Ethiopia is truly a world apart, a country I had read about in my teenage years and that had been on my bucket list a very long time. I will always remember the night we landed in Addis Ababa. It was like a dream come true. All that we had imagined for years was coming to life around us, even in just the capital city. 
We first headed to the south of the country, exploring the storied Omo Valley. There, we found a sublime and powerful way of life, timeless nature in all its majesty, and sacred and mysterious rituals that have remained unchanged since the dawn of time. We travelled by jeep and met the Hamer, Mursi, Karo and Bodi tribes, each more fascinating than the other. We continued our trip to the north of the country, to Bahir Dar, Lake Tana, Gonder and Lalibela, discovering some of the world’s most astounding sacred sites. Wherever you decide to go in the country, a visit to Ethiopia will remain with you for a lifetime.
SOUTH
0

Abaté, Karo tribe chief in the Korcho village, Omo valley
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Ritual dance, Hamar people‏
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«In the eyes of God, who is responsible for the bad education of a child is more reprehensible than a murderer». Ethiopian proverb.
3
Turmi market, Hamer territory
4
«Do not try to catch the tail of the leopard. But if you hold it, don’t let it go». Ethiopian proverb.
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Karos in the Korcho village, Omo valley
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«If your wife asks you something, don’t be afraid to die». Ethiopian proverb.
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«As he was watching his neighbor’s bread, a dog came from behind and took his bread». Ethiopian proverb
8
«If you have any brothers, the whole community will respect you, if you have a child, all your brothers will respect you». Ethiopian proverb.’
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Crowd at the wekly market, Dimeka
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For the Mursi women, the setting up of the lower lip ornament (called «Dheba») occurs before the age of 10 years, after extraction of the lower incisors. The lip is perforated and a wooden peg is placed. The opening is enlarged from year to year by the introduction of a larger and larger cylinder, until establishment of a large disk of clay, decorated with engravings. We do not know the exact origin and function of the practice. Some anthropologists argue that this lip mutilation was to make women ugly to protect slave raids. Today, the function is only symbolic since only high-caste women are entitled to wear them. The size of the plateau is a measure of the dowry demanded by the family of marriageable girls, dowry consisting of cattle and goats and...a gun.
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The Hamers have a particular sense of aesthetics, and both genders give much time to embellish themselves. Women wear a dress made of three goat skins decorated with cowrie shells. They have many copper bracelets around the forearm, made from Kalashnikov bullets recovered during or after the war against the Italians. They make their hair into thin locks, coating them with a mixture of butter and red ocher.
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«When you go down the road, many people accompany you. When you mount it, even God abandons you». Ethiopian proverb
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Turmi market, Hamer territory
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«Une maison sans femme est comme une grange sans bétail». Proverbe éthiopien
15
In Korcho, Omo valley
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«If you hear bad things about your neighbor, listen by telling you that it is your accusation that you hear». Ethiopian proverb.
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Mursi woman, Omo valley
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Hamer woman, Turmi

