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SORC News

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR

The South Omo Research Center (SORC) 
offers a unique opportunity to reflect upon 
the complex issues facing the people of 
South Omo today and in the past. 
Chronicling the transformations occurring 
among the diverse cultures of southern 
Ethiopia is one of the many important 
aspects of our work at SORC. Since the 
arrival of our new partner GIZ-CPS in 
December 2011, there has been a renewed 
interest in chronicling how tourism is 
shaping South Omo and how the people of 
South Omo are shaping tourism. We would 
like to thank the local communities, as well 
as, the Zonal Administration and the Dept. 
of Culture and Tourism for sharing our 
enthusiasm in embarking on a longitudinal 
(and applied) study of tourism in South 
Omo.

The activities profiled in these pages are 
organized around the growing network of 
volunteers, partner organizations, 
researchers, students and community 
members who spend time at the centre. Our 
activities since my arrival in October 2011 
range from discussions about UNESCO 

heritage sites and stone circles in Mursi to 
stories of health and well-being in several 
cultures in South Omo.

Major research and community-based 
initiatives this year includes projects devoted 
to ‘Responsible Tourism’ in South Omo; the 
role of the SORC Museum in providing 
intercultural awareness and understanding 
to visitors (including local schoolchildren), 
the links between narratives, music and 

social change, and the role of bridewealth 
across ethnic boundaries.

In an effort to open our centre up to the local 
community, Katja Goenc (GIZ CPS) has been 
working hard to include a school program at 
the Museum and volunteer Gail Forrest 
(together with SORC staff members Minota 
and Fasil) have worked hard to revive the 
Aari Women’s Bartsi Art Project (originally 
conceptualized and developed by 
anthropologist and former SORC Director 
Dr. Sophia Thubauville). I am also delighted 
to announce the new receipt of project funds 
from Studiosus to help develop a one-year 
pilot project on tourism in Mursi.

I would like to profile the researchers, 
volunteers and staff members who have 
been involved in helping SORC to develop 
and continue to evolve into a centre for 
research. I would also like to welcome our 
new IES Director, Dr. Ahmed Hassen, and 
Chairman of the SORC Board.

Dr. Shauna LaTosky

A biannual publication of the South Omo Research Center, a multidisciplinary 
center for basic and applied research in South Omo, Ethiopia.  

The question of milk?
Tourism Forums, three 
have been organized 
from last December till 
March 2012, brought 
together Mursi, Bodi, 
and the local 
administration. Do we 
want tourism and how 
should it look like?
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Aari women rejoin in
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The Question of Milk?
“We talked about tourism three times 
already, in Jinka, Gurra and here. We can talk 
about tourist issues, we can talk about ‘milk 
of the tourists’. If we get good milk from the 
tourists, then it is good,” explained Dr. 
Shauna LaTosky as she greeted the 
participants of the third tourism forum in 
Makki.
Through the tourism forums (three were 
organized from December 2011 through 
March 2012) SORC is supporting Mursi and 
Bodi communities in developing their vision 
of tourism including dignified cultural 
contact in South Omo. So far, issues of local 
guides, harassment, and code of conduct 
have been on the agenda.
While Mursi are accustomed to large groups
of tourists inviting themselves into their 
lands, Bodi would like to see a share of them 
in their territory. “We are happy about 
tourism, we would like more tourists to 
come. Not many tourists come to Bodi 
country. Even if tourists want to see Bodi 
villages, the local guides in Jinka tell them 
that we are the same as Mursi,” explained a 
Bodi participant. 
Further forums, workshops and trainings are 
planned in order to provide good milk for 
the communities.
Tourism projects are made possible with funds 
and support of GIZ Civil Peace Service and 
Studiosus, a German tour operator.  

Katja Goenc

English Lessons for Mursi Students 
SORC is now facilitating English lessons for 
Mursi students according to principles of 
cultural awareness thanks to the German 
tour operator Studiosus funding the Mursi 
Community Tourism Pilot Project. The aim is 
to provide students with basic 
communication skills they can build on in
the future.
The boarding schools the Mursi students 
attend are in very bad shape and the 
students are not provided with the
necessities of everyday life such as nutritious
food, soap etc. Therefore, the English lessons
come with a monthly cash incentive.
The course started with an orientation party
on June 9, 2012 on the SORC campus with
four consecutive sessions on the following
three weekends before the students returned
to their villages for holidays. They will
return to Jinka in September. We decided to 
start the course shortly before the summer 
break in order to help the students feel they 
will come back to something worthwhile
and to spread the news about this course in
their villages. Currently, we are working on a 
curriculum that can be expanded and 
developed for other pastoralist groups and 
for higher levels as the course moves along.

