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Conferences

November 1314, 2000 in Harar (Ethiopia)
“Friends of Harar”, Conference On Harari Culture

This conference, which took place in Harar immediately after the 14 Interna-
tional Conference of Ethiopian Studies in Addis Ababa, was organized jointly
by the Addis Ababa Centre frangais des études éthiopiennes under the direction
of Bertrand Hirsch, and Ahmed Zekaria from the Museum of the Institute of
Ethiopian Studies. Around 40 scholars from Ethiopia, France, Italy, Germany,
Poland and the USA, as well as local students met in the fully renovated, Indi-
an style Rimbaud House to discuss papers on the history of Harar and other
Muslim regions, and projects for the preservation of Harari culture.

Peri Klemm opened the conference with her paper on handicrafts in Harar.
Lectures given by Giorgio Banti, Ewald Wagner, and Germa Zenebe, concen-
trated on literature and Harari manuscripts. History was another major sub-
ject represented in the papers of Ali Yusuf, and Imran Abdallah of Harar.
Ahmed Zekaria presented his research on the shrines of Harar, which are far
more numerous than previously documented. Hussein Ahmed gave an over-
view of the history of rural Willo Muslims in comparison with the more
urban traditions of Harar; followed by a paper of Wolbert Smidt with new
historical evidences on the coronation of nagus Mika’el of Willo in 1914.

The projects presented included a possible World Bank funded plan to
promote the revival of old local handicraft traditions and the creation of
new traditions on the basis of ancient ones such as the implementation of
calligraphic schools. This economically rather than culturally motivated
project aims at attracting more tourists, an idea, which is also another pro-
ject, the production of a map. The Italian geographer Roberto Bianchini
presented the first cultural map of the city of Harar, sketched recently in
collaboration with the local cultural office. It includes a great number of
shrines and, even more importantly, all the traditional quarters of the city.
At the end of the conference the ENCYCLOPAEDIA AETHIOPICA project at
Hamburg University was presented.

The presence of both the city’s mayor and the region’s governor gave the
conference public prominence. The discussions were especially marked by a
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deeply felt need to define Harar’s cultural identity. On this occasion a fine
exhibition with early photographs on Harar history and art works of Ha-
rari painters was opened at Rimbaud house, followed by a guided visit to
the cultural museum.

Wolbert Smidt
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