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A Comprehensive Critical Reappraisal
of “The Kilwa Chronicle”: Manuscript Traditions,
Historiographical Layers, and Scholarly Debate

Amirbahram Arabahmadi*

Anais de Histéria de Além-Mar XXIV (2023): 115-131.

Resumo

Este artigo apresenta uma reapreciagio cri-
tica da Cronica de Kilwa (Kitdb al-sulwa [ akhbar
Kulwa), o principal relato indigena drabe do
Sultanato de Kilwa, na costa suaili da Africa
Oriental. Defende-se que a crénica constitui
um palimpsesto histérico, composto por dois
ntcleos distintos: o primeiro, provavelmente
seiscentista, redigido na sequéncia da devasta-
dora conquista portuguesa de 1505; o segundo,
correspondente a uma redacgao omani do século
XIX, concluida em 1877 sob a regéncia do sultio
Barghash de Zanzibar. A andlise assenta numa
metodologia tripartida: 1) comparagdo, linha a
linha, entre o Gnico manuscrito 4rabe sobrevi-
vente (British Library Or. 2666) e a versio portu-
guesa quinhentista de Jodo de Barros; 2) andlise
manuscritolégica detalhada da sua histéria de
transmissdo, com particular destaque para as
intervengoes editoriais decisivas do copista de
1877, Shaykh ‘Abdullah ibn Musbah al-SuwafT;
e 3) reavaliagio critica das afirmagoes do texto
no contexto do extenso debate em torno do cha-
mado “problema shirazi”, a luz de dados arqueo-
légicos recentes ¢ de estudos de ADN antigo,
que apontam para uma miscigenagio selectiva
entre elites persas e africanas, ao invés de uma
migragdo em larga escala. Em tltima andlise,
argumenta-se que a principal relevincia da cré6-
nica nio reside na narragdo directa e factual de
acontecimentos do século X, mas no facto de
revelar as sensibilidades histéricas da sociedade
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Abstract

This article presents a thorough critical reas-
sessment of the Kikwa Chronicle (Kitdb al-sulwa
fi akhbar Kulwa), the foremost indigenous
Arabic account of the Kilwa Sultanate on the
East African Swahili coast. It contends that
the chronicle functions as a historical pal-
impsest, comprising two clear layers: a likely
16th-century core crafted in the wake of the
devastating Portuguese conquest of 1505, and
a 19th-century Omani redaction completed
in 1877 under Sultan Barghash of Zanzibar.
The analysis employs a tripartite methodol-
ogy: 1) meticulous line-by-line comparison
between the sole surviving Arabic manuscript
(British Library Or. 2666) and Jodo de Barros’s
16th-century Portuguese version; 2) detailed
manuscriptological scrutiny of its transmission
history, spotlighting the pivotal editorial inter-
ventions by the 1877 copyist Shaykh ‘Abdullah
ibn Musbah al-SuwafT; and 3) fresh evaluation
of the text’s assertions amid the longstanding
“Shirazi problem” debate, set against cut-
ting-edge archaeological findings and ancient
DNA research that point to selective Persian—
African elite admixture rather than wholesale
migration. Ultimately, the chronicle’s chief
significance resides not in a straightforward
recounting of 10th-century happenings, but
in illuminating the historical sensibilities of
16th-century Kilwan society and the Omani
political repurposing in the 19th century.
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de Kilwa no século XVI e a subsequente reapro- A layered, source-critical method thus proves
veitagio politica omani no século XIX. Torna-se,  indispensable for its sound integration into
assim, indispensavel uma abordagem estratifi-  Swahili historiography.
cada e critica das fontes para a sua integragio
rigorosa na historiografia suaili. Keywords: Kilwa, Shiraz, Shirazis, Migration,
Cultural Interactions.
Palavras-chave: Kilwa, Shiraz, Shirazis,
Migracio, Interacoes culturais. Date of submission: 12/04/2021
Date of approval: 29/01/2026
Data de submissao: 12/04/2021
Data de aprovagao: 29/01/2026

Introduction: The Chronicle at the Center of Scholarly Contestation

The Kilwa Chronicle (Kitab al-sulwa f1 akhbar Kulwa) is the most important
yet controversial written source from the Swahili coast for the medieval
history of the Kilwa Sultanate—its rise, dominance, and fall. The text offers
a vivid narrative: seven ships carrying princes from Shiraz found Kilwa, fol-
lowed by Shirazi and later Mahdali rulers who achieve architectural and
commercial success, until the Portuguese conquer the sultanate in 1505.
"This story has made the chronicle essential for historians, while also spark-
ing endless debate (Freeman-Grenville 1962, 34-35).