Rebekka Egloff

Bartsi Revival 
First comes the selection and gathering of
just the right soil colors. Then one of the 
artists skillfully grinds charcoal, mixing it
with just a bit of water. Others pulverize ash
and mash cow dung to bring forth the colors
of the earth. Water is added to create pastes.
Fingers are dipped and shapes emerge in
undulating curves, asymmetrical lines, some
squares and many dots. Bartsi means “giving
beauty” in the Aari language, and that is
what is happening again these days.
During the years that previous SORC co-
director Dr. Sophia Thubauville spent in 
South Omo she often admired the warm 
colors and spontaneous shapes on the 
exterior of some Aari houses. In 2005 she 
invited a group of eight local Aari women to 
participate in a workshop. That gathering of 
women grew into the Bartsi Art Collective 
which flourished for many years and is now 
being revived.
In April the Bartsi hut was reroofed, 
replastered, and repainted by the artists. 
And in May, twenty four canvasses lovingly 
came alive and were placed for sale in our 
recently redesigned Museum Store. “We are 
very happy to be painting again,” says 
Gaymo Woya, one of the women in the 
collective. “It is great for us because we can 
earn money and also because we love what 
we paint.”
                                 

Gail Forrest
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Since 2009 we have been directing 
archaeological  and oral historical work in 
Mursi country. In collaboration with other 
researchers from the Universities of Oxford 
and Cambridge in the UK, University of 
Valencia in Spain and the ARCCH in 
Ethiopia, three seasons of fieldwork have 
taken place with remarkable success. Indeed 
the South Omo has, at last, started to reveal 
its prehistoric secrets.

We have learnt, emphatically, that the area 
was neither wilderness nor wasteland in the 
prehistoric past. To the contrary, the South 
Omo was a dynamic environment, inhabited 
over the long-term by pastoral people and 
their cattle. Whilst in the field we discovered 
tantalising indications of communities from 
multiple periods, including stone 
monuments, such as stelae and platforms, 
with small stone cairns potentially for burial, 
scatters of worked stone tools perhaps as old 
as 125,000 years, broken pottery buried in 
rock shelters across the landscape, and the 
remains of small stone enclosures with 
circular dwellings.

So far the highlight of the project is the 
discovery of 27 circular platform monuments 
made of large round or elongated stones. 
These monuments, known by the Mursi as 

benna kulugto (‘stone circles’), could be at least 
500 years old. They are thus of great 
significance as the first evidence from this 
area linked to a  little understood period in 
African history. The platforms are often 
located in clusters and unique to the South 
Omo. Each of these enigmatic monuments is 
comprised of concentric arrangements of 
various types of stone found at differing 
locations across the landscape. Each of these 
circles is interrupted by a ‘gulley’ 
consistently oriented north-west, which 
leads from the centre of the platforms to the 
outer edge. These are usually filled by a 
single line of large stones. Excavation has 
revealed quantities of burnt and unburnt 
animal bone, chipped stone and charred 
pollen between and beneath the platform 
stones. Interestingly, the largest platform 
monument identified so far measures 25.2 m, 
making it one of the largest single prehistoric 
feature to be found anywhere in Eastern 
Africa.

Ethiopia is, of course, famous throughout the 
world for its stone monuments. Future 
research intends to understand relationships 
of our findings with other monuments in the 
region, especially those fashioned by 
nomadic communities. Moreover, planned 
investigations will explore the varied uses of 

the platforms, related ceremonial activities, 
and changes to the landscape setting and 
environment through time. We want to 
know more about the reasons, purpose and 
timing of their construction. We will also 
continue our work with local Mursi 
communities to better understand their 
sense of heritage and engagements with the 
platform monuments. As it is likely that the 
makers of the monuments used them in the 
ceremonial sacrifice of cattle, documentation 
of wider beliefs and rituals is also a priority. 

The results of the fieldwork will form part of 
an exhibition, entitled ‘Omo: Time, Heritage 
and Identity’, to be held at the South Omo 
Research Centre in 2013.

Peopling Pastoral Past 
By Timothy Clack and Marcus Brittain

A drawing of a stone tool 
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R E S E A R C H  A C T I V I T I E S

THE RHETORICS OF PURGING    
by Dr. Shauna LaTosky 

Paper delivered at CASCA conference, 
Edmonton, Canada, May 9-12, 2012

For the Mursi, binge-purging is an 
important part of maintaining overall 
good health. Like their Bodi and Suri 
neighbours* (to the north and northwest), 
the Mursi use a number of purgatives 
from spicy coffee to the bark of the wild 
olive tree to prevent and treat illness.

