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Nora, a Muslim Town of the 13th-15th centuries 
 

In April-May of 2008, a team led by François-Xavier Fauvelle and Ber-
trand Hirsch carried out excavations on the Muslim site of Nora (Fauvelle 
and Hirsch, 2008: 339-376). The author of the article was in charge of the 
excavation of the great mosque and the study of the others mosques on the 
site. Apart from Aksum, Nora was the first town ever excavated extensively 
in Ethiopia. Located 20km to the north-east of the current town of Shewa 
Robit (in the Shewa Region) near to the village of Wässiso, the Nora site is 
located midway between the high plateau and the flood plain of the River 
Awash at an depth of approximately 1300m  (Fig. 1). The site was discov-
ered in January 2007 during some surveys to recognize the evidence of hith-
erto medieval settlements only known in primary sources (Fauvelle and 
Hirsch, 2011). It was a ruined town which extended over several hectares 
(Fig. 2). The elevation of many of the walls, particularly those of the Great 
Mosque, has been preserved. The town also provides evidence of street net-
works and access routes, town walls, necropolis compounds and possibly 
hydraulic facilities. From the very first days of the excavation, it became 
apparent that there had been a superposition of two main levels of occupa-
tion, designated as ‘medieval’ and ‘modern’ respectively. These two levels 
are clearly separated by a thick layer (40 to 60cm) of volcanic ash sediment, 
which was the result of the destruction and abandon of the ‘medieval’ site. 
The underlying ‘medieval’ layer is characterised by built structures on the 
rocky natural ground. The majority of the dwellings, as well as all the 
mosques, belong to this level. The houses were organised around a network 
of streets and  open  spaces.  The buildings  
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were quadrangular-shaped plans and the walls were made of irregulars ash-
lars blocs bound in an earth-based mortar and set in two faced walls made of 
two distinct modular blocks; they are evidence of careful skills and show 
particular care in the levelling of the buildings and layout of the stones. The 
upper ‘modern’ level corresponds to material found from earlier construc-
tions which was reused in the construction of circular huts and large enclo-
sures. These buildings reveal construction methods that were much more 
disorganised, shoddy and demonstrate much less care in construction. The 
site has very good conservation conditions for the building and the topog-
raphic map coverage of the site was quiet easy to do. The survey allows us to 
pinpoint the principal structures that had been built, including five mosques, 
which determine the principal city’s quarters (Fig. 3). The author of this arti-
cle was in charge of the excavation of the Great Mosque and the study of the 
neighbourhood mosques. 

 
The excavation of the Great Mosque 

 

The Great Mosque of Nora is the main religious building of the town, 
located on the highest and central part of the site (Fig. 1). The Great Mosque 
is located in Sector 1, Zone A of our geographic registration system. 

 
Stratigraphic Description 

 

1.1.1 Test pit A-1, mihrab 
The excavation of the Great Mosque began in front of the mihrab with a 

test pit (known as A1) covering 3m2, set up to have an idea of the strati-
graphic potential of the building (Figs 3 and 4). Our spot height reference 
point was set at +39cm above the actual level of the building, in front of the 
mihrab. This reference/zero point is set in the south-east angle of the prayer 
room against a berm which has not been dismantled by the archaeologists. In 
this sector, the point was set at +10cm above the topsoil which meant that 
this level differed from that of the current floor level of the prayer room with 
a slope of 29cm from south to north. All the depths are presented using local 
coordinates. 

Layer or stratigraphic Unit (‘US’) 100 is a natural surface substratum 
tinted dark brown, with roots. This vegetable humus is linked to destruction 
material of the Mosque such as huge rhyolitic (volcanic magma rock) roof 
slabs of a module of 50cm side. This level measures 30 to 40cm thick and it 
does not contain any archaeological material (mainly ceramics). US 101 is a 
yellowy-grey sediment with white inclusions which look like chalk or ash. 
Sealed by layer 100 and located at -63cm depth, this level consists of blocks 
from the building, in particular small stones which were the remains of the 
collapsed columns. These stones have been reused horizontally on the fill to 



 

create a rustic paving. Unit 101 is a fill from the remodelling of the Mosque 
in the modern era, probably between the 16th and 17th centuries. US 102 is 
an ashy, light-grey, circular spot which is powdery and which is located in 
the north-east angle of the excavation at an depth of -61cm. Initially, it was 
thought that this was a domestic fireplace, but actually it is nothing more 
than a pocket of ash in the fill. 

US 103 is a basic structure at the entrance of the mihrab, originally 
made up of four vertical slabs, with only three still remaining upright. The 
slab to the east is split in two. These slabs were still visible on the surface 
and stood outside the organic level 100. The slab which was lying flat to the 
west was located at -39cm depth. The southern slab was, at its high point, -
37cm, and at its low point -82cm giving a total height of 46cm. The whole 
layout formed a ‘U’ shape around the entrance of the niche (Figs. 5 and 6). 
These large slabs were the remains of the roof collapse and were reused by 
the Nora inhabitants in the modern era, to protect the mihrab recess from the 
sedimentary deposits of US 101. 

US 104 is a layer that is below US 100 and equivalent to US 105. This 
yellowy-brown indurated alluvium contains some whitish, possibly chalk, 
inclusions. This level is located only in the mihrab at -89 cm depth, and it 
rises slightly on the surfaces of the niche. This floor level lies on the natural 
bedrock. Is this the original level of the Mosque of the 15th century in its 
final state? In any cases, this level of use pre-dates the modern remodelling 
of the Mosque and must therefore be medieval. US 105 is a yellowy-brown 
alluvium indurated against the qibla wall, to the west of the opening of the 
mihrab niche and is a small piece of ancient floor ripped away by the mod-
ern remodelling of the Mosque. It is shown in the north-west angle of our 
test pit at an altitute of -87cm. This level of use seems quite similar to, and 
of the same period as, the floor level in the mihrab (US 104); it runs through 
the 101 layer and sits atop the natural substratum 106. Lying directly on top 
of the bedrock, Stratigraphic Unit 105 smooths out its rough natural edges 
and, no doubt, served as the horizontal artificial terrace in the prayer room. 

US 106 is a grey, pulverulent sediment which corresponds to a natural 
interface at the top of the cracked, rhyolitic blocs. This substratum is a mix-
ture of ancient topsoil, degraded rhyolite and clay that can sometimes be 
found in between the volcanic rock plaques. Then there is the natural sub-
stratum US 107, which comprises cracked rhyolitic beds which split up into 
plaques at -90cm underneath the current level of the Mosque. We dug ap-
proximately 30cm through the 106 interface and the 107 natural rock in or-
der to make sure that there were no further anthropic occupation. The rhyo-
lite splits naturally into blocks which provides an easy building material, 
which only needs to be gathered up with no cutting, dressing or sharpening 
tools needed, simply collection.  



 

1.1.2. Excavation A-2, Prayer room 
 

The excavation was extended to the whole of the prayer room; some 
berms remained on the sides of the room to strengthen the Mosque walls 
(Figs 7 and 8). 

First of all, we cleared the surface layer. Stratigraphic Unit 100 is a 
brown topsoil, the same as US 100 and lying on top of US 111. This level 
appears at -21cm and it comprises many slabs and fragments of small flat 
rhyolitic blocs, concentrated mainly in the south-west angle of the room at -
16cm. The average size of the blocks is 36 by 37cm, and approximately 5cm 
thick. We unearthed a roof slab in the natural vegetal substratum, as well as 
some ceramic potsherds. This level is the final phase of the Mosque, follow-
ing the abandonment of the building in the modern era and its current use. 

The dark brown alluvium 111 is a homogenous sediment with several 
fragments of rhyolitic blocs; several roof slabs have been pinpointed. This 
level shows a clear slope towards the mihrab, and is a level of remodelling, 
dating from the reoccupation of the Mosque in the modern era. In the centre 
of the room, this layer appears at -39cm and to the south-west, it is at -21cm. 
US 111 is an interface between layers 110 and 112 and is not a level of 
abandonment, with the rhyolitic blocks lying flat and creating a level of ru-
dimentary floor over the modern grey fill 112. The small, reused blocks 
measure 45 by 25cm and they are what is left of the collapsed columns. The 
large blocks measure 45 by 40cm, with an average thickness of 4cm and 
they were positioned on top of the walls so as to create brackets for a vegetal 
roof (timbers, branches and leaves). The archaeological material is quite rare 
and some animal bones can be seen, with some potsherds concentrated in the 
cracks of the rhyolitic blocks situated in the south-west angle of the excava-
tion, right at the place where the mosque hadn’t been cleared of its debris by 
the modern occupation. We also discovered, at an depth of -43cm, a cowrie 
(cyprea monétaris, a shell from the Indian Ocean) as well as two square-
headed carpenter nails. Stratigraphic Unit 112 is a grey-brown alluvium with 
chalky inclusions, the same as US 101 and is located under 111. This fill, at 
an depth of -60cm, is a modern phase of the building which could be dated 
from 16th to the 17th century (Fig. 9) 

Architectural unit (‘UA’) 113 was under US 110, and this column, 
made up of small rhyoltic blocs, was engaged against the south-west angle of 
excavation 2. The upper section is at -22cm and the lower part is at -57cm 
depth, a total height of 35cm. Layer 114 is the same as US 111 and this floor 
level corresponds to the 13th-15th century use of the Mosque. This floor 
level is a modern reoccupation and is made up of small blocks measuring 15 
by 25cm on top of the grey layer 112 (equivalent to US 101). This gravelling 
appears at -38cm in the western section of the prayer room, or in other 
words, at an average depth of -35cm. 



