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Introduction

 The site of Harlaa is an important medieval trad-
ing centre situated approximately 15km southeast of Dire 
Dawa in eastern Ethiopia (Figure 1). It was the focus of 
test excavations in 2015 completed at a mosque and in a 
settlement area (Insoll, MacLean, and Engda 2016). Fur-
ther excavations undertaken at Harlaa in October 2016 
were suspended because of the State of Emergency de-
clared by the Ethiopian Government, but resumed in late 
January 2017 between 31st January and 19th February. 
The research was directed by Timothy Insoll, with Nadia 
Khalaf completing the archaeological survey, Rachel Ma-
cLean the site planning, and Degsew Zerihun the Ethio-
pian Authority for Research and Conservation of Cultural 
Heritage Antiquity Officer. The objectives of the 2017 
field season and subsequent post-excavation analysis, un-
dertaken between 20th February and 8th March, were to:

1. Finish the topographic map of Harlaa.
2. Complete the site gazetteer and demarcate the 

approximate site boundaries.
3. Excavate a burial in the abandoned agricultural 

terracing and a section of the stone mausoleum 
recorded in 2016 (Insoll 2016) to assess if Mus-
lim burials were present as indicated by corpse 
orientation, the presence or absence of grave 
goods, and Arabic inscriptions. 

4. Obtain material for AMS dating and for isotopic 
analysis from the burials.

5. Extend the settlement area excavation to the 
north and south of the previous units (HAR 15 
[B]; HAR 16 [A]) to assess the extent of the 
structural complex previously partially uncov-
ered (Insoll, MacLean and Engda 2016; Insoll 
2016).

6. Obtain more samples from the structural com-
plex for AMS dating to reconstruct the full oc-
cupation chronology.

Figure 1: The location of Harlaa within Ethiopia (drawn 
by N. Khalaf)
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Archaeological Survey

 An archaeological field walking survey was car-
ried out around the village of Harlaa early in 2017.The 
main goal was to record features associated with middle 
Islamic period ‘Harlaa’ and create a comprehensive, ac-
curate topographic map of the area and associated site 
gazetteer. The survey was carried out using a Leica Viva 
GNSS GS10 Differential GPS. Coordinate system WGS 
1984 Zone 37 North was used to store the latitude, longi-
tude and height of each point. 

 The site boundaries of Harlaa cover 0.3km² and 
it has a perimeter of 2.66km (Figure 2). The boundary 
data was collected with a local guide indicating where the 
boundaries were. There were also some outliers recorded 
including one Harla period well and several graves. All 
of the archaeological occurrences recorded were surface 
material observed whilst completing walking survey. On 
occasion local people had excavated areas to demonstrate 

ancient remains. In total, 109 points were taken represent-
ing individual archaeological features. Of these, 21 points 
indicate the location of Harla period housing, 60 represent 
the location of pits (possibly storage pits and pits/post-
holes used architecturally), 24 are grave markers and four 
are wells.

Excavations at Harlaa

 Three excavations were completed at Harlaa and 
given the codes HAR 16 (A) and HAR 17 (B) for the 
structural complex, HAR 17 (C) for a mausoleum, and 
HAR 17 (D) for a burial in an area of abandoned agricul-
tural land (Figure 2). Additionally, two naturally exposed 
stratigraphic sections were cleaned and sampled for AMS 
dating and given the codes Harlaa Valley Section 1 and 
Harlaa Valley Section 2.

HAR 17 (B) 

 The excavation unit (N09.28101˚ E041.54453˚) 
first begun in 2015 (Insoll, MacLean, and Engda 2016), 
and continued in 2016 (Insoll 2016), was extended in 
2017 to encompass an overall area with maximum di-
mensions of approximately 7m east-west x 6m north-
south x 8m northwest-southeast x 4m north-south (Figure 
3). The shape of the unit was dictated by the confines of 
the farmer’s field being excavated. Excavation exposed a 
series of structural features, walls, a stone floor, hearths, 
linked with a section of stone wall and two areas of floor-
ing formed of flat stone slabs previously recorded (Insoll, 
MacLean, and Engda 2016). 

