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matically induced vegetation type (SALZMANN 2000b, SALZ-
MANN & WALLER 1998, SALZMANN et al. 2002). For their 
maintenance even in periods of higher rainfall, fire plays an 
important role. However, a comparison of the recent vegeta-
tion in protected and unprotected areas shows that savannas 
were not as poor in trees and shrubs as today. Particularly 
in the South Sudanian area, dry forests surely had a larger 
extension than today. A study on the modern dry forests of 
Southwest Burkina Faso revealed that forests today only can 
persist on sites not well suitable for agriculture (NEUMANN 
& MÜLLER-HAUDE 1999), whereas on deep, fertile soils, 
anthropogenic savannahs dominate, resulting from shifting 
cultivation. In the Sahelian zone, a combination of clima-
tic deterioration and increasing human impact is responsible 
for the disappearance of many woody species in the course 
of the last 500 years (HÖHN 2007). 

2.2. Archaeobotany
In comparison with other continents, agriculture is a late 
phenomenon in Africa. Only around 2000 BC, pearl millet 
(Pennisetum glaucum) appears as the first African domesti-
cate in the southwestern Sahara and the northern Sahel. The-
re is evidence for small-scale agriculture with pearl millet 
as the major crop during the second millennium BC in nu-
merous West African countries, including Burkina Faso and 
Nigeria where the archaeobotanical project was working. 
During the first millennium BC, the early agricultural com-

1 INTRODUCTION

The  main focus of the archaeobotanical project was the 
Holocene vegetation history of the West African savannahs 
and the interdependency of human plant use and cultural 
development with environmental change. When the pro-
ject started, it seemed to be self evident for many scientists 
that the West African savannah was mainly an anthropoge-
nic landscape. Others, on the contrary, argued for a natural 
origin of the savannah. The archeobotanical project wanted 
to answer the question if natural savannas existed in West 
Africa during the Holocene, or if they resulted from a long 
lasting human impact and the degradation of a formerly 
forested landscape. Furthermore, we were focusing on the 
emergence and development of agriculture in West Africa. 
Research areas were northern, southwestern and southeas-
tern Burkina Faso, northern Nigeria, and Benin. 

2 RESULTS

2.1. Vegetation history
In the frame of the SFB, the existence of savannahs 
throughout the Early and Middle Holocene could be confir-
med for Burkina Faso and Nigeria. Palynological studies in 
the Manga Grasslands and on the Biu Plateau in northern 
Nigeria showed that even in more humid periods, savannahs 
existed several thousands of years before agriculture and 
pastoralism emerged in West Africa. Obviously in Sudanian 
and Sahelian West Africa, savannahs represent a natural, cli-
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munities disappeared all over West Africa, due to a distinct 
climatic change which brought increasing aridity. With the 
beginning of the Iron Age, large settlements with numerous 
cultural innovations emerged in Nigeria, whereas fully se-
dentary farming communities established in Burkina Faso 
around 0 BC/AD. During the Iron Age, park savannahs with 
Vitellaria paradoxa, Faidherbia albida and other useful 
trees developed all over West Africa, eventually resulting in 
the cultural landscape we can observe today. 

3 THESES AND PUBLICATIONS

In the first and second phase of the SFB (1988-1992) ar-
chaeo-botanical research focussed on the excavations in 
rockshelter sites of the Chaine de Gobnangou in Burki-
na Faso (NEUMANN & BALLOUCHE 1992, BALLOUCHE et al. 
1995, FRANK et al. 2001), and on dune sites in the Sahel of 
Burkina Faso. A pollen diagram from the Mare d’Oursi in 
northern Burkina Faso showed a distinct change of the ve-
getation around 1000 BC, which was interpreted to be due 
to human impact and the beginning of agriculture in this re-
gion (BALLOUCHE & NEUMANN 1995a). In the course of the 
third phase (1994-1996), extended archaeobotanical studies 
were conducted in the Sahel of Burkina Faso, based mainly 
of the interpretation of plant macroremains, such as charred 
wood, fruits and seeds. In the frame of this phase three thes-
es were prepared by KAHLHEBER (1995), UEBEL (1996), and 
HÖHN (1997). A forth thesis was dealing with the diatoms of 
the Mare d’Oursi (MORCZINEK 1995). Two PhD theses were 
started in the third phase, which gave detailed information 
about the development of agriculture and plant use from 
2000 BP up to modern times. A palynological dissertation 
was conducted in Nigeria by SALZMANN (1998), resulting in 
several publications (e.g. SALZMANN 2000a, b, SALZMANN 
& WALLER 1998, SALZMANN et al. 2002, WALLER & SALZ-
MANN 1999). In the fourth phase (1997-1999) the research 
area was amplified again, now also including Benin where 
a project on the history of the Dahomey Gap (with partners 
from Nigeria, Benin, France and Germany) was funded by 
the Volkswagen Foundation between 1999 and 2002. Re-
sults from the work in Benin were published by BALLOUCHE 
et al. (2000), PETIT et al. (2000), and SALZMANN & HOELZ-
MANN (2005). 

In the fifth and last phase of the SFB our work concentra-
ted on the publication of the data. Detailed archaeobotani-
cal studies on several archaeological sites in Burkina Faso 
and Nigeria were published, for example by NEUMANN et al. 
(1998), KAHLHEBER (1999), KLEE et al. (2000, 2004), HÖHN 
(2002), and ZACH & KLEE (2003). Overviews on the histo-
ry of plant cultivation in the Sahel of Burkina Faso were 
published by NEUMANN (1999), KAHLHEBER & NEUMANN 
(2001, 2007) and HÖHN et al. (2004). A general overview on 
the settlement history of Nigeria and Burkina Faso, inclu-
ding archaeology and archaeobotany, was given by BREUNIG 
& NEUMANN (1999, 2002a, 2002b). The main results from 
the interdisciplinary work in the SFB are presented in a final 
volume (ALBERT et al. 2004), including prehistory and envi-
ronmental change (BREUNIG & NEUMANN 2004), the history 
of the West African savannahs (NEUMANN et al. 2004), and 
the prehistory of northern Burkina Faso in an interdiscipli-
nary perspective (HÖHN et al. 2004). All in all 4 diploma and 

3 PhD-theses were written; 1 monograph, 3 edited volumes, 
and 62 articles were published. 

Today the Frankfurt archaeobotany is still present in West 
Africa, mainly focussing on the emergency of cultural com-
plexity, the development of agroforestry and plant resource 
management in the later prehistory from the first millenni-
um BC onwards. New interdisciplinary projects were started 
and conducted in the Nok area of central Nigeria, the Chad 
Basin of northern Nigeria and in the southern Cameroonian 
rainforest. 
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