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Special 1ssue/Numéro spécial

New 1insights into the history of Harar

Nouveaux éclairages sur ['historre

de Harar






Amélie Chekroun™, Vanessa Pedrotti™

Introduction to the special issue

This special issue of the Annales d’Ethiopie is the proceedings of a workshop
scheduled for April 2020 at the Institute for Ethiopian Studies of Addis Ababa
University. This workshop was unfortunately postponed due to the global
pandemic. Currently, there is a great deal of academic research in and around
the city of Harar, and this increased interest motivated the idea of the original
workshop. Over the last ten years, there has been a profound renewal of
research on Harar from philological, archaeological, historical, and anthropo-
logical points of view. Over the past five years, no less than six Ethiopian and
international researchers in diverse fields have devoted their PhD thesis to a
part of the city’s history and all studies bring new and innovative elements to
our understanding of the history of Harar. In addition to these recent academic
works, there are also studies by more established researchers who are just as

 century, explored

innovative and who challenge the fixed narrative of the 20
below. The proposed participants in the April 2020 postponed workshop, in
alphabetic order, were Dr. Muna Abubaker, Dr. Nureddin Aman, Mr. Nebil
Bekri, Dr. Amélie Chekroun, Pr. Alessandro Gori, Dr. Ahmed Hassan Omer,
Pr. Timothy Insoll, Mrs. Héloise Mercier, Dr. Sana Mirza, Dr. Vanessa
Pedrotti, Dr. Thomas Osmond, Dr. Lindsay Randall, Mr. Ahmed Zakaria.!
Several of them were unfortunately unable to participate in this publication.

h

In the 20™ century, a substantial amount of academic literature was

published on the history of the city. This is evidenced by Ewald Wagner’s
2003 publication, Harar: annotierte Bibliographie zum Schrifttum diber die Stadt
und den Islam in Sidostithiopien, which presents an exhaustive annotated
bibliography on Harar inclusive of all disciplines. However, although it has
been the subject of numerous writings, including some historiographical “pet
subjects” (such as the figure of the poet Arthur Rimbaud amongst the French
community in Ethiopia), the history of the city seems to have been fixed

upon an unavoidable official narrative. This narrative was constructed by both

* Institut de recherches et d’études sur les mondes arabes et musul-

** Institut

mans, Aix-en-Provence. Contact: amelie.chekroun@cnrs.fr.
des mondes africains, Aix-en-Provence. Contact: vanessa.pedrotti@hotmail fr.
U Even if the workshop has been postponed, we would like to warmly thanks
all those researchers for their enthusiasm in this project, as well as Dr. Takele
Merid, head of the Institute for Ethiopian Studies, for having accepted to host it
in his institution, and Dr. Ahmed Hassan Omer, former head of the IES, and
Dr. Marie Bridonneau, director of the French Center for Ethiopian Studies,

for their support.

Annales d’Et/ziopz'e, 2022, 34, 11-21



12 Amfrie CHEKROUN, VaNEssa PEDROTTI

Western orientalists and by Harari scholars as well as by local and international
political authorities (such as the Harari People’s National Regional State and
UNESCO) throughout the 20" century. From the Western perspective, the
first and foremost contribution was from Enrico Cerulli who in the 1930s
identified and studied the first, and until very recently, only historical texts
about Harar in Arabic. The contributions, backgrounds, and positions of the
Harari scholars who also augmented these works are only just beginning to be
studied. This prevailing history focuses mainly upon a few dates, a few cultural
features, and a few texts composed in the late 19™ and early 20™ centuries
(such as the Fath madinat Harar). The dates upon which it focuses are as
follows: the mid-16™ century construction of the walls surrounding Harar,
the 1647 foundation of the Emirat of Harar by ‘Ali b. Da@ad, the 1875-1885
Egyptian occupation of the city, and finally the pre-1887 brief restoration of the
Emirate after the Egyptian departure and before the conquest of the city and
its integration into Ethiopia by Menelik’s troops. Nevertheless, the history of
Harar is essentially based on oral tradition for the period occurring before the
Igth century, and nothing is really known about the social, political, economic
organization of the city and the area from the 16™ century to the middle of the
20 century due to a lack of documentation. Moreover, these narratives date
the foundation of the city sometimes to the 16" but also often to the 13 or even
the 1o centuries. Another characteristic feature of this historical discourse is
a classification that often opposes the “civilized” population of Harar, known
as Harari or Adari, to the “barbaric” population living outside the city walls,
the Oromo, pejoratively referred to as “Galla.” Moreover, Harar is considered,
likely with just cause, to be the heart of Islam in the Horn of Africa due to its
importance for Qur’anic training, production of religious manuscripts, and its
number of holy places. Still, there have not been any considerable studies on
the ancient periods to substantiate this claim of Harar’s Islamic centrality.
The Harari culture is very evident in the city, especially in terms of
architecture and craftsmanship when compared to the Oromo or Somali
cultures. Indeed, since 1991 and the institutional recognition of Ethiopian
“nationalities,” Harari culture has received special attention to highlight its
particularity. The importance of past conservation in the city is illustrated by
the registration of the old city on the World Heritage Sites’ list by UNESCO
in 2006. In 2010, the geographer Dr. Pauline Bosredon completed a PhD thesis
about the world heritage listing of the old towns of Harar and of Alep in Syria,
entitled Habiter et aménager les centres anciens: les reconfigurations du rapport des
acteurs a la vieille ville par le classement au patrimoine mondial, une comparaison
entre Harar en Ethiopie et Alep en Syrie (Bosredon, 2010; see also 2008). For the
proposed 2020 workshop, the Heritage Directorate Director of Harar, Nebil
Bekri, was to give a presentation titled “An Assessment of Conservation and
Management practice of World Heritage Site. Harar City.” Additionally, in
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her PhD thesis in anthropology, Tolerance in the City of Peace: History and
Belonging in Harar (Géy), Ethiopia, defended at the University of Edinburgh
in 2022, Dr. Lindsay Randall breaks away from the anthropological themes
traditionally studied by anthropologists who resided in Harar before her. She
questions the 2006 UNESCO Peace Price and the 2003 UNESCO moniker of
“The City of Peace” and “examines how notions of history and heritage emerge
and are contested within Harari discourses of identity and belonging and how
these understandings blend with the physical city of Harar to underpin Harari
religiosity and kinship” (Randall, 2022).

The time is no longer ripe for idealizing the past or for fixing heritage
discourses. As this dossier shows, access to new sources has not only led
to the emergence of new issues but has also made it possible to rethink
existing sources. Most significantly, the analysis of new Arabic manuscripts

Oth

and archives from the 19™-20™ century has generated this renewal of the

documentary corpus.

1. New insights into the Arabic manuscripts

Knowledge about the tradition of Islamic manuscripts in the Horn of Ethiopia,
and in Harar in particular, is scarce. Harar, as a major center of Islamic
learning in the Horn of Africa, holds a central place in the production of
Arabic manuscripts in the region (see for example Banti, 2005; Osmond, 2012).
In recent years, studies and approaches to these manuscripts have multiplied,
and this has allowed for an in-depth renewal of the documentary corpus. The
philological renewal of Islamic manuscript studies is mainly marked by the
project “Islam in the Horn of Africa: A Comparative Literary Approach,”
which was led by Pr. Alessandro Gori (European Research Council, Advanced
Grant n® 322849 for the period 2013-2018, http://www.islhornafr.eu). As a
specialist of Islamic literary traditions in the Horn of Africa, Pr. Alessandro
Gorl, along with his team, made the first extensive cataloguing of Ethiopian
Islamic manuscripts — mostly from Harar. The catalogue of the Arabic
manuscripts, which is housed in the Institute of Ethiopian Studies, lists more
than 300 codex (Gori, 2014). In 2015, the publication of a catalogue of about 500
Arabic manuscripts of the Abdullahi Sharif Museum in Harar was announced
(see https://ctee.hypotheses.org/677). The masterpiece of the Islhornafr project
is the XML-encoded relational database (https:/islhornafr.tors.ku.dk/), which
contains not only some of the manuscripts of these two Ethiopian institutions,
but also those of many others in Ethiopia, in Europe and the USA. As
Pr. Gori notes, “the research into this newly available material will certainly

increase our knowledge of Islam in Ethiopia in general, and of the manuscript

13



14 AwmfLie CHEKROUN, VaNEssa PEDROTTI

tradition in particular”? (Gori, 2016: 157). Four of the articles published in
this special issue confirm Gort’s assertion. Their authors have dedicated or are
dedicating their PhD theses to the history of Harar through the study of Arabic
manuscripts. Their work opens new fields of research and new perspectives
on how to study the history of the city. They also show the contemporary
dynamism around these questions.

Dr. Sana Mirza defended her PhD thesis, which specializes in Islamic art, in
2021 from the Institute of Fine Arts, New York University. Her dissertation,
titled An African Scriptorium? The Qur’an of Harar and their Globalizing Milieu,
explores a corpus of Qur'an manuscripts produced between the 15 and 19™
centuries in the city of Harar and their Red Sea and Indian Ocean milieu. Her
contribution in the present volume provides access to a number of her PhD
results, such as the aesthetic connections and exchanges in the Red Sea and
their role in the formation of a regional Red Sea style of manuscripts. Her work
marks a turning point in the study of Arabic manuscripts from the Horn of
Africa. Art history and codicological analysis of Harari Islamic manuscripts in
a wider regional context, which were previously almost non-existent, emerge
within Dr. Sana Mirza’s article in all their richness and potential. We hope
that her dissertation will soon be fully published and accessible.

In her analysis of the divorce cases in the Harari qadis registers between
1827 and 1871 A.D., Dr. Muna Abubeker also emphasizes how this precious
material increases our knowledge, not only on religious issues or manuscript
traditions, but also on societal aspects that until now could not be discussed.
The 19™ century qadis registers are incredibly precious. They provide infor-
mation about divorces, but also marriages, inheritances, land transactions, and
all legal cases presented to the gadi who was in charge of law enforcement in
Harar when the city was under the Emir’s control (see Dr. Muna’s philological
PhD dissertation Text Edition and Translation of a 19" century Court (Diwan)
Manuscript of Harar, completed in 2017 at Addis Ababa University). These
registers make it possible to address questions of legal history, organization
of society and family, questions of succession, authority, etc. For the first
time, by studying the different types of divorces that appear in these registers,
Dr. Muna’s article also addresses the place of women in the 19™ century’s
Harari society.

By identifying new manuscript copies of historical Arabic texts in European
libraries (Paris, Rome, Berlin) and at the Institute of Ethiopian Studies library
at Addis Ababa University, Héloise Mercier succeeded in surpassing the work
of Enrico Cerulli, which had dominated the study of historical texts about
Harar for nearly a century. In a series of articles published in the 1930s, the

% In the framework of the ERC project, Dr. Anne Regourd published the
first papyrological remarks on Harari and Islamic Ethiopian Manuscripts
(Regourd, 2018a & 2018b).
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Italian scholar edited, translated, and analyzed several short texts in Arabic
that dealt with the history of Harar (Cerulli, 1931, 1936 & 1942). In her
contribution, which is based on her MA thesis defended in 2020 at Paris 1
Panthéon Sorbonne University, Héloise Mercier analyzes the Tarikh al-mulak
and its rewritings. She attempts to understand the reasons behind the transfer
of power from Harar to the Awsa Oasis at the end of the 16" century. The
identification of those late 16™ century texts complicates Cerulli’s discourse.
Amongst the Arabic manuscripts being rediscovered and that allow us to
see the history of the city in a new light, we must mention the historical texts

written in the 20

century by Ethiopian scholars, which hold an important
place in the way we view the history of the city today. In the framework
of her PhD thesis about the writing and rewriting of Harar’s history in the

h century, Héloise Mercier received a field grant from the CFEE

19™ and 20"
in 2021 and studied some Arabic Manuscripts at the Institute for Ethiopian
Studies library. Her fieldnote in this volume presents her first remarks on the
mid-20" century Jadwal ash-Shash wa ash-Shami, which is an annotated list
of the rulers of Harar since the Middle Ages. She expands upon its position in
the historiography of Harar by demonstrating that, whereas previous lists only
began in the 17" century, the Jadwal enforced a “metanarrative” that gave the
city a linear, exhaustive, and over-ten-centuries-long past.

We must also mention the PhD thesis, Manuscripts of Oromo History
recounted by Shaykh Abi-Baker ‘Othman: Text edition, analysis and Annotated
translation by Dr. Nuraddin Aman, which was defended in 2020 at Addis
Ababa University, Department of Linguistics and Philology. He edited and
translated two historiographical texts written in Arabic in the middle of the
20t century by Shaykh Aba Baker ‘Othman, the Oromo Muslim intellectual
from Hararghe. His work is based on many historical documents and
traditions and demonstrates the historiographical position of a 20" century
Oromo author on the history of Harar and its region.

The identification and/or study of new Arabic manuscripts from Harar,
regardless of their origin of production, also leads to rethinking and recon-
sidering existing sources or data. The history of the city is most often linked
to a very distant past. For example, in its website on world heritage sites,
UNESCO notes that “the walls surrounding this sacred Muslim city were built
between the 13™ and 16™ centuries. Harar Jugol, said to be the fourth holiest
city of Islam, numbers 82 mosques, three of which date from the 10 century,
and 102 shrines” (https://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1189/). The Millennium of the
Harar, which was celebrated in July 2007, is another example (Bridonneau,
Duroyaume & Bosredon, 2012: 167). In her article, Dr. Amélie Chekroun
analyses the few mentions of Harar in the documentation of the 16" century.
She shows that, building from the archaeological data and interpretation

proposed by Pr. Timothy Insoll in 2017, Harar did not become an urban,
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16 AmfLie CHEKROUN, VaNEssa PEDROTTI

economic, and religious center before the early 16™ century when the city
became the new capital of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sultanate. Some of this data
has already been analyzed in her 2013 PhD thesis about the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din
and the war waged by the armies of this sultanate, which were led by Imam
Ahmad b. Ibrahim against the Christian kingdom in the years 1530-1540. In
general, the study of manuscripts and sources, as well as the archaeological
data obtained during several surveys in the old city by Pr. Insoll, go against
the oral tradition and the discourses repeated in many academic publications
of the 20™ century that avow Harar’s very ancient past and its centrality as
the main religious and political center of the eastern Horn of Africa. Future
research should bring profound change to our understanding of the history of
the walled city of Harar before it was integrated into Ethiopia at the end of the
19" century.

2. New insights into the 19 and 20" centuries archives of Harar

One of the current dynamics in research on Harar also concerns the history
of the city since its integration into Ethiopia after its Egyptian occupation
from 1875 to 1885 and its conquest by Menelik in 1887. Over the past fifteen
years, rescarchers have also been rediscovering the numerous and rich archives
produced about Harar by foreign institutions at the end of the 19" and the
20" centuries. In addition, we hope that the future opening of the Ethiopian
imperial archives of the Gebi in Addis Ababa will bring much more to add to
our understanding of the history of the region.