For decades, scholars have divided sharply over its reliability. One
group, including translator G.S.P. Freeman-Grenville (1962) and archaeol-
ogist Neville Chittick (1965), viewed it as largely credible. They used its
timeline and events as a framework for reconstruction, cross-checking them
with archaeological finds from sites like Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara.
Early excavations uncovered grand structures, such as the Great Mosque,
which Chittick connected to Mahdali patronage and the text’s accounts of
prosperity.

In opposition, James de Vere Allen (1982; 1993) rejected the core
Shirazi origin as a later “myth of origin.” He argued it was a deliberate
invention by Swahili elites to claim Islamic legitimacy and Persian prestige,
concealing their mainly Bantu African roots—what he called the “Shirazi
problem.” This view gained support from comparisons with coastal oral tra-
ditions, which showed how such myths helped legitimize elite power in
diverse ethnic settings.

More recently, scholars like Randall Pouwels (2002) and Stephanie
Wynne-Jones (2016) have pursued a balanced approach. They see the
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chronicle not as simple fact or fiction, but as a sophisticated tool that
reflects social ideas, builds group identity, and operates in the Indian
Ocean’s cosmopolitan world. Pouwels notes how Shirazi claims fit patterns
in Islamic trading communities, where foreign ties boosted commerce and
religious status. Wynne-Jones combines the text with material evidence,
like imported ceramics, to highlight hybrid cultural practices.

Still, as reviewers of earlier work have pointed out, key gaps remain.
Analyses often depend on secondary translations or excerpts, rather than
close study of the two main manuscripts. The chronicle’s transmission—
from 16th-century Portuguese-controlled Kilwa to 19th-century Omani
Zanzibar—is also underexplored, overlooking how different eras shaped it.

New methods sharpen these issues. High-resolution radiocarbon dating
places Kilwa’s urban growth between AD 800 and 1500 (Wood 2022), while
geophysical surveys reveal buried features (Taylor and Francis 2024). Early
settlement layers predate the migration story, raising questions about the
text’s chronology and its role in reshaping historical memory. Closer integra-
tion of text and archaeology 1s needed for fuller insight.

Research Aims and Analytical Framework

This article directly and systematically addresses these identified gaps. Its
main goal is to offer a thorough critical reappraisal of the Kilwa Chronicle
through a focused, three-part analytical framework that reveals its layered
composition. The central argument is that the chronicle is best understood
as a historical palimpsest—a textual artifact made up of multiple layers
from different historical periods. Its greatest value comes not from treating
it as a single, unified whole, but from carefully separating these layers: a
core narrative likely composed around 1520-1550 as a direct response to
the trauma of the Portuguese conquest, designed to preserve Kilwa’s his-
torical legitimacy and support its displaced elite; and a later framing layer
from 1877, when the text was transcribed and possibly reframed under
the patronage of the Omani Sultanate in Zanzibar, introducing a fresh set
of 19th-century political concerns and legitimizing aims. This palimpsest
model builds on recent historiographical discussions that highlight the
dynamic nature of African manuscripts, where processes of transmission
mirror changing power dynamics and cultural adaptations (Brigaglia and
Nobili 2017).
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"To support this argument, the analysis is organized around three key inves-
tigative pillars:

1) Comparative lextual Analysis and Narrative Deconstruction

This entails a detailed, line-by-line examination of the chronicle’s content,
bringing Freeman-Grenville’s standard translation of the Arabic manuscript
into close conversation with the earlier Portuguese summary by Jodo de
Barros. The aim 1s to pinpoint narrative alignments and divergences, notable
silences, and rhetorical strategies, moving beyond reliance on a single text
and showing how differences—such as omissions in dynastic lists—may sig-
nal editorial changes linked to particular historical contexts;