19
Ritual dance, Hamar people‏
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Hamer tribes, Omo valley
21
The Hamers are a people of East Africa living in the south-western Ethiopia, in a fertile area of the Omo Valley. The Hamers are mainly farmers, livestock takes a very important part in their culture. They are semi-nomadic. They follow a route marked out by their ancestors, with many stops. During their long pauses, if the season allow it, they begin to agriculture, especially the cultivation of sorghum. The cattle is the main wealth of Hamer. The higher the flock, the higher the social status of the owners. The Hamers have developed a vocabulary to describe each color, every shape, size and coat of their livestock.
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Bull jumping is a rite of passage for men coming of age and must be done before a man is permitted to marry. The man-to-be must «jump the cattle» four times to be successful. This test is performed while naked  as a symbol of the childhood he is about to leave behind him. On completion of this test, the young man joins the ranks of the maza -other men who have recently passed the same test and who spend the next few months of their lives supervising these events in villages throughout the Hamar territory. The maza are also responsible for a ritual which precedes the main cattle jump. The women of the village purposefully provoke the maza into lashing their bare backs with sticks which inflict raw, open wounds and scar them for life. However, these wounds are seen as the mark of a true Hamar woman, and all the village’s women participate. Because the sister or relative was whipped at the man’s ceremony and endured the pain for him she can later in life look to him for help if she falls on hard times because she has the scars from the whipping she received for him to prove his debt to her. The ceremonies end with several days of feasting, including the typical jumping dances, accompanied by as much sorghum beer as the cow-jumper’s family can provide to the visitors.
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The Bull Jumping ceremony, held by the Hamer tribes, is the initiation rite of a teenage boy. A part of the ceremony involves the brutal whipping of the female relatives of the boy with the aim to get as many scars on the women’s back as possible. These wounds are seen as the mark of a true Hamar woman, and all the village’s women participate.
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The Bull Jumping ceremony, held by the Hamer tribes, is the initiation rite of a teenage boy. A part of the ceremony involves the brutal whipping of the female relatives of the boy with the aim to get as many scars on the women’s back as possible. These wounds are seen as the mark of a true Hamar woman, and all the village’s women participate.
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Bana girl, Key Afar market
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Young Hamer boy, Key Afar market
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«Celui qui sait n’a pas besoin de parler beaucoup». Proverbe éthiopien
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Hamer women are easily spotted with their characteristic outfits. The traditional dress code for unmarried Hamar girls includes elegant cowrie-shell collars, seeded or glass-beaded necklaces and decorated goatskin clothing.
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«Death is an obligation, fear is a choice». Ethiopian proverb
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The Mursi live in a remote area of Ethiopia. They live in perfect harmony with the environment. They form a homogeneous group, governed by ancient dogmas and ancient rituals. They have little interaction, even peaceful, with the other peoples of the region and fight fiercely with spears and Kalashnikovs, against cattle rustling and kidnapping of women perpetrated by other peoples in their territories. They quarrel regularly with Hamers. The Mursi attach great importance to the intra-tribal harmony. They gather in remote villages on the marshy banks of the Omo River, where the presence of the tsetse fly is less. Their huts are thatched and small.
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Mursi women don’t wear their lip plate permanently but only at limited times of presence of the husband and son or during important meetings. Apart from these occasions, the plate is not used in everyday life.
31
The Mursi people is a semi-nomadic people of the south, living on the western outskirts of Mago National Park, along the Omo River. This is one of the last peoples of Africa where women still wear lip ornaments and ear-shaped flat discs, hence the name «plate women»
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Bana boy, Key Afar market
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In a Mursi village
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Bana and Hamer tribes in the Dimeka weekly market
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Mursi elegance, Turmi
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«A person can not be both, but two people can be one». Ethiopian proverb
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Hamer women in the Dimeka market
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«Just like a mirror, a child cannot hide what he sees». Ethiopian proverb.Market of Konso.
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The Karos, with a population of about 1000-1500 live on the east banks of the Omo River in south Ethiopia. Their neighbors are the Hamar, Bana, Bashada, the famous Mursi and Nyangatom. The Karo grow sorghum, maize and beans. Karo use to paint body and decorate their face. They use white chalk, charcoal, ochre and red earth. Karo women scarify their chests to beautify themselves. The scarification of a man’s chest shows that he has killed an enemy or a dangerous animal. The scars are done with a knife or razor blade and ash is rubbed into.
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Monastery of Oura Kidane Mehret, Lake Tana. Christianity is the most common religion in Ethiopia, practiced by 62.8% of the population.
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Dans le grand marché de Bahir Dar
2
«God has only sketched the man, it is on earth is that everyone gets created». Bamileke proverb
3
«Do not tire of shouting your joy to be alive and you will not hear other cries». African proverb
4
St. George Church in Lalibela. Lalibela is a monastic city located 2630 meters above sea level on the southwest flank of the mountains of the former province of Lasta, in the present Amhara region in Ethiopia. Holy city of Orthodox Christians in Ethiopia, it is famous for its eleven medieval monolithic cave churches carved into the rock. The most famous is Bete Giyorgis (St. George’s Church), eight centuries old.