  The structural complex appears to have three 
phases of occupation and use. Phase 1 is associated with 
two large parallel drystone walls, a schist slab floor, and 
a standing stone (#1 in Figure 3); phase 2 is represented 
by a stone walled structure, earth floor and stone anvil 
(#2); and the last phase of use (phase 3) has a small cel-
lular building and, possibly, the large area of stone slab 
flooring (#3 in Figure 3). The latter association will be 
better understood following further excavation in the next 
season. The function of the complex has been interpreted 
as a series of craft workshops, almost certainly associated 
with jewelry production, and which were superimposed 
one upon the other (discussion of supporting evidence 
for this interpretation below). The relationship between 
these structures and a deeper sequence of deposits (this 

Figure 2: Harlaa site plan (drawn by N. Khalaf)
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excavation was halted for safety reasons at approximately 
250cm below surface) is not yet clear, and excavation will 
be extended north during the next season to fully investi-
gate this feature.
 
HAR 17 (C)

 The team recorded an area of stone structures 
(N09.49078˚ E041.91149˚) made of coralline limestone 
slabs laid on their edge and forming a series of rectan-
gular enclosures located in a stone building constructed 
from partially shaped massive stone boulders on the op-
posite side of the main road from Dire Dawa to Hara-
maya/Kulubi, in October 2016 (Insoll 2016: 1; Figure 2). 
One of these structures (N09.49086˚ E041.91145˚) was 
partly excavated to assess its function, believed to be fu-
nerary and work was focused upon two of the rectangular 
stone enclosures within this structure. The local commu-
nity actively encouraged the excavation to discover if the 
people buried in it were the giants of Harla mythology (cf. 

Chekroun et al. 2011). Initial attention was focused on an 
enclosure in the southwestern part of the stone structure, 
though excavated to a depth of approximately 80cm, it 
contained no indication of a burial and excavation was 
halted. 

 The other enclosure, located in the northwestern 
part of the stone structure, was marked with two upright 
unworked stones, indicating the head and feet of the 
grave. Neither was engraved and no Arabic inscriptions 
were found at the site. This excavation revealed two large 
and four small angled stone slabs laid at the western side 
of the enclosure as well as a single sea shell (probably 
Olividae), half of an animal tooth and one glass bead. Re-
moval of the slabs exposed a second set of seven grave 
slabs also laid at an angle, again on the western side of 
the enclosure, and with above this part of a human skull 
representing one burial. Beneath the second set of slabs 
was a second lower burial. 

Figure 3:  Proposed phasing of the workshop complex, HAR 17 (B) (photo. T. Insoll).



NYAME AKUMA No 87. June 2017

35

 Both burials had been covered with stone slabs, 
one above the other in the same rectangular enclosure 
which was re-used to insert the second, upper, burial (Fig-
ure 4). The upper burial had the right arm in front of the 
face and the lower burial had the arms extended in front 
of the body. Based on the absence of grave goods (the 
three small finds at the top of the sequence could be ac-
cidental inclusions), their position in the grave (lying on 
their sides, heads at the northeast, faces slightly towards 
the northwest, i.e. the qibla, which is almost directly to 
north), and orientation (northeast to southwest) the buri-
als can be identified as Muslim (cf. Insoll 1999: 170-173). 
The human remains were cleaned and left in-situ with 
only teeth samples taken for isotope analysis. The age and 
gender of the individuals buried is currently being ana-
lysed. Following the completion of the excavations the 
burials were covered with stone slabs and the area was 
backfilled.

