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Introductory

Background

The GendebelolNora Program (French Center for Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa;
Agence Nationale de la Recherche; Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique) is
conducting a survey of medieval Muslim sites located in Yifat, north-eastern Shewa,
Ethiopia (Fauvelle-Aymar
et al. 2007). These sites are but little known from the
literature (Traversi 1893; Chernet Tilahun 1990; Kebedde Geleta 2000). The
GendebelolNora III mission, whose results are briefly presented here, was conducted
h
on the site of Nora between the it and the 19th of October 2007. The objective of
this mission was to start the topographic mapping of the visible remains, to carry out
test pits in order to obtain information about the stratigraphic potential of the site for
possible future excavations, and to propose a tentative sequence of occupation.
Nora (N 09°50'849'"
E 40°03'026''')
is a Muslim medieval town which, due to its
similar architecture with other Muslim ruins found in the Tchertcher massif and based
on radiocarbon testing (1293-1399 cal. AD - LY-10197, and 1407-1444 cal. AD LY -10196) obtained on the similar mosque of Faqi Dabbis in Yifat (Hirsch &
Fauvelle-Aymar 2002: 330-331; Poissonnier 2005), can be considered to have been
built between the 13th and the 16th centuries AD. This town occupies a rocky spur at
an altitude of 1300 m above sea level (Fig. 1). The site is naturally well protected,
being surrounded by abrupt cliffs on almost all sides. On the south-west, the sinuous
track from the nearby Argobba village of Wosisso comes out, and on the north, a
ridge path leads to other ruins.""
The site of Nora covers an area of about 15 hectares. A large dwelling quarter
of square houses (Fig. 2) extends all over the southern and eastern parts of the
vast cemetery containing hundreds of graves occupies the central area, just
north of the main mosque (Fig. 3). At least one other smaller mosque is found
site. The northern area has different features with circular structures, some
reminiscent of pre-Muslim (Afar?) graves. All
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structures are made of irregular blocks of local volcanic tuff set in mud- mortar, but
some quarried rectangular blocks of rhyolite are also used in the angles of the main
mosque. Lithic artifacts and ceramic shards are found on the ground, as well as
fragments of basalt lower and upper grinding stones.

Topographic survey
The topographic survey of the site was carried out in 4 days using a tachymeter with a
laser-sighting system (Leica TCR 803) coupled with the use of a GPS (Garmin
GPSmap 60 CSx). The unusually dense vegetation covering the major part of the site
rendered this work especially difficult. As a result of this, it was impossible to
implement polygonation, and it was thus decided to use the tri-dirnensional plotting
technique. The Autocad and Covadis softwares were subsequently used for drawing
and data-processing.
900 points were plotted on the site itself, and another 310 points were plotted on the
main mosque area. A flrst plan of the archaeological remains was established (see
Fig. 4): this provided guidelines for the forthcoming excavation of the site. It gave
some hints on the spatial organization of the town. The town seems to have been
organized around the main mosque, which is situated at the highest altitude of the site
and is visible from almost all comers, except from the northern side. Two parallel
segments of walls plotted to the south seemed to be part of a rectilinear street leading
more or less directly to the south entrance of the mosque's compound (Fig. 5). On
each side of the street, dozens of small (12 square meters in average) circular houses
enclosed in irregularly-shaped compound walls are found; they are seemingly

reminiscent of current-day Argobba dwellings of the vicinity. As one approaches the
main mosque, these dwellings are gradually replaced by much larger (30 square
meters) rectangular houses. This latter kind of dwellings, which resembles the
current-day Harari houses and dwellings found in the Argobba village of Kurumi
south of Harar (Revault & Santelli 2004) as well as in Argobba villages of South
Wollo (Tesfaye Hailu 2000), are spatially associated with the main mosque. This
inclines us to consider the square structures as the more ancient, probably "medieval"
(i.e. pre_16th century AD), while the circular ones would be more recent. A wall partly
delineates the cemetery; bordering the main mosque on its northern side. This
cemetery extends northward and occupies an area of some 3 hectares. Beyond the
cemetery to the north, one observes numerous circular structures often associated
with tombs.

Soundings
In addition to the topographic mapping, four limited (lm x 1m) soundings
carried out on the site. All tests were made using natural stratigraphic layers.