 

Stratigraphic Unit 115 is located under layer 112. This gravel level lies 
directly over the geological substratum, the rhyolitic rock. This fine bed of 
rolled gravel is made up of small fluvial basalt elements, and the gravel has 
come from one of the many wadi (streams) situated below the site. This 
gravel acted as a sort of rudus (under-layer) for a chalky soil that had all dis-
appeared except for a few scattered fragments in the modern fill. With a 
thickness of between 2 and 6cm, fragments of this ballast have been discov-
ered throughout the prayer room and this level of occupation was in use with 
composite columns and the current mihrab. As for the chalky soil, this was 
taken up methodically, possibly during the remodelling of the Mosque in the 
modern era, and possibly by mistake when the collapsed columnar blocks 
were being dispersed in the prayer room. This level of occupation is located 
at a depth of -85cm. 

Layer 116 is made up of yellow-grey alluvium with ashy inclusions of 
charcoal and this level rests on top of the gravel of US 115 and underneath 
US 112. It measures 4 to 5cm in thickness and is still located in the north-
west angle of the room, at -77cm. Stratigraphic Unit 117 is situated over the 
115 floor and under the 112 layer. This represents a level of medieval demo-
lition between -76 and -87cm in depth. Some sporadic blocks have been 
placed over the original floor level of the Mosque and these blocks were not 
removed during the modern remodelling of the building. 

 
1.1.3 The first occupation Phase – the postholes (‘TP’) 

 

Stratigraphic Unit 115 corresponds to the floor level of the first medie-
val Mosque of Nora and this layer sealed a series of postholes that predated 
the building that is now visible (Figs 3, 11 and 12). Instead of a long descrip-
tion we prefer to present our data in a table with the essential information. 
 
  Posthole (TP  
   number) 

      Depth Diameter/ Meas-
urement 

    deepness 

TP 136  -89 cm 22 cm 24 cm 
TP 137 -87 cm 38 cm 17 cm 
TP 138 -87cm   25cm 33 cm 
TP 139 -83cm 18cm 15cm 
TP 140 -83cm 25cm 28cm 
TP 141 -90cm 28cm 37cm 
TP 142 -92cm 45cm   27cm 
TP 143 -87cm   21cm 32cm 
TP 144 -88cm 21cm 12cm 
TP 145 -88cm 21cm 16cm 
TP 146 -92cm 36cm 31cm 



 

TP 147 -88cm 22cm 22cm 
TP 148 -90cm 25cm 28cm 
TP 149 -88cm 18cm 16cm 
TP 150 -90cm 21cm 39cm 
TP 151 -91cm 24cm 45cm 
TP 152 -87cm 30cm 44cm 
TP 153 -92cm 22cm 20cm 
TP 154 -89cm 36 x 28cm 43cm 
TP 155 -90cm 25cm 19cm 
TP 156    -90cm          21cm 24cm 

 
Posthole 118 is located to the north-west, near to the monolithic col-

umn; and this dig probably relates to TP 119 which is located in the south-
west angle of the prayer room. Postholes 136 to 156 seem to work together 
and be contemporary. TP 140 seems to be linked to TP 141 and is circular in 
shape. TP 147 seems to be linked to posthole 136. The postholes 150, 151 
and 142 are relatively deep, as they had to support a rather heavy structure 
and they are arranged coherently and seem to be interlinked.  

These excavations have shown evidence of the first level of occupation 
in the sector and they are set into the natural rhyolitic rock. These postholes 
do not form a coherent pattern and this is why it is difficult to determine the 
function of the building that used these supports. It could have been a gran-
ary, a dwelling or even a small religious building even maybe a mosque built 
from perishable materials and it is this hypothesis that we support because 
one of the fundamental characteristics of the architecture of a mosque is the 
presence of supports, pillars or columns in the prayer room. 

 
1.1 Architectural description 

 

1.2.1 Masonry and building techniques 
 

The masonry of the Mosque is made up of reddish-brown and dark 
brown blocks of rhyolitic blocks. The dimensions of the blocks are based on 
two average modules, one 30cm long and 7cm thick and the other, smaller 
one, 12 by 4cm. The thickness of the courses varies between approximately 
4 and 20cm and these courses are quite irregular; however, the larger dimen-
sions of the rhyolitic blocks compensate for this; the small blocks are added 
on in order to compensate for the thickness of a block of the larger module. 

The stones are bound together by an orange-brown earth-based mortar 
revealing very few inclusions and used as a binder at the core of the masonry 
filling but not used as the joints in the external facings. The thickness of the 
main walls vary between 80 and 90cm equal to two Arabic cubits (or dhira, 
around 44-48cm).  



 

The angles of the Mosque are quoined with large-scale stones cut in 
brown rhyolite. However, the quoins are only installed in the lower two-
thirds of the elevation and the upper part is a normal stonewall corner in 
small yellow-brown rhyolitic module. The quoins using large, dressed stones 
are also observed for the mihrab and the main door of the Mosque. 

The Mosque walls and columns set up directly on the bedrock which 
was previously cut to set up foundations with a groove of approximately 
5cm deep (Fig. 14). There are, therefore, no real foundation walls, as there 
are in domestic architecture of Nora.  

 
1.2.1. Main supporting walls 

 

The west wall (Architectural Unit 120) is preserved up to the entabla-
ture, with a height of 5m above the current ground; some of the roof slabs 
are still preserved on the top of the south-western angle of the wall. The wall 
subsided towards the exterior which explains why it became separated from 
the upper third part of the qibla wall (UA 123). The west wall originally 
comprised three regularly spaced windows which were subsequently crudely 
filled in. (Fig. 3). From the north to the south, they are labelled as follows: 
W1, W2 and W3. Window W1 has a slightly trapezoidal opening and meas-
ures 48cm wide at its highest section by 51cm in the lowest section with a 
height of 70cm (height calculated according to the imprints of the lintel). 
The exterior lintel is still in situ and measures 74cm long. It is composed of a 
single block of rhyolite. At a later date, following the collapse of the internal 
lintel, the imprint of which can still be seen in the later filling in, this win-
dow has partly collapsed probably on the outside and the support has disap-
peared. The blocks used for the filling in did not follow the alignment of the 
facings nor the regular module of the courses. The central window (W2) 
represents a rectangular opening 50cm wide by 80cm high installed under-
neath an exterior lintel measuring 98cm long (the interior lintel has disap-
peared). Finally, Window W3 is a square opening with sides measuring 
46cm. The exterior lintel measures 50cm long while the interior lintel has 
disappeared; leaving a large collapsed area in the thickness of the wall. 

All the elevation of the Eastern wall (UA 121) is preserved, with a 
height of 5m above the current ground and particularly in the southern angle 
where some supporting roof slabs are still in place. The wall is no more than 
4m in the north-eastern section where an acacia tree has grown up against 
the exterior facing and this weakened the wall. A large area of refilling can 
be identified here with a dry rubble fill and irregular courses. There are two 
hypotheses: either this was an accidental collapse of the wall at approxi-
mately 2m high and throughout the entire thickness due to a weakness in the 
masonry from the presence of the acacia tree and by the subsequent a later 
refilling; or it was from the collapse of an opening, perhaps a door, as verti-



 

cal blocks alignments are visible on both sides of the refill. In this case, this 
door would measure 88cm wide by an unknown height. A niche, 18cm high 
by 22cm wide has been set into UA 121 at the level of the north door and 
under its lintel, exactly in the passage. 

The eastern wall of the Mosque has three regularly spaced windows, 
which mirror those of the west wall. From the north to the south, they are 
numbered as follows: E1, E2 and E3. Window E1 is a slightly trapezoidal 
window measuring 47cm wide at its highest section and 50cm wide at the 
lowest section, with a height of 50cm. It has a lintel measuring 108cm wide 
on the inside while the outside lintel has disappeared, as has the exterior 
support. The internal support system is still visible: situated between the in-
ternal facing lintel and the external-facing rhyolitic lintel is a wooden beam 
which also forms a tripartite lintel.  Window E2 is trapezoidal-shaped and 
measures 46cm wide at its highest section and at least 51cm at its lowest sec-
tion, with regards to the exterior-facing opening. The window is slightly 
wider on the prayer room side as it measures 51cm wide throughout. A dou-
ble rhyolitic lintel has been used on the outside: the lower lintel measures 
57cm long and the upper lintel 84cm. They are separated by a narrow course 
of small blocks. In the inside, the lintel has been ripped off but its imprint, 
which is still visible, shows that it measured a maximum of 96cm long. Be-
cause the lintel was ripped off, a section of thickness of the wall collapsed 
above the window: where this had collapsed, as well as the window itself, 
have subsequently been refilled as carefully as possible to re-use the rhyoli-
tic blocks making sure to align them with the two facings. This refill is much 
less visible than that of the western windows. Window E3 is trapezoidal-
shaped measuring 43cm wide in its highest section by 50cm in the lowest 
section, with regards to its exterior-facing opening; it is slightly wider on the 
prayer room side as it measures 47cm wide in the highest section. It meas-
ures 56cm in height. The exterior and interior lintels measure 57 and 58cm 
wide respectively. The support system there is again tripartite but consists 
entirely of stone, as opposed to wood, lintels as is the case for Window E1. 