The study of Harari society from the end of the 19 century to the
present day is a field that is still little explored, but the current historical
and anthropological research shows its potential. This is evidenced by Dr.
Avishai Ben Dror’s book, Emirate, Egyptian, Ethiopian: colonial experiences in
late nineteenth-century Harar (2018), which highlights the little-known period
of the Egyptian occupation of Harar (1875-1885). In his book, which was
developed from his PhD thesis, he paves the way for new approaches to Harari
history by highlighting the importance of colonial and missionary archives
(Egyptian, French, English, Italian) and the importance of bringing them
into dialogue. Dr. Ahmed Hassan Omer contributes similarly in his own
book, Aleyyu Amba: I'lfat et ses réseaux politiques, religieux et commerciaux au
XIX¢ siécle (2020), which was based on his 2007 PhD thesis from the University
Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne. His research focuses on Ifat and the trade city of
Aleyyu Amba. However, thanks to its economic and strategic importance in
regional and international trade, Harar has a prominent place in his work. The
numerous sources and archives he used show the value and potential of these
archives, which are still little studied.

The fact that the history of Harar at the turn of the 20 century is still largely
unwritten and the utility of little-explored archives (colonial, diplomatic,
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missionary, etc.) is also demonstrated by Dr. Pedrotti in her contribution to this
special issue. She describes, through examination of the French archives, the
circumstances surrounding the establishment of the Ras Mik“innan Hospital
and the St. Anthony Leprosarium in the first years of 20™ century. More
broadly, her 2022 PhD thesis from Aix-Marseille University, La léproserie
St-Antoine @ Harar : au croisement de I'histoire missionnaire, médicale et politique
de 'Ethiopie (19o1-1936), shows that the leprosarium, founded by the French
Capuchins in 19o1, is not simply an isolated and autonomous proselytized
institution. On the contrary, it developed in relation to several other social,
medical, and political formations within and outside Ethiopia. In addition
to serving the interests of its personnel, it appears to have been both a
tool for French influence in Ethiopia as well as for the Ethiopian state’s
policy of ‘modernity’. To reveal this, Dr. Vanessa Pedrotti compares French
missionary and diplomatic sources. Besides, she analyses more than fifty
accounts by European travelers. This work is based on the literary production,
both medical and pastoral, published in newspapers between the years 1850
and 1936.

Overall, the archives of the French Capuchin mission based in Harar
from 1881 to the end of the 20™ century are today divided in two main
locations. The first one remains in Harar at the head office of the diocese
of Harar behind the Great Mosque, which is in the heart of the walled city.
Pr. Shiferaw Bekele and Dr. Abba Daniel Assefa, with the support of the
French Center for Ethiopian Studies, carried out an evaluation mission of
the collection in December 2020. As the fieldnote written by Pr. Shiferaw
(https://ctee.hypotheses.org/) shows, this collection 1s well preserved and
organized, but largely unexplored. Most of the documents are in French,
but they cover a multitude of subjects concerning the history of the city
over nearly a century. As an example, he documents that in Folder 3¢ 1-12,
there are annual reports of each mission station from 1899 to 1935 and that
Series F are day-to-day notebooks of each station. Those archives are very
precious, and provide not only information about the mission, but also about
life and organization of the villages around Harar from the late 19" to
the early 20" century. Most of the rest® of the French Capuchin mission’s
archives are now in Rome at the library of the Collegio Internazionale San
Lorenzo Da Brindisi (cf. Chekroun, 2011), under the number 2R “Vicariato
Apostolico dei Galla.” They were transferred to Rome in 1977 in a common
move to gather all the archives produced within the Capuchin missions over
the world in one place so that their preservation and accessibility could be
ensured. Before arriving in Rome, they were kept in the OFMCap Provincial

3 Some archives could be found at the Bibliothéque franciscaine des Capucins,
in Paris (France), numbers 2P, 1R-2R and Gr3.
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Archives in Toulouse.” These archives are quite precious. For example, in
2R11-2R16 are the personal diaries of Mgr. Taurin Cahagne, which he wrote
between 1866 and 1891; in 2R121/2¢, the correspondence of Mgr. Cahagne
with Ras Makonnen between 1888 and 1892 and in 2R 121/2d with Menelik
between 1891 and 1895; Mgr. Jarosseau’s very abundant correspondence with
the missionaries between 19oo and 1941 (2R140-2R179) and with Ras Tafari
between 1910 and 1936 (2R190-2R201); etc. Researchers working on the history
of Harar and its region should give special attention to these archives, mainly
in French.

Historians and philologists are not the only ones to deal with literary
corpus. Thomas Osmond, in his contribution, “Mawltad Tradition, Reformist
Dynamics and State Policies in East Ethiopia,” takes an anthropological look
at the Mawlad/Mawlid manuscripts, which organize the celebrations of the
Prophet Muhammad in Harar by the Harari and also amongst Harar’s Oromo
neighbours. He reveals the heterogeneous nature of these ceremonial practices
by showing that they draw on several theological and political legacies. The
survey he conducted in the 20r10s in Harar and the surrounding Oromiya
Eastern Hararghe Zone allowed him to observe the uses of these texts in
local and national identity debates. This led him to question the current
Harari/Oromo cleavage often depicted within the Federation of Ethiopian
“nationalities.” His article echoes one he wrote in 2014 where he challenges the
regional history of Harar that pitted the “civilized” Harari city dwellers against
the “barbaric” Oromo peasants. Rather than just highlighting oppositions, it
demonstrates, through a diachronic study of Harar’s political history, more
complex relationships of competition and cooperation between the Harari
elites and the Oromo peasants of eastern Hararghe (Osmond, 2014).

The history of Harar is now a potent academic topic. By highlighting
the discoveries, sources, and analyses of nearly fifteen researchers working
on Harar using different disciplines (history, archaeology, philology, anthro-
pology, geography, etc.), this issue provides an overview of the history of
the city and its inhabitants. But it also opens up new perspectives. There
are significant research opportunities for scholars interested in the history of
Harar. In addition to the collection of the Arabic manuscripts, the French
Capuchin mission’s archives, or the European administrative archives, many
other materials deserve to be explored, such as the Ethiopians archives that are
kept at the Gebi in Addis Ababa. Moreover, like the written sources, the oral
sources, which are just as rich, allow us to consider the history of the city from

innovative angles, such as health, politics, urbanism, or religion. Henceforth,

* The same is also true about the archives of the Somalia and Aden mission,
which were also brought to Rome in 1977 and are now kept there under
the number 1R “Sezione Somalia e Aden, gid nell’Archivio OFMCap. Di
Toulouse, a dal 1977 nell’ Archivio Generale OFM Cap. di Roma.”
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it is no longer a question of thinking of Harar as an immutable hegemonic
center, but rather of bringing to light the multiple imbrications that occur
there and that are anchored in logics which are not only local but also national
and transnational. The advances that future research will provide from this
documentation will not only allow us to consider the history of Harar in a new
light but will also contribute more generally to the history of regional Islam as
well as to the place of this region within the Horn of Africa and the dynamics
of the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. This special issue brings local history
into a broader historiographic context alongside other research on the Horn of
Africa that is increasingly focusing upon historical connections and exchanges
and ends the consideration of this region as a place dislocated from and inactive
with the rest of the world.
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Harar as the capital city of the Barr Sa‘d
ad-Din (first half of the 16" century):

from 1ts emergence to its fortification

Abstract

This article traces the history of the city of Harar prior to the mid-16™
century until the end of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate. The research
for this article is based on the few mentions of the city that exist in the
medieval literature and on recent archaeological data. It shows that,
contrary to what has been proposed by oral traditions since the late 19
century and by the archaeological data and interpretation proposed by
Insoll in 2017, Harar did not become an urban, economic, and religious
center until the early 16™ century when the city became the new capital
of Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. Until then and since the establishment of the
sultanate in the early 15™ century, the sultans’ power was centered in
Dakar. The reasons for relocating the capital of the sultanate in 1520 are
not known, but instability in the sultanate in years prior may shed light
on why Harar emerged as the new heart of the sultanate. Finally, this
article provides further evidence for the construction of the city walls
in the mid-16™ century by Emir Nir. Sources from this period tend
to show that this fortification of the city was part of a general policy
followed by the sultanate as they tried to defend themselves against
attacks from the newly arrived Oromo populations in the region.

Keywords: Harar, History, Barr Sa‘d ad-Din, Written sources, Ar-
chaeology

Résumé

Cetarticle tente de retracer histoire de la ville de Harar avant le milieu
du xvi€siecle et la fin du sultanat du Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. L’étude s’appuie
sur les rares mentions de la ville dans la documentation médiévale et sur
les données archéologiques récentes. Elle montre que, contrairement
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a ce que proposent les traditions orales depuis la fin du x1x°siecle,
Harar ne devient un centre urbain, économique et religieux qu’a partir
du début du xvi¢siecle, lorsque la ville devient la nouvelle capitale
du Barr Sa‘d ad-Din, comme l'avancait Insoll a partir des données
archéologiques en 2017. Jusqu’alors, depuis la fondation du sultanat au
début du xv° siecle, le siege du pouvoir des sultans se trouvait a Dakar.
Les raisons du changement de capitale en 1520 ne sont pas connues,
mais la situation instable au sein du sultanat au cours des années
précédentes peut étre une piste pour expliquer I'émergence de Harar
comme nouveau cceur du sultanat. Enfin, cet article recontextualise la
construction des murailles de la ville (jugal) au milieu du xvi°siecle
par I'émir Nar: les sources de I'époque tendent & montrer que cette
fortification de la ville s’inscrit dans une politique générale du sultanat
qui tente de se défendre contre les attaques des nouvelles populations
oromo de la région.

Mots-clés : Harar, histoire, Barr Sa‘d ad-Din, sources écrites, archéologie

Introduction

Today, the old city of Harar, which is encompassed by a wall (jugal in Harari),
is introduced to tourists as the fourth holiest city of Islam. This is in part due
to the presence of a hundred mosques and as many shrines within a perimeter
of 1.6 km? (https://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1189/; Mohamud, Bianchini & Mai-
mone, 2000: 5-6; Santelli, 2008). According to historical sources, the old town
of Harar dates from the end of the medieval period (15&‘—16th centuries), but
current oral tradition dates the establishment of Harar from the 13™ or even as
carly as the gth century (Mercier, 2022b). European travelers who visited Harar

h centuries often recorded the oral traditions

between the mid-19™ and early 20"
that described the founding of the city, and these are linked to Emir Nir, the
Emir who initiated the construction of the city wall in the mid-16™ century.
In 1854, during his journey in Harar, Richard Burton recorded that the city,
in its contemporary form, is credited to Emir Nar “who reigned 316 years
ago” (in 1538 AD) and that before him, “during the reign of Muhammad
Gragne, the ‘left-handed’ Attila of Adel,” there was a “mere mass of Bedouin
villages” that were perhaps founded by Arabs in the 7" century (Burton, 1855:

144; Burton, 1856: 309-310).! Some fifty years later, during his priesthood in

! Burton explains that the “province of Hadiyah,” whose capital was Harar,
was part of the “Zayla® empire,” founded by “Arab invaders” who, in the
7" century, conquered and colonized the lowlands between the Red Sea and
the Highlands (Burton, 1856: 305). It is unclear whether the traditions Burton
noted during his stay also trace the origins of Harar to the 7" century, even if

Braukidmper says so (2003: 36).
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Harar, the French Capuchin Azais learned that it was Nar “who, assisted by
the famous chiefs Ahu Abadir and Ahu “Ali, undertook the construction of
the ramparts, the immense work of which was not to be completed until about
1580” (Azais & Chambard, 1931: 4). In the current oral tradition, Emir Nar
remains strongly associated with the construction of the wall surrounding the
city of Harar and with the shape of the city of Harar as it exists today.
However, since the end of the 19" century, oral tradition has evolved to
date the foundation of Harar to a much earlier period. The figure of Abadir
emerged and replaced that of Emir Nir, and the shrine dedicated to Abadir
is often referenced as the heart of the city’s foundation. With this shift of
focus from Nir to Abadir, oral traditions began to consider that the city was
founded as early as the 12" and I3th centuries, and sometimes even as carly

as the 1oth

century. The book Fath madinat Harar (“The conquest of the town
of Harar”) is deeply associated with the tracing of the city’s foundation from
the 13" century and with the emergence of Abadir as a prominent figure in
the city’s founding. This Arabic text is a legendary history of Harar in the
13™ century, and contains anachronisms, such as the presence of Portuguese
and Italians. The Fath madinat Harar tells of the arrival of Abadir ‘Umar
ar-Rida in Harar in 1216 from Mecca. Upon his arrival, he is accompanied
by 405 companions, who include figures of the Islamic tradition, such as the
10™ century Iranian Muslim mystic Bayazid al-Bistami. The exact date the
book was authored is unknown, and its content is controversial. The editor and
translator of the English version, Ewald Wagner (1978), posits that the author
of this text “wanted to show that Harar’s supremacy over the surrounding
tribes had old and religious origins” (Wagner, 2005a). It is fairly obvious that
at least the popular and well-known version of this text is more contemporary
because, for instance, the text concludes with a prophecy made by Abadir
about the Italian conquest of Ethiopia. One of the few arguments that claim to
confirm the age of the Fath madinat Harar and the antiquity of the city can be
found within the historiography and in some lists of emirs in the region. Here,
Emirs of Harar are listed as early as the late o century and some lists even
include Abadir himself a listed Emir. Still, these lists are more contemporary
compositions (see Mercier, 2022b) that merge disparate information, such as
oral traditions and textual sources, and link dynasties that are quite distinct
from one another. Indeed, some of these lists consider the rulers of the
14" century Awfat Sultanate to be part of the same family as the Emirs of
Harar who descended from ‘Ali b. Da‘ad in the 17-19'" centuries. Moreover,
the Fath madinat Harar would not have become popular in Harar before the

P century when the city began to lose its autonomy after its integration

early 20"
to Ethiopia by Menelik from 1887 onwards. According to Thomas Osmond,

“its production is probably part of the religious proselytizing impelled from
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1875 onwards by the Egyptian-Ottoman administration” of the city (Osmond,
2014: 8).

