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This book reports the features and finds discovered at Campo in southern Cameroon –

mainly a series of splendid funerary structures. The book is fantastic, as one would ex-

pect from both the authors and the publisher, and a ‚must have‘ for anyone involved in

historical and archaeological research in Central Africa. As is usual with the publications

of the Heinrich-Bart Institute, the quality of the publication is outstanding. The layout

is pleasant and the text abundantly illustrated with colour pictures and diagrams. The

content of the book is a good as the form. It is divided in ten sections (+ appendices,

references and plates) covering the various aspects of the excavation and analysis of

the finds. But opportunity creates the thief and the book also compiles a series of local

and regional syntheses on chronology and on material culture variations (specifically

ceramics), which are both timely and very well done.

The site(s) of Campo consist of a series of features of various functions and age found

in 4 loci of the village of Campo in southern Cameroon; Campo – Center, Campo –

Eglise, Campo – Town and Campo – Lycée. After a short but detailed appraisal of the

data concerning the initial discovery of the site, the features and finds at each locus are

described and discussed in detail. This part of the book ends with an interpretation of

the various features as burials and pits. Although, no obvious human remains are left, the

burial function is betrayed by the careful(?) arrangement of funeral goods, of specifically

iron implements and pottery. This hypothesis is supported by the fact that, elsewhere –

at Akonètye or Nanda on Corisco Island – small human bone fragments were found

sticking to the surface of corroded iron implements.

The radiocarbon chronology of graves is always tricky, as carbonised organic remains

are few and their relationship with funerary structures uncertain. The 40 dates made at

Campo cover a period from the 4th cent. BC to the 13th cent. AD and are divided in 3

phases. Phase 1 is represented by a pit dated to the 4th to 2nd cent. BC. Phase 2 is dated to

the 1st to 4th cent. AD. It includes the burials in the southern part of the site, and a few

pits in the north-western part of the site. Finally, Phase 3 is dated to the 5th – 7th cent. AD

on features found north of the Church.

This chronology is compared to sites excavated within a radius of a 150km around the

site. Known sites are listed in chronological order with a summary of their stratigraphy
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and chronology – a very useful summary of the situation, divided in three parts: Pre-

ceramic phase, Early Iron Age (Phase I), Developed Iron Age (Phase II). This allows for a

long awaited re-appraisal of the chronology and cultural history of Central Africa. In this

part of the book, the authors focus on Phase I – Early Iron Age and Phase II – Developed

Iron Age. Indeed, there has been a tendency to tag every new find with a new ‚Group‘

name and the result is a rather confusing plethora of groups and little synthesis. Summa-

rising and attributing a series of sites into two clearly defined chronological phases, the

authors take a first step in sorting out the situation.

In the following chapters the analysis of the pottery addresses the state of preserva-

tion, shape and decoration. The data are very well presented and easy to access. The

various types present at the site are defined and their spatial distribution analysed. In

conclusion threes groups of pottery corresponding to three chronological phases (4th and

2nd cent. BC, 1 to 4th cent. AD and 5th to 7th cent. AD) are identified at Campo and its

surroundings. The first group is only found in a single pit, while group 2 constitutes the

bulk of the necropolis and group 3 is found in the survey North of Campo Eglise.

The graves at Campo also contained some 200 iron objects whose careful restoration

at the RGZM lasted from 2008–2012; a project in itself! All the objects, a ceremonial axe,

hatchets, adzes, hoes, spoons, arrowheads, spearheads, necklaces and bracelets (a block

of pig-iron was also found in one of the graves), were incrusted in iron oxides corrosion.

A number of organic residues and imprints were preserved and were documented by the

restauration team. This includes remains of wooden handles or organic sheaths. Iron

objects also display various degrees of diversity and workmanship. Three hatchets are

decorated as were most of the spoons. Interestingly, these, very probably valuable objects,

were not distributed evenly in the graves, but all of them were, in one way or another,

richly endowed. Among the objects also figures special purpose currency made of iron.

Two concentrations of dovetail pieces, all broken in two parts, were found in a single

grave. This is fascinating and the authors, to broaden the perspective on this find, under-

take a review of the literature on currencies in Africa. Parallels are drawn with currencies

collected in the beginning of the 20th cent. Spoons are considered in the same way, but in

the end the usual conundrum of the symbolic value of mundane objects prevents clear-

cut conclusions.

In the next section a short comparison is made with neighbouring sites that yielded

similar structures and deposits. Variations in funeral practices are briefly considered.

One of the authors reviews concepts surrounding the organisation of Central African

societies today and in the colonial past. Summarising various positions on the typology

of political organisation, the author considers that pre-colonial societies of this part of

Central Africa were pre-state societies based on a subsistence economy and that nothing

in the archaeological record of Campo suggests anything else. To cut a long story short,

he concludes that all the graves are rich and, based on an admittedly biased perspective

on their grave goods, probably masculine. While the argument of silence is hardly an

argument, one may wonder if poorly endowed graves would leave any traces at all in

such a context, leaving room for the possibility that the tombs excavated at Campo are

those of the wealthy. Expanding on ethnographic parallels, one of the authors draws our

attention to modern populations in the area and their history. While he cannot bridge

the gap between oral and archaeological data, he points to the existence of interesting
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parallels between the dovetail special purpose currency and early 20th cent. AD Pangwe

spear-money reported by Tessmann in 1913. Here, a more thorough approach is needed

to disentangle convergence from heritage.

The text part of the volume ends with a testimony of the difficult administrative and

financial situation our African colleagues have to face and the desperate need for funding

of local archaeological institutions and researchers. Annexes include two studies on the

chemical composition of soil samples from Campo and a series of magnificent plates

illustrating the material excavated by the authors.
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