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GIANFRANCESCO LUSINI

Foreword

One of the oldest wishes of scholars in Ethiopian studies is to fill the
knowledge gap about the period between Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages,
around the seventh to twelfth centuries. For historiographers, this crucial
timeframe is made unintelligible by the documentary vacuum and the apparent
silence surrounding ruins and monuments. Every specialist involved in the
study of the Eritrean and Ethiopian Christian cultures has had to recognize
how puzzling the lack of evidence is about what happened in the half millen-
nium between the collapse of the kingdom of Aksum in the seventh century
and the revival of the urban civilization in the twelfth century. Recently, an
awareness has emerged that a multi-sided approach, integrating archaeology,
history of art, manuscript studies and linguistics, is a promising way to give a
reliable representation of the facts and processes otherwise shrouded in dark-
ness. The First Neapolitan Meeting of Eritrean and Ethiopian Studies, which
took place in Naples March 1-3 2023, was an attempt to give a multidiscipli-
nary answer to this specific historical problem. Many of the contributions pub-
lished here date back to that scientific event, and for having supported its cel-
ebration my gratitude goes to the Department of Asian, African and Mediter-
ranean Studies and to ISMEO Associazione Internazionale di Studi sul Medi-
terraneo e 1’Oriente, through Prof. Adriano Rossi, who included the confer-
ence within the programs of the five-year agreement (2022-2026) with the
Ministry of the University.

Of course, “dark ages” is nothing but a label and is attached with a certain
degree of European presumption. As in the case of the history of Bronze Age
Greece, this expression denounces our difficulty in understanding what hap-
pened due to the absence of written documents, as if they would be the only
reliable records. Firstly, to avoid this distortion, we should think about the
whole Mediterranean world and the way it was affected by an effective break-
up after the end of Roman political unity. Apart from the centuries-long unity
of Byzantium, Medieval Christianity was the result of a revival of traditions
and a restart of social order after a dramatic interruption. Secondly, we must
also consider that ancient societies (not only African) didn’t pay attention to
the written transmission of knowledge as we do nowadays. This is implicitly
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suggested if we accept in principle that the space left empty by texts could
have been filled by something else and that our comprehension of the facts can
be enhanced by the appreciation of the constant intermingling between the oral
and the written. There are several examples of how the legacy of Late Antiqui-
ty, of which Eritrea and Ethiopia were components, via Aksum, was trans-
ferred to the later phases with the help of the oral transmission of knowledge.

The chronographies used in the Ethiopian ecclesiastical circles, and occa-
sionally recorded in blanks and flyleaves of manuscripts, are instructive ex-
amples of how orality and literacy can interact fluidly, as they may include da-
ta which are not included in historiographical works. The same can be said for
hagiographies. The reception of oral elements in these has been stressed on
many occasions, sometimes with astonishing effects, like in the case of the
celebrated wall-painting of the church of Guh (Tagray) showing an episode of
the life of the ancient saint Yom’atta, not recorded in his Vita. Admittedly, in
the process of “decline and fall” of Aksum, elements of economic crisis and
cultural discontinuity intertwined according to a pattern of “transformation
without disaster”, even though social and institutional actors, formerly domi-
nating the political scene, faded away quickly. Consequently, intellectual cen-
ters and circles of this African kingdom of Late Antiquity, that for centuries
had ensured the written transmission of knowledge, stopped working with the
efficacy of earlier times when Adulis used to function as a place of transfer
and exchange of goods and riches. In this context, the two civil elites, that of
the state officials and that of the businesspersons, but also the two main insti-
tutions, the Crown and the Church, were forced to redefine their own social
roles, very much reduced within the new economic and political context. Ar-
chaeologists and historians can agree in identifying the causes that determined
this new phase, namely the decline of trade and towns, the gradual weakening
of the state authority and growing international isolation.