We only know a fraction of the history of Harar before the city became more
open to foreigners and outsiders during the Egyptian occupation. Before the
19™ century, less than twenty textual fragments are available to aid in tracing
nearly three centuries of history (Cerulli, 1971: 135-206; Wagner, 1974a;
Tedeschi, 1974). Today, the history of the city is entirely dependent on the
oral tradition, which transformed and crystallized since the second half of the
19™ century. Héloise Mercier’s ongoing PhD thesis on the history and writing
of the region’s history between the 17th and Igth centuries should, however,
add much to our understanding (cf. Mercier, 2022a). This article focuses on
the period before the upheavals of the second half of the 16t century, and
it tries to free itself from the pervasive mythologies present within current
oral tradition. First, it demonstrates that the historical sources confirm the
archaeological data and interpretation proposed by Insoll (2017: 210) in that
Harar did not become an important urban center until it became the capital
of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate in the early 161 century. Second, this article
attempts to identify the reasons why the sultans decided to change their capital
in 1520 after almost a century of existence of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. Finally,
it recontextualizes the construction of Harar’s city wall by Emir Nar as an
undertaking unique to Harar as all of the main cities of the sultanate were
repeatedly attacked and all were also equipped with similar city walls.

1. Harar, the new capital of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din

Although some oral traditions, as well as 19" century texts, consider that the
foundation of Harar dates to the central Middle Ages (before the Igth century),
the first mention of the toponym “Harar” in medieval documentation does
not appear before the 15" century. This mention is within the story of King
‘Amda Seyon’s wars against the Muslim communities in the south and east
of the Christian kingdom. This Christian text, written in Ge‘ez, recounts the
conflicts between the Christian king (r. 1314-1344) and the Islamic states of
Ethiopia in the year between 1332 and 1333. It is considered one of the first
historical texts composed in Ethiopia. Commentators on the text agree that it
was written after the events it recounts, and most likely during the ISth century
(cf. Kropp, 1983-1984 and 1994: xviir; Marrassini, 1993; Derat, 2002: 99-100
and 2013: 122). In a paper published in 2020, Bertrand Hirsch goes further
and convincingly demonstrates that this text, which is of a profoundly epic
nature, describes not the wars beginning in the I4th century, but the conflicts
between King Dawit (r. 1380-1412) and then King Yeshiq (r. 1413-1430),
against the rulers of the sultanate of Awfit in the first half of the 15% century
(Hirsch, 2020). This long conflict eventually led to the collapse of the sultanate
whose territory was ultimately integrated into the Christian kingdom. This
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conflict also engendered a profound reorganization of the eastern Horn of
Africa Muslim territories (today eastern Ethiopia and northern Somaliland)
as well as the foundation of a new sultanate called Barr Sa‘d ad-Din in the
14108 and 1420s by a branch of the Walasma“ dynasty who ruled Awfat since
the end of the Igth century (Chekroun, 2020).

The story of King ‘Amda Seyon’s wars mentions several clashes with the
Muslim communities before and after the collapse of the sultanate of Awfat.
Many Muslim communities, cities, and territories are mentioned on several
occasions within this story, and these mentions reveal the main and dominant
territories of the time. Harar is not one of them. The toponym “Harar” appears
only once and this is within the very long list of members of a Muslim coalition
led by a man named gaz: (i.e. gadr, jurist) Saleh. Harar is also not listed as
one of the main territories of this coalition, such those that provided “a king”
like Adal, Harla, or Hubat. It is one of about 200 territories that provided a
governor. Some provided 1, others 8, 12, or even 1,000. Harar provided this
coalition with “3 governors (mdk®dnnon)” (Marrassini, 1993: 105-106). The
small number of mdik®innon provided by Harar suggests that it was a territory
of little importance at the time (cf. Cerulli, 1936: 16-17). In comparison, Adal,
an Islamic region in eastern Ethiopia, provided 1 king and 99 mdk™dnnon;
Zayla‘, the main port on the Red Sea, provided 1 king; and Dakar, the capital of
the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sultanate at the time, provided 1,000 mdk®dnnon. Thus,
the 15 century, at the earliest, is the first mention in the sources of a place
named Harar under Islamic rule.

[t is not until the early 160 century that a new mention of the toponym Harar
is identified in textual sources. Since the second quarter of the 157 century, the
Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sultans controlled the eastern region of the Horn of Africa,
which spanned from the eastern Rift massif to the shores of the Red Sea.
Systematically called Barr Sa‘d ad-Din (the “land of Sa‘d ad-Din”) in Arabic
Muslim sources, this sultanate is better known by its Christian designation
“Adal,” which is incorrect. Adal, since the beginning of the 15" century, is
only one of the territories under the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sultanate authority
(Chekroun & Hirsch, 2020a: 75). Moreover, some Christian authors in Ge‘ez
do not use “Adal” but “Bir Si‘adiddin” to refer to the Islamized territory east of
the Christian kingdom, and so does the author of the chronicle of the reign of
King Galawdéwos in the mid-16™ century (Solomon Gebreyes, 2019: 4-5, 27).
The center of this sultanate’s power was the city of Dakar, which is attested as
early as 1422 within the Kitab al-Ilmam bi-akhbar man bi-ard al-Habasha min
mulik al-islam (“Book of the Perfect Knowledge on the Histories of the Kings
of Islam in the Land of the Habasha”) by the Egyptian author Taqiy ad-Din
Ahmad al-Maqrizi (d. 1442). This booklet was completed in Cairo in 1438,
and it is devoted to the history of the Ethiopian Muslims from the late 13 to
the early 15™ centuries (Muth, 2005). It ends with the words: “Sultan Badlay
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resided in the land of Dakar (bilad D.k.r.) and his brother Khayr ad-Din in
the land of Rakala (b:ldd R.k.l.a-2)” (Maqrizi, 1998: 244). Both Christian and
Muslim sources from the ISth and early 16" centuries, such as King Eskender’s
chronicle (r. 1478-1494) (Perruchon, 1894: 357), agree that Dakar was also the
capital for the descendants of Sa‘d ad-Din. The location of Dakar is not known.
The only clue to its location is provided by ‘Arab Faqih, the author of the
Futih al-Habasha, a mid-16™ century Arabic account of the attempted Islamic
conquest of the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia by Imam Ahmad during the
1530s. He implies that Dakar was located a short distance from Harar (‘Arab
Faqih, 2003: 17). Several hypotheses have since been proposed that suggest
Dakar was located a few kilometers east of Harar (Cerulli, 1936: 26). I have
discussed these hypotheses further in a previous article (Chekroun, 2015).

In 1520, Dakar was abandoned as the capital of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din
Sultanate in favor of a new city: Harar. According to the Ta’ikh al-Walasma ",
the Arabic Annals of the Walasma“ dynasty from its establishment at the end of
the 13 century until the year 1520, and the Tarikh al-mulik (“History of the
Kings”), a brief Arabic text on the history of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate in
the 16™ century, the capital of this sultanate was moved from Dakar to Harar
in the month of sha‘ban in the year 926 AH (July-August 1520 AD) (Cerulli
1931: 50 and 55). The Futath al-Habasha confirms this shift of capital. The
author repeatedly recalls that at the time of this war, Harar was the city of the
Sultan and of the Imam, that it was from Harar that they ruled the “country,”
and that Harar was the heart of the sultanate (‘Arab Faqih, 2003: 16, 17, 22,
5.q.). It also states that under the jardd* Abiin, the predecessor of Imam Ahmad,
the city of Harar was already the capital, but that before him the capital was
Dakar (“Arab Faqth, 2003: 19). This corroborates the two short Arabic texts
mentioned above. On the contrary, no Ethiopian Christian text nor Portuguese
source mentions the name Harar before the early modern period, whereas the
former capital Dakar is named in some Christian texts, even after its desertion
by the sultans (cf. Perruchon, 1894; Chekroun, 2015).

Contrary to the numerous oral traditions and texts from the late 19™ until

th

the early 20" century, archaeological research and radiocarbon dating by

Timothy Insoll indicates that the city is no older than the late 15™ century. This

th_peth century written sources.

confirms the data quoted above from the 15
In 2014 and 2018, and for the first time ever, Timothy Insoll conducted
archaeological research inside the city wall of Harar. He completed four
archaeological test excavations, at Hamburti (the so-called “navel” of the city),
at the Emir Nar shrine, at Shagnila Toya, and at the Emir’s Palace. He
also excavated six mosques in the city: Aw Abdal, Aw Abadir, Aw Meshad,

Din Agobera, Fehkredin, and Jami mosque. He chose to archaeologically

% Title of a local chief within the organization of the sultanate.
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investigate these mosques as they were recognized by the oral traditions as
the earliest of the numerous mosques inside the walled city (Insoll & Zekaria,
2017: 83). As such, Aw Abadir Mosque is believed to date from the 12 or
carly 13™ century and the Aw Abdel Mosque from the end of the 13" century
(Zekaria, 1979: 27-28). Din Agobera Mosque was described as being built upon
a rock “where the first conversion to Islam took place” in the city (Foucher,
1994: 71). The Jami Mosque is the biggest mosque in the city, and the oral
tradition states that it was first built with one tower minaretin 1216. As Enrico
Cerulli recalls, an inscription on the wooden minbar inside Jami Mosque is a
chronogram of the foundation date of the mosque: 1175 AH (1761-1762 AD)
(Cerulli, 1936: 53), and Chiari (2015: 128) estimates its date to 1763-4 AD.
This mosque has since undergone many reconstructions and modifications.
From the six radiocarbon dates obtained from these six mosques, Insoll argues
that they date from “a varied chronology spanning the late 157 and early
20" centuries AD” (Insoll & Zekaria, 2019: 81). According to his analysis
and the radiocarbon dates obtained from his test excavations, Insoll concludes
that “based on the currently available evidence it appears that Harar was a
late, possibly 16t century foundation. [...] Harar was not the earliest Islamic
urban center in the region” (Insoll, 2017: 210) and “that all the Harari mosques
investigated post-date the late 15 century and that the city also dates from this
era and was linked with the establishment of Harar as the capital of [the Barr
Sa‘d ad-Din]” (Insoll & Zekaria, 2019: 81).

The sources do not give any details about the shape of the city in this
period apart from the fact that the local religious scholars resided there, which
suggests the presence of mosques, and that the palace of the sultan was located
there. It is possible that the oral tradition noted in the mid-1g™ century by
Burton (1955: 144) that refers to Harar as a “mere mass of Bedouin villages”
before the installation of the sultans of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din is relatively
representative of its historical reality, but it is also conceivable that it was
already an important stop along the caravan route. Indeed, the location of
this city has often been praised by observers for both its strategic position on
the caravan route that linked the shores of the Red Sea to the heart of the
Christian kingdom as well as for the richness of its immediate environment
and especially its temperate climate. In his invaluable report on the political,
economic, and social conditions of Harar following the Egyptian occupation
in 1875-1876 (see Ben Dror, 2018: 60-65), the Egyptian officer Muhammad
Moktar remarked that:

| T |he latitude of this city could lead one to believe that one experiences very strong
heat there. However, this is not the case, thanks to its altitude above sea level |...];
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the temperature is also very moderate and rather cold than hot; moreover, the
gardens and crops that surround it contribute to making the heat weaker by the
great development of vegetation. (Moktar, 1876: 361)

In May 1887, the French explorer Jules Borelli noted that, “Harar, by its
position, by its commercial importance and the wealth of its campaigns, would
become, under a good administration, the most lucrative of the Amhara
conquests” (Borelli, 189o: 238). Many other examples could be listed here, but
let us content ourselves with the remark of a connoisseur of the city who lived
in Harar for many years at the end of the 19 and beginning of the 20™ century:
the French Capuchin Azais who was a missionary, archaeologist, and member
of the Catholic mission based in Harar. Azais described Harar as, “a gray
island, surrounded by a sea of greenery of all shades where nature indulges”
(Azais & Chambard, 1931: 18). Moreover, as Raphaél Alessandri points out,
“the choice of the location of what would become Jugol can be explained,
among other things, by the proximity of numerous springs, and by the relief of
the hill, an area on which the constructions were developed, and which allowed
for easy evacuation of rainwater” (Alessandri, 2004: 55). These qualities could
explain the establishment of an early settlement on the site as well as why Harar
was chosen as the new capital of the sultanate.

2. A few hints that explain the Dakar-Harar transfer

If geographical, meteorological, and geological conditions demonstrate why
Harar was favorable for the establishment of a settlement, how can we explain
the decision in 1520 to transfer the sultanate’s center of power from Dakar to
Harar? The precise reasons are unknown as this relocation of the Sultanate
capital is barely documented by historical sources. However, the political and
social context of the region and in particular of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sultanate
may provide some clues.

The Barr Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate was founded in the 1410-14205 by the
sons of Sultan Sa‘d ad-Din. After their father’s death in Zayla“in either 1408
or 1409, they crossed the Gulf of Aden and took refuge at the court of the
Rasulid sultan in Taizz in Yemen for a few years. With the support of this
Yemeni ruler, they eventually returned to the African coast, but not via the
port of Zayla‘, which had fallen under Christian rule, but via the port of
Siyara, east of Berbera (Chekroun, 2020; Gonzalez-Ruibal et al., 2021: 6-16).
They returned and waited “until God gave them the power to take back
their country” (Maqrizi, 1998: 240). After their return, they pursued a long
period of reconquest of some former territories of the Awfat Sultanate from
the Christians. The Christians had taken advantage of the collapse of Awfat
and the escape of Sa‘d ad-Din and his sons to impose their authority. The heart
of the Awtat sultanate, on the eastern escarpment of the Christian highlands,
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fell under Christian rule (Fauvelle, Hirsch & Chekroun, 2017). Sa‘d ad-Din’s
sons focused on an area much further east, roughly from the eastern high
plateau of the Rift Valley to the port of Zayla“. They named this new area
after their father, the “land of Sa‘d ad-Din” or Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. However,
the first decades of this sultanate seemed troubled, though a proper study of
this period has yet to be conducted. The second half of the 15" century seems
to have been more peaceful, even though both Christian and Muslim border
raids still occurred (Chekroun & Hirsch, 2020a).

