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Did the Plague Impact Sub-Saharan Africa before 1899? 
April 22-23, 2016 • Williamsburg, Virginia 
William and Mary, Blair Hall, Room 206 

 
Thursday, April 21, 2016 
 
At the invitation of our Provost, all invited scholars are invited to the William & Mary Faculty 
and Board of Visitors Reception in the Wren Courtyard, 5:15-7:00 pm 
 
Friday, April 22, 2016 
 

8:30: Coffee and pastries available 
 

8:45: Welcome 
Philip Daileader, James Pinckney Harrison Associate Professor of Medieval History, 
William & Mary 

 
(I) 9:00 – 9:25: Introduction 

• Gérard Chouin, William & Mary: “Preliminary Reflections on Plague in Medieval and 
post-Medieval Sub-
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 (VII) 2:00 – 3:00: The way forward? 

 
Chair: Monica Green, Arizona State University 
Co-Chair: Gérard Chouin, William & Mary 

 
7:30-9:30: Dinner at the Blue Talon 

 
Sunday, April 24, 2016 
 
Departure of guests 
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ABSTRACTS 
 

(ORGANIZED FROM SESSION I TO VI) 
 

I – Introductory remarks 
 
1. Gérard Chouin – 
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anywhere on the continent, at any period, has yet been retrieved. But in anticipation that further 
research in those areas is on the horizon, what can the field of History offer in the meantime?
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3. Hendrik Poinar – poinarh@mcmaster.ca 
 
A tale of many cities: Screening for the presence of pathogens in archaeological samples 
and the capture, sequencing and tales plague genomes tell. 
[With Stephanie Marciniak, McMaster University; Ana T. Duggan, McMaster University; 
Katherine Eaton, McMaster University; Jennifer Klunk, McMaster University] 
 

Confounding factors challenge the molecular investigation of disease in antiquity, 
primarily the scenario where various evidentiary sources (e.g., bioarchaeological, archaeological, 
or historical evidence) do not provide a consensus or indicate the association of a specific 
pathogen with a given burial context. Without such a priori knowledge, it is critical to integrate a 
molecular capture strategy capable of screening for multiple pathogens at once to prioritize 
candidates for downstream analyses. I will talk about the use of an in-solution RNA baits set 
designed to detect 1,152 pathogenic species of human importance (via targeted enrichment 
coupled with high-throughput sequencing). We used these to help screen putative victims of 
infectious disease for the presence of Yersinia pestis, the causative agent of plague. Previously 
verified human pa
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Saharan Africa if we are to admit (which we definitely should) that sub-Saharan Africa was well-
connected to the Islamic world where the illness was at its worst? 
Despite this, and without completely ruling out the possibility of the plague’s role in the sudden 
decline of flourishing African polities and the disappearance of major archaeological sites in the 
15th century, I think they are better explained by a complex process involving historical actors 
(both external and regional) and taphonomic factors. 
 

2. Daphne Gallagher – daphne@uoregon.edu 
 
Identifying Plague Epidemics in the Archaeological Record: Site Abandonments and Social 
Transformations in 14th-16th century CE Mali and Burkina Faso 
[With Stephen Dueppen] 
 

Based upon archaeological data, many sites in the central West African savanna were 
either abandoned or reduced in size between the 14th and 16th centuries CE. Explanations for 
these changes have tended to focus on the effects of climate change (increasing aridity), political 
transformations, and religious conversion. More recently scholars have suggested that the spread 
of black plague into West Africa may have contributed to these changes. If the black plague had 
similar mortality rates as those caused by contemporary plague epidemics in Europe, the Middle 
East, and North Africa, the reasons for these abandonments and the driving factors and/or 
societal responses to these other events should be re-examined. In this paper we address the 
methodological challenges inherent in linking abandonments with the effects of epidemics 
through the examination settlement pattern data from recent archaeological research at sites in 
Burkina Faso and Mali, with a particular emphasis on the Mouhoun Bend region of western 
Burkina Faso. 

 
3. Gérard Chouin – glchouin@wm.edu 

 
The abandonment of earthworks and settlements sites in the forest belt of West Africa: 
update on on-going research 
 
In this paper, I present the conclusions of archaeological work conducted in June–July 2015 at 
Ile-Ife, within the framework of the Ife-Sungbo Archaeological Project. The focus was the 
ancient embankment system of the city Ile-Ife, and specifically a section of the system located on 
Federal lands at Ita Yemoo and previously excavated by Frank Willett in 1962–3 (largely 
unpublished). The main purpose was to ascertain the stratigraphy of the site and the chronology 
of the earthworks system, vis-à-vis the potsherd pavements found at this site in association with 
bronze and terracotta objects belonging to the Classical Period/Florescence Era. Excavations 
enabled us to document the construction of a 19th century ditch and banks system and to recover 
a much earlier level sealed with a potsherd pavement dating to the 12–13th century. Between this 
pavement and the level corresponding to the 19th century bank, a thick level composed of a dark, 
rich organic soil seems to indicate a period of abandonment that must have taken place at some 
point in the 14th century. Evidence points toward a re-occupation of the site in the early modern 
period. I will also introduce another set of monuments which will be the focus of field research 
in the summer 2016. 
 





mailto:mesanf@wm.edu
mailto:Sandro.capochichi@hotmail.fr
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a team leader in the ANR-
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excavations at Sijilmâsa) and West Africa. He is the author or editor of 15 books and the author 
of around a 
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JONES, Joseph – Discussant, Biological Anthropology, Africa and America 

Joseph Jones (Ph.D., 2015, UmassAmherst) is a biological anthropologist at the department of 
Anthropology, William & Mary, and a researcher on the African Burial Ground Project. His 
latest work focuses on early life lead exposure of enslaved African New Yorkers via laser 
ablation-inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS) of dental enamel. With its 
high inorganic content, enamel provides a stable chemical record of an individual’s diet, 
nutrition and pollution events, which in turn reflect political, economic and cultural factors. 

MCINTOSH, Susan Keech – Discussant, Anthropology, Archaeology of the West African 
Sahel  

Susan Keech McIntosh holds advanced degrees from Cambridge University (M.A.) and the 
University of California at Santa Barbara (Ph.D.).  Since 1981 she has taught at Rice University, 
where she is the Herbert S. Autrey Professor of Anthropology.   Her research has focused on the 
archaeology of the West African sahel and sudanic zones along the Niger and Senegal rivers in 
the period from 500 BCE to 1900 CE.  In addition to four major monographs on field research in 
Mali and Senegal, and over 80 other publications on West African archaeology, she co-edited 
The Way the Wind Blows: Climate, History, and Human Action (Columbia U. Press, 2000) and 
edited Beyond Chiefdoms:Pathways to Complexity in Africa (Cambridge University Press, 
1999).  In the face of massive looting of terracotta statuettes from Middle Niger sites, she 
became involved in issues of archaeological heritage and cultural property and was appointed by 
President Clinton to two terms (1996-2003) on the Cultural Property Advisory Committee. She 
has also served as a member of the Archaeology Panel at NSF and was a Fellow at the Center for 
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford.  Her current research focuses on the 
emergence of large-scale, complex societies in Africa, the impact of climate and environmental 
change on human society in the past, and the politics of archaeology and archaeological 
representations of the past. She serves on the editorial boards of numerous journals is a past 
president of the Society of Africanist Archaeologists. 

NORMAN, Neil – Panel Chair / Discussant, Anthropology, West Africa 
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POINAR, Hendrik – Contributor, Molecular evolutionary genetics, Molecular biology, 
Paleogenetics, Plague 
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SANFORD, Mei Mei – Contributor, Religious Studies


