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Introduction

When most people think of ancient empires, a familiar set of names instantly come to
mind: Rome, Greece, Egypt, China. Their stories have been told and retold, their
contributions celebrated, their ruins visited by millions. Yet the long sweep of human
civilization tells a far richer and more complex story, one in which many societies, no
less grand or innovative in their time, have been largely omitted from mainstream
history. These “forgotten empires” shaped continents, drove global trade, and
cultivated sophisticated cultures—only to fade from collective memory. Their
disappearance from the popular narrative is neither accidental nor deserved.

Why do some great civilizations become household names, while others disappear into
the footnotes of history? The answer is as much about us—the tellers and curators of
history—as it is about them. Western-centric education, uneven preservation of
written records, and changing scholarly interests have contributed to a bias in how
world history is framed and what is considered “important.” Yet, overlooking the
accomplishments, innovations, and failures of these lesser-known societies leaves us
with an incomplete, sometimes misleading, picture of the human journey. History’s
mainstream canon is, necessarily, a selective memory. This book seeks to redress
that, by shining a light on the vibrant, influential, and all-too-often disregarded
civilizations that helped shape our modern world.

Choosing which empires to feature in a book like this is not a simple task. The criteria
are both practical and principled. Each civilization profiled here reached a remarkable
degree of political, economic, or cultural sophistication; each played a meaningful role
in regional or global history, and each ultimately declined or transformed so
thoroughly as to become nearly invisible in popular awareness. Hundreds of empires
could fit such a definition, but this book presents a curated selection spanning Africa,
Asia, the Americas, the Middle East, and Europe to offer a genuinely global—and often
surprising—overview of the world’s “lost” giants.

For the reader, the rewards of rediscovering these societies are manifold. First, one
gains a sense of the vast dynamism and interconnectedness of past worlds: the Indian
Ocean as a superhighway for spices and ideas, the gold-filled streets of Mali’s
Timbuktu, mound cities across North America, and stately kingdoms on distant islands
once thought isolated. Second, these stories challenge easy assumptions about
progress and decline, revealing the complexity of historical change and the fragile,
sometimes brutal, realities of empire-building. Third, they offer practical lessons: how
ingenuity in water management, urban design, or diplomacy can drive a society’s
rise—or, conversely, how environmental mismanagement, entropic politics, or
overextension may propel its downfall.
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In recounting the rise and fall of these forgotten empires, this book weaves together
the latest archaeological discoveries, surviving firsthand accounts, current scholarly
debates, and the voices of today’s experts. Each chapter is designed to be an
immersion, richly illustrated with maps, timelines, and summaries of the civilization’s
enduring influences—as well as the often-multifaceted circumstances of their collapse.
This holistic approach aims not only to recover fascinating stories, but also to make
explicit the patterns and warnings that resonate across time.

Ultimately, “Forgotten Empires” is an invitation: to expand the horizons of our
historical imagination and to recognize that the past was as diverse, contested, and
innovative as the present. By stepping beyond the usual cast of historical characters
and exploring the world’s hidden past, we discover—perhaps unexpectedly—that our
own challenges and uncertainties are, in many ways, nothing new. The lessons and
legacies of the world’s forgotten empires survive, waiting to be understood and,
perhaps, heeded.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Kingdom of Aksum: Africa’s Red
Sea Powerhouse

Imagine a civilization so grand that its leaders were considered equals to the emperors
of Rome, Persia, and China. A kingdom that minted its own gold coins, built towering
obelisks, and controlled crucial trade routes linking three continents. This was Aksum,
a power nestled in the highlands of what is now Ethiopia and Eritrea, a vibrant empire
that for centuries stood as a formidable force, yet somehow remains largely absent
from the standard historical narrative.

While ancient Egypt’s pyramids and pharaohs dominate popular imagination when it
comes to African history, Aksum offers a compelling counter-narrative, showcasing a
sophisticated African civilization that developed independently and wielded immense
influence across the Red Sea and beyond. Its story is one of innovation, strategic
brilliance, and deep cultural roots, a testament to the diverse tapestry of ancient
global powers.

The origins of Aksum are somewhat shrouded in the mists of time, emerging from an
earlier civilization known as D’'mt, which flourished in the northern Ethiopian
highlands. By the 1st century CE, Aksum had begun its ascent, strategically positioned
to capitalize on the burgeoning trade routes connecting the Roman Empire, India, and
the rich lands of the African interior. This prime location would prove to be the bedrock
of Aksumite prosperity and power.

Aksum’s rise was not merely a stroke of geographic luck; it was also the result of
astute leadership and a mastery of trade. Aksumite merchants became key
intermediaries, facilitating the exchange of exotic goods. From the African interior
came gold, ivory, rhinoceros horn, frankincense, myrrh, and even live animals like
monkeys and hippos. These precious commodities were then shipped across the Red
Sea to ports in Arabia, and from there, into the vast markets of the Roman Empire and
India. In return, Aksum imported textiles, glass, metals, and manufactured goods. This
intricate network of exchange brought immense wealth and influence to the kingdom.

