
L A L I B E L A  I N T E R P R E T A T I O N  M U S E U M  A N D  E T H I O P I A N  S A N C T U A R Y

T H E  L I M ES  T I M ES

Photographed at the Museum of Modern Art during the Architecture 
without Architects exhibition, curated by Bernard Rudofsky

Located in the northern region of 
Ethiopia in the Amhara Region. 
Lalibela is one of Ethiopia’s most 
sacred and holiest towns. 
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As a project composed of 
geomorphology, the primary ground 
type found is Basaltic rock which has 
emerged from volcanic tuff. 
This rock is compact yet has 
properties which provides an ease for 
carving. The resistant basalt below 
the scoriae acted as a limit of the 
depth of where development should 
stop. 

Lalibela is considered living 
heritage because the site and 
churches are actively in use 
today by the locals and church 
goes.

The churches are primarily monolithic as they use 
the process of carving from rock from ground level 
down. This requires the excavation of a trench which 
further develops into the detailing of entryways, 
Arches, alters, stairs, doors etc.  

Technically a gradual process of detachment was 
used as opposed to the removal of large blocks. This 
process ensures for an ease of development and a 
more detailed result.

The construction process can also be considered 
as in situ. The remaining material from the removal 
process defines the spatial conditions. It considers 
the conditions of void and mass. 

Often referred to as the ‘New 
Jerusalem’, Lalibela was founded 
by King Lalibela of the Zagwe 
dynasty in the 12th century 
during his reign.  

- The Museum of Modern Art

- Bernard Rudofsky

“Architecture without 
Architects “Introduces 
the reader to communal 
architecture - architecture 
produced not by specialists 
but by the spontaneous 
and continuing activity of a 
whole people with a common 
heritage, acting within a 
community of experience” 

“The exhibition, the first of its 
kind, approaches architecture 
not with a historian’s mind but 
with a naturalist’s sense of 
wonder.” Philipp, 2015

Tshegofatso Mako, 2020

(Heritage, Tourism, and Urbanization: Understanding the Landscape and Development of Lalibela, 

Ethiopia, 2016)

International Fund for Monuments, inc., 1967

International Fund for Monuments, inc., 1967

Cristina Garcia Rodero. (n.d.)

Petersen R & The Museum of Modern Art Archives, 1964

Coordinates: 120 02.034N     390 02.611 E

Altitude above sea level: 2480m

Distance from Capital city: 700 km

33.3%  mountains

53%     plain

13.65% river valleys

Valleys, gorges, rugged mountains, 

Plateaus and volcanic plugs.

Photo: Stacy Tomczyk Photo: Radermecker, 2009
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Lalibela gained its position with UNESCO and ICOMOS because of 3 primary 

reasons of nomination:

 ( Elene Negussie, 2010) 

1. Unique artistic achievement, 
due to the scale, variety and 
audacity in form

2. The second justification is 
the site being an alternative 
destination for pilgrims

3. “Unique testimony” to 
civilization in Ethiopia in the 
conception stages

Aerial photo of First Group 
courtesy of National Geographic
Magazine 1965.

King. Lalibela. A canvas in Biet Micael XVII Century.

R O L E  O F  FA I T H  I N  E T H I O P I A

Ethiopia is a country which is rich in culture and 
heritage. Parallel to this is the strength in their 
beliefs as it is a country  largely founded on 
religion with a large percentage of the population 
practicing  Christianity and the Orthodox faith 
while Islam and the Muslim faith also characterize 
the country.

P I L G R I M A G E

The pilgrimage to Lalibela is a landmark that 

many Ethiopians aspire to complete at least once 

in their lives. 
T H E  O R A L  N A R R AT I V E

C A R V E D  I N  S T O N E

Story telling forms part of the documentation 

approach of many countries in Africa, Ethiopia 

being one of them. It is a ‘history’ passed down 

from one generation to the next. 

Born from the process of carving stone, this architectural 
project positions itself on a subterranean level, hidden 
from plain sight. It celebrates atmospheric qualities of 
space, that being material, tactility of surfaces, light, 
intimacy of rooms, permanence of material, mass, void 
and the presence of culture and spiritual practices. 

Together, The Rock-Hewn Churches and LIMES evoke an 
awareness of one’s position on earth. There is an intrinsic 
comprehension of time, what has passed and the many 
years to follow.
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Architecture by subtraction  |  sculpted architecture

Oral history and the proposition of the churches being built by Angels 
guides the belief of the site. A Church built by Angles? A  Layered  Lalibela

Sculpture
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Landscape of Jerusalem captured from the Mount of Olives. It is a sacred site where , 
according to Acts 1:9-12, Jesus ascended to heaven. Similarly, King Lalibela from Ethiopia 
assigned a mountain around the Rock-Hewn churches as Mount of Olives.

Landscape of Lalibela captured in close proximity to Biet Giorgis
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Sites of significance in the development of 
this thesis have been identified as a South 
African author of this work, conducting the 
research through Politecnico di Milano, 
with Lalibela, Ethiopia as the project site. 
Jerusalem sits at the core of the emergence of 
Rock-Hewn Churches in Lalibela.  