2) Manuscripr Archaeology and Transmission History

This pillar features a close inspection of the physical manuscript—its col-
ophon, script, annotations, and documented provenance—to distinguish
the likely 16th-century composition from the 19th-century redaction, with
special attention to the role of the copyist Shaykh ‘Abdullah ibn Musbah
al-Suwaft. It draws on codicology, assessing aspects like paper quality and ink
composition to trace the manuscript’s origins more precisely;

3) Historiographical and Multidisciplinary Contextualization

This pillar places the chronicle’s claims within the ongoing “Shirazi” his-
toriography debate and tests them against archaeological evidence, now
strengthened by advanced genetic studies that shed light on population
admixture patterns, creating a dialogue among text, material culture, and
bioarchaeology. For example, genetic evidence of sex-biased admixture
(Brielle et al. 2023) offers biological support for the chronicle’s narratives
centered on elite migrations.

Recent scholarship, such as Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s (2024) study of
“connected histories” in the western Indian Ocean, further strengthens
this framework by presenting Kilwa as a vibrant hub in Afro-Indian net-
works, disrupted by Portuguese incursions and marked by conflicting his-
torical sources—a view that fits closely with the palimpsest model and
emphasizes the chronicle’s place in larger transoceanic exchanges.

Article Structure

The following discussion is structured to build this argument step by step
with clarity. Section 2 offers a detailed, critical examination of the chroni-
cle’s narrative structure. It breaks down its foundational myth, origin sto-
ries, dynastic sequence, and key themes, while drawing on insights from
the essential side-by-side comparison of the Arabic and Portuguese ver-
sions. This section also considers how these narrative elements connect to
wider Indian Ocean literary traditions, such as apocalyptic themes found
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in Persian historiography. Section 3 turns to the manuscript’s physical
form and social history. It addresses the intertwined questions of author-
ship, dating, and provenance, providing a close analysis of the important
19th-century transcription under Sultan Barghash and its consequences
for understanding the text—including possible influences from Omani
scholarly circles. Section 4 then connects the in-depth textual and man-
uscript work to broader evidence. It first reassesses the chronicle’s claims
through the “Shirazi problem,” engaging thoughtfully with the scholar-
ship of Allen, Chittick, and others, and weaving in recent conversations
about decolonizing African history. It then evaluates these claims against
the strong archaeological evidence from Kilwa and the Swahili coast,
highlighting areas of alignment and tension, and integrates fresh genetic
findings for a fuller picture. The Conclusion brings these layered insights
together, arguing that the Kilwa Chronicle is an essential yet challenging
source whose real historical value emerges only through a rigorous, layer-
by-layer reading that recognizes its roots in two critical historical periods,
with relevance for today’s efforts to preserve coastal heritage sites amid
climate change threats.

Narrative Architecture and Textual Variance: A Critical Exegesis of
Content

A close, detailed examination of the chronicle’s content reveals a carefully
constructed narrative structure designed to fulfill specific legitimizing,
explanatory, and consolatory roles. This section breaks down that structure
thematically and structurally, giving careful attention to the comparative
evidence from the Portuguese version, which serves as an essential check
and complement. By working directly with the primary sources—DBritish
Library Or. 2666 for the Arabic text and Barros’s (1552) printed edition for
the Portuguese—this analysis uncovers layers of meaning often overlooked
in secondary translations, such as rhetorical elements that echo conventions
from Islamic historiography.
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The Foundation Myth: Divine Omen, Contractual Legitimacy, and
Literary Tropes

The chronicle opens with a bold claim meant to establish a noble line-
age and external prestige: “The first man to come to Kilwa and found it,
and his descent from the Persian kings of the land of Shiraz” (Freeman-
Grenville 1962, 35). The trigger for this founding migration is not pre-
sented as simple economic motives, escape from conflict, or exploration.
Instead, it centers on a prophetic dream carrying deep cosmic meaning.
Sultan Hasan ibn ‘Ali (the text sometimes calls him Husain) dreams of a
rat (fa’r) with iron teeth gnawing relentlessly at Shiraz’s mighty city walls.
This vivid image, rooted in Persian and Islamic apocalyptic literature,
stands for inevitable decay, divine warning, and the unavoidable downfall
of cities (Amanat 2019, 45—-47). It draws from wider Middle Eastern histo-
riographical traditions, where such omens signal major historical turns—as
in the chronicles of Tabari—lending the narrative added authority through
these textual echoes. The ruler and his council interpret this supernatural
sign as a portent of doom, turning what might have been an ordinary sea
voyage into a divinely ordained exodus for a chosen group. The chroni-
cle stresses that the migrants traveled “under God’s guidance” (bi-huda
Allah), casting them not as ordinary traders or adventurers but as a right-
eous community escaping corruption to fulfill a higher purpose elsewhere
(Freeman-Grenville 1962, 36).