The 15™ century ends with the long reign, from 1488 until about 1515 or
1517, of Sultan Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din b. ‘Ali b. Aba Bakr b. Sa‘d
ad-Din. This reign is primarily documented by ‘Arab Faqih in the Fuzah
al-Habasha. Although this text describes later events, ‘Arab Faqth refers many
times to what happened “in the time of Sultan Muhammad” one of the
“mujahidin who ruled over the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din” (‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 37-38,
46, etc.). Several expeditions led by Sultan Muhammad, in person or at his
behest, are mentioned, especially during the story of “Simd, son of Wan3j Jan”
(‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 120-122). According to this lengthy micro-narrative, two of
the expeditions ordered by Sultan Muhammad took place in Bali and Dawiro
during the reign of the Christian king Na'od (r. 1495-1508):

The sultan Muhammad b. Azar [ad-Din b. ‘Ali]® b. Abt Bakr b. Sa‘d ad-Din ruled
the country for thirty years during the ninth century. And after Sultan Muhammad
embarked on the jihad in the country of al/-Habasha, there was a clash between the
Muslims and the infidels; with the infidels inflicting disaster upon the Muslims,
killing a vast number of them. (‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 8)

The most well documented expedition conducted during the reign of Sultan
Muhammad is the one he led jointly with Emir Mahftaz just before his
death. According to several sources, including the account of the Portuguese
Francisco Alvarez who was present at the Christian king’s court in the 1520s
and the chapter devoted to the reign of Lebna Dengel that opens the chronicle
of the Christian king Sarda Dengel (r. 1563-1597), Mahfiiz’s head was cut off
and was killed in the course of this expedition, his troops were massacred, and
the sultan fled (Alvares, 1961: 410-415; Kropp, 1988: 2). According to Alvarez,
this battle took place in July 1517, according to Bruce (1790: 322) in July 1516,
and according to the Christian chronicles, later quoted by Pedro Paez in his
Historia da Etiopia, when Lebna Dengel was 20 years old, in 1516-1517 (Paez,
2011: 477). However, Alvarez and Bruce match this event with the burning of
the port of Zayla“ by Lopo Soarez, which they also date to 1514. In 1552, the
Portuguese Jodao de Barres dedicates a full chapter to this burning of Zayla“
in his history of Portuguese actions in the east and confirms the role of Lopo

3 The sources give a different spelling: it is however the same Sultan
Muhammad.
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Soarez in this event (De Barres, 1628: 13-14). The proposed date of 1514 by
Alvarez is impossible insofar as in 1514, Lopo Soares de Albergaria was in
Portugal and did not leave Europe until April 1515 as governor of Portuguese
India when he transported on his ship, amongst others, Francisco Alvarez
to Ethiopia. And it is indeed in 1517 that Lopo Soarez was in the Red Sea,
and thus had the ability to set fire to Zayla“ (Ross, 1922: 275-276). Thus, the
Christian victory, Mahftz’s death, Sultan Muhammad’s flight, and Zayla“s
burning took place in 1517.

Just after his return from this expedition into Christian territory in 1517,
Sultan Muhammad is murdered. The sources describe the then turbulent
times, which seemed to contribute to the relocation of the sultanate’s capital
from Dakar to Harar in 1520. In the Futith al-Habasha, ‘Arab Faqih lists no less
than five men who ruled between Sultan Muhammad b. Azar b. Sa‘d ad-Din
and his son Abt Bakr b. Muhammad b. Azar b. Sa‘d ad-Din:

Returning to his country Sultan Muhammad was murdered by his [son or brother]
in-law Muhammad b. Aba Bakr b. Mahftz, a prominent person in the country,
who ruled the country after him for one year. Then Muhammad b. Aba Bakr b.
Mahfiiz was, in his turn, murdered. His killer was Ibrahim b. Ahmad, ruler of
the country of Hubat, of the tribe of Balaw, a prominent person in the country
who ruled the country after him for three months. Ibrahim b. Ahmad was killed
in his turn. His murderer was Wasani the slave of Garad Mahfaz, a prominent
person in the country who ruled the country for three months. He was arrested
after this, and his captor was Manstr b. Muhammad who sent him in shackles to
Zayla“and he was murdered by one of the slaves of Yafa“in Zayla“. In his stead ruled
the emir Manstr b. Mahfiaz b. Muhammad b. Garad Adash. Garad Manstr waged
war against Garad Abuan for five months. After this Garad Abtin came against
him, and ruled for seven years. [...] After this the sultan Aba Bakr, son of the
sultan Muhammad b. Azar from the stock of Sa‘d ad-Din, stood up against Garad
Aban. [...|] They fought against Garad Abtin and waged a bloody battle against
him, killing Garad Aban b. Adash [...]. The sultan Abt Bakr ruled the country
after Garad Abun. (‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 8-10)

This period is notably marked by the systematic murder of the reigning ruler
by the next ruler, or by one of his relatives. None of these five rulers were
descendants of Sa‘d ad-Din and therefore none were members of the legitimate
dynasty. They seem to have been regional rulers under the sultanate authority,
Ibrahim b. Ahmad for example, who was the ruler of Hubat. During these
tew years, therefore, some regions — including Hubat, from which jarad Aban
and the Imam Ahmad also originated — would have attempted to overrule the
authority of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din’s sultans.
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At about the same period of time, the author of the Ta’rikh al-Walasma®, the

annals of the legitimate dynasty descended from Umar Walasma“ and then
Sa‘d ad-Din, notes:

Then reigned after him Sultan Muhammad Azhar ad-Din b. ‘Ali b. Aba Bakr b.
Sa‘d ad-Dinin the year eight hundred and eighty-three of the Hegira. The duration
of his reign was thirty-one years; some say it was thirty-two years; the duration
of his reign was the longest among those of the line of the Walasma“. And after
him reigned Sultan ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din and Allah knows it. The
duration of his reign was two years. And after him reigned Sultan Fahr ad-Din
one year and half a year. And after that reigned our lord Aba Bakr b. our lord
Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din. (Cerulli, 1931: 49)

The five men listed by ‘Arab Faqih do not appear in this legitimate list, which
is probably precisely because they are not legitimate. However, these few years
seem troubled, if only because of the reigns’ brevity. Second, Fahr ad-Din, who
reigned between Muhammad’s two sons, does not seem to have been a Sa‘d
ad-Din descendant and he would therefore have been a usurper. That said, the
author gives him the title of sultan and thus credits him a certain legitimacy.
Indeed, this same author does not provide the title of sultan to another usurper
who reigned before Sultan Muhammad, a man named “Ibrahim b. gar Nasr
ad-Din,” who reigned for only ro months before being murdered and replaced
by Muhammad. Third, these few reigns mark a narrative break within the
Tarikh al-Walasma“. Unlike previous reigns since Sa‘d ad-Din for which
precise dates are systematically given, only vague reign lengths are noted for
Sultan Muhammad’s reign. This is quite surprising as they are the last reigns
mentioned, and they are also the closest to the writing period. There is no
reason why the author should know the precise reign dates of the 15" century
sultans and not those of the sultans he most likely knew personally. Is this
vagueness an expression of the troubled period that appears in ‘Arab Faqih’s
text?

Another indication that the shift of the capital occurred during troubled
times is the discrepancy between the sources on this matter. Two texts
explicitly mention this shift: the Ta’7ikh al-Walasma“ and the Ta’rikh al-mulik.
The Ta’rikh al-Walasma ‘ notes:

And after that reigned our lord Abt Bakr b. our lord Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din
and Allah knows it. It was he who transferred the people and the army from the
land of Dakar to Harar to settle there in the month of sha®an of the year nine
hundred and twenty-six [i.e. July 17-August 14, 1520| and he remained seventy-
four years before the year one thousand of the Prophet’s Hegira [i.e. 1591-1592],
may the best of prayers and the purest of peace be upon him. (Cerulli, 1931: 49)
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And the author of the Ta’7kh al-mulitk on the other hand considers that:

The movement of the jarad Abtan and the Sultan Aba Bakr b. Muhammad Azhar
ad-Din, from Dakar to Harar, to settle in the latter, took place during the month
of shaban in the year 926 H. (Mercier, 2020: 41)

Written from the sultans’ point of view, the first text indicates that it was
Sultan Aba Bakr b. Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din alone who transferred the
population and the army of Dakar to a place called Harar. On the other hand,
the second text indicates that while this move was made by the same Sultan
Abu Bakr b. Muhammad b. Azhar ad-Din, he was helped by the jarad Abun.
We have seen that the jarad Abun, according to ‘Arab Faqih, took power
over the sultanate during the troubled period and then was overthrown by
Abt Bakr b. Muhammad. According to the Futith al-Habasha, the jarad Abtn
continued his struggle against Aba Bakr long after this overthrow. Indeed,
the Imam Ahmad is said to have been under his command until his death and
continued the struggle against Aba Bakr (‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 9). Moreover, the
author of the Ta’rikh al-mulik considers the jardd Abin to be so important,
that in addition to associating him with Aba Bakr for the transfer of Dakar
to Harar, he precisely specifies the time of his death: “The jardd Abtn was
killed at the time of twilight on Tuesday, the 7th of the month of sha ban in the
year 931 H. [i.e., Tuesday, May 30, 1525 AD|” (Mercier, 2020: 41). No other
information on this period is contained in this text. Sultan Aba Bakr’s death
is not even mentioned even though we know from the Futih al-Habasha that
he was killed by Imdam Ahmad during the 1520s and after jarad Abin’s death
(‘Arab Faqth, 2003: 21; Chekroun & Hirsch, 2020b). It seems for the author of
the Ta’rikh al-mulak, the jarad Abtn is much more important than the Sultan
Abu Bakr.

Thus, the scant evidence about this period all tends to demonstrate that,
before moving the capital of the sultanate from Dakar to Harar, the period
was politically unstable. However, while there is no question that the transfer
of the capital must have been intimately linked to the internal conflicts within
the sultanate, it is difficult, given the available documentation, to understand
the precise reasons for it. Was it a tactic on the part of the sultan to distance
himself from voices that spoke out against his authority? Is it an attempt to
re-found the sultanate on new foundations or a sign of an oppositional victory
that made him flee? Are there other reasons (climatic, economic, etc.) for this
choice? Was the pressure from some neighboring Somali populations also a

factor?

3. Fortifications of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din’s urban places
As mentioned in the historical sources, at least during the 19 century — but
we can also assume since the foundation of the emirate in the mid-17" — the
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emirs of Harar controlled the entrances to the city.* The 4- to 5-meter-high
city wall that demarcates the city has 5 gates (Wagner, 2005: 1013). Before the
Egyptian occupation, these gates were locked at night, the keys were guarded
by the authorities, and foreigners were forced to leave the city walls (Abdullahi
Mohammed Ahmed, 1990: 322). The city’s wall thus formed a border between
the city and the surrounding countryside. In 1875, following internal conflicts
in the emirate, the city was occupied for 10 years by the Egyptians who
reorganized its administration and opened the city to foreigners and non-
Muslims. As demonstrated by Avishai Ben Dror in his book dedicated to
the Egyptian occupation of Harar, “the Egyptians preserved one of the most
prominent symbols of Harar — the jugal (city wall). They did not change the
route of the wall, but rather renewed and strengthened its gates” (Ben Dror,
2018: 77; Hecht, 1982: 57-58). Finally, the conquest of the city by Menelik II
in 1897 and the integration of the region into the Ethiopian Empire marked
the definitive opening of the city and the abandonment of the use of gates as a
system of limiting access.

The first mention of the construction of the city wall appears in docu-
mentation during the government of Emir Nar. The latter placed the
legitimate sultan [i.e. a descendant of Sa‘d ad-Din]| under guardianship as
early as 1551-1552. Nar then ruled Harar and the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din until his
death in 1567-1568. Emir Nar is primarily known for killing the Christian
King Galawdéwos in 1559, which is cited both in textual sources and in
oral tradition, and specifically within the Galawdéwos chronicle (Solomon

Gebreyes, 2019: 56-58) and the Ta’rikh al-mulik:

He is the one who led the second conquest as well as the one who killed the king
of the Habasha. He fought the king named Atnaf Sajad, killed him and cut off his
head. He went down with that head to the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din and I saw it myself
with my own eyes. (Mercier, 2020: 41)

But Emir Nir is also known for giving Harar its present shape. In the same pe-
riod, what historiography calls “the great Oromo migrations” began. Though
the time frame and modalities of the migrations remain obscure (cf. Ficquet,
2002), these “migrations” saw the installation of Oromo populations who pro-

bably came from southern regions of the country into the southern and eastern

* In 1855, Richard Burton presented himself before the Emir not disguised
as he previously had been as an Arab merchant. He thus became the first
undisguised European to visit Harar. He notes: “After sitting for an hour at
the eastern gate, waiting the permission of the Emir to enter his walls, we were
ordered by a grim guard to follow” (Burton, 1855: 147). To my knowledge,
this is the first mention of the control of the city entrances by the Emirs in the

sources.
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half of the Christian kingdom and into Barr Sa‘d ad-Din territories. The
Oromos supplanted the existing populations present in the medieval period
and in particular the Muslim populations under the domination of the Barr
Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate, including those surrounding the city of Harar. The
Ta’rikh al-mulik explains that the construction of the walls was undertaken
in large part in order to defend against the newly arrived Oromo who were
plundering the region:

There came an exceptional famine in our country. [...] The Jala [i.e. Oromos]
plundered the people of all regions. [...] The Jala [i.e. Oromos] plundered
(takhattafa) the area and preyed (kharraba) on the region (balad) of Sim, Shawa,
Nujub, Jidaya and Dakkar and most of the land of Harjaya. The survivors built
fortifications (a/-husiin) and dug trenches (al-khandaqg). (Cerulli, 1931: 53; Mercier,

2020: 42)

In response to the Oromo attacks, it seems that a general fortification of
the region took place. The regions mentioned here are also found in other
textual sources of the time. These are some of the main territories under the
authority of the Sultans of Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. Some of them are mentioned as

carly as the 13" century in the Dhikr at-tawarikh, the so-called “Chronicle of
th _ th
_13

century, written in Arabic at the end of the 13" century, mention many Islamic

Shawah.” These annals of some Ethiopian Muslim territories in the 12

territories, including Shawah and Jidayah that the Ta’vikh al-mulik says were
fortified in the mid-16'" century. Shawah and Jidayah, but also Dakar, Harjaya
and Stm, are found in many Arabic and Ge‘ez sources of the 14™ and 15
century (see Chekroun, forthcoming) up to the writing of the Ta’rikh al-mulik
and the mention of their fortification. These regions do not only appear in the
textual sources after the collapse of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din, but also just after
their fortification.

