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Survey of Rock Shelter Uses in Qohayato Plateau, Eritrea

Robel Haile, Osaka University

Qohayato Plateau, located in the southeastern part of the Eritrean Highlands, preserves
significant evidence of prehistoric, historic and contemporary human cave and rock shelter
uses. The plateau and surrounding area are popular, since early antiquity, for the
widespread rock shelter uses for various purposes; such as cattle camp, seasonal family
dwelling, temporary shelter, cache and ritual site. Due to the popularity and antiquity of
cave settlement in Qohayoto Plateau added with the substantial continuity to the
contemporary period, I became interested to conduct systematic archaeological and
anthropological research on caves uses in the plateau. My interest is also partly driven by
the unsatisfactory rock art researches in the past in Qohayato.

Previous rock art researchers focused exclusively in the artistic part of the occupied
rock shelters; neither on the dwellers’ ordinary livelihood, nor on the vernacular
architectural characteristics of the rock shelter. The decontextualized nature of rock art
studies bore little result to explain the local way of life, although interregional comparison
on motifs and styles had been a remarkable success. Hence, to achieve a comprehensive
and complete understanding of the rock shelter uses, a general survey of the cave dwellings
as vernacular architecture needs to be done.

I carried out my fieldwork focusing on the spatial layout and domestic space
organization of the rock shelters occupied by pastoral communities in the plateau. Domestic
space organization in this context refers to the spatial layout, pattern of internal
segmentation, and the function of each spatial unit in the rock shelter. The domestic space
is organized along functional rules, and is manifested by the partitioning of the domestic
space into specialized rooms [subunits] designated for human and animal occupants.
Degree of space specialization can be observed in the variation of the layout, size,
polishing/plastering, number of rooms, wall type, presence/absence of entrance and
window, and internal compartmentalization of the domestic space.
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Factors that contribute to the specialization of the domestic space include the social
composition of the dwellers, duration of occupation, and number, age and type of animals
kept by the dwellers. The highest degree of space specialization was observed in cases of
family occupation with variety of animal population. These rock shelters display multiple
rooms divided into living floor, sleeping benches, kitchen with multiple hearth, gender
specific rooms and storage. The animal part, pen, of these rock shelters also display
heterogeneous spatial organization designed to house herds of different species and age.
The lowest degree of space specialization was discovered in rock shelters occupied by
homogeneous members with loose social relations [non-kin] and short term duration. The
spatial layout of these rock shelters show only simple dichotomy [separation] between
human and animal spaces, without defensive wall, kitchen, girdle oven or any other
specialized space.

Finally, one of the interesting findings of my survey was the discovery of an
artificial cave near the village of Doagodogota. The artificial cave has circular opening
of about 1.5 meter diameter and about 5 meter depth [distance between the mouth and
the inner wall]. The internal chamber of the cave has higher ceiling than the entrance.
This cave is located between two rock shelters that are currently in use as granary and
dwelling. There is no trace, any artifact trace in the surface or drawing in the wall that
shows what the cave was used. It seems to me that the cave was artificially carved to
be used as cache, ceremonial or even burial hole.
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