While induced purging (caused by the 
binge-drinking of purging plants) is a 
means of keeping the body healthy, it is 
also an important part of maintaining 
everyday social relations. 

In this paper I shared some rather 
unexpected findings on the practice of 
purging as a rhetorical strategy that can 
make a statement about one’s health, 
economic and social status. As I argued, 
purging in Mursi is also a means of 
maintaining social solidarity between, for 
example, husbands and wives, elders and 
youth, and for improving alliances 
between neighbours and neighbouring 
ethnic groups. 

*The use of purgatives is common in South 
Omo, however, the Mursi, Suri and Bodi 
use them most frequently and in uniquely 
collective ways.

Museum Acquisitions
We strive to improve the museum exhibitions by 
adding new objects and maintaining the 
collection. Visitors to the museum and members 
of the ethnic groups are constantly reminding us 
to include artifacts that would give a more 
complete representation of their culture. 

We now have the entire collection of Mursi 
women’s and girls’ leather dresses. For 

women these 
include three 
skins: a back 
skirt (jun), a 
frong skirt 
(kelle), a cape 
(saagowluin); 
for girls these 

include: a leather skirt (deke) and a cape 
(saagowluin). 

Library Buzz
End of June is the exams period in Ethiopia and 
our library was surely one of the most populated 
places in Jinka. The silent buzz of almost five 
hundred students filled the reading area at Bulat 
Hill. 

For that reason, our efforts go to acquisition 
of books for Jinka students as well as 
scientific works. We hope to expand our 
library and are proud of every piece of 
relevant literature donated. Among new 
books in the library are: Edible Wild Plants in 
Ethiopia by Demel Teketay; In Memory of 
Katsuyushi Fukui by Masano Fukui, African 
Ark by Carol Beckwith and Angela Fisher; 
African Study Monographs by Yoshi Shigeta 
and Gebre Yntiso; and Lucy’s Legacy by 
Donald Johanson. 

Bodi Exhibition - 
Coming Soon 
Of the 16 groups inhabiting South Omo, the 
museum currently has displays on two thirds of 
them. To start filling the gap a new display will be 
organized with cultural materials from Bodi. 

The idea was 
born after a 
young Bodi 
man knocked 
on the SORC’s 
office door 
and took a 
careful step in. 
Under his 

jacket’s sleeve, protected from curious eyes 
of Jinka, was a wara (a knife) and a neluo 

(cow ornament). The objects were for the 
museum - not for sale, but for many people 
to appreciate and learn from them. 

The Bodi exhibition will be organized by 
Katja Goenc, GIZ adviser at SORC. With the 
assistance of Lucie Buffavand (PhD 
candidate, Max Plank Institute for Social 
Anthropology) and coordination efforts of 
Yalew Ayele, we hope to open the Bodi 
display by the end of the year.  

A New Roof at SORC
In late January, still middle of the dry season, the 
construction of a new guesthouse on the SORC’s 
compound has started. The deadline was the rainy 
season, two to three months away, no one really 
knew, as clouds are quite unpredictable like people 
in Jinka were saying.  
Fasil, Dejenne, Filfilo, Torsa, and Bucho, well 
known and much appreciated security 

guards at 
SORC, were at 
the hearth of 
the 
construction 
team, 
supported by 
Oletula from 
Mursi. To 

make things even more culturally diverse, 
Peter Blagovic from Slovenia was helping to 
find solutions to how to build a traditional 
chikka house with an indoor bathroom and 
kitchen. In 96 days the dream team has made 
it all the way from a blueprint to the roof. 
Resembling the old researchers guesthouse 
on the outside, this new residence offers a 
humble one family home. The project was 
made possible with funding from GIZ. 
To round up the process and make the house 
an official part of the SORC’s compound, a 
housewarming ceremony will be held in the 
near future.  