The ambiguity of the quotation from the Ta’rikh al-mulik implies that, in
addition to Harar, all the localities mentioned and that were attacked by the
Oromos were fortified. Moreover, Harar is not explicitly mentioned in this list.
No precise date is provided in this text, however, in Harar, these fortifications
seem to have been decided upon before the death of Emir Nar and after his
return from his war against the Christian king [i.e. after 1559-1560 and before
1567-1568]. Furthermore, the same text mentions the presence of a gate and
a ditch surrounding the city in the 1570s within a description that leaves no
doubt about the presence of fortifications surrounding the city:

They even arrived at the city of Harar and besieged its people for several days.
Fighting took place between them at the entrance to Harar, until the city gate was
filled with corpses and the Jala turned back. The wazir was wounded by about
twenty blows from the blades and collapsed in the ditch. God Almighty saved him;
he was brought back to the city of Harar and lived. (Mercier, 2020: 44)
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Other textual sources confirm this period of fortifications. Shortly thereafter,
the portcity of Zayla‘, under the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din Sultanate authority, was also
adorned with protective walls. A fragment of a chronicle in Arabic from the
late 16™ century explains that this construction was carried out at the behest of
the city’s governor, the jarad 1.ada, by a man from Yemeni origin, a Qurash:

And he began [the construction] of the walls |dard’] of Zayla“ to protect it, and this
happened on the day of Wednesday, the fifth of the month of safar of prosperity.
This was by the hand of ‘Atiya b. Muhammad al-Qurashi, who was in charge
of the construction of the walls by the governor of Zayla“ at that time, who was
the jarad 1.ada. The sultan Muhammad b. sultan Nasir was then in al-Habasha
[i.e. Christian Kingdom of Ethiopia]. The jardd Lada died in the land of Awsah in
the village of Warabah on Friday, the 26th of the month of shawzwal in the year 996
[i.e., September 18, 1588]. (Cerulli, 1931: 89)

The decision to build walls “to protect it” probably took place between 1575
and 1577. According to the Ta’rikh al-mulik, Sultan Muhammad b. Nasir
b. ‘Utman b. Badlay ruled over the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din between 1572/3 and 1577.
He went on an expedition against the Christian kingdom towards the end of
his reign. This expedition was a bitter failure for the Muslims who notably
suffered a part of their troops deserting to the Christian side. During the
sultan’s absence in 1575/6, a man named Mansur b. Muhammad b. Ayyab
moved to Harar to fight the Oromos (Cerulli, 1931: 162-163; Paulitschke, 1888:
509). Christian sources confirm the date of this Sultan Muhammad’ expedition.
The Short Chronicle, a compilation of short notices regarding the history of
Christian Ethiopia from the legendary reign of Menilek I to the modern
period, states that in the 13" year of Sarda Dengel’s reign (r. 1563-1597), i.c. in
1576, Muhammad arrived in Christian territory and that “in the 14™ year,
[Sarda Dengel] marched against Muhammad, gave battle to him in the valley
of the Wabi River, chase him off, and wintered at Zahon-dour” (Basset, 1881:
117). As for the chronicle of Sarda Dengel’s reign, it notes that “the king of
Adal, called Muhammad” arrived in Christian territory in the 13™ year of
that king’s reign. He killed the “chiefs of the Muslim (malasay) tribes” and
their families. Even if they were Muslim, because they were Muslim vassals
of the Christian king, this was seen as an attack on the Christian kingdom.
In 1577, the following year, Sarda Dengel decided to attack Muhammad,
whom he found on the side of the Wabi, a river south of his kingdom. After
more than a month of fighting, Muhammad was betrayed by one of his own,
captured, and killed in the Christian camp (Conti Rossini, 1907: 56 and 59).
Thus, between 1575 and 1577, while the Sultan of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din was

> E. Cerulli points out that the term darb in East African Arabic refers to a
“surrounding wall,” and that this meaning has passed into Somali, where the

term “derb:i” is synonymous (Cerulli, 1931: 89 note 1).
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fighting the Christian king and the Oromos continued to attack the sultanate’s
territories, the governor of Zayla® decided on the construction of protective
walls just as Emir Nar had decided a decade earlier in Harar.

This surrounding wall was described three centuries later by Richard
Burton, during his visit to Zayla“ before going to Harar in 1854:

After hearing the worstaccounts of it, I was pleasantly disappointed by the spectacle
of white-washed houses and minarets, peering above a long low line of brown wall,
flanked with round towers. [...] The walls, without guns or embrasures, are built,
like the houses, of coralline rubble and mud, in places dilapidated. There are five
gates. [...] We must return before sunset, when the gates are locked and the keys
are carried to the Hajj [i.e. El Hajj Sharmarkay b. Ali Salih, governor of Zayla
under the orders of the Ottoman pashal, a vain precaution, when a donkey could
clear half a dozen places in the town wall (Burton, 1856: 14, 21 and 48-49).

Well preserved and accessible via five gates, this wall worked in the same way
as the one of Harar: at nightfall, entrance to the city was forbidden and the
keys to the gates were kept by the governor. This wall surrounding the port of
Zayla“ no longer exists. During their two 2001 visits to Somaliland, Francois-
Xavier Fauvelle and Bertrand Hirsch identified the remains of a probable
enclosure wall to the south of the present-day city, which they included within
their topographical survey of the city but did not describe elsewhere (Fauvelle-
Aymar et al., 2011: Fig. 2.2). Other medieval urban sites in Somaliland appear
to have had similar enclosure walls, such as with the site of Amud, where
“what could be the foundations of the medieval enclosure” exist as well as
with the site of Sheikh where “the remains of a wall that could be an enclosure
wall are noted” (1bid.: 41). In contrast, the ERC project StateHorn (2020-2025),
which is currently excavating five medieval sites in Somaliland, considers that,
“as 1t 1s commonly the case for the medieval sites throughout Somaliland,
it has no defensive walls” (https://statchorn.com/portfolio/abasa/). However,
these Somaliland sites are not dated, and no texts mention them. The future
results of the ERC project StateHorn should provide a better understanding
and dating of possible fortifications at Barr Sa‘d ad-Din sites beyond just the
main locations of Harar and Zayla“ and confirm or disconfirm the information
in the Ta’rikh al-mulik.

Thus, it appears that the fortification of (or at least some of) Barr Sa‘d
ad-Din’s urban sites was a common strategy and more or less simultaneously
directed process during the second half of the 16™ century in response to
the arrival of the Oromos and the various upheavals the region experienced
during this period (Mercier, 2022a). It should be noted that the urban sites of
Awfit, the sultanate that preceded that of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din in the 13™-14™
centuries, also show remains of impressive fortifications. For instance, the

archacological site of Nora, dated to the 14™ century, revealed a massive wall
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that blocked access to the city to the north (Fauvelle, Hirsch & Chekroun, 2018:
256 and Fig. 6). The cities of Awfat were thus fortified and probably because
of their position, which was close to Christian territories. On the other hand,
Barr Sa‘d ad-Din’s urban sites would have been fortified only at the extreme
end of the sultanate’s history in order to defend themselves not from Christian
attacks but from the new Oromo threat and epidemics. Does this mean that
no fortifications existed or were needed in the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din before the
second half of the 16™ century? It is difficult to assess such a question. First,
Harar had only been an important political center for a few decades by the
15608, and these periods were rife with political instability. The sultans may
not yet have had time to adorn their new capital with city walls. Second, the
first capital of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din was the city of Dakar where the sultans
remained for more than a century. No description of this city is recorded and its
archaeological site has yet to be identified (Chekroun, 2015). It is possible that
this city was fortified as early as the 15" century, although the brief excerpt
from the Ta’rikh al-mulik mentions Dakar in the list of places attacked by
the Oromos when fortifications were built in the 1560s. Similarly, how can
it be explained that Zayla“, the main African port in the Gulf of Aden since
at least the Igth century (Fauvelle-Aymar et al., 2011: 51-70), did not have
fortifications before the second half of the 16" century? Perhaps the burning
of Zayla“ by Lopo Soarez and the Portuguese in 1517 led to the destruction of
the medieval walls and the need to build new ones a few decades later. Indeed,
in 1503, the Italian traveler Ludovico di Varthema, on his way to Persia from
Aden, found himself carried by the winds to Zayla® where he stayed a few
days while waiting for more favorable winds. He wrote a brief description of
the city in his travelogue, which was published in Italian in 1510. He notes:
“The place has poor walls and a bad port nevertheless it is situated on level
ground and the mainland” (Varthema, 1863: 87-88). These “poor walls” that
existed at the very beginning of the century, and which later suffered a fire as
well as a Portuguese attack and subsequent years of war most likely needed to
be rebuilt in order to strengthen the fortifications of the city during the second
half of the 16™ century.

Still, the construction of Harar’s walls by Emir Nar was not an isolated
case. However, due to its position as the capital of the sultanate and then of the
Emirate, on the one hand, and as the only city to have continued to prosper in
the early modern and contemporary eras on the other, Harar is the only urban
site from this period to have retained its wall erect. The walls of the urban
sites of Somaliland are now entirely ruined (and perhaps have been since the
collapse of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din in the second half of the 16" century). The
port of Zayla“, which was supplanted by Djibouti and the construction of the
railroad, declined during the 20th century to the point where it is now a small,
ruined village.
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To conclude these few thoughts on the early history of Harar, it is also
worth pointing out that Harar ceased to be the capital of the Barr Sa‘d ad-
Din when Muhammad Gasha moved to Awsa, marking the collapse of the
sultanate (Mercier, 2020). This transfer from Harar to Awsa in the end of
the 16™ century took place within a context of serious internal crisis (Mercier,
2022a). [t is interesting to note the parallel between the shift of power from
Dakar to Harar due to a complex political context with the shift from Harar
to Awsa, which again occurred within a time of crisis and during the collapse
of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. In the end, Harar remained the capital of the sultanate
for only a few decades The construction of fortifications during this half-
century remains closely linked to the figure of Emir Nar in contemporary
oral tradition. In fact, there is no evidence today that the city was not already
equipped with a protective system before the reign of Nar and that the
city walls as we know it today dates from this period. Until archaeological
excavations allow us to precisely date the phases of construction of these walls,
which have been reworked and rebuilt many times, it will be impossible to
date the form and organization of the walled Islamic city as it appears in
the sources since the 1g9th century. As Héloise Mercier’s work shows, the
writing and rewriting of Harar’s history during the late 19™ century and the

20th

century crystallized some narratives and associations in contemporary
historical understanding, notably the importance of the figure of Nar within
the history of the city and its organization into 5 quarters and 5 gates. But,
as this paper has shown, the sources are silent on these matters before the
19 century. Moreover, the walls and gates underwent many changes over the
centuries. To provide one example, the gate “Bab al-Futah” is described as
being to the west of the city in a 17-century Arabic document published by
Enrico Cerulli who recounted the coming of two sherifts to Harar: “And the
two Sheriffs used to go out to the Gate of the Conquests (Bab al-Futih) from the
Western side and sit down to rest there” (Cerulli, 1931: 94). However, this same
gate, whose Harari name is Assum Bari and Amharic name is Fillana Birr, is
cited as being located north of the city of Harar as early as the mid-19™ century

(see Burton, 1855: 144; Wagner, 2005b: 1013).
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Abstract

This article focuses on a particular moment in the historiography of
Harar (Eastern Ethiopia): when the city declined, and the seat of power
was transferred to the Awsa Oasis in 1576. Three chronicles, two of
which are rewritings of the original version, were then composed. This
historiographical ebullition reflects the scale of the disruption signified
by the shift towards Awsa as well as the oppositions it sparked. Based
on a comparative study of the three chronicles, this article attempts to
understand the reasons behind this transfer of power.
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“The ill, the great ill, is that we are not of our
century. Each age is like a river, sweeping us
according to the inclination of destinies, when we
surrender to it. But it seems to me that we are all out
of its course. Some have crossed it with impetuosity,
and have jumped onto the other bank. Others have
remained on this side, not wanting to embark.”

Francois-René de Chateaubriand,
Essai sur les Révolutions, 1797.

In 984 AH/1576, Imam Muhammad b. Ibrahim Jasa took power in eastern
Ethiopia. He abandoned Harar, which had been the Islamic centre of power
of the region since the 1520s. He chose instead to settle in “the land of Awsa™
“He was the first of the mujahidin to settle there!.” This shift is described
in the Ta’rikh al-muliak, or “History of the kings,” that the Italian orientalist
Enrico Cerulli edited nearly a century ago in 1936, in his pioneering work,
“Documenti arabi per la storia dell’Etiopia.” Yet, the shift from Awsa to Harar
has thus far remained largely unexplained. Why did Muhammad Jasa settle
more than 200 km north of Harar (see Fig. 1)?

Whilst Harar is located on the eastern Ethiopian plateau at an elevation
of 1,885 m, Awsa is only a few hundred metres above sea level. East of
the present-day city of Assayta (in eastern Ethiopia), it is the lake region
into which the Awash River empties. Together with the Kal6 Plain located
between Awsa and the city of Tendaho to the northwest, it is a unique territory
within the eastern Ethiopian lowlands. While the latter are generally arid, the
many canals that irrigate Awsa allow for the existence of pastures and make
agriculture viable.

Very little is known about the history of Awsa before the mid-16™ century.
This is because neither Ethiopian Islamic sources nor those produced within
the Ethiopian Christian kingdom mention this oasis before that date. The only
representation of Awsa that dates from before the mid-16™ century is one from
the Venetian Fra Mauro’s 1460 world map, which compiled Mediterranean
cartographers’ geographical knowledge of the time (Falchetta, 2006). There
is a mention of a “Gurele Lake” (Lago gurele) into which the “Auasi River”
(fl. Auafi), most probably the Awash River, lows. A legend on this map states
that “within this lake, which is surrounded by mountains, these waters are
retained and become stagnant” (qui i(n) g(ue)sto lago torniato da montagni
g(ue)ste a(qu)e se retien e mour). It is certainly Awsa that is represented and
named “Gurele,” since, in the 17th century, a Portuguese member of the

Y Mujahidan (p. of mujahid) is an Arabic term describing those who take part
in jihad.
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Figure 1. General map of the Horn of Africa.

Jesuit mission in Ethiopia, Manuel de Almeida, referred to the oasis as “Auci
Gurrelé” (Beckingham & Huntingford, 1954: 195).

In later sources in the late 1560s and early 1570s, Awsa appears as an urban
centre within the political territory controlled by the city of Harar, even though
it was located on the margins of this polity. The Ta’rtkh al-mulik mentions a
hayjan (governor, chief) who ruled Awsa in the name of Harar’s sultan. But
the oasis is also described in this text as a space where political opponents took
refuge and in which the battle for power played out; it was a strategic margin
within which a separate political identity seems to have gradually emerged.

Harar’s power in the 1560s and 1570s derived from the sultanate known
as Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. This sultanate undertook the conquest of the Ethiopian
Christian kingdom under the leadership of Imam Ahmad b. Ibrahim from
1531 to 1543. However, the sultanate underwent considerable reorganization
following the death of Imam Ahmad in 1543. The sultans of the Walasma“ dy-
nasty who founded this polity at the beginning of the 157 century (Chekroun,
2013: 145-154; Chekroun, 2020) gradually lost all political power. Meanwhile,
Harar had to relinquish its control over many territories due to the combined
impact of the Christian reconquest and the advances of Oromo populations
(Cerulli, 1931: 53; Ezekiel Gebissa, 2014; Mohammed Hassen, 1990 & 2015;
Chekroun & Hirsch, 2020b; Chekroun, 2022). In the 1560s, the city controlled
only its immediate surroundings, as well as the two urban centres of the Awsa
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Oasis and the port of Zayla“, each more than 200 km away from Harar. In the
1570s, Harar’s rulers faced new unrest: in 1576 Sultan Muhammad b. Nasir
(r. 1572/1573-1576) embarked on a military campaign against border territories
of the Christian kingdom (Chekroun, 2013: 107-108). This ended in failure for
the Muslims of Harar: not only was their army defeated by that of the Christian
kingdom, but the Oromos also took advantage of their departure to war and
attacked the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din, which even included laying siege to the city of
Harar. Then, following some months of political instability, in 984 AH/1576,
Imam Muhammad b. Ibrahim Jasa seized power and chose not to govern from
Harar like his predecessors but to settle in the Awsa Oasis.