were

• "Nora Mosque - West wall" (S 1 on Fig. 4). This sounding was carried out
at the foot of the outside face of the western wall of the main mosque. The
bedrock was reached at a depth of 65 em. Below a very thin surface soil, the
upper 40 cm of the stratigraphy, contains broken pieces of volcanic tuff slabs,
which obviously had fallen from the building's roof. Below this, another
layer 0[20 to 25 em of soft soil was found. The bedrock appears to have been
carved out to a depth of 20 em (the stratigraphy is thus only 45 em deep if
measured at a distance of 50 em from the wall), which probably reflects the
technique used by the builders in order to compensate for the absence of
proper foundations: the first course of stones at the base of the wall is made
of small blocks of the same material and module as the rest of the wall, and is
directly laid down on the carved bedrock. No artifact was found.
• "Nora Mosque - Test South» (82 on Fig. 4). This sounding was made in
the open space some 16 m to the SE of the soutJleastern angle of the mosque,
in an area that was considered as being part of the same religious complex.
The only layer that was identified contains no organic soil but, rather, consists
of 15 cm of grey, ashy and very soft sediment. Below this was found a
calcareous plaster-like layer which eventually happened to be the result of the
exfoliation of the rhyolithic bedrock. No artifact was found.
• "Nora tell - Test I" (83 on Fig. 4). A test pit was carried out in an area
almost totally deprived of vegetation located to the ENE of the mosque on a
clearly anthropic tell that was initially supposed to be a very large and heavily
sedimented tumulus. The location of this pseudo-tumulus
was thought
interesting because of its location bordering the Muslim cemetery and at only
a few dozens meters from the mosque. But the sequence obtained from the
sounding rapidly ruled out this hypothesis. The upper 60 em of the
'stratigraphy consist of grey-whitish, very soft and ashy sediment, yielding
small shards of pottery and animal bones in small quantity. Below this,
another layer of 20 cm of ashy but more organic sediment was found. At a
depth of 80 em, stones displaying traces ofbuming were found, together with
white and pulverulent sediment containing fragmented animal bones and
teeth, and shards of common ceramic. This same layer, likely to correspond
to a rubbish dump, was found until 110 em below the surface, after which the
excavation was stopped, for security reasons, without having reached the
bedrock.
• "Nora Bet - GN3 2007 - Test 1" (84 on Fig. 4). This test pit was carried out
in the interior angle of a house. The sequence was 105 em thick, the bedrock
having not been reached, again due to security reasons. The upper 60 em of
the deposit is made of grey ashy sediment containing collapsed stones of the
same material (volcanic tuff) and module as the wall of the house. Another
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layer of 30 cm of yellowish soft sediment was found below this. Between -90 and _
105 cm, several successive occupation floors were found. A few ceramic shards and
some charcoal were found ubiquitous within the sequence; abundant charcoal and a
cowry shell were found on the floors. At this depth of 105 cm, the foundation stones
of the walls were not reached.

Discussion

The thickness of the stratigraphy in two of the soundings at Nora by far exceeded the
initial expectations. Given that the walls of the old houses are today still standing up
to 1 or 2 meters above the ground, it was fIrst suspected that the occupation floors
would be found after only a few dozens centimeters of destruction layer. That was
obviously not the case in the "Nora Bet" sounding, where the initial ground floor was
not yet found at a depth of almost one meter. This means that the initial height of
Nora houses could sometimes reach 3 meters or even more. In any case, the
perspective of a dwelling quarter concealed below one meter of sediment makes it
likely that the excavation will document, for the fIrst time in Ethiopia, the
architectural techniques as well as the spatial organization of an urban medieval site.
An interesting fact is that the upper layer found in the soundings carried out in the tell
and in the house is in both cases constituted of 60 cm of a soft, ashy grey, and almost
sterile, sediment. The same layer, though thinner, was found in the sounding made to
the south of the mosque. The homogeneity of this sediment in addition to the few
artifacts and pieces of charcoal found in it prevent the possibility that it corresponds
to a large epandage of anthropic ashes, which would eventually have overflowed onto
the cemetery and the dwelling quarter. It is clear, however, that this sediment,
whatever its origin, was deposited after the town was (at least partly) abandoned by
its Muslim inhabitants, since it is unlikely that Muslims would have allowed the
spreading of rubbish and ashes inside the cemetery perimeter. Furthermore, analyses
of these ashes indicate that it comes from a volcanic - i.e. mineral - origin. Two
hypothesis are thus allowed: fIrstly, that the ash deposit comes from the weathering of
the blocks of local volcanic hlff used in the buildings; secondly, that this thick layer
of grey, soft, and homogeneous sediment comes from one volcanic event and thus
corresponds to ash falls. However, the relatively fair state of preservation of the
structures, and the fact that no half-weathered blocks were found in the ash layer,
militates against the fIrst hypothesis. Furthermore, the second hypothesis seems to be
reinforced by the stratigraphic relationships that have been observed in situ, in
particular by the fact that the upper ash layer consistently conceals the ancient
(square) structures but is found below the more recent (circular) ones. In rum, this
would confIrm that the circular structures are to be associated with a later period of
re-occupation of the site by a population who took the pain of clearing the ashes from
the mosque, as can be judged from the large mound of ashes found in front of the
mosque's door. The fact that the layer of volcanic ashes was found thinner in the

vicinity of the mosque may indicate that it was also cleared in this area, or perhaps
more likely that it was naturally washed out, as this is the highest point of the site and
as there were no built structures there to maintain the sediment.
'
Should future excavations confirm that this deposit corresponds to a single event of
ash falls, there would be great chances that it had concealed and protected
archaeological
remains. Under this hypothesis, we will be led to examine the
relationships between these ashes and the archaeological remains, particularly to
ascertain whether the destruction of Nora can be linked with a volcanic event.
Medieval written sources in Geez, Amharic and Arabic languages, as well as modern
documentation, provide some evidence for earthquake (and related volcanic) activity
in Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa (Gouin 1979). But few, if any, seem to correspond
explicitly to the northeastern Shewa. An earthquake did take place in this area in
1841/2, causing the destruction of Ankober, but the literature does not permit to relate
it with ash falls. It is also interesting to mention the fact that other abandoned Muslim
sites in Eastern Shawa are linked by local peoples'to
ash falls. But this kind of
evidence can obviously not be taken at face value. At this stage, only the excavation,
the careful study of stratigraphic logs and future radiocarbon dates will tell us if this
ash layer provides a fossile directeur for the activity of Nora, both medieval and
modern.
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