The south wall of the Great Mosque (UA 122) is preserved up to the 
corbels supporting the original roof, approximately 5m above the current 
ground. The large support roof slabs are still in situ all along the wall. The 
wall measures 85cm thick. The angles of the wall are quoined with large per-
fectly cut blocks of a brown rhyolite. This type of quoin is located only in 
the lower two-thirds of the elevation then the wall adopts the classic small 
rhyolitic module. The exterior facing is damaged by four vertical cracks on 
both sides of the main entrance. Two of these have been filled in with a thick 
grey coating and reinforced with gravel. Near to these cracks, the masonry 
has collapsed in a few places. The two other cracks happened subsequent to 
this rather simple and hazardous attempt of restoration. 



 

1.2.3. Entrance facade 
 

The main entrance of the mosque is located at the centre of the facade 
and measures 140cm high between the wooden frame and the current floor 
level and measures 122cm wide. Over the door is a huge relieving-arch lintel 
in rhyolite, measuring 193cm long, above an empty space which was refilled 
subsequently to the construction of the building. Finally we have a wooden 
lintel of the door measuring 167cm long, which acted as a doorframe. Four 
small wooden beams form the top section of the door and this support was 
composite simply because of the lack of large timber in the region (Figs, 10, 
15, 16 and 17). Intra-muros, the lintel, the wood beam, measures 202cm 
long. A recess measuring some twenty centimetres on each side of the door 
highlights the initial positioning of the two disappeared vertical beams which 
were brought in to support the lintel, and thus creating a complete door-
frame. 

The original western beam measures 18 x 23cm and the position of the 
eastern beam 18 x 27cm. Two square notches of 10cm sides, positioned on 
both sides of the lintel, on its underside, served as mortises for the uprights. 
The fixing holes of the door’s wooden jambs show that the opening must 
have measured approximately 93cm wide. A wooden door closed off the 
access to the prayer room and had one door leaf with the locking system be-
ing installed in the facing lintel using a square pivot of 10cm sides, to the 
east of the doorway and a 10cm wide doorstop butt on the western side. 
Thus, the door opens out, from left to right. 

Two blocks of a red pulverulent stone, whose colour clearly stands out 
from the rest of the masonry, have been placed on both sides of the entrance, 
up to the level of the relieving arch lintel. A third block is just above the en-
trance. These three blocks form a triangular composition. Finally a regular 
course of medium-size rhyolite blocs runs above the main entrance, at one 
metre from the top of the wall.  The same layout of red stones can be seen at 
the entrance to the small eastern Mosque (Mosque M2, S.2-ZC). 

The facade of the mosque is also punctuated with a course of large 
blocks (of rhyolite identified by Laurent Bruxelles, Geologist) on all sides of 
the main entrance. These stones are identical to those used for the angle rein-
forcements. This course originates in the east and west angles and runs along 
approximately one quarter of the facade. A single monolithic slab was all 
that was needed to create this western string course.  This layout seems to be 
purely aesthetic like the three coloured stones above the entrance. 

 
1.2.4 The Qibla wall and the mihrab 

 

Most of the elevation of the north wall or qibla (UA 123, previously UA 
107) is preserved, approximately 5m above the current ground. The wall 



 

measures 1.25m thick. Large rhyolitic blocks create several horizontal string 
courses which stand out from the rest of the masonry by their uniformity and 
homogeneity. These string courses were positioned on the upper third of the 
wall, above the mihrab, and reveal a certain aesthetic layout. 

In the centre of the wall, the mihrab, facing north, constitutes the main 
element of UA 122 (Figs 5 and 18). The niche is located slightly to the east 
compared with the main entrance axis. Ogival-shaped, the niche opening 
measures 227cm high, as from the level of the original floor, by 94cm wide 
at the bottom and 76cm at its high point starting at the beginning of the 
vault. The depth of the recess is 96cm. The keystone was cut in the shape of 
a ‘T’ (Fig. 19) and this monolithic element is characteristic of the mosques 
of this region and we will see later that this element can represent a cultural 
or a chronological benchmark.  

Two small quadrangular niches have been set into the both sides of the 
mihrab, at a human face height. The western niche measures 40cm wide by 
35cm high and is covered by a rhyolitic lintel measuring 48cm long. Its 
depth is 40cm and two slabs have been used to create the lintel system at this 
depth. The eastern niche measures 43cm wide by 35cm high under a rhyoli-
tic lintel measuring 52cm long. It was not possible to measure the depth as 
the niche was blocked at a later date. The blockage process was meticulous 
in that it used the same construction method and the same mortar. This work 
differs from the refilling process for the windows, which is simpler and cer-
tainly later in date. 

The north-east angle of the qibla has been pierced with a door which 
measures 78cm wide (Figs 3 and 20). The wooden composite lintel is made 
up of several beams, one of which is 110cm long to the south and is embed-
ded in the eastern wall of the mosque. Hence, the door was designed from 
the initial plan of the builders of the mosque. To the north, the beam meas-
ures 93cm long and is positioned much higher than the southern beam, thus 
creating a sort of embrasure in the thickness of the wall immediately above 
the door. This recess measures 51cm high by 30 to 37cm deep and was 
aligned to the door jambs. In the wall thickness, seven beams were needed to 
create the support system of 125cm wide: five beams for the ‘low level’ and 
two additional beams for the ‘high level’. The door was finished off with a 
wooden doorframe which, on the prayer room side, acted as a support for the 
lintel in which two mortises with sides of approximately 10cm are visible on 
both sides of its inside face. A staircase providing access to the roof is next 
to the outside facade of the qibla wall. 

 
1.2.5 Staircase minaret 

 

Walls 124, 125 and 126 form the staircase at the back of the qibla wall 
(Fig. 3). They were built during a later phase than the main four supporting 



 

walls of the prayer room, nevertheless the presence of an entrance door be-
tween the room and the staircase indicates that this architectural element was 
planned by the builders right from the beginning of the construction work. 
The weight of the stairs and the weakness of the anchor points, explain 
the displacement northward of this structure, which was not sufficiently solid 
and not correctly linked to the rest of the building. 

UA 124 corresponds to the wall of the staircase behind the Great 
Mosque. The wall is 55cm thick; up to 4.50m of the elevation is preserved, 
several of the upper courses having disappeared. The wall is no longer con-
nected to UA 121/123. A small window was created in the upper part of the 
wall, to bring some light and which suggests that the stairwell was originally 
covered. Two rhyolitic slabs were needed to support this window or skylight 
throughout the whole thickness of the wall. The skylight measures 30cm 
wide by a height of 43cm and is underneath a small, 41cm-long, lintel. UA 
125 designates the north wall of the staircase. This wall has suffered great 
damage due to the collapse of its central section. The wall measures 53cm 
thick by a preserved height of approximately 5m in the north-west angle. 
The wall is securely quoined to the staircase (UA 135) which leans on the 
south side. The fact that all the weight of the staircase was been transferred 
onto this wall certainly exacerbated the displacement to the north phenome-
non. Architectural Unit 126 corresponds to the west wall of the Great 
Mosque’s staircase. Almost all, approximately 5m, of the original height of 
the wall is preserved. This wall is connected to the qibla wall by four anchor 
points, made up of small rhyolitic blocks. A vertical crack running towards 
the south of the wall, along the qibla, reinforces this movement of the whole 
staircase to the north. 

UA 135 is the stairway that provides access to the roof of the Mosque, 
and is situated at the back of the qibla wall and built inside the space created 
by Walls 124, 125 and 126. Only the five steps of the upper part of the 
stairway have been preserved and there were probably four steps that disap-
peared in the lower part. The steps are measured by height and tread as fol-
lows: 32 x 36cm, 38 x 28cm, 33 x 33cm and 42 x 35cm. The stairs cover the 
whole of the width of the staircase. The space between the three walls was 
filled in by rubble which acted as a support for the flight of stairs. The block-
ing is organised in horizontal beds, which don’t create any uniform facing on 
the risers. The stair is tightly quoined to the north wall of the staircase. 
Therefore, it is the weight of the stairs, plus the fragility of the foundations 
and the weak anchorage points of the supporting walls of the staircase, that 
are the cause of the displacement and slow collapse of the whole staircase to 
the north. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

1.2.6 Columns 
 

The excavation revealed the location of the original columns in the 
prayer room of the Mosque and it was only the bases of these that remained 
(Fig. 21). These columns are made up of small triangular rhyolitic blocks of 
a relatively uniform module measuring 5cm thick by 12 to 20cm long for the 
base of the triangle that is exposed. The masonry is made up of irregular 
rubble in the core of the support and triangular blocks for the facing, with the 
point turning inwards and the base of the triangle outwards, this creates a 
facing that is more or less regular (Fig. 22). The blocks are laid in regular 
courses and bonded together with the same brown-orange clay mortar that 
was mainly used at the core of the masonry. From what we can see from the 
only column elevation that is still preserved and the height of the load-
bearing walls, all the supports must have been approximately 5m above the 
original floor. 

When referring to the base of the column, this is not, strictly speaking, a 
base or even foundations as there is no difference between the bottom of the 
pillar and the pillar which is set in a foundation socket cut in the bedrock. 
The support lies on a slight hollow, (approximately 3cm) of the natural rock, 
and again this is a very slight adjustment and can’t be described as a system-
atic adjustment of the bedrock. 