HAR 17 (D)

 Eroding human remains were also identified on a 
hill on abandoned agricultural land separated from HAR 
17 (C) by a steep erosion gully, located southwest of the 
stone structures discussed above. One burial was exca-
vated (N09.49033˚ E041.91130˚). The individual was 
of slender build, gender and age as yet unknown, and of 
110cm crouched length (Figure 5). They were buried on 
their side with arms extended along the side of the body 
and hands in front, oriented east to west with the head at 
the east and the face toward the north, i.e. the qibla. No 
grave goods or any associated materials were found. As 
with the two previous burials in HAR 17 (C), the same 
criteria allow for the identification of this burial as Mus-
lim. Following excavation, the burial was surrounded 
with a semi-circle of stone boulders and the grave was 
backfilled to form a protective oblong mound.

Figure 4:  The double burial, HAR 17 (C) (photo. T. Insoll).
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Archaeological Material from Harlaa 

 A wide range of material culture was recovered 
from the structural complex (HAR 17 [B]). Features such 
as hearths and significant quantities of charcoal, support 
the interpretation that the primary function of the site 
was as a sequence of workshops. This is further indicated 
through the presence of metallurgical debris such as slag, 
a tuyere fragment, furnace brick, possible ore, mould 
fragments, and via artifacts such as hammer stones and 
two sandstone rasps or files. Equally, white metal frag-
ments present, some possibly silver, others possibly lead, 
as well as iron and copper artifacts and fragments attest 
on-site metalworking. Further technical processes were 
also seemingly manifest; notably hardstone (carnelian 
and rock crystal) working, as indicated by the recovery 
of beads, e.g., 19 clear quartz beads that were drilled but 
not polished from context HAR 16 (A) 7 (Figure 6), and a 
rock crystal bezel for a ring from context HAR 17 (B) 3. 

 Bead drilling was also undertaken on site as at-
tested by beads that had been abandoned because their 
holes did not meet, e.g. a quartz bicone previously recov-
ered from HAR 15 (B) 6. Glass beads appear also to have 
been made in the workshop complex, in particular red 
glass beads. For example, red glass rods, visually match-
ing the red glass beads and potentially raw material, were 
previously recovered from HAR 15 (B) 4 and 5, and a red 
glass bead waster from HAR 15 (B) 8.

 Shell working was undertaken on a significant 
scale. Cowry shells were being processed in large num-
bers on site. Some were being split in half but many were 

also having their backs removed, with a combined total of 
278 cowry backs recovered from HAR 17 (B). The pres-
ence of 71 obsidian flakes in the same unit is also expli-
cable as a direct correlate of shell working through their 
likely use for cutting the backs off cowry shells, as they 
are one of the few materials sharp and strong enough to 
do this (A. Christie pers. comm. 26/11/16). Further shell-
working was also indicated by a partly shaped shell bead 
(HAR 17 [B] 10). Glazed ceramic sherds were also oc-
casionally being repurposed through being chipped into 
small disks as with two Chinese Celadon sherds from 
HAR 17 (B) 7. These could, potentially, have two jewelry 
related functions, as ring bezels (S. Simpson pers. comm. 
13/4/17) or as ornaments sewn onto clothes (A. Walmsley 
pers. comm. 13/4/17).  

 The preliminary patterning of the quantities of 
faunal remains might also be significant for the interpre-
tation of the structural complex as a series of craft/jewel-
ler’s workshops. In certain contexts, all linked with work-
shop use, significantly larger numbers of remains were 
recovered. It is possible that some of the faunal material 
might be linked to the use of bone as fuel. The faunal 
analysis from these units is pending, but on site prelimi-
nary observations were that there were sizeable numbers 
of large elements, some burnt. Based on parallels else-
where, notably the Islamic site of Al-Basra in northeast 
Morocco (c. AD 800-1100), unmodified faunal remains 
could have been used as fuel, as it produces a hot fire, and 
would be particularly suited to forging work (Benco et al. 
2002: 455), or perhaps the types of processes involved in 
jewellery production such as casting.