A side-by-side comparison with Barros’s version shows subtle differ-
ences: the Portuguese text heightens the dream’s apocalyptic feel, perhaps
reflecting 16th-century Christian lenses applied to the Islamic original.
This highlights the chronicle’s flexible transmission and how European
writers reshaped Swahili stories to match their own perspectives.

The story then describes seven ships sailing to seven specific Swahili
ports—Manda (Mandakha), Shanga (Shaughu), Yanbu, Mombasa, Pemba
(the Green Island), Kilwa, and Anjouan (Hanzuan)—blending literary
and political aims as much as geography (Freeman-Grenville 1962, 35).
It portrays a unified Shirazi dominance across the Swahili coast, like a
translatio imperii that overlays Kilwa’s 16th-century influence—or its
hoped-for reach—onto this mythical origin. This device asserts priority
and a shared prestigious heritage for the coastal city-states, placing Kilwa
at the heart of that story. It echoes origin tales from other Indian Ocean
societies, like those in Sumatran chronicles, pointing to broader cultural
connections.
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The focus then sharpens on Kilwa Kisiwani island, where the well-
known origin story of its purchase plays out: the arrivals, led by ‘Ali ibn
Hasan, negotiate with the local ruler and claim the 1sland by covering its full
perimeter with “coloured cloths” (Freeman-Grenville 1962, 36). As archae-
ologist Mark Horton observes, the sheer impracticality of this feat marks
it as legend rather than fact, yet its symbolic power is what matters most
(Horton 2000, 173). It justifies taking the land and setting up rule through
a resonant image of fair, voluntary exchange. The narrative carefully avoids
any hint of violence or conquest, framing the founding as peaceful, con-
sensual, and legitimate—a key point for later claims to authority. Recent
archaeology, including ceramics at Kilwa that show pre-Shirazi Bantu pres-
ence (Wynne-Jones 2016), helps frame this myth as a later rationale for elite
blending into established communities.

Dynastic Self-Fashioning: Constructing the Ideal Islamic Mercantile
Polity

After the foundational myth, the text shifts into a dynastic chronicle, a genre
with deep roots in Islamic and Persianate historiography. It lists a succes-
ston of rulers, moving from the founding Shirazi line through the key—yet
smoothly described—13th-century transition to the Mahdali dynasty. This
change is framed not as a break or takeover but as a seamless continuation
of righteous Islamic rule, preserving the sanctity and stability of the rul-
ing line across dynasties. The chronicle selectively spotlights certain royal
achievements that together paint a picture of ideal, civilized, and prosper-
ous leadership. A standout example is the grand expansion of the Great
Mosque under the renowned Sultan al-Hasan ibn Sulayman Abu’l-Mawahib
(c. 1310-1333), which ties deep piety and religious patronage to monu-
mental urban architecture and public generosity (Freeman-Grenville 1962,
41-42). 'This focus on architectural splendor matches archaeological evi-
dence of coral-built domes and arches at the mosque, now dated precisely
to the 14th century through radiocarbon analysis (Wood 2022), showing
how the chronicle’s accounts align with material finds to illuminate urban
growth linked to trade wealth.

The text also highlights the strategic discovery and control of the lucra-
tive Sofala gold trade, directly connecting political legitimacy and dynastic
success to economic prosperity, maritime skill, and integration into broader
Indian Ocean networks. This economic thread reflects Kilwa’s role as a hub
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for gold-ivory exchanges, confirmed by imported Chinese porcelain and
Indian beads from excavations, which helps the chronicle map key trade
routes (Chittick 1974).