The diameter of the columns is not a perfect circle and each column is 
different, the spacing between the columns is never the same and the span 
alignment is not followed (Fig. 23). This issue with the layout of the sup-
ports and their implementation is really symptomatic of the construction of 
Nora Mosque, as it would seem that the builders have a very limited knowl-
edge about Islamic architecture and columns. There are no real foundations, 
no tools used to ensure uniform measurements and not even a string was 
used to align the supports, which is rather surprising, as this type of layout 
can be seen even in relatively basic Islamic societies. This is why we have to 
wonder whether there is not ‘an order in the disorder’ and that these ele-
ments could be used to define the Islamic architecture of Ethiopia and maybe 
Somalia, the whole Horn of Africa. 

Architectural Unit 127 designates the base of the western pillar of the 
first span. A height of 65cm is preserved. The column has a circumference of 
60 x 70cm, a diameter that decreases the higher it gets with a slightly conical 
profile. UA 128 relates to the western column of the main entrance on the 
first span and 46cm of its height is preserved. The column cross-section 
measures 72 x 82cm. UA 129 is the base of eastern column of the entrance, 
of the first span. This support measures 48cm high and has a circumference, 
with a slightly conical profile, of 66 x 72cm. The base of the column, namely 
UA 130; is located to the east of the first span and 48cm of its height is pre-
served. Its diameter measures 70 x 77cm. It lies on the bedrock, as is the 



 

case with all the other supports. The base of the column, UA 131 is located 
to the west of the second span and is 48cm high by a cross-section of 70 x 
75cm with a diameter that decreases as it ascends. UA 132 relates to the base 
of the column of the second span to the west of the mihrab niche. This sup-
port measures 28cm high with a circumference of 68 x 77cm. UA 133 col-
umn is located to the east of the third span and this support is the only one 
whose height (ie 460cm) has been completely preserved. The pillar is 
leaning towards to the north-east and it is therefore in danger of collapse. Its 
diameter at the base is 97cm and its circumference decreases as it ascends, 
with a conical-shaped profile. 

UA 134 designates a second column base in the axis of the second span 
from the west. This support base measure 28cm high and it has a very dis-
tinct structure from the other supports of the prayer room, being of homoge-
nous design. By way of support, the rhyolitic bedrock, has been re-cut in 
such a way as to create an initial circular course of 13cm high, with a stand 
which is not connected to the rest of the rocky natural ground. This is a 
foundation system which is completely different from the circular foundation 
footing of the columns of the 15th century. A course of small rhyolitic 
blocks measuring 6cm high, bridges the gap with the column tambour of the 
upper part. These blocks have an average module of 12 to 20cm long. The 
last preserved level is a monolithic, rhyolithic shaft, evenly-hewn and circu-
lar (Fig. 24) and measuring 9cm thick and 47cm diameter, which is equal to 
an Arabian cubit or dhira. The uniformity of both: the architectural element 
and the stonecutting skills apparent in the block are very different compare 
to the column bases and technologies that were previously observed. UA 134 
is a base of either a column or a pillar, but it could also be a column com-
prising several monolithic shafts. There are two hypotheses regarding the 
anastylosis or hypothesis of the original elevation: this was either a succes-
sion of monolithic shafts or alternating circular monolithic blocks and 
courses of small rhyolithic modules. 

As previously stressed, this column is very different from the other sup-
ports already described. The presence of three ‘imprints’ of rhyolitic circular 
stands, UA 157, 158 and 159, that are located to the north and the south of 
UA 134. Architectural Unit 157 relates to a stand hewn in the bedrock and in 
the south-west angle of the prayer room. This artificially superelevated stand 
is reminiscent of the one under UA 135. UA 157 is identical to UA 158 and 
159. UA 158 is another base, or rather a stand, that has been roughly-carved 
in the bedrock and is located to the south-east. UA 159 is the last base to be 
laid, located in the north-east angle. 

The four stands are aligned on two spans and form a square. They were 
contemporary to the base of the column previously discovered as well as to 
the first levels of occupation. This could come from the columns remains of 



 

the oldest prayer room in Nora (Fig. 3). Another piece of evidence of the 
primitive mosque is the level of the gravel soil (US115) which is linked to 
column UA 134.  This balast level (or rudus), acts as a base for the chalky 
soil and we only found scattered fragments at this level. The quality of this 
floor level, which had disappeared under the developments of the 15th cen-
tury mosque and the modern occupation, together with the skilful cutting of 
the UA 134 column shaft, are clear signs of a structure that is different from 
the one seen today. The present-day mosque dates from the 15th century but 
a prior mosque dates back to the 14th century. As for the usage of this build-
ing, the fact that there are pillars indicates that this was also a mosque and, 
as such, was the first trace of islamisation on the site of Nora. 

 
1.3 Interpretation and analysis 

 

The Great Mosque of Nora is homogenous both in its style and its con-
struction. The prayer room has a 43m2 surface area and the structure is an 
almost perfect square, 13m from east to west and 12m from north to south. 
The mosque could accommodate up to 80 worshippers. This mosque is ex-
ceptionally well-preserved. The load-bearing walls are preserved up to 
where the roof begins. Nearly all of the height of one of the columns is still 
preserved and this is located in the north-east angle of the prayer room near 
to the roof access. Two hypotheses could be put forward about the preserva-
tion of this column. First, the diameter of the supports could vary quite con-
siderably. As this column has one of the largest diameters it is, therefore, the 
most solid. Secondly, a hypothesis which can complement the first, is that 
the column still standing is located in an angle where there are one to two 
doors. The presence of these openings increases the flexibility of the walls of 
the north-east angle and could have had an effect on the preservation of the 
column in the event of an earthquake. 

The entablature at the top of the walls was made up of large rhyolitic 
blocks measuring 50cm. These slabs positioned over the top of the wall 
acted as a counterweight for the beams of the ceiling supporting a roof com-
prised of perishable materials: wood and timber. This system of roofing was 
observed by our architect colleagues in the present-day Argoba mosques (ar-
chitects of the mission, personal communication). If the whole roof had been 
made of slabs, we ought to have found more debris than we did, whether in 
the mosque or outside. The large slabs discovered are not enough to have 
covered all of the prayer room. Moreover, the absence of putlogs for fixing 
the joists at the top of the walls also confirms that this was a light-weight 
roof. 

The discovery of a gutter to the south-east of the mosque indicates that 
the roof was flat. This gutter ensures runoff of the rainwater collected on a 
flat roof, even one with a slight dip. In the same sector, we also noted a large 



 

quadrangular stone, hewn with a drain in the centre. This stone would be too 
heavy to be a gutter but could have been a stone used to drain the rainwater 
that had run off the gutter into a basin in the south-east. This basin or reser-
voir was probably used for the ritual ablutions prior to prayer. It seems that 
the Nora Mosque only had one gutter in the south-east, which indicates that 
the flat roof sloped towards the south to facilitate drainage. The running off 
of the rainwater on one side of the building is interesting in that it shows 
where the ablutions area was. 

The diameter of the columns, and their layout in the room, varies quite 
considerably, which indicates that the work was more likely to have been 
carried out by builders and masons rather than architects (in fact this word 
didn’t even exist during the medieval period). This mosque represents a local 
Islamic architecture with almost no external influences. Besides, the very 
few examples of medieval Ethiopian and Somalian mosques that have been 
studied reveal the same kind of disregard in connection with the organisation 
of the supports: columns or pillars (Curle, 1937 and Chittick, 1976).  This 
observation is quite surprising considering the fact that even in primitive so-
cieties, spatial organisation, as well as the symmetrical arrangement of the 
pillars and columns, was known and skilfully managed. Consequently, one 
may wonder whether this was not in fact a regional and ‘cultural facies’, that 
we could call ‘a dissymmetrical organisation of the supports’! 

During the reoccupation of the mosque, the columns that had collapsed 
in the prayer room were removed and the old floors torn up with some of the 
debris being thrown in front of the mosque entrance pictured by a small 
mound. The mosque was cleaned and the remains removed. A fill of grey 
earth has been spread out through the entire prayer room and pieces of col-
umn and roof slabs were used to create a basic pavement. It’s clear by the 
absence of pillars or ceiling supports that the roof was not rebuilt. It was 
only the mihrab that had special treatment, with blocks protecting its en-
trance. However, all these developments were still just basic and the mosque 
was used as an open-air ziara. No major works or architectural restorations 
were undertaken. Everything points to the fact that the modern-day Nora 
inhabitants were impoverished and were not able to restore the medieval 
mosque.  

There is no level of abandonment in the mosque, but the fill created in 
the modern era makes use of building materials such as column and roof 
slabs. This fill, which was very powdery, also contains a greyish ash, which 
was possibly the remains of a pyroclastic surge which descended on the 
town, and/or of an earthquake. Apparently, the mosque then caught fire and 
the columns of the prayer room collapsed. Although the circumstances were 
not the same, the fate of the Nora Mosque is reminiscent of the history of the 
Great Mosque of Kilwa, as related by Ibn Battuta and the Kilwa Chronicles 



 

(Pradines, 2003: 360 and 2011: 138-139). The Mosque of Kilwa collapsed in 
1331 following an earthquake and was rebuilt and enlarged later. 