Studiosus Pilot Project 
Launched
A fund from Studiosus, an educational tour 
agency from Germany, has been provided for  
the facilitation of a study on tourism training 
in Mursi from June 2012-June 2013, including 
setting up a basic curriculum for teaching 
English to agro-pastoral students English. 
The researchers involved in the project are 
Dr. Shauna LaTosky, who did her PhD in 
Mursi, and Olisarali Olibui, who has been 
developing educational materials for Mursi 
schoolchildren for the past 8 years. The 
English program is currently being designed 
by SORC volunteer, Rebekka Egloff, from 
Germany (see page 2).
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People at Bulat Hill
Jinka is a hub for anthropologists, travelers and development workers in South 
Omo. In this section we are introducing some visiting researchers, our staff and 
pay our sincere gratitude to the volunteers at SORC. 
Visiting Researchers
In the next years SORC would like to 
enhance its role as a hub for 
researchers and ethnic groups in 
South Omo. We invite researchers 
and their informants to stay at our 
guesthouse during their field study 
breaks, make use of our library and 
study area. Among many visitors, we 
are glad to have the opportunity to 
exchange with: 

Morie Kaneko (Kyoto University, 
Japan) is conducting a three months 
research in Ari (June 2012-
September 2012) titled Area Studies 
on Local Knowledge of Enset 
Processing in Southwestern 
Ethiopia.

Luke Glowacki (Harvard University, 
USA) is finalizing his field research 

on human cooperation in 
Nyangatom.  

Tamrat Tefera (Addis Ababa 
University, Ethiopia) started his PhD 
research in Hamar, focusing on 
Tourists, Tour Guides and Host 
Population. 

Donald Johanson (Founding 
Director of the Institute of Human 
Origins, USA) paid a visit to with 
photographers Carol Beckwith and 
Angela Fisher (African Ark). 

... and others

SORC Staff
Dr. Shauna LaTosky, Director
Dagne Gebre, Administrator
Gedisha Yinga - Minota, Accountant
Tseganesh Hailu, Cashier/Secretary

Addisalme Habtamu, Museum 
Attendant
Bizune Kifle - Bausho, Library 
Attendant

SORC-GIZ CPS Cooperation
In 2011 SORC entered into a 
partnership with GIZ’s program Civil 
Peace Service (CPS). 
Katja Goenc (CPS, International 
Peace Adviser) will be supporting 
SORC activities until the end of 
2013. 

Volunteers at SORC
In the past half a year, SORC was 
supported by several volunteers. 
Their fresh views and energy have 
moved things along and kept us 
motivated. We would like to thank 
them for their contributions: 

Julia Brakel (Nov 2011-Jan 2012) 
supported SORC’s library. 
Moritz (Dec 2011-Feb 2012) is a 
creative soul and a master of 
colloquial Amharic. 
Gail Forrest (Feb-ongoing) brings 
her experience as filmmaker to 
develop an ethnographic film festival 
at SORC (on schedule for 2014). 
Aislinn McLean (Mar-Jun 2012) 
improved daily financial reporting 
system, provided training for 
administrative staff and worked on 
researchers database.
Rebekka Egloff (May-July 2012) is 
currently developing English lessons 
for Mursi, teaching and preparing 
curriculum for the Fall semester at 
SORC.

Notice for Volunteers
SORC welcomes interns and volunteers of all nationalities 
and fields of research and science, including but not limited to 
anthropology, sociology, linguistics, education, filmmaking, 
library sciences, museum curatorship & web design. 

The internships are unpaid with minimum stay of three 
months. 

For further inquiries contact us at:  sorc.ethiopia@gmail.com

Donate to SORC
Currently, we are trying to expend our library. In case you are 
dusting your bookshelves and find some books that you 
would like to donate, we would appreciate your contribution 
to the literature collection at SORC.

In addition, SORC would like to have all anthropological 
works written on South Omo. We call upon authors to donate 
a copy of their work or to send us information on where to 
purchase it.  

South Omo Research Center
P.O.Box 87
Jinka
Ethiopia

Obituary: Komora 
Kora

Sad News from Northern 
Mursi Territory 
by Olisarali Olibui

This is a sad news update about one of 
the most powerful Mursi ritual leaders from the northern Mursi territory, Olikoro 
Konyonamora, mostly known as Komora Kora. He died four months and a half 
ago. 

Komora Kora controlled half of the northern Mursi territory, what we the Mursi 
call the Mara region. We have lost our right hand man. He was leading north 
Mursi for more than 40 years and was a big shelter for this part of Mursi territory.

What is very interesting now is that the northern Mursi community has chosen 
another very amazing intelligent man, a wise, young, powerful person again. He 
takes the Komora Kora’s place. Coming from the Komoru clan his name is 
Biyotongiya Samejare. Now he is the new leader of the north Mursi community.

Sadly, the Mursi decision makers and politicians did not choose the new leader 
from one of the Komora Kora’s sons as they were not happy with them. The 
community did not approve of their ways, therefore, none of them was accepted 
as the new generation leader. The community chose another man, Biyotongiya 
Samejare. We believe that he will make a difference. 
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