In the research on Ethiopian Islam, this resettlement in Awsa, which is today
a territory inhabited by Afar people, has been perceived as a sign or a cause of
decay. Cerulli —even though he himself edited and translated chronicles relative
to the history of this oasis up to the late 17 century — considered that,

the ancient kingdom of Adal’, which later became the Imamate of Aussa,
transforms into a small Dancali | Afar| Sultanate in which the Danakil |the Afars]
will soon have absolute supremacy. [...| the Muslim Adal, who for two centuries
had arrogated to itself the mission to spread Islam in Ethiopia, was transformed
into a semi-barbaric state dominated by those Dancali Bedouins that the Semitic
or Semitized aristocracy of Adal had always regarded only as savage raiders of
caravans. (Cerulli, 1931: 8%)

This denial of the Islamic history of Awsa is linked to the contempt for
the Afars in the field of Ethiopian studies. This is itself related to the bias
researchers in this field have shown in favour of the so-called “Semitic”
populations — such as the Adares of Harar — to the particular detriment
of the so-called “Cushitic” populations — such as the Afars (Ficquet, 2004;

Braukimper, 2003: 89)°. But careful analysis of an updated corpus of sources

2 Enrico Cerulli here refers to the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din. On the history and uses
of the name “Adal,” see Chekroun, 2013: 145-154 and Chekroun & Hirsch,
2020a. ° European travellers in the 19™ century already described Afar people
as barbarian, violent, and even bloodthirsty nomads. See for instance: Barker,
1842: 238-239; Harris, 1844: 1, 98-99, 129, 11, 226-22%, 309; Johnston, 1844: I,
210-211, 489-490; Rochet d’'Héricourt, 1846: 77. As for Werner Munzinger (1869:
214), he writes about the Afars: “the natives [have] no memory for history.”
On the other hand, the so-called Adare or Harari populations of Harar have
managed to put forward a historical discourse which asserts their urban and
Islamic identity — in opposition to their Oromo and Somali neighbours (Caulk,
1977: 372-373; Waldron, 1979 & 1988). These strategies of memory and identity
crystallised in the 1990s with the creation of the Harari Regional State within the
new Ethiopian federation (see Osmond, 2005 & 2014: 1-7, 19-20; Desplat, 2008:
164-165). Harar seems to have benefited in the academic field from the prestige
associated with this memory of an ancient Islamic city.
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will show below that the end of the 16 century was, in fact, a time of political
founding, rather than the start of a period of decay.

1. A reassessment of the corpus: from one 77 rikh al-muliik to three
chronicles of the history of Harar in the second half of the 16" century

The Ta’rikh al-mulik (“The History of the kings”) edited and translated by
E. Cerulli in 1936 has thus far been considered the main source for studying
Ethiopian Islam in the second half of the 16™ century. Cerulli edited this
text from an unknown manuscript he found in Harar c. 1926.* It briefly
covers the history of Harar and its region from the 1550s to the 1580s
— that is from the reign of Amir Nur b. Mujahid (from 959 AH/1551-1552
or 960 AH/1552-1553 to 975 AH/1567)° to that of Imam Muhammad Jasa
(984 AH/1576-991 AH/1583). It is a chronicle that divides time according to
successive reigns (see Tab. 1), often specifying when they begin and end. It
focuses on political events (changes of power, revolts, military conflicts, etc.)
and therefore mostly provides information on the rulers as well as on the
patrician elites of the polity governed by Harar.

Table 1. Timeline of the rulers mentioned in the Taikh al-Mulitk and their dates of
reign.

Name Beginning of reign End of reign

Amir Nir b. Mujahid 959 AH/1551-1552 or 975 AH/1567
960 AH/1552-1553

Amir ‘Uthman al-Habashi 975 AH/1567 977 AH/1569

Jarad Jibril rebelled against him.

Sultan Talha b. ‘Abbas 977 AH/1569 978 AH/1571

Sultan Nasir b. ‘Uthman 978 AH/1571 980 AH/1572-1573

Sultan Muhammad b. Nasir 980 AH/1572-1573 c. 1576°

Manstr b. Muhammad 983 AH/1575 984 AH/1576

b. Ayyab

He takes advantage of Sultan

Muhammad’s absence to try to

seize power.

Imam Muhammad Jasa 984 AH/1576 991 AH/1583

* Cerulli explains that he copied his “Documenti arabi” in Harar c. 1926, from
booklets sewn at the beginning or end of books of Muslim law or exegesis of the
Quran (Cerulli, 1936: 40). > Inthe Ta’rikh al-mulik edited by Enrico Cerulli,
the date is 959 AH/1551-1552. But in all the recensions of the Nabdha fi ta’rikh
al-mujahidin, a variant of the Ta’rikh al-mulik that I will present below, the
date is 960 AH/1552-1553.
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In his “Documenti arabi,” Cerulli identified a second text closely related to
the Ta’rikh al-mulik. 1t is unclear whether he found it in the same unknown
manuscript as the Ta’rikh al-mulik or in another one. Cerulli never published
this text in full. He only edited and translated the parts of it that differed
from the Ta’rikh al-mulik as the so-called “variants” (varianti) of the Ta’rikh
al-mulitk. A few decades before Cerulli, the Austrian orientalist and traveller
Philipp Paulitschke published a German translation by his colleague Adolf
Wahrmund of a few manuscript folios he had been gifted by the Amir
Abdullahi of Harar (r. 1885-1887) in 1885-1886. These “Historical documents
from Harar” (Historische Documente aus Harar) published by Paulitschke
in 1888 contain a text he and Wahrmund entitled “Abt Bakr ben Muhammed
ben Hussayn’s history of the rulers of Harar who led the holy war against
Abyssinia” (464 Bakr ben Muhammed ben Hussajn’s Geschichte der Herrscher
von Harar, welche den heiligen Krieg gegen Abesinien gefiihrt haben). The folios
from which this text was translated — torn from a larger manuscript by Amir
Abdullahi — were brought back from Harar to Europe by Paulitschke. They
are now kept in the Bibliotheque nationale de France as the ms. “Arabe
4957.” Wahrmund considered that this “history of the rulers of Harar who
led the holy war against Abyssinia” was a single text that was authored by
Abta Bakr b. Muhammad b. Husayn. Yet, the structure of his translation is
surprising: in the first part, the text provides information on the history of
Harar from the reign of Amir Nur to that of Imam Muhammad Jasa. Then,
a second part is again devoted to the reign of Nar. This section of the text is
incomplete; its remainder was written on folios that Amir Abdullahi refused to
give to Paulitschke.” In the ms. BNF Arabe 4947, these two “parts” are clearly
separated by a blank space, which suggests that they could be two distinct texts.

th

From manuscripts collected in Ethiopia in the 20™ century and given

to European libraries by orientalists Hans Schlobies (see Hofner, 1951),
E. Cerulli, and E. Wagner, I have identified four complete recensions of
the “second part” that is cut short in the ms. BNF Arabe 4947.% In its full
version, it covers a period lasting from the reign of Amir Nir to that of Imam
Muhammad Jasa — just like the first “half” of this “history of the rulers of

6 See Chekroun, 2013: 107 on the dating of Sultan Muhammad’s campaign
against the Christian kingdom which ended with him being killed. 7 See
Paulitschke, 1888: 501: “Unfortunately, the conclusion of this historical sketch
is missing, as the emir took the manuscript from a compilation of holy writings
and, according to Ahmed Alf Abdullahi, he could not tear out the folio on
which the end of the story was written, because it also marked the beginning of
a ritual prayer that the emir could not remove from the book.”  ® Ms. Vatican
Ar. 1792, f. ror-10v; ms. Berlin SBB Hs. or. 10452, f. 21v-23r; ms. Berlin BBAW
NL Schlobies 7a, f. 2r-3r; ms. Berlin BBAW NL Schlobies 7b, f. 4r, 51, 6r, 71,
8r, gr. See Appendix.
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Harar.” Moreover, in none of these four copies does this “second part” directly
follow the “first part,” like it does in the ms. BNF Arabe 4957. Similarly, in
Ethiopian Islamic manuscripts kept in European and Ethiopian libraries, I
found several recensions of the “first part” independent of its “second part.”’
All of this implies that these two “parts” are in fact two different texts. The first
one is the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin bi-balad al-Habasha'’ (“Overview of
the history of the mujahidan in the country of the Habasha”) written by Aba
Bakr b. Muhammad b. Husayn b. Muhammad b. ‘Alaw1 Shanbal Ba ‘Alawni.
The other can be titled, to quote its first words, Wa kana wafar (“And there
came the death of...”). The name of its author is not specified. Looking at those
chronicles in their full Arabic version also makes it clear that what Cerulli
partially edited as the Varianti della Storia dei Re was, in fact, the Nabdha fr
ta’rikh al-mujahidin and the Wa kana wafat. Cerulli made the same mistake
as Wahrmund and Paulitschke: he too saw the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin
and the Wa kana wafat copied one after the other and thought that they were a
single text. He wrote: “Then, immediately after, the story of Emir Nar follows
again” (Cerulli, 1936: 64). But what he thought was a repetition within one text
is in fact the beginning of a second one. A critical edition and translation of
these two texts based on all their recensions is underway by the present author.
Pending the completion of this work, I will use below translations based on
diplomatic editions of only one of each of these texts’ recensions.

The Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin and Wa kana wafat, like the Ta’rikh
al-mulitk, are chronicles of the history of Harar and its region from the 1550s
to the 1580s. It is evident that these three chronicles were all written from
the same text. They share the same structure — that is, they organise time
according to the same reigns —and they often give the same information. There
are even identical passages between them. Many passages from the Tarikh
al-mulik appear in either the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin or in the Wa
kana wafar. Those excerpts are rich in detailed information and precise dates.
Conversely, there is little factual information that appears in the Nabdha fi
ta’rikh al-mujahidin or in the Wa kana wafat that does not appear in the Tarikh
al-mulik, and the passages specific to either version are essentially prayers or
praises. In the Nabdha f7 ta’rikh al-mujahidin, additional praises are written for

? Ms Vatican Ar. 1792, f. rov-11v; ms. Berlin SBB Hs. or. 10451, f. 24v (the end
of the text is missing); ms. Berlin SBB Hs. or. 10452, f. 16v-18r; ms. Berlin SBB
Hs. or. 10453, f. 2v-5v; ms. Addis Ababa IES 320, f. 1v-5r; ms. Addis Ababa
IES 2072, f. 238r-239v. See Appendix. ' Thereafter abridged as Nabdha fi
ta’rikh al-mujahidin.
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Amir Nar, Jarad Jibril (who rebels against Amir ‘Uthman in the 1560s), and
Imam Muhammad Jasa'!:

[Amir Nir] had — may God have him in His mercy — a perfect conduct in justice
and equity, especially as regards to his soul.!” He is the one who led the second
conquest'® as well as the murderer of the king of the Habasha named Atnib
Sajjad.' He took the quint and gave it to those mentioned by Almighty God in
His Clear Book when He said — and He is The Truest of utterers — “know that
one-fifth of your battle gains belongs to God and the Messenger.”'> He was — may
God Almighty have him in His mercy — ruthless to the unbelievers and merciful to
the believers. No one complained about him to God. May God Almighty have him
in His mercy and welcome him into heaven. When he died — may God have him
in His mercy — he was pleased with the people and the people were pleased with
him. May God Almighty have him in His mercy! [...]

Jarad Jibrayl'® was killed — may God Almighty have him in His mercy — and was
buried near the place of the great sheikh named Aw Barhadlih — by the mercy of
God Almighty, may we benefit from his grace and that of all pious men! He was
—may God have him in His mercy — a learned, ascetic and pious man who did not
fear the reproaches of God. He was — by God’s mercy — as worthy as Amir Nir.
Most of the time, when he spoke, it was to quote the magnificent Qur’an. From the
day he left his country'” until his death, he did not wear any scanty clothing'® and
he ordered — may God have him in His mercy — that he should be buried only next
to the Sharif al-Salih ‘Alawi b. Muhammad Shanbali. During his stay in Zayla‘, he
drew his strength — may God have him in His mercy — from the depths of his soul
and especially from the above-mentioned sharif. May God Almighty have him in
His mercy and cover him with mercy, Amen, oh God, Amen! [...]

[Imam Muhammad b. Ibrahim Jasa] settled in the land of Awsa. He was the first of
the mujahidin to settle there. This took place during the month of Jumada al-Awwal
in the year 984.' He was killed [in the land of Awsa] on Friday the seventh of the
month of DA al-Qada in the year 991.>" He was killed by the Jala [the Oromos|
called Wardayya — may God have him in His mercy as well as the dead Muslims!
He had a perfect and good conduct. He gathered around him the mujahidin who
were among the Habasha and the Jala until the total of his cavalry reached six
hundred horsemen, the number of his men one thousand and the number of his
rifles seventy. All the tribes obeyed him and the king of Abyssinia was afraid of
him, of his bravery and his ardour. He had a perfect and good faith in the sayyid-s
and the sharif -s, especially the Ba ‘Alaw1 and the sheikhs.

' The translation below is based on the edition of the ms. Paris BnF
Arabe 4957, f. 2v-3v. The translation is mine. ' Le. as regards to spiritual
matters. B As opposed to the “first conquest” led by Imam Ahmad.
" The Ethiopian Christian King Asnaf Sigid or Gilawdewos (r. 1540-1559).
> Quran, VIII, 41 (Abdel Haleem, 2005: 113).  '® This is the spelling found

in ms. Paris BnF Arabe 4957. Other recensions have “Jibril.” Y Ie. the
day he left for Zayla“ from the country of Harar during his rebellion against
Amir ‘Uthman. '® Perhaps this means that he wore clothing judged worthy
of a pious man and that covered his entire body. v July-August 1576 CE.
2 The 22" of November 1583 CE, which actually falls on a Tuesday.
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In the Wa kana wafiz, it is Amir Nir that is lengthily lauded?!:

And there came the death of him whose spirit God sanctified and whose sepulchre
He illuminated, the learned, the pious, the ascetic, the efficient, the only one in his
era, the unique one in his time, the imam al-Muslimin, the amir al-Mu’minin, my
lord Amir Nar b. al-Wazir Mujahid — may God grant him the mercy accorded to
the pious and may He welcome him in the Dar al-Qarar,?* in the name of our Lord
Muhammad, the Chosen One, and of the God of the pious, and of the companions
of the Prophet, Amen! — on the day of Friday the second of Rabi‘al-Awwal in the
year 975 of the Hegira of the Prophet?® — may the peace and blessing of God be
upon him.