The history of the Great Mosque of Nora can be divided into four main 
phases (Fig. 25). The first phase, which from stratigraphic dating evidence, 
dates back to the 13th century and presents a pre-islamic level, which is char-
acterised by postholes. Sample 31 provides us with a radiocarbon date that is 
calibrated between AD 1030 and AD 1230 with the latest date probably be-
ing the beginning of the 13th century. The second phase corresponds to the 
first mosque built in the 14th century. We do not know the exact layout of the 
building, despite the few strips of soil that are preserved. The prayer room 
supports were made up of columns with monolithic drums. The third phase 
is characterised by a second floor level and composite columns. The Nora 
Mosque, as we can see nowadays, was therefore probably built during this 
period, ie at the beginning of the 15th century. The change from monolithic 
to composite support is also observed for the same periods in the Kilwa 
Mosque of present-day Tanzania (Pradines, 2005: 36). Finally, the fourth 
phase represented the abandonment of the building and its brief reoccupation 
between the 16th and 17th centuries, following the Christian domination of 
the region. 

 
 

14C DATATIONS 
 

# Origin of 
the sample 

Lab Ref Stratigraphic 
context 

Age BP Date cal. AD 
(2 σ) 

12 Charcoal IFAO-
0161 

Sect. 1, US 0118 
(Post hole, Great 
Mosque) 

763 ± 49 1165-1298 
1372-1378 

22 Charcoal Lyon-6055 Sect. 1, zone A, 
sond. 2, US 0115 
(Layer) 

750 ± 30 1223-1285 

31 Charcoal Beta-
262515 

Sect. 1, A02, US 
0155 (Post hole, 
Great Mosque) 

890 ± 40 1030-1230 

 
2. The neighbourhood mosques 
 

2.1 The mosques and the town 
 

The Great Mosque (M1) is the main religious building and a central 
place. It is the main mosque where worshippers gather for Friday prayers, 
always accompanied by the town dignitaries. The mosque is known as a 
‘Jâmia’ and the ‘khutba Mosque’ and was also the meeting point for the 
worshippers for the daily sermons. This type of mosque always has a min-
bar, which is the pulpit with stairs where the Imam stands during prayers. It 



 

was undoubtedly the Imam of Nora who would have been officiating in this 
mosque. The minbar in Nora could have been made of wood or stone, but its 
absence probably indicates that it was made of wood and so, unfortunately, 
disappeared. 

The town of Nora also had four neighbourhood / district mosques (Fig. 
1). These buildings are used each day for the five daily prayers and mean 
that the worshippers can stay close to their homes or their places of work in 
order to go and pray. The number of neighbourhood mosques is a good indi-
cator of how big a town is and this is the case with medieval Cairo where 
there were hundreds of neighbourhood mosques. The five mosques in Nora 
is clear evidence that we are dealing with a ‘conurbation’ somewhere be-
tween a ‘large village’ and a ‘small town’. The absence of imported material 
and objects shows that Nora was not a great trading post, but simply a town 
located on the trade routes. A seminar had been organised by G. Holder and 
A.-M Peatrick in 2000 regarding the ‘City-State in Africa: an Essay on Po-
litical Anthropology’. The participants pondered several questions regarding 
the political make-up of the ‘City’ in Africa as well as the definition of a 
‘Town’. However, these definitions question about what constitutes an urban 
community still remain complex and unclear when it relates to Sub-Saharan 
Africa (Connah, Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1993; Anderson and Rathbone, 2000 
and Fattovich). Nevertheless, we can consider Nora as a town regarding the 
five mosques built and used during the medieval period. 

We divided the Town of Nora into clusters or districts depending on the 
different types of mosques that were identified. Marked in red on the plan 
we established that there were five clusters that corresponded to the four 
neighbourhood mosques and the one Great Mosque. The four main clusters, 
in red, are aligned on the north-west/south-east axis. They follow the direc-
tion of the mosque qibla (the wall turn to Mecca) and the free spaces areas 
available in this mountainous area compatible with the building of a town. 
Marked in yellow, we proposed three clusters which were heavily-occupied 
where there could have been a neighbourhood mosque. Clusters 7 and 8 are 
those that could provide the remains of mosques in future surveys due to the 
density their occupation and to the numerous medieval structures recorded. 

The position of the mosques also raises the question of how the town 
was divided up, whether based on administrative, religious or ethnic crite-
ria’s as it’s often the case in many Islamic cities in West and East Africa 
(Pradines, 2014: 22-25). Thus, Mosque M5 was qualified, rather too hastily 
by the author, as being a funerary mosque (due to the cemeteries around), 
when in fact our survey have shown that the area was heavily-occupied, with 
numerous bases of walls being visible as well as numerous megalithic struc-
tures being observed in this sector. The dwellings differ considerably from 
the rectangular houses that are associated with the settlement centre and the 



 

traditional, rural and Islamic dwellings. The fact that a neighbourhood 
mosque may have been built in sector 3 clearly indicates that even if this 
area was populated by ‘different people’, a number of these inhabitants were 
Muslims. It is interesting to note that this dichotomy of the town of Nora is 
also evident in the treatment of its dead, with the shaft tombs being attrib-
uted to the 15th century through radio-carbon dating. This makes them con-
temporaneous with the classic Muslim graves even though these funerary 
practices are not recognised by Islam. It is still possible to object to our ob-
servation that there is no such thing as just one Islam, there are many types 
of Muslim groups in Sub-Saharan Africa and, in particular, Ethiopia, having 
developed regional particularities. Other criteria to be taken into account is 
the dearth of archaeological material, the weakness of the stratigraphy indi-
cating that the site was not occupied for a long period of time, probably from 
the 13th to the 15th centuries, with one phase of reoccupation in the modern 
era, between the 16th and 17th centuries. However, the site is very extensive 
and has very different types of architectural structures for the same period, 
and it would be really interesting to carry out new archaeological excava-
tions in order to see if it’s possible to distinguish ethnic groups or communi-
ties who were living in Nora.  

 
2.2. Identification of a neighbourhood mosque 

 

The town of Nora had five mosques. We didn’t identify any more reli-
gious building during our intensive survey. Identifying the Great Mosque 
was easy but how did we identify the other small mosques? What criteria 
were used and what were the components of this type of building? 

Regardless of whether the architectural influence was Persian or Arabic, 
the prayer room of a Mosque is almost always divided up by column or pil-
lar spans. These supports are one of the main characteristics of mosques that 
differentiate these public places from other ones such as domestic units. In 
the case of small mosques, the prayer room is not big enough to accommo-
date multiple supports and a single central column was enough to be distin-
guished from a simple house. 

Another component of the mosque is a functional element: the ablutions 
area. Muslim prayer ritual dictates that the worshiper has to wash himself to 
be purified with water whenever possible. This is why an ablution area is 
always attached to a mosque and this area comprises a water tank (birka) or 
/and a well (bir), a basin (fiskiyya) for washing in and a bench or footrests all 
around (matâhir). During our survey, we did note the presence of large 
dense and dark basalt stones near to mosques M2 and M3. These big old ba-
salt stones immediately reminded us of the big old Porites Coral used in East 
Africa as footrests and stone rubbers all around the ablution basins of Swa-
hili mosques (Pradines, 2010: 55; Horton, 1996: 174-177). Dense basalt is an 



 

abrasive stone which served the same purpose as coral blocks, namely to lift 
the worshippers’ feet off the impure soil in order for them to be cleaned of 
their dead, rough skin and calluses. We then lead systematic searches for this 
type of stone all over the Nora site and this enabled us to identify two other 
mosques. Basalt stone rubbers prove, therefore, to be effective markers in 
the search for medieval mosques. 

Finally, the element which is the most characteristic and easiest to grasp 
in a mosque is, undoubtedly, the mihrab. The mihrab is the niche positioned 
in the centre of the qibla wall. This wall always faces in the direction of 
Mecca and dictates the direction of mosques throughout the world. The mi-
hrab is usually the most decorated part of the mosque with sculptures, small 
columns and other non-figurative ornamental elements.  

 
2.3 Inventory and description of small mosques 

 

Mosque M2 is the only neighbourhood mosque in Nora which has been 
excavated by archaeologists under the direction of Romain Mensard (Fau-
velle and Hirsch, Nora monograph forthcoming). This mosque stands on top 
of the densely-urbanised spur to the west of the Great Mosque. The building 
measures 6m from east to west and 5.3m from north to south (Figs 2 and 26). 
The prayer room has a surface area of 19m2. The east and west walls are 
both pierced by a window. The north wall, the qibla, is pierced by a mihrab 
niche measuring 68cm wide at its base by a depth of 98cm. A tomb is at-
tached to the mihrab, in the north-east angle on the outside of the building. 
The ceiling of the prayer room is supported by a central column. There was a 
small courtyard laid out in front of the main entrance of the mosque, in the 
south. A basalt stone rubber was discovered to the south-west of the court-
yard. It measures 60cm in diameter by a height of 45cm and it is the likely 
indicator that this is where the ablution area was situated.  

Mosque M3 is located at the edge of a slope, to the south of the Great 
Mosque. The building is square with 10.5m sides (Figs 2 and 27). The prayer 
room has a surface area of 98m2. This neighbourhood mosque is built on a 
terrace, in between two streets parallel to the natural slope. The mihrab can 
be easily recognised, set out in the qibla wall, which also surrounds the street 
above. Its opening at the base is 62cm, by a depth of 70cm. A basalt stone 
rubber was found to the south-east of the mosque and it measures 45cm high 
and 70cm in diameter. This element is also indicative of the presence of an 
ablutions area to the south of the religious building. 

