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This volume is the fruit of some 20 years of research
by the author, in collaboration with interdisciplinary
teams who have conducted extensive research across
a broad region south of the bend of the Niger River
in Mali, West Africa. It incorporates and extends the
work of Alain Gallay and Eric Huysecom, begun in the
1980s and leading to the establishment of the Mission
Archéologique et Ethnoarchéologique Suisse en Afrique de l’Ouest (MAESAO) concentrated on the Inland
Niger Delta (IND) region (1988–1996). That work was
followed by the ongoing project, Human Populations
and Paleoenvironment in West Africa, focused initially
on the Ounjougou site complex on the Bandiagara cliffs
and expanded to include the Seno-Gondo plains of
Dogon country (1997–present). This volume is based
on Mayor’s doctoral dissertation defended in 2005
with the addition of a postface outlining some of the
results of more recent research achieved between 2005
and 2010.
Mayor’s aim is an ambitious one: to reconstruct
a series of scenarios for the movements and interactions of peoples from the Niger Bend over the last
2000 years, by bringing together data from ethnoarchaeological and archaeological studies interpreted
in light of what is known from historical research.
In the process, she hopes to demonstrate the validity
of using contemporary ethnographic information to
interpret archaeological finds, and provide a model
for future research that would build on and possibly
revise her findings. The structure of the text moves
from the present back into time with major sections
on ethnoarchaeology, history, and archaeology, followed by a synthesis of relevant data to provide a
cultural history of ceramic traditions across the region.
A chapter on the site of Dangandouloun in Dogon
country serves as a case study for the application of
this methodology.
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In the chapter on ethnoarchaeology, her focus is the
mapping of contemporary ceramic assemblages with
attention specifically to forming techniques and surface
decoration. The analysis of these characteristics is for the
time being a synchronic one, identifying these elements
within sometimes distinct and other times shared ethnic
traditions. Twelve different ceramic traditions are identified with particular ethnic groups and regions: Songhay,
northern Peul, southern Peul, southern Somono, northern
Somono, southern Bamana, northern Bamana, Bwa,
and four distinct Dogon traditions (A, B, C, D). She
identifies variations on four basic and distinctive shaping
techniques: the hollowing and drawing of a lump on a
hard and stable support (creusage de la motte); molding
in a concave form on one or more supports allowing for
rapid turning of the mold in finishing (moulage sur forme
concave avec tournette); molding over a convex form
(moulage sur forme convexe); and pounding in a concave
form, either into a depression in the ground or into one
or more bowl forms of wood, clay, or stone, often with
a mat whose distinctive impression remains on the outer
surface (martelage sur forme concave).
She notes that the correlation of forming techniques
with particular ethnic groups is high in areas where
settlement patterns are more or less ethnically distinct,
and less so in regions where ethnic groups are mixed,
due to intergroup marriage and borrowing among potters. It is significant that the earlier studies that helped
to identify these as ethnic traditions focused attention
not only on assemblages of pots and the technology of
production, but also on the complex identities of the
potters themselves, recording not only ethnic identity,
but also family names, marriage ties and caste affiliation. And although she does provide statistical information on the distribution of different morphologies, her
emphasis is on the kinds of decorative techniques one
finds, especially different rouletted surfaces.
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Among the “regularities” that emerge from the
analysis of both pots and potters are: that shaping techniques and aesthetic properties (i.e., surface patterns)
define a tradition, that pots in a household tend to reflect
the ethnicity of the inhabitants despite the multiethnic
nature of the region, and that the spatial distribution of
the pots from the viewpoint of consumption reflects the
settlement of the potters. In other words, people tend to
buy pots from local potters of the same ethnic group.
The consistency of these patterns in the present lends
more weight to the application of these principles to
the archaeological past.
The chapter on historical sources provides an outline of what is known from written accounts and oral
traditions of the rise and fall of states and empires,
and the movements of peoples due to war, raiding for
slaves, commerce and climate change leading to the
search for greener pastures. Mayor acknowledges the
impact that all of this may have had on the diffusion
and modification of some ceramic traditions. In the
end, however, she does not see these historical factors, nor the apparent introduction (or imposition) of
caste status for certain artisans emerging out of the
transformations of the Mali Empire in the 13th century,
as having produced significant ruptures from earlier
ceramic traditions. She argues that a tendency towards
hereditary transmission of knowledge and endogamy
may have pre-existed the introduction of the strict social hierarchy one finds across the region today, and she
leaves open, for the time being, the impact restrictive
marriage practices may have had on continuity and
change within these existing traditions.
In her extensive chapter on archaeological data,
Mayor includes information drawn from published
accounts across a wider geographical region than those
that form the heart of the previous ethnographic section. Here she distinguishes among three broad regions:
to the northwest, the Mauretanian Dhars, Mema, and
Dia; the central region of the IND and the Lakes; and
to the east, the Middle Niger Valley, Oudalan, Yatenga,
Gourma and Dogon country. For each of these regions
and sub-regions she provides some historiography of
archaeological scholarship to date, identifies sites and
chronologies, offers evidence of regional and longdistance trade, and summarizes key techno-economic
characteristics such as iron working and copper alloy
casting, building technologies, the presence of spindle
whorls as indicators of textile production, and funerary
traditions often incorporating ceramics.
Mayor then turns her attention to ceramics, reviewing what has been published, and often lamenting the

lack of data that would have allowed her to apply the
same kind of statistical analysis she and her colleagues
have employed to the findings of others. She regrets the
tendency for rims (often the best preserved) to have
become the focus of morphological studies to date,
since her research has shown that morphology appears
to be a less significant indicator of ethnic tradition than
forming techniques and surface treatment. When possible, she uses photographs, drawings and descriptions to
identify these features in the publications of others and
thus incorporate these findings into her analysis.
As a result of combining ethnoarchaeological,
historical and archaeological data, Mayor is able to
identify three main Iron Age ceramic traditions linked
with three dominant language groups in the region:
Mande, Songhay and Gur. The first of these comes out
of the northwest with Soninke/Bozo/Nono populations
employing the molding over convex form technique.
This was replaced in the IND between the 5th and 11th
centuries by molding in concave form, with folded strip
roulette impressions replaced by those made with a
braided cord. To the east, she locates a Songhay tradition, integrating autochthonous Gur peoples, of pounding in concave form on a mat, a tradition that spreads in
two distinguishable variants from Oudalan up the Niger
River, and to the west with Gur-speaking populations.
To the south one can identify an autochthonous Gur
(Bwa) tradition characterized by the hollowing and
drawing of a lump technique with braided strip roulette
impressions. With these three traditions identified as
foundational, Mayor then theorizes the impact of major
population movements that took place in the 13th–15th
centuries based on different ceramic traditions.
Thus, the movement of Songhay into the Lake
Debo region in the 14th and 15th centuries introduced
the pounding in a concave form technique that was then
adapted by local Peul, Bamana and Somono potters.
The arrival of Bamana farmers in the Bani and Mema
regions and to right bank of Lake Debo in the 16th and
17th centuries led to a new diffusion of the widespread
technique of modeling over a convex mold, and in contact with Bwa potters, some southern Bamana adopted
the braided strip roulette. However, the formation of
the Somono as an ethnic and occupationally specialized
group in the 16th century did not appear to interrupt an
already established local tradition of molding in a concave form. The picture is somewhat more complex in
the Dogon region where one finds at least four different
“Dogon” traditions by non-casted farmers and several
different casted blacksmith clans, involving at least
three of the four basic modeling techniques introduced
by different groups moving into the region.
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