Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

SITUATION

The Lothagam Pillar Site is situated on a wave-cut
terrace in the valley between Lothagam's twin ridges,
near the base of the western ridge, approximately
where the red dot appears in this Google Earth image.

At the time of the site's creation, Lake Turkana was
higher and Lothagam was most likely a peninsula.
Thus, the site commanded views out over open water
to the east and north.

As at Jarigole, the cemetery was constructed on a
recessional beach whose gravel was used in making
the platforms that cover the graves. At Lothagam,
however, the beach includes much larger and better-
rounded cobbles than the beach in the comparable
geomorphic position at Jarigole. This may imply
prevailing winds from the east or northeast.

Download PDF of entire Lothagam website. 3.4 MB.
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SITE STRUCTURE

There are four main architectural elements: (a) a
large collared platform with pillars, (b) ten low
platforms with curbs, (c) two high platforms faced
with sandstone slabs, and (d) four cairns.

The eastern 30 meters of the site rests on an
exposed wedge of well-consolidated sandstone, while
the western 60 meters rests on a gravel beach, which
covers the western margin of the sandstone deposit.

The high, slab-sided platforms rest on the sandstone
and may have been built up to provide sufficient fill to
facilitate burial. All the other structures rest on the
beach and use its gravel and cobbles in their
construction.

The scale of the map does not permit individual
pillars in the pillar clusters to be be marked. Instead,
the dots indicate the extent of each cluster. See the
commentary on the collared platform for photographs
showing the location and exact number of pillars in
these clusters.

Subsurface material, including human bone and
ceramics, is being exposed and washed away in the
northern erosion area. This site needs to be salvaged
soon, or heavy rains could quickly destroy its most
prominent feature.

All Lothagam web pages on this site
© 2008 by Charles M. Nelson

all rights reserved
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya
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Notes on the Lothagam Pillar Site

COLLARED PLATFORM

Chris Koch walking across the cobble collar that
i contains the main platform at Lothagam.

The platform is enclosed by a broad collar of coarse
cobbles that are built up to a height of at least 30
cm., possibly covering the platform fill at its margin.
The platform within the collar is gently mounded,
being an average of 20 cm. or more higher in the
center than at its margins.

THE COBBLE COLLAR

Looking northwest over the western margin of the
collar.

The collar is a broad ring of coarse basalt cobbles.
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Looking northeast over the northern margin of the
collar.

Notice how the edge of the collar is being tumbled
downslope as this edge of the site is being eroded.

Close-up of the collar in its southwestern quadrant.

Note the two types of basalt. One exhibits desert
varnish while the other is in an advanced stage of in
situ weathering.
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Left - Looking southwest at the main pillar group.

Below - Close-up of the main pillar group from the
identical vantage.

Above - Looking east over the main pillar group. The pillars on the right of this photograph are the same
ones that appear on the left of the previous photograph.
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya
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Above - Looking west. The main pillar group is at the
left. The smaller pillar cluster and large fallen pillar
are on the right, with Chris Koch in the background.
The fine pavement between the ends of the collar is
between the pillar clusters.

Left - Looking northwest. Giant fallen pillar in
foreground with Chris Koch in the background. The
pottery and human bone eroding from beneath the
collar were near the green bush immediately behind
the pilllar.
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Close-up from the most eroded portion of the collar,
near the large fallen pillar, exposing a rim sherd and
some human bone. The sherd is decorated with
imbricated stylus impressions and vertical burnished
ripples. This suggests that some of the burials may
extend under the collar and may not be confined to a
central pit area as they are at Jarigole.

Small, fallen pillar with pot sherds on top. These
sherds were collected from an area around the pillar
with a radius of about seven meters. In contrast,
Jarigole has a much higher density of sherds and
other artefacts on the surface.

The reason for this lies in the degree of secondary use
of these sites. At Jarigole, there are secondary
burials, some marked by surface cairns and others
not; pillars have been pulled out and used in
secondary structures such as cairns and cribs; white
stones have been brought to the site and placed on
cairns and around pillars; petroglyphs have been to
some pillars; pillar fragments and cobbles have been
used as cores. At Lothagam, only the last form of
disturbance is present, as may be seen on the pillars
pictured here.