Mosque M4 is built on a steep promontory to the south-east of Mosque 
M3. The building measures 6m on each side with a prayer room of 20m2 
(Figs. 2 and 28). It was possible to identify the mihrab niche who measures 
56cm wide by 68cm deep (Fig. 29). A basalt stone rubber was also identified 
to the south of the building and measures 45cm high by a diameter of 65cm. 



 

The dominant position of this mosque is of particular interest because it 
could be seen by everyone arriving on the Nora site from the south. 

Mosque M5 is installed in Sector 3, to the north-east of the Great 
Mosque, in a zone which was traditionally reserved for tombs and sur-
rounded by both Muslim and non-Muslim graves by locals. The building 
measures 6m from east to west and 5m from north to south, with a prayer 
room of 18.5m2 (Figs. 2 and 30). Two windows pierce the east and west 
walls respectively. The mihrab has a 72cm wide opening at its base and the 
niche has a depth of 100cm. The qibla is hemmed in by an exterior enclosure 
wall and this was an area reserved either for tombs or for a small staircase 
minaret. There was a courtyard laid out in front of the main entrance to the 
south of the mosque. A basalt stone rubber was located to the south-east of 
the mosque, with a diameter of 60 x 55cm, and a height of 30cm. 

What conclusions can we draw from the study of the neighbourhood 
mosques of Nora? These small mosques are square, measuring 6m on each 
side and have a prayer room whose average surface area is 20m2. A central 
column supports a roof made from perishable material. The very basic mi-
hrab is not surrounded with any special decoration and the main entrance of 
the mosque is always located to the south, opposite the mihrab. In front of 
the mosques there is a small courtyard to the south and the ablutions area is 
located to the south-east of the courtyard. The muezzin provided access to 
the roof of the mosque by a small staircase on the outside of the qibla wall in 
the north-east angle. 

 
3. Nora in a Regional context 

 

3.1. Architectural influences between Christians and Muslims 
 

The layout of columns in the Nora Mosque, the basic appearance of the 
masonry, the lack of care given to the treatment of the mihrab, are all ele-
ments that push us to rethink the architectural influences of the High Ethio-
pian Plateaux, between Christians and Muslims (Philipson, 2009). Why is 
there such a technological discrepancy between the mosques and the 
churches that were built in Ethiopia during the same period? 

The monolithic churches of Lalibela date back to the end of the 12th 
century or to the beginning of the 13th century and, according to oral tradi-
tions, would have been built by refugees fleeing from Egypt. Two waves of 
Christian refugees are known, firstly the Coptic’s who were persecuted by 
the Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim around the year 1000 AD, then Armenians 
refugees around 1169-1187 AD. These Armenians, who were soldiers and 
builders, were at the service of the Fatimid Caliph and they were chased 
from the capital, Cairo and dismissed from their élite positions by Saladin at 
the end of the 12th century. It was the Armenians who built the great gates of 



 

Cairo, Bâb al-Nasr and Bâb al-Futûh, and their stonemasonry skills were 
outstanding. To our own knowledge, the second wave of Egyptian migrants, 
with their origins and their abilities, made them the most likely builders of 
the Lalibela churches (Pradines, forthcoming).  

Alas, this Egyptian model of influence is far too simple. In fact, during 
a mission in 2003, I noticed that the windows of the Saint-Georges church of 
Lalibela had some decorations connected and influenced by Indian architec-
ture, these patterns were more likely to be found on the Swahili coast and in 
the Yemen (Pradines, 2003: 362). I noted influences that were identical in 
the Gondar Palaces in the 17th century (Hespeler-Boultbee, 2006; Lepage 
and Mercier, 2012). Gondar main palace has stuccoed wall ornament of In-
dian influence.  When it comes to this later period, these influences are eas-
ier to explain as Gondar had Yemeni Ambassadors and the Yemen enjoyed 
close relations with the Indian traders who were based at Mokka, Zabid and 
Aden (Bonnenfant, 2000; Tuchscherer, 2004: 157-163). Finally, a last ele-
ment goes against this exogenous influence is the Aksumite architecture. 
Christian Ethiopia shares a common past with the Arabic peninsula and 
Bronze Age architecture of Yemen (Robin, 1992; Meeks, 2003: 53-80). The 
Kingdom of Aksum produced monuments, which are evidences of perfect 
stone-masonry skills. Lalibela could simply be seen as the culmination of 
older techniques.  

But why is the architecture in the Islamic towns situated on the High 
Plateaux of Ethiopia so basic compared to the churches built during the same 
era? Two possible answers could be put forward. Firstly, it is not just about a 
simple difference between Christians and Muslims; these people could be 
from different origins and they bring with them different architectural tradi-
tions. Then the environmental constraints have to be taken into account; the 
sandstone of the Lalibela mountains is a more malleable material to work 
with, unlike the hard rhyolite of Nora. The rhyolite splits naturally into 
plaques that can be used to build walls but it is difficult to cut these plaques. 
It does appear that the ‘debitage’ techniques are the same, from Great Zim-
babwe right along the Rift Valley and Ethiopia, the blocks are separated 
from the natural bedrock by heat (Pradines, 2004: 329-330). The temperature 
differential causes the blocks to burst along the natural fault lines. The 
blocks are then incorporated into the masonry according to their shape and 
size.  

 
3.2 The Ethiopian mosques of the Ifat and Adal Sultanates 

 

The Muslim kingdom of the Ifat Sultanate was situated on the edge of 
the Rift Valley escarpment, at an depth of 1300m, during a period between 
the 10th and 16th centuries. One of the main primary sources concerning this 
kingdom comes from al-Umari at the beginning of the 14th century (Fau-



 

velle-Aymar and Hirsch, 2011). According to local traditions, the Islamic 
State of Shewa was founded, in AD 896 and it was absorbed by Ifat in AD 
1280 (Wagner, Encyclopaedia Aethiopica). The Walashma dynasty ruled 
Ifat from 1285 to 1415 when Ifat was an eastern province of the Sultanate of 
Shewa (Lidwien kapteijns, 2000: 228-230). In 1420, the kingdom of Ifat fell 
under the domination of the Sultanate of Adal (1420-1560). The Kingdom of 
Adal controlled the whole of the Afar plain, from Sawakin up to Shewa and 
the Ch’erch’er mountains. 

In a small mosque in the Asberi town, the mihrab arch consisted of a 
monolithic angled lintel Unfortunatly, in the Great Mosque of the same town 
Asberi, the stone used for the arch of the mihrab was removed but it was the 
same type of stone (Fauvelle et al, 2006). This type of lintel, which is ex-
tremely particular, can be used as a key type for dating the other religious 
buildings in the region. Therefore, the niche of the mihrab in Feqi Debbis is 
surmounted by an arch consisting of two cut stones arranged in a triangular 
pattern. There is a crack at the top – could this be one single broken stone? 
In this case, this type of arch would resemble more closely those noted at 
Asberi and, if so, that will really facilitate the production of a regional typol-
ogy based on certain architectural features. 

The Great Mosque of Asberi measures 30m long by 27.5m wide, and 
these dimensions are very similar to those of the Great Mosque of Gedi that 
we excavated in Kenya. All these characteristics show that Asberi is a major 
site, maybe even the mythical city of Gendebelo (Fauvelle, 2006). The lay-
out of the Asberi mosque is surprising in that the supports are concentrated 
in the north of the building leaving an empty space to the south, which may 
have been a courtyard. The piers and pillars differ in size and there is no av-
erage span. Unlike the Great Mosque of Nora, the supports are not homoge-
nous. This should be noted because, like the famous ‘Big Bang’ Theory, we 
could wonder whether there is not ‘some order amongst the chaos’, in other 
words, an Ethiopian style which does not respect symmetry in the layout of 
its spans and the positioning of its supports in the prayer room. The prayer 
room of the Asberi Mosque also has a door in the north-east angle of the 
qibla wall, as in Nora. Maybe this is a regional facies, considering there is a 
door which overlooks a staircase minaret in the north-east angle. The Nora 
mosques do not have the typical tower-minaret – manar visible on Yemeni 
and Somalian coasts. There are three possible explanations for this: economy 
of efforts and building materials, religious customs or an architectural influ-
ence not connected to the sea and Arabic peninsula. 

Nora, on the Rasa hills, is located 30km away from Shewa-Robit, the 
main town of the region. Chernet Tilahun led three expeditions from 1985 to 
1988 and it is he who discovered the sites of Asberi and Wässiso-Nora 
(Chernet Tilahun, 1990). The surface area covered by the Asberi site is 



 

around 40 hectares, compared with just 10 hectares for Nora. Apparently, 
these ‘old towns’ were founded by the Argobba people. 

Before the Nora mission, two medieval mosques of Ifat, Gozé and Feqi 
Debbis, had already been excavated in 2000 thanks to the project directed by 
Bertrand Hirsch (Poissonnier, 2007). The mosque on the Gozé site measures 
8m on each side and the masonry is made up of basalt blocks bonded to-
gether by a dry mortar. The technique used to build the walls is still quite 
basic. The thickness of the walls varies from 85cm to 1m and they reach 
3.80m high under the ceiling. The mihrab has a semi-circular, oblong niche 
and it measures 75cm at the base, with a height of 2.1m and a depth of 1.1m. 
The arch of the mihrab is supported by two stones cut in the same way as in 
the mosque of Nora. Finally, a wooden gutter was observed on the south side 
of the mosque (Poissonnier, 2007: Figs 22 and 25). 