This is key to interpreting the latest known inscriptions carved in Aksum
at the request of a political authority. RIE 193 I-II = DAE 12 and 13 (cf. RIE
194 = DAE 14) are cut on the same stone by a historical, but enigmatic, figure
named Dano’el, self-styled hadani, a well-known Ga‘az word meaning “tutor,
guardian”. Possibly, this indicates that Dana’el, who lived at some point be-
tween the ninth and eleventh centuries, played a hegemonic role de facto, but
without full legitimacy. He titles himself also “son of Débrad Forem”, a qualifi-
cation which could be the clue to a possible religious affiliation. In his texts,
the sovereign includes, among his military deeds, the victory over another
hadani, named Karuray, the fight near Kassala against the Barya people, and
the submission of the nagus of Aksum. The latter information reveals the per-
sistence in the old capital city of a ruling class showing a continuity with the
imperial past, even though the royal title was purely formal, and the nagus was
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no more than the head of one of the various chiefdoms struggling for domi-
nance over Northern Ethiopia. This leadership has the merit of having allowed
the survival of a “capital without empire” thanks to the agreement with the
Christian Church. From this pact between the religious and the secular institu-
tions, the new profile of Aksum arose as that of a “holy city” for the whole of
Ethiopian Christianity, where the emperors went for centuries to receive the
religious investiture from the hands of the abun, the only heir of Aksum of
Late Antiquity.

In the future, new conclusions may be drawn from the palacographic
study of the most ancient Ethiopic manuscripts we know of. Until twenty-five
years ago, the accepted chronology for the development of the Ga®az script
usually took for granted that all the records we had did not date back beyond
the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. Then, the discovery of an absolute chro-
nology of the Abba Gérima Gospel Books, which now are considered to date
from the fifth to the seventh centuries, through C14 analysis, opened a new
phase offering at least two examples of the writing habits of Late Antiquity.
The consequences of this big discovery are still to be fully appreciated. Parm.
3838 is a gorgeous exemplar of the Mdshafd sd‘atat (or Horologion), a calli-
graphic masterpiece in the Mordini collection in the Biblioteca Palatina of
Parma. The small codex was in a very bad and delicate state because the origi-
nal cover was lost, together with the binding. The remaining six quires (33
pages) were loose. Now they have been correctly rearranged through the com-
petent intervention of Dr Massimo Villa and Dr Gioia Bottari; the latter is also
credited with an accurate restoration of the codex within the project “Catalogo
Nazionale dei Manoscritti Etiopici in Italia” (CaNaMEI). Interestingly, a pal-
acographic comparison of this codex with the Abba Gérima Gospel Books al-
lows one to express some doubts about an “early medieval” dating of this kind
of script which is not comparable with the oldest script of the thirteenth to
fourteenth centuries, as in Vat. Aeth. 21 or Borg. Aeth. 3. In the case of Parm.
3838, not only do we notice the number of caesuras and non-textual signs in
page margins and intercolumns (christograms, cruces ansatae, etc.), but the
shape of the characters seems to belong to a phase of the Ethiopic script com-
ing from Late Antiquity but prior to the ‘early medieval’, namely the same pe-
riod when hadani Dana’el made his inscriptions.

Certainly, this collection of essays will provide new contributions for a
better understanding of the historical problem of the Ethiopian “dark ages”
and put forward new hypotheses for its solution. Our series is therefore grate-
ful to Dr Luisa Sernicola and Dr Massimo Villa who took on the burden of ed-
iting this volume. As the coordinator of the “Centro di Studi sull’Africa”, I ex-
tend my special welcome to the scholars who kindly accepted the invitation to
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contribute to this book drawing from their knowledge and the outcomes of
their research.



LUISA SERNICOLA - MASSIMO VILLA

The Ethiopian “Dark Ages”:
An Obsolete “Gibbonian” Theory of Decline?

Sahata meretrix, cuius nomen ignis exponitur, regnavit annis XL; fuitque
mulier iniqua, atque sacrilega; quando templa omnia, sacellaque depraedata
fuisse describitur, aurum argentumque omne inde auferendo; quod postea
avaritiae causa sub terra occultasse commemoratur.’

