arabia and to Semitic speakers. Played 
down are the role of Cushitic speakers who make up more 
than 80 per cent of the historic and modern Ethiopian and 
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Eritrean citizenry in the early developments, which may have 
laid the foundation for the later interregional interactions with 
Arabia and Egypt. This tendency to dichotomize his evidence 
a priori is unfortunate. Perhaps one example will suffice:

The technology of the ancient Aksumites was extraordinar-
ily diverse. They continued to use flaked-stone artefacts 
in an essentially Late Stone Age tradition. On the other 
hand they employed quarrying, heavy transport, stela-
erection and building techniques of great sophistication 
and achievement. The closest known affinities for the latter 
practices are in Roman Egypt; the former were firmly rooted 
in local tradition of the Ethiopian highlands (p. 19). 

Chapter two is a detailed survey of Aksumite Christi-
anity in which the author attributes the universal adoption 
and conversion to Christianity in Ethiopia to events fol-
lowing the conversion of King Ezana in the fourth century 
ad. Early Christianity was confined to the capital city and 
environs. The expansion of the church, however, is credited 
to the nine saints from Rome and/or Syria who expanded 
the church into the countryside. A detailed review of the 
church history then follows.

Chapter three discusses Late Aksumite and Post-
Aksumite built Churches in Tigray, Amhara and Eritrea. 
The chapter delves into the sophistication of the church 
architecture, commitment and skill with which the churches 
were erected. The reader is given tremendous detail about 
numerous architectural styles and lineages, including 
rock-hewn as well as masonry built churches. Some of the 
churches were built inside caves and rock shelters. The 
surviving art delves into the origins of monasticism and 
the almost secretive nature and exclusivity of the early 
Ethiopian Christianity. 

Chapter four discusses Ethiopia’s rock-hewn or hypo-
gean churches. The rock churches, centered on Lalibela in 
the Amhara region, which have received much media cover-
age, are described. The author thoroughly and in great detail 
describes the processes in which these churches may have 
been constructed. He also attempts to establish a provisional 
sequence of the region’s hypogean architectural tradition 
in Ethiopia and Eritrea. Chapters five and six focus on the 
eastern and northern complexes and provides one of the 
most detailed archaeological exegesis of the ecclesiastical 
tradition of Christianity in Sub Saharan Africa — including 
the sequences, chronology, symbolism and history.

The final chapter of the book delves into the chrono-
logy and affinities of the ancient Ethiopian churches. At 
issue in the rendering of church architecture in Ethiopia 
has been its chronological context. The problem has been 
compounded with the destruction, relocation and subse-
quent reconstruction of churches incurred during the reign 
of Ahmad Gragn’s jihad in the fifteenth century. The author’s 
tentative five-phase chronology dating from the seventh/
eighth century to the thirteenth century is the first com-
prehensive attempt to develop an archaeological sequence 
for the development of church architecture in Ethiopia. 
Although the sequence leaves out the first three centuries 
of the establishment of Christianity, it sets the baseline upon 
which future work will hinge. 

Ancient Churches is a very important, highly informative 
and readable book. In a very descriptive fashion it addresses 

the typology and chronology of Christianity in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The quality of photographs, illustrations and prose 
is high. Kudos to Professor Phillipson for taking on such an 
ambitious project. Although he does not state so directly, 
Ancient Churches shows the critical contributions that the 
Ethiopians, and by extension Africans, have made to global 
history. However, the author betrays an ambivalence that 
characterizes much of present scholarship which is still 
unsure of how to fit northeast Africa into the general histori-
ography of Africa. One issue of concern throughout the book 
is that the author’s over-reliance on classical literature, almost 
to the exclusion of local historiography, minimizes the evi-
dence of how homegrown ecclesiastical traditions contributed 
to the expression of Ethiopian Christianity. The author’s fail-
ure to integrate local accounts, including those of the clergy, 
who have carefully maintained the social, ecclesiastical and 
political memories and, alas, claim to possess the Ark of the 
Covenant is disappointing. The tolerance and accommodation 
of gentiles, like the Ethiopian Eunuch, transformed Christian-
ity from a local anticolonial movement based in Israel and 
Palestine, into the global religion it is today. Ethiopia holds 
one of the great traditions of Christianity. Such a tradition 
should be seen on its own terms and not always along this 
tired dichotomy of foreign versus indigenous. 
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We eat food but not wood, yet economists regard both as 
resources to consume. Surovell’s book, revised from his 
2003 dissertation, applies evolutionary-ecology models 
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