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limestone, had been used somewhat randomly to build the walls, but the pointed mihrab of 
1m depth was made from carefully cut blocks of limestone (Poissonnier et al. 2011, 115–130).  
A third standing mosque of unknown date at Goze was also recorded, which again differs from 
the Harar mosques. This is described as a stone cube 8m long on each side and built of worked 
and unworked blocks of basalt. The roof was supported by four round wooden columns on stone 
bases. Beams ran from the columns and the framework was infilled with wooden planks, some 
decorated with low relief carved designs, to form a ceiling (Poissonnier et al. 2011, 106–112). 

Stone-built mosques are also found in the ruined settlements of Somaliland that connected 
the Red Sea coast with the Ethiopian interior (Mire 2015; González-Ruibal et al. 2017). The prin-
cipal settlements of Amud, Abasa, Gogesa, and Au Bare were all situated at over 1000m and 
each had a mosque or mosques (Curle 1937). Some details of these structures are provided 
which indicate both similarities and differences with Harari mosques. The Abasa Mosque, for 
example, measured 18.2m by 16.5m, i.e. approximately square, and thus differed from the rec-
tangular Harari mosque plan. Another mosque at Rugayi was formed of a rectangular building 

Figure 14.	Top. Exterior of the mosque at Nora. Bottom. Interior of the mosque at Nora showing the 
mihrab and one of the columns that would have supported the roof (photos. T. Insoll).
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with an open courtyard. Similarities also appear to exist in roofing techniques. These were 
probably of brushwood, laid on rafters and covered with earth (Curle 1937, 318). The roof of the 
Abasa mosque had been supported by 12 pillars. Of these, some had pieces of timber built into 
them about a metre from the ground, which Curle (1937, 319) suggests were for “the attach-
ment of drapery or hangings.” More likely is that these served a structural purpose perhaps 
analogous to the insertion of horizontal timbers into Harari mosque walls to prevent cracking, 
previously described. 

A ruined stone mosque was also excavated in Harlaa (Insoll 2017), which differs from the 
Harari mosques. The mosque plan was a short rectangle measuring approximately 970cm 
length by 700cm width but had a mihrab built of blocks of trimmed coralline limestone, with 
the walls constructed from larger less well-shaped blocks of basalt and limestone (Figure 15). 
The differentiation of the mihrab using limestone resembles that of Fäqi Däbbis, but the Harlaa 
mosque is not as well-finished. The Harlaa mosque was AMS dated to Cal AD 1155–1255 via a 
charcoal sample from the white lime mortar and gravel floor inside the building. A posthole 
suggested that the roof had been supported by wooden pillars rather than stone ones (Insoll, 
MacLean, and Engda 2016, 27), and as such was perhaps comparable to the mosque at Goze. 
The selective use of coralline limestone in the mihrab suggests coastal architectural influences  
(cf. Garlake 1966, 11). In the “Mosque with Two Mihrabs” at Zeyla, for example, the first 
(undated) phase of the prayer hall was built with blocks of coralline limestone (Fauvelle-Aymar 
et al. 2011, 46). Whilst in the Kilwa region of southern Tanzania in the 11th–12th centuries, 
blocks of marine coral were used in construction, as in the first large mosque at Kilwa Kiswani 
(Pradines and Blanchard 2016, 14). Such coastal parallels are lacking in the Harari mosques.

Figure 15.	The mosque at Harlaa. The mihrab is on the left and posthole, possibly for a wooden column, 
in the foreground (photo. T. Insoll).
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South of Harlaa in the Bale region, only preliminary recording of mosque architecture has 
been completed at the important pilgrimage centre of Dirre Sheikh Hussein and in its sur-
roundings. Sheikh Hussein is credited with bringing Islam to Bale, possibly in the 12th cen-
tury (Østebø 2012, 52). His mosque, the Zuqtum or Grand Mosque of Dirre Sheikh Hussein, is 
described as rectangular, measuring 27.75m x 22.35m, built of dry limestone with lime and 
mud mortar, and with 31 columns supporting a flat wooden roof covered with mud mortar. 
Inside there was a flight of stairs leading to the roof via an opening in the ceiling, i.e. a stair-
case minaret (Anon 2012, 28–29; Agizew and Abegaz 2015, 33). It is significant that parallels are 
drawn between the Dirre Sheikh Hussein complex and “Harari architecture” (Anon 2012, 16), 
as these do appear to exist in the rectangular plan, roof, and staircase minaret. This mosque 
replaced the mosque at Balla to the south (Agizew and Abegaz 2012, 29), which according to 
local sources, is of 11th century date (Østebø 2012, 52). The Balla mosque clearly belongs to 
the same architectural tradition as the Harlaa and Nora mosques being built of similar shaped 
stone blocks (cf. Østebø 2012, Illustration 2). Three other dry stone-built mosques are also 
reported from the region, Sheikh Muhammad Tilma Tilmo, Sheikh Unero, and Sheikh Ibrahim 
(Agizew and Abegaz 2012, 30).  

Thus, it is apparent that the mosques of Harar share some affinities with wider regional 
mosque architectural traditions primarily in the use of stone for construction, reflecting 
the paucity of other materials (Zekaria 1979). However, there are also differences in mosque 
plans, construction techniques, and materials with the closest parallels being with the Zuqtum 
Mosque at Dirre Sheikh Hussein.

Conclusions

The excavations indicate that all the mosques in Harar post-date the late 15th century, and 
until evidence to the contrary is found, it is suggested that the city and its mosques date from 
this era and were linked with the establishment of Harar as the capital of Adal. The physical 
status of Harar was then made more concrete in a form that is still recognizable today through 
the building of the Djugel by Amir Nur. The seeming coterminous appearance of locally minted 
Harari coinage in the 16th century (cf. Zekaria 1991) further suggests that this period was of 
particular significance in the city. Prior to this the Harari, likely in the form of the “Harla,” 
were elsewhere, possibly at the site of Harlaa or at one or more of the as yet uninvestigated 
abandoned stone town sites that are found across the eastern Harar Plateau and the Chercher 
Mountains (cf. Insoll 2017, 209–210). As such the oral traditions are likely correct that “Harar 
was founded by the remnants of Harala (Harla) people” (Zekaria 1979, 6), who then developed 
a Harari mosque architectural tradition that has affinities with its region but is also unique and 
as such reflects the status of the city as an autonomous and often self-contained polity.
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