A clear and telling theme is the emphasis on justice (‘adl) and kind,
paternalistic rule. The chronicle notes—as scholar A. Arabahmadi (2001, 12)
later points out—the Shirazi dynasty’s marked avoidance of the slave trade.
This stands as a deliberate moral distinction, setting Kilwa’s rulers apart
from other coastal powers and aligning with Islamic ethical ideals, possi-
bly shaped by Sufi networks that championed fair governance (Bang 2014).
Barros’s version, however, offers a fuller king list, suggesting that omissions
in the Arabic text may reflect 19th-century editorial decisions to simplify the
story for Omani readers, who aimed to depict coastal history as an unbroken
thread of Arab-Islamic rule. These differences underscore the chronicle’s
flexibility, where shaping the dynasty serves not just historical record-keep-
ing but also ideological goals, much like in Ottoman or Safavid chronicles.

Manuscript Archaeology and Transmission History: Unraveling the
Palimpsest

This section explores the material history of the manuscript, tracing its
path as a living artifact shaped by socio-political contexts. The only surviv-
ing copy, British Library Or. 2666, includes a colophon dated 1877, credit-
ing the transcription to Shaykh Abdullah ibn Musbah al-Suwafi under the
patronage of Sultan Barghash bin Said Al-Busaid of Zanzibar (Bang 2014,
145-147). This 19th-century layer goes beyond simple copying—it repre-
sents a deliberate redaction, possibly standardizing the language, resolv-
ing ambiguities, and aligning the narrative with Omani imperial ideals of
restoration following Portuguese disruption. The colophon’s mention of an
earlier Sunnat al-Kilawiyah masks this intervention, lending an air of antiqg-
uity—a familiar tactic in Islamic manuscript traditions to bolster authority
(Brigaglia and Nobili 2017). Differences with Barros’s version, such as more
complete king lists in the Portuguese, point to purposeful 19th-century
edits for political suitability, underscoring the chronicle’s role in justifying
Omani rule as a revival of ancient Muslim trading states. Recent studies of
manuscripts highlight how such transcriptions involved careful selection,
shaped by Zanzibar’s scholarly networks that blended Sufi and Ibadi influ-
ences into historical writing (Bang 2014). The manuscript’s provenance,



A COMPREHENSIVE CRITICAL REAPPRAISAL
OF “THE KILWA CHRONICLE": MANUSCRIPT TRADITIONS,
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL LAYERS, AND SCHOLARLY DEBATE 123

followed through its acquisition by British consuls in the late 19th century,
also exposes colonial involvement in African knowledge production, where
texts like this were gathered as ethnographic artifacts, often stripped from
their cultural roots.

Contextualization within Swahili Historiography and Multidisciplinary
Evidence

"To grasp the chronicle’s full importance and avoid viewing it in isolation, we
must intentionally position it within two key external frameworks: the lively
scholarly debate it has sparked and the independent evidence from archae-
ology, now enriched by genetic analyses. This contextualization fills his-
toriographical voids while weaving in recent findings—like climate-driven
erosion endangering Kilwa’s sites (UNESCO 2024)—which highlight the
pressing need for multidisciplinary strategies in heritage preservation.

Engaging the Core “Shirazi Problem”: From Literal Truth to Elite Historical
Memory

The Kilwa Chronicle lies at the core of the long-standing “Shirazi prob-
lem”—the heated debate over the extent, nature, and implications of
Persian influence and identity along the Swahili coast. Traditionalist schol-
ars, such as Neville Chittick (1965), drew on the chronicle’s narrative to
unlock the archaeological record, positing a substantial Persian migration
that introduced political and cultural frameworks. They cited Persian Gulf
trade goods, distinctive architectural features like domed mosques, and
the chronicle itself as mutually reinforcing evidence. In sharp contrast,
revisionists like James de Vere Allen (1993, 115-142) issued a profound
rebuttal, portraying “Shirazi” identity as a late medieval invention—a fab-
ricated “myth of origin” crafted by indigenous Swahili elites. For Allen, this
myth strategically asserted legitimacy and prestige by forging ties to the
revered Islamic heartlands, thereby masking their primarily Bantu African
roots and conjuring a noble foreign lineage. More recent scholarship from
the 2020s has moved beyond this divide, embracing hybridity; scholars like
Sadr (2023) suggest that Shirazi claims capture genuine yet modest Persian
contributions within a landscape dominated by African agency.