Église Saint-Georges à Lalibela. 
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On the hills of Lalibela

6

Bahir Dar Downtown
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«Living alone is like clapping with one hand». Ethiopian proverb
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Orthodox priest in Lalibela
9

Orthodox ceremony at Bet Maryam, Lalibela
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Pilgrimage on the way to Neakuto Le’ab, a holy cave near Lalibela
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Pilgrim at Neakuto Le’ab
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Pilgrimage at Neakuto Le’ab, near Lalibela
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«A person without religion is like an animal without fence». Ethiopian proverb
14 jusque 18 
Pilgrimage at Neakuto Le’ab, near Lalibela
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«Young people walk looking at the sky. Later, they walk looking at the ground». Ethiopian proverb
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Pilgrimage at Neakuto Le’ab, near Lalibela
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Rooftop of the Debre Birhan Selassie Church, Gonder. Despite the walls of Debre Berhan Selassie hosting the most vibrant ecclesiastical artwork in the nation, it’s the ceiling that captures the most visitors’ imagination. Each of the 104 winged Ethiopian cherubs dotting the beamed ceiling seem to have slightly different, but equally quizzical expressions.
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Young Afar girl, Lalibela
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In the streets of Gonder 
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Chess game inside the Hotel Ethiopia, Gonder 
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«At the end of patience, there is heaven».  African proverb
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At the entrance of the Bet Maryam church, Lalibela
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«A child needs a whole village to grow». African proverb
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Front of the Bet Abba Libanos church, Lalibela
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Orthodox priest in Lalibela
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In Lalibela
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At the Oura Kidane Mehret monastery, Lake Tana
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Sunset on the countryside around Bahir Dar
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At the Oura Kidane Mehret monastery, Lake Tana
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Shopping for coffin, Gonder
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Religious fervor in Gonder
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«There is a spiritual dimension in every relationship. When people meet, there’s no coincidence, mind and wills are always behind it». Ethiopian proverb.
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«It takes time to grow, and then we die». African proverb
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«Let’s love birth, love life, love death: the void does not exist». African proverb
39

Smile ! You’re on camera;)-
HARAR
0

At 1900 meters high in the mountains near the Djiboutian border, Harar seems to have been blown from the other side of the Red Sea, or from the deserts of Muslim North Africa. For centuries, Harar was the center of the penetration of Islam in Sub-Saharan Africa. It’s still a city of great importance today for the Muslim population of Ethiopia. At the crossroads of major trade routes(between Africa, India and Middle East), the city has been the home to large fortunes and the arts have developed. Until 1850, it housed the largest market in the Horn of Africa.
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Inhabitant of the old town
2