After his death, the people lamented him a lot; all, near and far, lamented him. He
was buried on the night of Saturday, at daybreak. [...]

Amir Nur was — may God have him in His mercy — a pious believer: he enjoined
what is right and forbade what is wrong. He practiced abstinence from the goods
of this world, bearing the weight of little boredom and much wisdom. His enemy
was careful to avoid his dwelling place, and he did not settle anywhere without
his horse saddled and harnessed at his side. He raided the country of the Habasha
and fought their king, killed him and cut off his head. He went down with that
head to the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din and the narrator transcribing this story said**: “I saw
it with my own eyes” — may the curse of God be upon this king [the Christian
king]|. He [Nar] laid waste to the country of the Habasha and then went back to his
country. There occurred, after his return from that raid, an exceptional famine in
our country. The price of the s@° of grain reached twelve ashrafz, that of the sz of salt
twenty-five ashraf [sic], and that of an ox three hundred ashrafz. The Jala [...] looted
people in all regions. God comforted the people in this misfortune. The endurance
[sabr| of Amir Nir was great; his faith and asceticism grew stronger. [...|

The aforementioned Amir [Nir| constantly took upon himself the suffering [of the
people] as if it were strength.

The elements presented above suggest that the Tarikh al-mulik was probably
the original chronicle, or that it is a text close to the original chronicle.
Indeed, laudatory elements are more likely to have been added in a rewriting
than factual data, as the authors of these reworkings were presumably less
concerned with gathering information than the author of the first version,
who had to carry out such an investigation in order to write his chronicle.
On the other hand, as we shall see below, the authors of such rewritings
were probably driven by political or intellectual projects that influenced their
writing of another version of history. This would explain why, in the Nabdha fr

2! The translation below is based on the edition of the ms. Berlin BBAW NL
Schlobies 7a, f. 2r-3r. The translation is mine. % One of the stages of janna
(paradise) in Islam. % The 6™ of September 1567 CE, which actually falls
on a Saturday.  ** This way of introducing the passages in the first person
(*and the narrator transcribing this story said [...]”) is not included in the other

recensions of the Wa kana wafat. Others only have: “[...] and I saw it with my
own eyes.” It could therefore be a copyist’s addition specific to the branch of

manuscripts from which the ms. BBAW NL Schlobies 7a is descended.
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ta’rikh al-mujahidin and in the Wa kana wafar, passages were shortened — their
authors wishing to minimise or ignore a historical moment — or praises were
added — to insist on specific historical figures.

2. Writing and rewriting history: intellectual and political projects behind
the T2 rikh al-muliik, Nabdha fi ta rikh al-mujahidin, and Wa kana wafat
2.1. The Tarikh al-mulitk: writing history in times of crisis

The author of the Ta¥ikh al-mulitk is a scholar capable of writing in Arabic

— although his native or vernacular language may have been a local one,

possibly related to modern Harari.?> Throughout his chronicle, he writes

from the point of view of a Harar citizen and he is mainly interested in the
history of this city and its rulers. He probably belongs to Harar’s patrician
elite, is educated, and is close to power. Concerning the reign of ‘Uthman

(975 AH/1567—977 AH/1569), he gives the point of view of the ulemas of

Harar: “the ulemas [...] never ceased to denounce his acts and to condemn

his transgressions of the sharia.” He was no doubt close to them. At times,

the chronicler uses the first person, which shows that he himself was a direct

witness to some of the events he describes. This is the case when he recounts a

trial that took place during the reign of Amir Nar: “I was one day sitting in the

assembly of our sheikh the Oddr Jamal ad-Din...” Similarly, he writes of the

decapitated head of the Ethiopian Christian King Gilawdewos (r. 1540-1559)

brought back to the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din by Nar: “I saw it myself with my own

eyes.” The fact that the author was a contemporary of Amir Nir (r. from c. 1552

to 1567) implies that he could not have lived very long after the last events he

recounts in his Ta77kh — Muhammad Jasa’s settlement in Awsa in 984 AH/1576
and his death in g9g1 AH/1583. This means that he probably compiled his text
during the end of the 16t century, shortly after 1583. However, he might have
been using notes written in previous decades, by himself or others, as sources.

[t is possible that elements of his text were written down independently before

his compilation. This would explain why he is able to give so much information

about the first decades covered by his chronicle, such as the precise figures on
commodity prices during the reign of Nar. To complement his knowledge,
the author may have also interviewed other witnesses.

What are the reasons that led this scholar to write, towards the end of the
16™ century, a history of Harar that covers the period from the coming to
power of Nur in the 1550s to the transfer of power from Harar to Awsa in
the 1570s? The context in which the Ta’»ikh al-mulik was written is a time
of crisis for the Muslims of Harar. After the unravelling of the Barr Sa‘d

% Maybe, such as today, many people and especially scholars in Harar could
read and write Arabic but it was not the language they spoke amongst
themselves.
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ad-Din that had followed the death of Imam Ahmad in 1543,%° the failure of
Sultan Muhammad b. Nasir’s campaign, and the subsequent Oromo siege of
Harar c. 1576, power was leaving Harar and moving towards the Awsa Oasis.
These political upheavals were undoubtedly experienced as tragic events by
the citizens, or at least by some of the scholars of Harar. Accordingly, the
author of the Tarikh al-mulik might have wanted to recount the history of
his city, in a context of fearing that Harar could fatally decline and ultimately
disappear. His act of writing may have been guided by a certain nostalgia — he
writes history in a vain attempt to protect the past and dispel the uncertainty
generated by political unrest. This echoes Bertrand Hirsch’s comment on the
writing of history in Africa between the 13" and 15 centuries:

Times of crisis thus seem to be conducive to writing history. Faced with the danger
of a disappearance or a profound transformation of the political power which was
the immediate horizon of the court scholars, and which suddenly no longer seemed
immutable, a duty to safeguard the past emerges. [...] In this sense, history is the
result of a rupture in the order of time. (Hirsch, 2018: 398-399)

In this regard, the choice of Amir Nar as a starting point for this chronicle is

not incidental: he is described in the Tarikh al-Mulitk — and to a certain extent

27

is still perceived this way today in Harar“’ — as the ruler who ended the wars

against the “Habasha” by killing the Christian King Gilawdewos?® and who
came back to Harar to settle in the city and govern in a pious and fair way

%6 See A. Chekroun’s contribution to this volume on the period of fortification
the region experienced in the 1560s and 1570s: cities in Sim, Shawa, Nujub,
Jidaya and Dakkar as well as, presumedly, Harar, were fortified in the 1560s
due to the rise of Oromo attacks. As for the port of Zayla‘, it was fortified in
the 1570s, maybe because of the threat that some Somali groups posed: during
Imam Muhammad Jasa’s reign (1576-1583) Zayla® was attacked by a group of
Somalis (see Mercier, 2020: 136). 7 Nir has been regarded in Harar, from the
late 16™ century to the present day, as a saint and as the (re)founder of the town.
Today, he is the second most important historical figure for the inhabitants of
the town, behind Abadir ‘Umar ar-Rida (see Wagner, 1978 & 2003) but well
ahead of Imam Ahmad. See: Burton, 1856: 320; Cerulli, 1936: 35; Desplat, 2008:
176; Fauvelle-Aymar & Hirsch, 2011: 23, 2® This owed him the title of “Lord
of the Second Conquest” (Sahib al-fath ath-thant) in the Ta’rikh al-Mulitk and
Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin, as opposed to the “first conquest” led by Imam
Ahmad in the 1530s and early 1540s.
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by its people’s side?’. He seems to have been thought of by late-16"-century
scholars as the one who ended the era of the “conquest of the Habasha” and
who re-established the city and polity of Harar in the mid-16™ century. His
reign signified a rupture in time and a moment of political foundation.

As for the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin and the Wa kana wafat, both seem to
convey clearer political ambitions than the Ta»ikh al-Mulak: as will be shown
below, one appears to support the power that orchestrated the shift towards
Awsa while the other seems opposed to it. For this reason, it is likely that these
two rewritings were composed shortly after the Ta7kh al-Mulik itself and
towards the end of the 16™ century. It was indeed at this moment that the
need to support or oppose the settlement in Awsa may have culminated as this
question must then have been crucial. Afterwards, once the shift in power had
been accepted, it was probably no longer an issue central enough for scholars
to write chronicles in favour or against this decision.

2.2. The Nabdha {1 ta’rikh al-mujahidin: the discourse of jihad
to support the power of Awsa
The Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin was certainly written by a scholar close to
the newly settled power of Awsa. The identity of this chronicler is known:
his name is Abd Bakr b. Muhammad b. Hassan b. Muhammad b. ‘Alawi
Shanbal Ba ‘Alawi. The Ba ‘Alawt are “a large and influential clan of South
Arabian sayyids and Sufis, for the most part living in Hadramawt, in or near
the town of Tarim” (Lofgren, 1986: 828; see also Serjeant, 1957). In the Nabdha
fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin, Muhammad Jasa is praised for his respect for the sayyid-s
of this clan.’® The Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin also refers to another sharif
Ba ‘Alawi, who is not mentioned in the Tarikh al-mulitk: the Sharif Salih
‘Alawi b. Muhammad Shanbal. It is at his side that the Jarad Jibril would have
wanted to be buried. In addition, the Tarikh al-mulak and the Nabdha fi ta’rikh

al-mujahidin both mention an influential sharif who is said to have opposed the

# Admittedly, he is presented in the Ta%ikh al-Mulitk, the Nabdha fi ta’rikh
al-mujahidin and the Wa kiana wafit as having “laid waste to” (kharraba) the
Christian kingdom, but he is said to have then returned to his country. In this
respect, his strategy is very different from that of Imam Ahmad, for whom,
from 1531 onwards, the “departure from Harar was intended to be definitive.
The annexation of new territories became systematic, as did the appointment
of Muslim governors.” (Chekroun, 2013: 289) Nir is more in line with the war
culture that prevailed before the conquests of Ahmad: he carries out raids and
then returns to his territory. The authors of the Ta’ikh al-Mulik, the Nabdha
i ta’rikh al-mujahidin and the Wa kana wafdt seem to approve of Nar’s strategy:
if they praise his warlike qualities, they insist above all on his piety, his way of
behaving and governing well, as well as on his sense of justice. ~ ** See the
passage cited above: “He had a perfect and good faith in the sayyid-s and the
sharif -s, especially the Ba ‘AlawT and the sheikhs.”
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impious Amir ‘Uthman (r. 975 AH/1567-977 AH/1569) and is called “a/-Sayyid
Muhammad b. al-Sayyid ‘Umar ash-Shatiri.” These texts seem to indicate that
this man lived in Zayla“ at the time. His nisba, however, reveals that he came
from Shatir, a wadi in Hadramawt close to the city of Tarim. Hence, scholars
who originated from Hadramawt — or who claimed such an origin — seem to
have been influential in Harar, Awsa, and Zayla“ during the second half of the
16™ century.

These sheikhs are mentioned in the Nabdha f7 ta’rikh al-mujiahidin more
than in the Ta7ikh al-mulik. Abt Bakr b. Muhammad Ba ‘Alawi particularly
insists on the proximity between these sayyid-s on the one hand and Jarad Jibril
and Muhammad Jasa on the other. Their good relationship with religious
scholars and elders is but one of the qualities that is praised in Jibril and
Imam Muhammad by the author of the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin. Along
with Nir, they are the subject of praises that Aba Bakr Ba ‘Alawi added in
his rewriting of the Ta’rikh al-mulitk. In passages quoted above, all three are
presented as pious — having a good behaviour and respect for the sharia —and
as fighting against infidels or heretics — Nar and Muhammad fought against
Christians and Oromos whereas Jibril rose against ‘Uthman. Out of all the
rulers mentioned in the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujihidin, these qualities praised
in Nir, Jibril*!, and Muhammad point to them as the main mujdhidin referred
to by Abta Bakr b. Muhammad Ba ‘Alawi in his title.

Jihad is a notion often used to describe the armed struggles undertaken by
Muslims against “unbelievers” in order to conquer them, to raid them, or
to defend themselves against their attacks (Morabia, 1993: 121-126, 197-200,
340-341). But, as the scholar Michael Bonner pointed out, this concept “has
been revived and reinterpreted in many historical contexts,” making it difficult
to give it a fixed definition (Bonner, 2004: 18). A. Morabia explains that,

partly compensating for rulers’ failure to carry out the offensive activity enjoined on
them by legal treaties, gihdd was internalized and, in accordance with its original
meaning of “effort to promote the triumph of Religion,” took on a new colour,
adapted to the course of events. (Morabia, 1993: 294)

The effort to preserve a power claimed to be just, but also the struggle against
the designated enemies of religion “within the Umma itself, or in the depths of
souls” (Morabia, 1993: 295), can both be conceived as falling within the scope of
jthad. In the case of the Nabdha f ta’rikh al-mujahidin and through the examples
of Nir, Jibril and Muhammad Jasa, the jzhad promoted by the author is both a
defensive jzhad and an internal political jihdd. On the one hand, Aba Bakr Ba
‘AlawT insists on the need for Muslims to defend themselves against “infidels,”

' Moreover, the Ta%ikh al-mulik indicates that Jibril is Nar’s son-in-law.
Family ties therefore complement the political genealogy between Nir and

Jibril.
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especially Oromos (for lack of being able to conquer them). On the other, he
advocates for the establishment of a just, pious, and good power.

The expression balad al-Habasha (“country of the Habasha”) is associated
with the jihdd in the title chosen by Aba Bakr Ba ‘Alawi — “Overview of the
history of the mujahidiin in the country of the Habasha.” In the Nabdha fi ta’rikh
al-mujahidin as in the Ta’rikh al-mulitk, this designation quite clearly refers
to the Ethiopian Christian kingdom.?? It is therefore perhaps the actions of
Nir (who manages to kill the Christian king), of Muhammad b. Nasir (who
attempts to raid territories of the Christian kingdom), and of Muhammad
Jasa (the latter is said to be feared by the “king of the Habasha” and to have
gathered mugahidin that were amongst the “Habasha?3”) that are considered
by Abt Bakr Ba ‘Alawt as jihad “in the country of the Habasha.” This could
be a way for him to exaggerate the military successes of these Muslim leaders.
Indeed, Nir may have succeeded in killing the Christian king, but neither he
nor any of his successors occupied or conquered Christian territories. This title
could also be a reference to the — much more extensive — conquests carried out
by Imam Ahmad between 1531 and 1543. These are recounted in the Futih
al-Habasha by ‘Arab Faqih, a text that was most probably circulating amongst
the scholars of Harar and Awsa at the time of the writing of the Nabdha
fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin towards the end of the 16" century (Chekroun, 2013:
86-108). By choosing the terms “ta’rikh al-mujahidin bi-balad al-Habasha,” Abu
Bakr Ba ‘Alawl may have wanted to present the rulers or mujahidin of the
second half of the 16" century as the successors of Imam Ahmad.