 As first noted in 2015 (Insoll, MacLean, and 
Engda 2016), the archaeological material further indi-
cates that the occupants of Harlaa were involved in inter-
regional and long-distance trade. Identification of the im-
ported glazed ceramics is pending but includes Chinese 
Celadon porcelain and a range of Middle Eastern ceram-
ics such as Yemeni Black and Yellow or ‘Mustard’ wares. 
Shells were imported in large quantities via western In-
dian Ocean trade networks, notably cowry shells, seem-
ingly including Cypraea annulus and Cypraea moneta, 
with the latter likely from the Maldive Islands (cf. Ho-
gendorn and Johnson 1986). Olive sea shells (Olividae) 
were also recovered and could represent a Red Sea origin 
or one further afield. This awaits confirmation. Obsidian 
was likely sourced from regional networks. 

Figure 5:  The single burial, HAR 17 (D) (photo. T. 
Insoll).
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 The origins of some other lithic materials remain 
as yet uninvestigated, but could be further indicative of 
inter-regional trade, specifically the scoriaceous basalt 
circular quern stones and the coralline limestone slabs 
used in HAR 17 (C), and coralline limestone blocks used 
in the mosque mihrab (HAR 15 [A]) (Insoll, MacLean, 
and Engda 2016). The source of the local pottery repre-
sented by the numerous potsherds found throughout the 
levels in the structural complex is as yet also unknown, 
and is the focus of an ongoing PhD project by Mr Nicho-
las Tait.

Conclusions

 Several significant preliminary conclusions can 
be reached based on the 2017 fieldwork results from Har-
laa and the previous cumulative archaeological data from 
Harlaa and Harar. These are:

 1. The occupation chronology at Harlaa, previ-
ously unknown, has been reconstructed based on 12 AMS 
dates from the 2017 season bringing the total number of 
secure AMS dates from Harlaa to 18. The chronology 
covers the period from the late 5th-early 7th centuries AD 
to the late 13th-early 15th centuries AD. A chronology en-
compassing both the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods.

 2. The first date of Islamisation, or at least the 
presence of Muslims at Harlaa, based on the AMS dates 
from the mosque (HAR 15 [A]; mid-12th to mid-13th cen-
turies AD), and the AMS dates of the Muslim burials 

(HAR 17 [C]; upper burial, mid-14th to mid-15th centuries 
AD, lower burial, early to late 13th century AD, and HAR 
17 [D]; mid-12th to mid-13th centuries AD) can be placed 
at potentially the mid-12th century AD.

 3. The importance of long distance trade in the 
Red Sea and Western Indian Ocean to the inhabitants of 
Harlaa was profound. This is attested by, for example, the 
imported ceramics, glass, coins, beads, shells, and some 
of the fish bones.

 4. The transfer of ideas, besides religious ones 
(Islam), seems to have been equally significant. Techno-
logical transfer appears to be manifest by aspects of archi-
tecture, notably the use of coralline limestone selectively 
notably the use of coralline limestone selectively in the 
mihrab of the mosque excavated (HAR 15 [A]) (e.g. Fau-
velle-Aymar et al. 2011: 46), and in the mausoleum com-
plex to demarcate individual tombs. It is also potentially 
manifest by the production of seemingly heat-altered 
carnelian beads, rock crystal beads, and monochrome 
glass beads would also all seem to indicate transfer of 
bead making technologies from, potentially, Gujarat (e.g. 
Roux 2000; Francis 2002), and, possibly Egypt and/or 
the East African Coast (e.g. Francis 2002; Horton et al. 
2017). Whether this also involved the transfer of crafts-
people will be an aspect of research possibly approach-
able through the pending isotopic analysis of the human 
teeth samples taken from the burials.

 Further fieldwork at both Harlaa, planned for Jan-
uary to March 2018 will permit even greater understand-
ing of the processes of urbanism, religious conversion and 
the social and economic history of eastern Ethiopia based 
on archaeological data.
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