The second mosque excavated is in Feqi Debbis, and this building 
measures 16.5m by 14.3m. The tombs, marked by stone slabs are all around 
the mosque. The walls of the building are 85cm thick, with a total height of 
4.5m up to the fixing putlogs used for the roof frame. Three niches are visi-
ble in the east wall and they measure 40cm wide by 50cm high. A door has 
been fitted into the qibla wall to the north-east with an opening of 1.3m and 
it leads to a passage measuring 60cm giving access to the roof, and used as a 
staircase minaret. A gutter is positioned on top of the south wall, and this 
also seems to be where the ablutions area was installed to the south of the 
building and near to the main entrance. The layout of the Feqi Debbis 
mosque is similar to that of Nora with three windows within the east and 
west walls (not seen on the west wall of Feqi Debbis) and, in particular, 
three north-south rows of four pillars. The south-east angle of the mosque is 
quoined in the same way as the Great Mosque of Nora. Two test pits were 
dug at Feqi Debbis, which revealed a beautiful stratigraphic sequence of 
1.5m depth. Two major phases were observed, the last one corresponding to 
the present-day building with postholes measuring 50cm in diameter. Appar-
ently, this mosque was destroyed by fire, possibly from a pyroclastic surge 
resulting from volcanic activity. The radiocarbon dating gives the beginning 
of the 15th Century as the time when this mosque was in use. Another level 
of occupation has been identified with a first, smaller mosque with a differ-
ent orientation. This level dates from the 14th century. The archaeologist 
Bertrand Poissonnier compared the buildings which were discovered with 
those of the mosques of Shanga and Gedi on the Swahili coast (Horton, 1996 
and Pradines, 2010). This comparison is based on the permanence of the re-
ligious building location and the fact that the mosque’s orientation change 
could be linked to the arrival of newcomers of a different Muslim commu-
nity; in the case of the Swahili mosques, this was the transition from Shia 
groups to Sunni (Pradines, 2009: 63-67). This could also have been the case 



 

in Ethiopia if we refer to the Cemetery of Hajii Mansur (Fauvelle et al, 
2006). On one of the monumental tombs, an Arabic inscription says that 
Mohammed and Ali are the messengers of Allah. If Ali is the messenger of 
God, this is a solid proof of a Shia community. The construction of the Nora 
Mosque and the setting up of a Muslim community in this region of Ethiopia 
could tie in with the changes with occurred both in the Near East and on the 
Eastern coast of Africa at the beginning of the 13th century with the reestab-
lishment of the Sunni dynasties – the Ayyubids followed by the Rasulids - in 
the Yemen.  

Thus, the Great Mosque of Nora has spans which face north-south and 
are similar to the Swahili mosques but different from the Harar mosques, 
which have east-west facing spans. Apart from this layout element, the Nora 
Mosque does not resemble the East African mosques, which is quite logical 
given that the Swahili cultural area remained within the confines of the In-
dian Ocean coastline and its cultural sphere does not extend further north 
than today’s Somalia. From an architectural point of view, the Mosques of 
Mogadishu and Barawa are quite similar to the Mamluk-style mosques, as in 
Sawakin in the Sudan but differ from the Swahili-style mosques. At Moga-
dishu, there is even a mosque of Turkish-Seljuq influence: Fakhr ed-Din, 
dating from 1269 (Pradines, 2003: 359-360). 

Nevertheless, the Islam of Nora is a more recent Islam compared to the 
one which made its way into the north of Ethiopia a few centuries earlier. 
For a study of the different waves of islamisation in Ethiopia, we should re-
fer to the recent works of Fauvelle and Hirsch (Fauvelle and Hirsch, 2008: 
339-376). 

 
3.3 The routes between the Gulf of Aden and the High Plateaux of 
Ethiopia 
 

The traders’ caravans departed from the ports of Zayla and Berbera in 
the Gulf of Aden in the direction of the small Islamic states of Shewa and 
Wollo. The Port of Zayla is located to the south of the present-day Djibouti 
and Berbera Port is still further south. In the 13th century, the Port of Zayla 
became more important than the Dahlak Islands and this was when many 
ancient Islamic sites, such as Aydhab and Badi on the Er-Rih Island in the 
Sudan, were abandoned on the Red Sea in the Sudan (Hibbert, 1935: 308 and 
Kawatoko). It was at this time, and thanks to Zayla, that a myriad of small 
Sultanates and Islamic settlements grew up on the commercial routes up to 
the High Plateaux of Ethiopia. In the Horn of Africa, the nomadic tribes of 
the Afars (called Danakils by outsiders) and the Issa Somali began to convert 
to Islam, influenced by this influx of traders inland. Zayla was burnt down 
by the Portuguese in 1516. The arrival of the Europeans in the Indian Ocean 
must, therefore, have played a role in the islamisation of the desert routes 



 

and of the High Plateaux, pushing the people from the coast to the hinter-
land. 

Approximately thirty towns have been recorded on the plateaux to the 
south of Zayla in Somalia (Curle, 1937). These were Islamic settlements 
with mosques made of stone and earth-based mortar. Some of these mosques 
have been roughly described and we can glean some information from this. 
The mosque of the small town of Rugayi has a rectangular layout with an 
internal courtyard.  The mihrab of the mosque on the Amud site has an ogee 
arch and, in front of the mosque, there is an ante-chamber or ablutions area 
with a well measuring 8m deep. The supports of this mosque have square-
shaped transitional element, which acts as a capital. In Nora, we did not see 
any capital on the column which was still in position. Neither did we see any 
transitional element between the support and the roof. 

The ‘old towns’ listed are small conurbations, 1000m2, located on the 
hills in defensive positions (Azais and Chambard, 1931: 49; Wilding, 1980: 
379-380 and Insoll, 2003: 67-73). The Islamic settlements of Haud and 
Ogaden were, apparently founded by the Harba and Argobba peoples who 
spoke the Somali language. The towns of Amud and Abasa each comprised 
approximately 200 stone houses with rooms adorned with small niches. The 
archaeological material collected indicates that these settlements date back to 
the 13th to the 16th centuries, like in Nora. Just one column is visible in the 
north-east angle in the Darimo Mosque, to the north of Jigjiga (Curle, 1937). 
The only difference compared to Nora is that this column is surmounted by a 
square capital. At Derbiga, the old ruined mosque continues to be used by 
the natives who burnt incense there, as in Nora. This was common practice 
in all the old African mosques that we were able to investigate at Gedi in 
Kenya, Kilwa in Tanzania and Mayotte in the French Comoros (Pradines 
and Blanchard, 2005: 25-80). 

Amongst the small Muslim states spread out along the trade routes, the 
most well-known is probably that of Harar in Ethiopia. According to oral 
traditions, the eponymous capital was founded in the middle of the 9th cen-
tury (Santelli, 2008). This date is, most likely, exaggerated since no ‘Early 
Middle Age’ (661-1171 AD.) building has been observed in Harar. The town 
still has more than 80 mosques founded before 1887, and according to local 
traditions, the town apparently had up to 99 mosques (Horton, 1994: 197). 
The construction materials used in traditional Harari mosques is granite and 
limestone. The granite foundations measure 1m wide and the masonry is 
bonded together with an earth-based mortar known as guguba. The walls are 
50cm thick and are reinforced, every metre, with horizontal joists which ex-
ert a counter-thrust in case of earthquakes. The walls reach a height of 4m 
and are coated with white lime. We do not know whether the walls of the 
Nora Mosque were coated but, considering the scarcity of limestone in the 



 

Shewa-Robit region, it seems hard to imagine a lime coating as in Harar. The 
roof beams lie on top of wide, square pillars. The flat roofs are made 
of branchs with stones and mud mortar that agglomerates. These roofs are 
not completely watertight and often, therefore, had to be re-made. The 
neighbourhood mosques of Harar comprise a rectangular prayer room, 
measuring 24 to 35m2 with two pillars and ablutions areas in the southern 
courtyard. Very few minarets are observed at Harar, and they are often re-
cent. The Friday Mosque of Harar has an oblong-shaped prayer room. At the 
side of the mihrab niche is a wooden minbar dating from 1761. During the 
reign of Amir Abdullah, in 1880, the qibla wall was modified, with a new T-
shaped plan mihrab. The double minaret of this mosque is another addition 
of the modern era, as normally, minarets were unknown before 1935 and the 
Italian colonisation. 

In the north-west of present-day Somalia, two important Islamic settle-
ments have been listed, namely Abasa and Maduna. Abasa is, probably the 
capital of the Emirate of Adal in the Ifat kingdom. The Great Mosque of the 
Abasa site measures 18 by 16m and the prayer room comprises 12 cruciform 
(T-shaped) pillars and columns which supported a timber roof. The cruci-
form pillars form two rows, one in the centre and the other to the east. One 
of the cruciform supports is wider at the top than the bottom and this dis-
crepancy remind us the example of the great column of the Nora Mosque. 
The mihrab, which projects outward, is surmounted by a four poly-lobed 
arch. The niche uprights are decorated with stone flaps, which although un-
cut, were chosen for their shape and quality. The mihrab recess is deep and 
rectangular-shaped plan. Two small wall niches were arranged on both sides 
of the mihrab. The east and west walls of the prayer room also have two wall 
niches each. The main entrance is positioned to the south, opposite the mi-
hrab. One door pierces the qibla wall to the west of the mihrab and is proba-
bly the access to the staircase minaret. The Islamic and Chinese pottery 
shards collected on the surface date from the 14th to the 15th centuries (Chit-
tick, 1976: 128-129). Finally, the town of Maduna is quite different from the 
other medieval settlements in that the houses, which are of dry-stone con-
struction, have curved walls. Only the mosque is rectangular in shape. This 
is interesting because this feature reminds us of the circular structures of 
Nora and is an indication that it is possible for an Islamic community to have 
circular-shaped domestic architecture.  