124 AMIRBAHRAM ARABAHMADI

A more fruitful contemporary perspective, shaped by the source-critical
approach outlined here, treats the chronicle not as a straightforward account
of 10th-century population movements or as pure later fiction, but as the
polished literary embodiment of a cosmopolitan Swahili elite’s origin story.
Rather than documenting a literal mass migration in the 10th century, it
encapsulates the historical memory, identity assertions, and political imper-
atives of Kilwa’s 16th-century rulers. This elite—forged through genera-
tions of intermarriage and cultural blending—wove real or asserted Persian
Gulf ancestry into its sense of distinction, Islamic fidelity, and commercial
ties. Penned amid crisis, the chronicle codified, sanctified, and safeguarded
this identity against the Portuguese incursion, a foreign force of a very dif-
ferent order. Thus, the text speaks less to the 10th century and more to
the 16th century’s urgent need for a tailored past. Sanjay Subrahmanyam
(2024) builds on this by embedding Kilwa within “discordant histories” of
the western Indian Ocean, stressing local agency amid Portuguese upheav-
als, the multilingual chorus of chronicles, and the polyvalent quality of
such texts. This reinforces our layered interpretation, while archaeological
shifts—like changes in ceramic imports after 1505—illustrate how Kilwa’s
collapse fractured Afro-Indian Ocean trade networks.

Archaeology, Genetics, and the Chronicle: A Dialogue of Correlation,
Context, and Limitation

Archaeology provides an indispensable, parallel source of evidence that
both contextualizes and critically checks the chronicle’s narrative claims.
Decades of systematic excavations at Kilwa Kisiwani, Songo Mnara, Shanga,
Manda, and other sites have revealed a complex, long-term settlement
history characterized by sophisticated stone-town planning, advanced
maritime technology, and intricate regional and long-distance trade net-
works (Chittick 1974; Wynne-Jones 2016). Recent advancements, includ-
ing high-resolution radiocarbon dating that refines the urban sequence at
Kilwa to AD 800-1500 (Wood 2022) and geophysical surveys uncovering
subsurface features like potential trade warehouses south of Makutani
Palace (‘Taylor and Francis 2024), enhance this picture by providing pre-
cise chronological anchors and spatial insights into economic activities.
These surveys, using techniques like ground-penetrating radar, have iden-
tified hidden structures that align with the chronicle’s descriptions of
commercial prosperity, such as storage facilities for gold and ivory, while
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also revealing environmental challenges like coastal erosion exacerbated by
climate change (UNESCO 2024). Material evidence undeniably confirms
sustained, direct maritime connections with the Persian Gulf region from
as early as the 9th-10th centuries. This 1s evidenced by abundant ceramic
assemblages (including Sasanian-Islamic wares and later turquoise-glazed
vessels), glass fragments, and distinctive bead types found in the earliest
Swabhili Tana Tradition/TIW layers (Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2015, 8-10;
Chittick 1974, 220). Furthermore, the chronology and monumental scale
of stone architecture, most notably the sequential expansions of the Great
Mosque culminating in the grandiose 14th-century version, align remark-
ably well with the chronicle’s period of claimed Mahdali prosperity and
architectural patronage (Garlake 1966, 42; Wynne-Jones 2016, 95). This
provides a strong point of correlation, suggesting the chronicle preserves
a kernel of historical memory about periods of great wealth and building
activity, now corroborated by 2024 studies on glass bead consumption at
Kilwa, indicating elite trade networks and cultural exchanges with regions
like India and the Middle East.