The Aksumite kings were not just shrewd traders; they were formidable rulers. The
kingdom’s power was centered around its capital city, also called Aksum, a bustling
metropolis that served as the hub of its political, economic, and religious life. The city
was a marvel of ancient urban planning, featuring grand palaces, elaborate tombs,
and colossal stelae—towering carved obelisks that served as funerary monuments for
Aksumite royalty. These stelae, some reaching over 100 feet in height and weighing
hundreds of tons, are engineering marvels, demonstrating a remarkable level of
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architectural and logistical sophistication.

One of the most striking aspects of Aksumite history is its early adoption of
Christianity. In the mid-4th century CE, during the reign of King Ezana, Aksum officially
converted to Christianity, becoming one of the first states in the world to do so. This
was a pivotal moment, deeply embedding the kingdom within the broader Christian
world and forging strong ties with Byzantium and other Christian communities. King
Ezana even had the Christian cross incorporated into his coinage, a clear declaration
of the kingdom’s new religious identity. This conversion was not merely a top-down
decree; it appears to have been embraced by the populace, shaping Aksumite art,
architecture, and cultural practices for centuries to come.

Aksum's wealth and influence allowed its kings to project power far beyond its
immediate borders. They controlled key ports along the Red Sea coast, including
Adulis, which served as the primary maritime gateway for the kingdom'’s extensive
trade network. Aksum also launched military campaigns, extending its reach into parts
of the Arabian Peninsula, demonstrating its naval capabilities and asserting its
dominance over both sides of the Red Sea. In fact, the Manichaean Prophet Mani,
writing in the 3rd century CE, recognized Aksum as one of the four great powers of the
world, placing it alongside Persia, Rome, and China—a testament to its global
standing.

The Aksumite period was also characterized by significant intellectual and cultural
achievements. The kingdom developed its own unique script, Ge'ez, which is still used
today in Ethiopia. They produced a rich body of literature, including religious texts,
chronicles, and legal documents. Aksumite art, particularly its intricate metalwork and
ceramics, reflected a blend of indigenous traditions and influences from the wider
Hellenistic and Roman worlds, creating a distinctive aesthetic that remains
recognizable to this day. The meticulous craftsmanship evident in their coinage,
especially the gold issues, not only facilitated trade but also served as a powerful
symbol of the kingdom's economic prowess and sovereignty.

However, like all empires, Aksum faced its share of challenges. Its slow decline began
around the 7th century CE, a complex process influenced by a confluence of internal
and external pressures. One significant factor was the shift in global trade patterns.
The rise of Islamic empires in the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa led to a
realignment of Red Sea trade routes. Aksum, once a central player, found itself
increasingly isolated as new maritime powers emerged and diverted trade away from
its traditional ports. This economic disruption severely impacted the kingdom’s
revenue and weakened its ability to maintain its extensive networks.

Environmental factors also played a role in Aksum’s decline. Centuries of intensive

agriculture had taken their toll on the land. Over-cultivation led to deforestation, soil
erosion, and a decrease in agricultural productivity. Erratic rainfall patterns, including
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periods of both severe drought and intense flooding, further exacerbated the
challenges faced by farmers, leading to food shortages and strain on the population. A
growing population, coupled with diminishing resources, created internal pressures
that the kingdom struggled to manage.

Adding to these woes, the Justinianic Plague, a devastating pandemic that swept
across parts of Europe, Asia, and Africa in the 6th century, also made its way to
Aksum. This deadly disease decimated populations, leading to labor shortages and
further economic disruption, undoubtedly weakening the kingdom'’s social fabric and
its capacity to respond to other challenges.

Internal factors also contributed to Aksum’s weakening. There are indications of
increasing civil strife and a gradual shift of political power away from the traditional
capital of Aksum and further inland. This decentralization of power, combined with
potential succession disputes, may have eroded the central authority of the Aksumite
kings and made the kingdom more vulnerable to external threats and internal
fragmentation. The once unified and powerful realm began to fragment into smaller,
more autonomous entities.

The exact circumstances of Aksum'’s ultimate collapse remain somewhat debated by
historians. Local Ethiopian traditions attribute the final blow to a legendary Jewish
gqueen named Yodit, or Gudit, who is said to have conquered the empire around 960
CE, destroying churches and persecuting Christians. While the historical accuracy of
this account is debated, it nonetheless points to a period of intense instability and
internal conflict that marked the end of the Aksumite imperial era. Regardless of the
precise final events, Aksum did not vanish entirely. Its legacy lived on in subsequent
Ethiopian kingdoms, notably the Zagwe and Solomonic dynasties, which drew heavily
on Aksumite traditions, culture, and religious heritage. The architectural styles, the
Ge'ez script, and the distinct form of Christianity practiced in Ethiopia today all bear
the indelible mark of the Aksumite Kingdom.

The story of Aksum serves as a powerful reminder that history is far richer and more
nuanced than often presented. It highlights the existence of thriving, sophisticated
civilizations in Africa that independently developed complex societies, engaged in
global trade, and made significant contributions to human culture and knowledge.
Aksum’s narrative challenges simplistic notions of historical progression and
underscores the interconnectedness of ancient worlds, revealing a time when an East
African kingdom stood shoulder to shoulder with the most dominant powers of its age.
Its eventual decline, like so many other empires, offers valuable insights into the
complex interplay of environmental, economic, and political factors that can unravel
even the most formidable civilizations.
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