Another introductory phrase of the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin deserves
attention. Aba Bakr Ba ‘Alawi writes: “May God make us and them persevere
in jihdd, may He make us and them depart from deviance and obstinacy, and
may He resurrect us and them among the first on the day of Resurrection,
in the name of our Lord Muhammad The Messenger.” This call for unity
is aimed at Muslims since the author wants the “others” designated by the
third person plural to be present with him on the day of Resurrection. As
it is argued above, Aba Bakr Ba ‘Alaw1 probably writes towards the end of
the 16™ century and soon after Muhammad Jasa’s settlement in Awsa. This

32 The balad al-Habasha is often associated with the malik al-Habasha (“the
king of the Habasha”), sometimes clearly referred to as the Christian king — the
name of the one who is beheaded by Nir is given by the author.  ** See the
section of the Nabdha quoted above: “He gathered around him the mujahidin
who were among the Habasha and the Jala until the total of his cavalry reached
six hundred horsemen, the number of his men one thousand and the number
of his rifles seventy.” The mujahidan “who were among the Habasha” could
be Muslims who had remained in territories reconquered by the Christian
kingdom after the death of Imam Ahmad.
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excerpt could therefore be addressed to any group in Awsa that was opposed
to those Abt Bakr supported — a later chronicle shows that rivalries were
numerous in Awsa in the 1580s and 15905.34 But, this sentence can also be
understood as a broader call to support the settlement in Awsa. Indeed, this
shift of the seat of power does not seem to have been met with unanimous
approval. In 991 AH/1583, when Muhammad Jasa’s brother®> succeeded him,
he chose to remain in Harar and to rule from this former capital, which he
had thus far governed in the name of his brother.>® Moreover, as I will try
to demonstrate below, the Wa kana wafar could have been written to oppose
the settlement in Awsa. Hence, the right path, the jzhad that Aba Bakr Ba
‘Alaw calls for, could be the submission to the power founded by Muhammad
Jasa. Those who refused to obey this power would be, according to this author,
showing “deviance” and “obstinacy.”

All of the above shows that the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin tries to
legitimise the shift towards Awsa: for Abt Bakr Ba ‘Alawi, Muhammad Jasa
is a defender of Islam, a mujahid among illustrious mujahidan. Therefore, to
question his actions and the power he founded is firna (see Martinez-Gros
et al., 2011 on this notion). He and his successors can claim a legacy of jihad
and expect “the duty of obedience to the sovereign” that the “internal jihad of
political nature” demands, according to A. Morabia (1993: 299). Here, the act
of writing — or rewriting — history accompanies and supports the creation of a
new polity. As J.-L.. Triaud wrote,

the institution of a memory is an act of power on the part of a group, the affirmation
of a starting point, a path and a future. This operation takes place within a strategy
of symbolic conquest, occupation of space and claiming legitimacy. Far from being
a survival, this instituted memory is a tool for apprehending and comprehending
the world. (Triaud, 1999: 11)

While the transfer to Awsa seems to be a cause for dismay for the author of the
Ta’rikh al-mulik, this shift is, on the contrary, a source of enthusiasm for Aba
Bakr Ba ‘Alawi. For him, this moment of (re)foundation is an opportunity;
it 1s a chance to build a polity that aligns with his principles. For the former,
memory is “nostalgia,” for the latter, it constitutes a “capital of experiences”

— to quote the opposition formulated by the historian Jean-Pierre Chrétien

(1999: 498).

* See the “Awsa Chronicles” edited and translated by Enrico Cerulli (1931
70-88) and by the present author (Mercier, 2020: 129-144). > His name is
also Muhammad Jasa. ** See the “Awsa Chronicles” cited above.
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2.3. The Wa kana wafat: a history centered on Harar to resist the shift towards
Awsa

The Wa kana wafat, on the other hand, seems to be a rewriting of the Tarikh
al-mulak that was written to oppose the shift towards Awsa. This version
distinguishes itself by its insistence on the figure of Nar as well as by its
minimisation of the reigns of Muhammad b. Nasir and Muhammad Jasa. The
first lines of this text, which are quoted above, are devoted to prayers for the
deceased Amir Nir and to praises for his pious behaviour, his good conduct,
and his qualities as a leader: he enjoined what was right and forbade what was
wrong, and he was a brave and good fighter (his horse was always ready at
his side). About Muhammad b. Nasir and Muhammad Jasa on the other hand,
the Wa kana wafar only reports that they took power, without specifying the
dates of their reigns and/or of their death: “His son the Su/tan Muhammad took
power on a Saturday, the first day of Jumada al-Awwal in the year 981.%” Then,
Manstar b. Muhammad b. Abay took power after him. Then, Muhammad
b. Ibrahim Jasa took power after him.”

The author of this text may have chosen to glorify Nar —devoting more than
half of his chronicle to him and writing praises for him that do notappear in the
Ta’rikh al-mulik —because he considered this Amir to have defended, fortified,
and remained in the city of Harar, despite economic or political difficulties.
This allowed him to put forward a positive history of Harar at a time when
the city was experiencing a crisis. The chronicler might also have wanted to
present Nir as a competing model to Muhammad Jasa — a founding figure
put forward by the supporters of the transition of power to Awsa. Hence, in
the Wa kana wafat, Nar bears the title of imam al-Muslimin or “imam of the
Muslims,” which is not the case in the other versions, whereas Muhammad
Jasa, who is named imam in the Tartkh al-mulik and the Nabdha fi ta’rikh
al-mujahidin, is referred to only by name in the Wa kana wafar. This title of
tmam, when worn by a political leader, seems to carry a strong symbolic value
in the context of 16" -century Ethiopian Islam. Very few rulers are presented
as such, and those who seem to have born this title — Ahmad b. Ibrahim and
Muhammad Jasa —are associated with disruptive and revolutionary moments,
namely the conquest of the Christian kingdom and the shift towards Awsa.
These two men, who called themselves imam, also claimed to be the leaders
of ajihad. This title therefore has an important dimension of political activism
and defence of the faith. By giving this title to Nar — who otherwise seems
to have been known as amir®® — the author of the Wa kina wafar might have

% The 29™ of August 1573 CE.  *® This is how he is referred to in the
Ta’rikh al-mulik and all of its rewritings, with the exception of the Wa kana
wafar. He also appears as “Amir NUr” in several other sources: this is the case
for instance in the Futith al-Habasha by ‘Arab Faqih (Basset, 1897: 11, 92), or in

the Igth—century travel account of Richard Burton (Burton, 1856: 320).
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wanted to further insist on his role as a pious fighter and as the (re)founder of
Harar.

In addition, in the Taikh al-muliuk and Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujihidin,
Mansir is not presented as a proper ruler but rather only as a man who fought
the Oromos in Harar in 1576 and then tried to take control of Zayla® and
Awsa. In the Wa kana wafat however, Manstar and Muhammad Jasa are both
presented in the same way as both having taken power (fawalld) successively.
It could be to oppose Muhammad Jasa that the author of the Wa kina wafa
chose to introduce Mansir in the same way as him, that is, as a sovereign
in his own right. Indeed, we know from the Ta’ikh al-mulitk that Mansar
was killed by his companions just before Muhammad Jasa took power, which
suggests that he may have been murdered at the latter’s initiative. The author
of the Wa kana wafat, hostile as he was to Muhammad Jasa, was perhaps better
inclined towards Mansar. This could explain why he chose to present him as
a legitimate ruler.

The Wa kana wafar says almost nothing of Muhammad Jasa, and this text
does not even mention his settlement in Awsa. Instead, at the end of the Wa
kana wafdt, a few lines were added that recount the attacks of the Christians
Fanil and Hamalmal against Harar in 957 AH/1550 and 966 AH/1559.
The death of Harar’s Sultan Habib results from one of these offensives:
he was killed in a fight against the “infidel” Hamalmal. Thus, despite the
chronological structure of the text, the author of the Wa kana wafat chose here
to present another fragment from the history of Harar that depicts a figure
who defended the city and who died a “martyr” for it. This composition could
be a way of opposing the transfer to Awsa by showing a history centred solely
on Harar, at a time when competing scholars were trying to make the oasis of
Awsa the legitimate seat of power and to inscribe this legitimacy in history.

The author of the Wa kana wafar theretore draws, from his account of
the past, resources to challenge the present. He clings onto “discourses of
stability and continuity” and onto a founding narrative whilst the present is
permeated by “forces of decomposition or innovative forces” (Chrétien, 1999:
493). Accordingly, the Wa kana wafat may have emerged from the resistance by
a part of the Harar elite against the shift of power towards Awsa. It is perhaps
this same feeling of opposition that pushed the brother of Muhammad Jasa,
when he succeeded him after his death in g91 AH/1583, to remain in Harar

and to rule Awsa from there.

3. Rethinking the second half of the 16" century and the shift towards Awsa
The study of the Ta’rikh al-mulik and of its two rewritings from the 1580s-
15908 — the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin and Wa kana wafat — allows us
to rethink the period in which these texts were written or rewritten and to
better understand the transfer of power from Harar to Awsa that took place
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at the end of the 16" century. The hypothesis generally accepted by researchers
thus far (Trimingham, 1952: 97; Wagner, 1979: 657; Pankhurst, 1997: 239;
Morin, 2015: 79, etc.) is the one Enrico Cerulli expressed in 1931: Muslims
left Harar for Awsa to escape Oromo attacks (Cerulli, 1931: 62, note 10). But
this explanation alone is not convincing as Muhammad Jasa himself was killed
by Oromos in 1583. In addition, a later chronicle produced in Awsa indicates
that Oromo raids on the oasis continued throughout the 1580s.%’ If protection
from Oromo attacks had been the only reason for settling in Awsa, it would
be inexplicable that Muslims remained there, and even returned to the oasis
— the brother of Muhammad Jasa, when he succeeded him to power in 1583,
first chose to remain in Harar but then returned to Awsa a few months later
and remade this oasis the centre of power. The settlement in Awsa therefore
needs to be explained by a political project of a larger scale.

This is what the Nabdha f7 ta’rikh al-mujahidin shows. This text, produced
by a scholar close to those who had settled in Awsa, presents the actions
of Muhammad Jasa as a political rupture. The geographical shift towards
Awsa both marks and sustains this rupture. It implies and encourages a
political refoundation. Awsa becomes, in the rhetoric of those who settled
there, the territory of Muhammad Jasa and of his jihdd: political ideal and
geographical space are associated. The adhesion to this project was perhaps
initially uncertain, as shown by Muhammad Jasa’s brother’s decision to first
remain in Harar. But the interweaving of the polity founded by the Imam
Muhammad and of the territory of Awsa probably grew stronger over the
years. As the memory of Muhammad Jasa as a glorified founder strengthened,
the legitimacy accorded to his actions may have consolidated. Perhaps the shift
towards Awsa was progressively seen as a founding act, which would have
given it an irrevocable and definitive character. At the same time, settling
in Awsa also certainly led to matrimonial alliances and cultural adaptations,
which undoubtedly further anchored the Muslims from Harar and the former
Barr Sa‘d ad-Din into Awsa. The attachment to the territory of Awsa and the
adherence to the political project initiated by Muhammad may have mutually
reinforced each other.

But this still does not make it clear why Muhammad Jasa chose the Awsa
Oasis to implement his political project. How is it that Awsa, a place not even
mentioned in the Futih al-Habasha — which draws an extensive picture of the
Barr Sa‘d ad-Din and its neighbouring territories in the 1520s and 1530s — s,
barely half a century after the conquests of Imam Ahmad, a place important
enough to become a political centre? It seems that Muslims from the Barr
Sa‘d ad-Din who had participated in the wars against the Christian kingdom
may have started to move towards Awsa soon after the defeat of the 1540s.

3 See the “Awsa Chronicles” cited above.
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While the western territories of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din were subject to Oromo
attacks, Muslims who refused to submit to these “infidels” may have sought
out other lands where they could settle. In the east, people of the Barr Sa‘d
ad-Din may also have faced opposition from Somali populations who wanted
to reclaim their independence. Former inhabitants of the Barr Sa‘d ad-Din
might have then considered Awsa’s position as particularly favourable as it was
isolated enough from Christian, Oromo, and Somali attacks and because its
water resources and agricultural potential certainly made it a propitious space
for the settlement of these rather sedentary and urban Muslim populations
(Fauvelle-Aymar & Hirsch, 2008 & 2017).

In any case, it is almost certain that in the 1560s, Muslims who had come
from territories governed by Harar had settled in Awsa. Indeed, according
to the Tarikh al-mulik, the Nabdha fi ta’rikh al-mujahidin, and the Wa kana
wafat, when Jarad Jibril disobeyed Amir ‘Uthman in the late 1560s, it is in
this region that he took refuge with his followers and it is from Awsa and
Zayla’ that he organised his rebellion. The Ta77kh al-mulik and the Wa kana
wafar indicate that the ulemas of Harar were opposed to ‘Uthman, whom they
considered sinful and a thief, and that they supported the rebellion of Jibril.**
If the latter headed towards Awsa, it is probably because he knew that he could
find support there to denounce the impious and unjust behaviour of “‘Uthman.
It can therefore be assumed that in the 1560s, sheikhs close to those of Harar
were living in Awsa. The oasis could have by then become a new centre of
Islamic erudition in which scholars from the former Barr Sa‘d ad-Din found
refuge. The Ta’rikh al-mulitk and the Wa kana wafar tell: “God cast in the hearts
of all, common folk and dignitaries, love for Jarad Jibril, and the prayers for
him lasted all day and all night.” It is not very clear in these two texts, but it
seems that the people in question praying for Jibril are those of Awsa. This
would mean that the people of Awsa were concerned with the political affairs
of Harar. Hence, they were presumably, at least in part, people who came from
territories that were governed by Harar in the first half of the 16" century.
Given the weakness of the power of Harar in the 1540s-1550s, it is indeed
unlikely that it was able to conquer any new territory. If the people of Awsa
took sides in the political conflicts of Harar, it is probably not because they
were conquered by this polity but rather because they came from it.

Then, facing Jibril’s rebellion, ‘Uthman hastened to take back Awsa and
even abandoned Harar to settle temporarily in the oasis. Later, in 1576, after
Sultan Muhammad’s death, Awsa seems to have been one of the key sites in the
battle for power: Manstr first tried to take hold of the oasis shortly before Imam
Muhammad Jasa settled there. As Harar weakened due to political instability

%" “The ulemas whom God placed on a straight and truthful path never ceased
to denounce his deeds and to condemn his transgressions of the Sar7%.”
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and Oromo attacks (see Chekroun, 2022), Awsa appears to have grown as a
competing urban centre.

Moreover, a political project specific to this space seems to have emerged.
The p