However, archaeology also poses a fundamental and corrective chal-
lenge to a literal, demographic reading of the migration myth. The domes-
tic material assemblage—the ubiquitous local Tana Tradition/Triangular
Incised Ware (TIW) pottery that dominates household contexts for cen-
turies, the consistent layout of stone houses with their characteristic side
rooms and central courtyards, and dietary evidence from faunal and botani-
cal remains—demonstrates a cultural continuity that is overwhelmingly and
consistently African Bantu in character from the earliest settlement layers
onward (Wynne-Jones 2016, 115-118). There is no archaeological trace of a
sudden, mass population replacement in the 10th or 11th centuries, nor a
distinct “Persian” material culture package in domestic life. This apparent
disjunction is, in fact, illuminating. It robustly validates a model of elite
integration and cultural hybridization rather than population replacement.
The evidence suggests a small but influential cohort of traders, religious
specialists, craftsmen, and possibly political adventurers from the Persian
Gulf region (which linguistically and culturally included Shiraz) settled in
already thriving Swahili towns. Through strategic intermarriage, the eco-
nomic power derived from controlling long-distance trade, the prestige of
their cosmopolitan connections and literacy, and the utility of their admin-
istrative or nautical skills, they and their creolized descendants gradually
merged with and came to lead local ruling lineages. The “Shirazi” identity
enshrined in the chronicle is thus the retrospective, literary expression of
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this elite’s foundational story, developed and embellished over generations
and decisively codified in the 16th century to articulate their distinct, cos-
mopolitan pedigree in the face of a new external threat that itself claimed
civilizational superiority. Recent excavations, such as those addressing
coastal change around Kilwa (ResearchGate 2023), further reveal how
environmental factors like sea-level rise influenced settlement patterns,
potentially shaping the chronicle’s emphasis on island isolation and divine
providence.

Genetic evidence from recent studies further refines this model, offer-
ing bioarchaeological corroboration that bridges textual claims with human
biology. Ancient DNA analyses of medieval and early modern individuals
from Swahili coastal sites, including Kilwa, reveal extensive admixture
beginning around AD 1000, with over half of the DNA often from African
ancestors (primarily female) and significant proportions (up to more than
half) from Asian sources, predominantly Persian men (Brielle et al. 2023).
Specifically, the Asian ancestry comprises 80-90% Persian-related compo-
nents, with minor Indian influences, and shows strong sex bias: non-African
Y-chromosomes (e.g., ]2 haplogroups linked to Southwest Asia) in males,
contrasted with sub-Saharan mtDNA in females. This admixture timing
aligns with the chronicle’s purported Shirazi migrations but contradicts
mass influx narratives, instead supporting gradual elite integration through
male Persian migrants intermarrying with local African women. Present-day
Swabhili genomes retain 11-77% of this medieval ancestry, with post-1500
shifts toward increased Arabian inputs, reflecting evolving Indian Ocean
dynamics post-Portuguese conquest. These findings not only validate the
chronicle’s Persian prestige claims as rooted in historical memory but also
underscore its mythic embellishments, transforming the “Shirazi problem”
into a prism for understanding creolized identities and challenging coloni-
al-era interpretations that downplayed African agency (Sadr 2023). Updates
in 2024-2025 genetic research continue to refine these patterns, with new
samples from inland sites suggesting broader admixture gradients across
the coast.
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Aspect Chronicle Archaeological GeneticEvidence Integrated
Claim Evidence Interpretation
Migration  Mass Shirazi  Limited Gulf Gulf ~80-90% Persian  Elite hybridization,
Origins influx from importsin early male ancestry not replacement;
Persia layers; geophysical  ~AD 1000; sex environmental
surveys show bias (Brielleetal. factors shaped
gradual urban 2023) settlement
growth (Wood
2022)
Dynastic Gold trade, Sofala ceramics, Admixture Correlated
Prosperity mosque 14th-c. peaks during economic/cultural
expansions architecture prosperity era; florescence;
with radiocarbon retained medieval trade networks
confirmation ancestry (Brielle influenced by
(Garlake 1966) et al. 2023) climate stability
Cultural Seamless Bantu-dominant Female African Mythic legitimation
Continuity  Shirazi- domestic bias in admixture; of creolized
Mahdali assemblages; post-1500 elites; colonial
transition erosion-exposed Arabian shifts collections affected
layers (UNESCO (Sadr 2023) provenance
2024)
Post- Consolatory  Site abandonment  Genetic shifts Reflective
Conquest narrative traces; subsurface  reflecting of historical
Trauma post-1505 warehouses (Taylor disruptions consciousness;
and Francis 2024) (Brielle et al. modern threats
2023) mirror historical