Finally, in the same region, the Boramo site covers a surface area of 10 
hectares and, apparently, dates back to the 16th to 18th centuries (Hunting-
ford, 1978: 181-186). Although the buildings’ masonry comprises uncut 
blocks, they are of regular module, like at Nora. Curved walls and circular 
enclosures are arranged around the houses. The mosque has an ablutions 
area to the west. Columns surround the opening of the mihrab and an exten-



 

sion has been added to the prayer room to the south, using square pillars. 
The spans run parallel to the qibla wall and the square opening of the mihrab 
is surrounded by mouldings. In the same region, the Hafdar ruins comprise a 
dry-stone mosque and circular structures connected to square-shaped build-
ings (Révoil, 1882). These examples are of interest as they reveal the co-
habitation of quadrangular and circular plans on an Islamic site during the 
same period - may be like in Nora. 

 
3.4 A possible influence from the North: Nubia and Sudan 

 

The Sudan shares a common and difficult history with Ethiopia when it 
comes to relations between Christians and Muslims. The Arabs occupied 
Egypt up to Aswan in 641. Then in 651, a Muslim Egyptian force attempted 
to take control of the kingdoms of Nubia, but they were defeated. It was dif-
ficult for Islam to make its way in the Nile Valley, Upper Egypt and in Nu-
bia. At the end of the 11th century, the Fatimid Vizier Badr al-Gamali at-
tempted to resettle state power around the town of Aswan. However, it was 
not until the 14th century and the Mamluks that there was a real attempt at 
annexation of these lands. In 1316, the Mamluks took the control of Don-
gola, the capital of the Christian kingdom of Nubia. They transformed the 
church into a mosque (Horton, 1994: 197-198). Thanks to an inscription, the 
church can be dated to 1317. The building comprises two stories with a 
ground floor that has barrel vaults and a large, semi-circular mihrab. The 
prayer room roof is supported by four columns: one in wood and three in 
stone with Byzantine capitals.  

Nubia was to remain mainly Christian until the 16th century. It wasn’t 
until the Christian defeat of Soba in 1504 that a new Muslim kingdom 
emerged, known as the Sultanate of Fung. Sennar was the capital of the Fung 
Sultanate. The mosque in Sennar, which is still visible today, only dates back 
to 1616-1645. The structure measures 15 x 10m. The walls are made of mud 
brick and the interior pillars of the structure are very close together creating 
very narrow spaces between the spans. The mosque has two minarets. The 
entrance porch of the mosque is surmounted by a three-lobed oculi arch, 
characteristic of the Mamluk buildings of the 14th and 15th centuries, just like 
the coastal mosques at Sawakin were strongly influenced by the Egyptian 
Islamic architecture with its octogonal-shaped minarets (Greenlaw, 1976: 
66-70 and 85-86 and Horton, 1994: 196-198). 

Furthers south at 190 kilometres from Aswan, the Qasr Ibrim fortress is 
located atop a rocky spur overlooking the Nile, and it marked the border be-
tween Nubia and Islamic Egypt. Qasr Ibrim remained under Christian con-
trol until the end of the 15th century. In 1560 the Ottomans took over the fort 
and stationed a garrison there until 1811 (Adams, 1996). In fact, the two 
mosques on the site are a re-used cathedral and a church. The cathedral was 



 

converted into a mosque by simply covering the prayer room by a dome and, 
annexed on to the eastern wall, was added a mud-brick mihrab. Inland, the 
Sultanate of Keira, was located in the present-day Darfur region, his capital, 
Shoba, has a large mosque, built in 1760. It comprised forty-seven red-brick 
columns. In the same area, the Jebel Marra Mosque was a square-shaped 
plan with 21m sides. This stone building contained eight columns all in one 
row and facing an east-west direction. Apparently, this mosque was built in 
the 12th century (Soghayroun Elzein, 2004: 85-99). The dry-stone mosque of 
the el-Koro site, in wadi Saleh, has a stone masonry bonded together with an 
earth-based mortar (Crawford, 1961: 33). In fact, there is a certain resem-
blance in layout between the Sudanese and Ethiopian mosques. It is only the 
materials used that differ, as in Ethiopia, stones are preferable to brick, due 
to the scarcity of clay.  

 
Conclusion: The mosques of Bilad al-Barbar 

 

To conclude our article, it seems that the Nora mosques are not directly-
linked to the mosques in the East African coast or Arabian Peninsula re-
gions. The Ethiopian mosques have little in common with the mosques of the 
coast of the Red sea and Indian Ocean. All this takes us back to the diffusion 
of Islam in Ethiopia, routes recently revisited by Fauvelle and Hirsch. By 
looking at the architectural influences, it seems that Islam arrived mainly by 
the hinterland, following the Nile valley, or by a route along the highlands to 
the north, to the Red Sea via eastern Tigray and not by the Indian ocean 
coast. Also, this constituted an indirect Islamisation as there are very few 
exogenous or direct influences.  

The Nora mosques are stylistically-linked to the settlements on the 
plains extending out towards Zayla and Berbera. This represents a simple 
and indigenous architecture with almost no exogenous influence. The sim-
plicity of the techniques used in the construction of these religious buildings 
is mainly due to the scarcity of readily-available materials and the fact they 
were difficult to use. The Muslim geographers divided the coast into differ-
ent regions: to the North, the land of the Berbers, the Bilâd al-Barbar; then 
came the land of the Zanj, known as the Bilâd al-Zanj, later known as the 
Swahili coast (Pradines, 2014: 7162-7173). Nora depended mainly on con-
tacts with Zaylac and Berbera and the settlements along the roads; the 
mosques of that area are all culturally and religiously interconnected. Thanks 
to our archaeological mission in Nora and to the study of the listed sites, 
from now on, it will be possible to identify a style of mosque that could be 
called the ‘Adal’ style or the mosques of Bilad al-Barbar. These mosques are 
characterised by dry-stone masonry, bonded together with an earth-based 
mortar with a very basic mihrab and a staircase minaret. The supports are not 
standardised and the span alignment is not followed. The main entrance of 



 

the prayer room is located to the south. The ablutions area is situated to the 
south-east. This type of mosque can be found all along the old trade routes 
linking the High Ethiopian Plateaux to the Gulf of Aden, over an area the 
size of the Adal Kingdom. 
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SUMMARY 

 

Nora is medieval Muslim town excavated in Ethiopia in 2008. Located 20km to the 
north-east of the current town of Choa Robit in the Choa Region, Nora is located 
midway between the high plateau and the flood plain of the River Awash and north-
ern Somalia. This article presents the results of the excavations of the great mosque 
of Nora, dated from the 14th and 15th centuries, and the study of the four neighbour-
hood mosques of the town. Thanks to our study, it is possible to identify a style of 
mosque that could be called the ‘Adal’ style or the mosque of Bilad al-Barbar. 
These mosques are characterised by dry-stone masonry, bonded together with an 
earth-based mortar with a very basic mihrab and a staircase minaret. The supports 
are not standardised and the span alignment is not followed. This type of mosque 
can be found all along the old trade routes linking the High Ethiopian Plateaux to the 
Gulf of Aden, over an area the size of the Adal Kingdom. The Nora mosques are 
stylistically-linked to the settlements on the plains extending out towards Zeila and 



 

Berbera. This represents a simple and indigenous architecture with very little exter-
nal influences, except from the Nile valley and the Nubian kingdoms. 
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Figure 1: General map of the town of Nora, Ethiopia 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Plans of the five mosques of Nora 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Plan of the Great mosque of Nora 
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Figure 4: Test pit in front of the mihrab 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5: Stone slabs in front of the mihrab 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6: Detail of the stone slabs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7: Excavations in the Great mosque 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 8: Excavations in the prayer room 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9: Great Mosque of Nora, West Section 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Wooden lintels of the main gate 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 11: General view, post-holes of the 13th century 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12: Detail, post-holes of the 13th century 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 13: External angles of the mosque with big stones 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14: Foundations of the column cut in the bed rock 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 15: Main gate of the prayer room 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 16: Wooden lintel, main gate 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 17: Detail of the wooden frame of the door 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18: Mihrab of the Great mosque of Nora 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 19: Key vault “T shape” of the Mihrab 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 20: Secondary door in the north-east of the qibla wall 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 21: Columns in the prayer room 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 22: Composite column, 15th century 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 23: View of the rows of columns 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 24: Monolithic column shaft, 14th century 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 25: Stratigraphic diagram of the Great Mosque of Nora 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 26: Nora, Mosque M2 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 27: Nora, Mosque M3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 28: Nora, Mosque M4 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 29: Mihrab, Mosque M4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 30: Nora, Mosque M5 
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