Stolen moment, old town
3
It is not uncommon in this city that looks like a maze that people invite visitors to drink a glass of tea, coffee or smoking a water pipe, called here «geie». I drank tea with Hamina and her mother, who had kindly opened their doors. They insisted to sell me old coins and amber necklaces. I told them I had no more space for that in my backpack. Harima, a young girl, sensual and elegant, smiling coyly while smoking her geie, wonders: «Why don’t you take me away with you in Europe?».
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Harar is now a bustling and commercial city. It almost looks like a large market, where various trades are grouped by areas: blacksmiths shops in the alleys near the gate of Buda, tailors close to the central market, a street that locals call makina guirguir because of the noise of old sewing machines. At the Maddie Dudu market, on the terraces overlooking the stalls of butchers, vultures and kites are waiting patiently for the end of the day to get to offal. Somali, Amhara and Oromo women display their goods like firewood, charcoal, on the ground. In front of the mill, a line of customers wait to grind their corn for 20 cents of birr per kilo.
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The city knows a resurgence of animation in the late afternoon, when the khat invades the market. Ladies, matrons sometimes, sometimes meager peasant coated with colored shawls, sit in groups on the floor, beneath the city walls. They sell the khat leaves to their grazing, standing, busy customers, hands dangling or stuck deep in the pockets, perhaps already distressed by the irresistible need that is going to snap them. They put their fingers in the jute bag clamped between the legs, a casual gesture, to extract the twigs that buyers approve or refuse. The cycle of desire, arousal, depression, sleep has begun. In the distance, beyond the walls enclosing the old city and even beyond the subdivisions that make up the modern city, the contours of the Amar mountains settle down and then vanish.
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In the old town
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Arabian style, almost all the houses are of an outstanding whiteness. The streets are narrow and and are more than 362 in the old town, that is just one square kilometer large. In the same little old town, you can discover 87 mosques, making it the city with the highest concentration in the world. The shrines to local saints and religious leaders are even more numerous and no one has managed to count them all.
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In the old town
9
In the old town
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«Friendship is the closest of relatives». African proverb
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Muslims make up approximately 35% of the Ethiopian population. Most Muslims are Sunni Ethiopian and the majority belongs to Sufi orders. Islam came to Ethiopia in 650. Islam is present mainly in Somali and Afar regions and in parts of southern Oromia region.
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«A secret shared between two people is fled underground, a secret shared by three is dispersed in the air». Ethiopian proverb.
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In the old town
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«Where we love each other, there’s no darkness». African proverb
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The main square is the hub of Harar. From here start the five largest arteries of the city, after which stand the five doors. Smugglers sell Western liquors, probably adulterated, and blond American tobacco, made in Djibouti. We can also buy the tala, the local alcoholic drink, especially qat, the leaves of a plant with slightly euphoric properties, cultivated in the vicinity of Harar, which is one of the main sources of wealth in the region.
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«When diplomacy fails, there remains a woman». Arabian Proverb
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Down with the prohibitions! Here a young rebel along the city wall. 
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In the old town
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«If you want someone no longer exists, stop watching him». Arab proverb 
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«Grass never grows on the road where everyone goes». African proverb
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«He who eats alone chokes alone». Arab proverb
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Mosque in the old town. Harar, known as the fourth holiest city of Islam, numbers 102 shrines and 82 mosques, three of them date from the tenth century.
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After the prayer, in the old town
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In Harar, taxis, all of Peugeot 404,  fill the streets. They are all blue with a white roof and travel incessantly, taking passengers to an unbeatable price.
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Any time, any place 
26
Khat or qat, is a species of shrub native to East Africa, but the culture has also spread to the Arabian Peninsula, especially in Yemen. It is best known for its use by the people of these regions that chew long leaves for their stimulant and euphoric effects, similar to amphetamine. Khat is the subject of an ancestral ritual use, similar to Coca, where fresh leaves are chewed as a stimulant. Ethiopians chew khat and export huge amounts to Djibouti, where it is all the rage. A plane takes off daily, loaded with khat, from the nearby Dire Dawa, to Djibouti. Countless vehicles do the same way by road to incredible speeds: the khat leaves lose their properties two days after being cut.
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In the old town
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In the old town
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«The word you keep hung to your lips is your slave. The one you say becomes your master». Arab proverb
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Inhabitant of the old town
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«Never confess your troubles to others, the hawk and the vulture fall on the groaning wounded». Arab proverb
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In the old town
33

«What is past has fled, what you hope is absent, but the present is yours». Arab proverb.
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In the old town
35
The butcher, in the old town
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In the old town
37
Camel meat in the Muslim market
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Late afternoon, the sun fades away. The khat ritual is gonna start and plunge the city into its daily torpor, that people know so well. Extensively chewed and mixed with saliva, khat forms a large ball that they keep in the mouth for several hours. The use of khat is an important ritual. However, its effects harm the health of the people. It is the real damper of the social crisis.
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«The best day will not give us back the day before». Arab proverb