vulnerabilities

1 Key Correlations, Disjunctions, and Multidisciplinary Insights.

Conclusion: The Kilwa Chronicle as a Critical Palimpsest for Swahili
History

This comprehensive, multilayered reappraisal leads to a definitive and
nuanced conclusion: The Kilwa Chronicle is a pivotal but profoundly com-
plex historical source, a veritable palimpsest whose layers correspond to
distinct epochs of East African history. Its enduring scholarly value lies
not in offering a transparent, unproblematic window into the 10th century,
but in its rich, polyphonic testimony to the political imagination, historical
consciousness, and literary strategies of Swahili coastal elites at two criti-
cal junctures of transformation and trauma: in the wrenching, immediate
aftermath of Portuguese conquest (c. 1520-1550) and during the Omani
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re-fashioning and strategic appropriation of the coast’s historical narra-
tive for purposes of imperial legitimization (c. 1877). This dual layering
reflects broader patterns in African historiography, where texts like the
chronicle serve as dynamic repositories of memory, adapted to successive
political realities, much as seen in Ethiopian Ge’ez manuscripts or West
African tarikhs.

The article has demonstrated that a full, responsible, and productive
appreciation of the chronicle necessitates a committed, multi-spectral, and
interdisciplinary methodology. First, a rigorous comparative textual anal-
ysis that treats the Arabic and Portuguese recensions not as mere copies
but as dialogic partners in a fluid textual tradition is essential. This prac-
tice alone can identify the stable core of the narrative and, more impor-
tantly, its significant points of deliberate or accidental variance, thereby
exposing the often-invisible hands of editors and the process of historical
transmission, including influences from transoceanic literary exchanges.
Second, a forensic manuscript-archaeological approach is non-negotiable.
It requires distinguishing between the 16th-century compositional layer
(the authentic voice of the conquered, seeking consolation and legitimacy)
and the 19th-century redactional layer (the voice of the restorer, seeking
historical sanction for contemporary rule). Ignoring this distinction risks
analytical anachronism and misunderstands the text’s changing political
utility across centuries, particularly in light of colonial acquisitions that
repositioned such artifacts in European collections. Third, the chronicle
must be contextualized within its specific evidentiary and debate land-
scapes. This involves a clear-eyed engagement with the “Shirazi problem,”
not to take sides in an outdated dichotomy, but to understand the chron-
icle as a key actor in that debate, now informed by genetic data revealing
admixture as a process of cultural fusion. It also necessitates a disciplined
dialogue with archaeology and genetics, using material and bioarchaeolog-
ical evidence not to “prove” or “disprove” the text, but to understand the
society that produced it—a society whose daily life was rooted in African
Bantu traditions while its elite identity was expressed through a narrative
of Persianate connection, now vividly illuminated by DNA admixture pat-
terns and threatened by contemporary environmental changes like rising
sea levels (UNESCO 2024).

T'herefore, the chronicle remains an indispensable document for Swabhili
history, but its authority is now conditional upon this sophisticated critical
apparatus. It is the most important single written source for the internal
historical consciousness of pre-1500 Kilwa, but it arguably tells us less about
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the precise mechanics of 10th-century Shirazi migration and more about
how the 16th and 19th-century generations needed that migration to be
remembered, narrated, and deployed. It is a source not primarily for the
event history of the 10th century, but for the intellectual, political, and
literary history of the 16th and 19th centuries on the Swahili Coast and its
Omani successor state, offering lessons for decolonizing approaches that
prioritize African agency in global networks. Future research must continue
to bridge this text with the material and genetic records through closer,
problem-oriented collaboration between historians, archaeologists, and
geneticists, perhaps incorporating emerging technologies like Al-assisted
manuscript digitization. The creation of a definitive critical edition—pre-
senting the Arabic text of BLL Or. 2666 alongside Barros’s Portuguese ver-
sion, accompanied by a new annotated translation and a comprehensive
philological and historical commentary—would be a monumental scholarly
contribution, finally providing a stable foundation for all future study and
aiding in the preservation of endangered coastal heritage. By reading the
chronicle not as a flawed record to be mined for facts but as a profound pal-
impsest of empire, memory, and identity, we grant it the complex, respect-
ful, and analytically powerful reading it has always warranted, transforming
it from a problem into a prism through which to view the rich and contested
history of the East African coast, while addressing ongoing challenges like
climate resilience in historical sites.
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