At Jarigole, and probably at Lothagam, the repeated
excavation of burial pits churned the center of the
platform area, bringing a great deal of material to the
surface. All but the most robust of this material,
exposed during the original use of the site, was
destroyed by mechanical weathering. Jarigole, with a
lot of more recent disturbance, has material that has
not been on the surface as long; hence, more of it
survives.
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Collared Platform at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Close-up of the coarse "pavement" on the platform
inside the collar.

Close-up of the fine "pavement" in the possible
entrance area between the ends of the collar.
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Curbed Platforms at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya
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Notes on the Lothagam Pillar Site

CURBED PLATFORMS

Looking west with curbed platforms in the foreground
and the collared platform and pillars in the middle
ground.

The curb in the foreground shows a platform of about
12 to 15 cm. at the curb.

Looking south-sourtheast from atop the sandstone
wedge across the field of platforms with low curbs
made of beach cobbles or high curbs of sandstone
slabs. The two close-ups at the bottom of this page
come from this photograph.

The 10 low platforms with cobble curbs are circular or
oval in outline. Minimum diameters range from about
3.5 to 6 meters; maximum diameters from about 3.5
to 9 meters. The surfaces are gently domed or
conical. Platform fill is beach gravel with a sprinkling
of sandstone fragments.
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Curbed Platforms at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Looking east-southeast over the field of platforms with
the northern terminus of the collar of the collared
platform in the left foreground.

The larger slab-faced platform is just this side and to
the right of the nearest figure.

Looking east from the entrance pavement of the
collared platform across the northern portion of the
field of platforms. Killian Holland at left.

B The three large cobbles just to theright of center,
foreground, and be seen in the picture above, where
they appear in the mid-foreground to the left of center.

== | ooking east-southeast. Close-up of the platform seen
=g in the right middle-ground two pictures above. Note

i the slightly conical form of the platform surface, which
d obscures the curb on the far side.

Enlargements from the photograph four pictures
above.

Looking south-southwest at two of the medium-sized
| platforms with cobble curbs. These platforms in the
northeast corner of the platform filed near the large
slab-faced platform. The platform survaces are very
] gently convex. A considerable amount of sandstone

1 has been used in the fill.
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Notes on the Lothagam Pillar Site

SLAB-FACED PLATFORMS

Looking east-southeast at the large platform with
sides made of sandstone slabs. The vertical side-slabs
have fallen in most places, spilling the platform
rubble and creating a low mound. Since the height of
the mound is about three times the height of the
slabs, its original surface must also have been
mounded when fully contained by the slabs.

Symbolically, the ring of slabs may also served as a
ring of pillars.

The curbed platform closest to the large slab-sided
platform. The curb of this platform is made largely of
small sandstone slabs, but the structure of the
platform is like the others with curbs. It is elevated
only a little and the fill is largely beach gravel.
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Slab-Faced Platforms at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Margin of the large, slab-sided platform showing
some of the slabs still in place.

The small, slab-sided platform. The slabs on this
platform are much higher than the fill was within the
platform. Also, the fill in the platform is dominated by
beach gravel, unlike the large slab-sided platform,
which was filled mostly with big blacks of sandstone.

It is tempting to see the small slab-sided platform, which is only about 2.5 meters in diameter and
furthest from the collared platform, either as the last gasp of the burial tradition represented at this site,
or the smallest and least powerful of the social groups using the cemetery.
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Cairns at the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya
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Notes on the Lothagam Pillar Site

CAIRNS

There are four cairns at the Lothagam Pillar Site. This
is one of the smaller ones on the western margin of
the site.
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Notes on the Lothagam Pillar Site

CERAMICS

Rim sherd of Nderit Ware with evulsed pockets as the
exterior decoration. Normally, this form of decoration
is used on the interior of vessels. This and a
specimen from Jarigole are the only extant examples
of its use as an exterior decoration. The white bar is 1
cm. long.
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Ceramics from the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Carinated rim sherd of Nderit Ware with imbricated
stylus impressions and a hounds tooth rim. White bar
is 1 cm. long.
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Ceramics from the Lothagam Pillar Site, Turkana, Kenya

Rim Sherd of Nderit Ware. Imbricated stylus
impressions and vertical burnished ripples. Red
pigmented slip. The sherd is 3 to 4 cm. high.

The burnished ripples are very tight and straight, a
ripple style that is more common at Il Lokeridede
than at Jarigole.

Exposed beneath the collar where it is must heavily
eroded, near the large fallen pillar.
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