If we were asked to evoke a single image that most powerfully represents
the period between the age of Kaleb and that of Lalibéla, the first—or at least
the most suggestive—image that would come to mind would probably be that
of the legendary queen dsato, or Gudit. This ravaging figure, portrayed by
Mariano Vittori and other authors as ungodly and immoral, sometimes beauti-
ful and of noble blood, not only embodies a power endowed with an enormous
symbolic value—the feminine and pagan power that overturns the traditional
masculine and Christian order—but, like Grafi many centuries later, also offers
a perfect alibi to explain the problem of the loss of a material and cultural her-
itage that we can barely access.

Let us step out of legend and into history. The period between the seventh
and thirteenth centuries, conventionally dismissed as the “Dark Ages”, consti-
tutes a huge challenge for scholars, as it is characterized by defective narra-
tives and critical interpretive issues. At the end of this lengthy and shadowy
time span between the Aksumite age (up to the seventh century) and the so-
called Solomonic period (from 1270), the Ethiopian society—or rather that
part of present-day Ethiopia and Eritrea affected by the political events men-
tioned—emerged transformed politically, economically, and linguistically. If
the classical view of this era is one of centuries-long crisis and irreversible de-
cline, the scattered pieces of a puzzle still difficult to integrate and a changed
cultural context make us suspect that alternative interpretations exist. This
volume brings together a series of contributions that aim, from different angles

' Victorius, 1552, [p. 73].



Xii LUISA SERNICOLA — MASSIMO VILLA

and in a multi- and interdisciplinary key, to take stock of recent findings and to
share reflections and stimulate a dialogue on the topic. Rather than bridging
the gap between the Aksumite and Solomonic ages in a coherent historical
representation, for which too much data is still lacking, this collection of es-
says aspires to encourage a “deconstruction” of the traditional narrative.

First and foremost, it is crucial to ask where the scholarly traditional nar-
rative comes from. In the eyes of European historians who constructed and
consolidated the “myth” of the Ethiopian “Dark Ages”, local traditions imme-
diately offered narratives characterized by strong dynastic discontinuities and
memory interruptions. To these interruptions can be attributed the gaps in spir-
itual genealogies and the apocryphal and almost universal attribution of the
construction of rock-hewn churches to the period of the kings Abroha and
Asboha, Kaleb and Gébrd Misqél and then to Lalibila, so skipping the inter-
mediate period. To the accounts of illegitimate overthrows refer the destruc-
tive and regicidal figure of dsato/Gudit? or the usurpation of the Zag%e to the
detriment of the glorious Davidic lineage. Portrayed in the dominant Ethiopian
representation as a period of silences (if not a veritable damnatio memoriae)
and institutional traumas, the caesura with the ancient splendours of Aksum—
so concretely represented by those “figures of remembrance’ that are still the
stelae today—could not be sharper.

This romantic memorial construction was adopted by European histori-
ans, who superimposed on the decline of Aksum the compelling analogy with
the decline of the Roman Empire, itself tributary to a view of the evolution of
empires according to the natural life-cycle of the human body. The architec-
ture of the paradigm is explicitly defined by Ignazio Guidi: “si parva licet
componere magnis, the decline of the Roman Empire favoured the invasions
of the Barbarians, so the Semitic non-Semitic populations held in check during
the good period of Aksum, occupied vast regions of the kingdom”.* In his Sto-
ria d’Etiopia, Carlo Conti Rossini uses a very unambiguous lexical network,
while describing an era of “tenebre assolute”, “inspiegato torpore”, “progres-
sivo imbarbarimento”.’ The very title of the chapter, “La decadenza. Invasioni
dei Begia”, is the manifesto of a historical reconstruction parallel to that of the
Western Roman Empire in the same period. The Semitic north is contrasted by

2 See the essay of Michael Gervers in this volume.

On the “figures of remembrance” see Assmann, 1997, pp. 13—-17.
4 Guidi, 1932, p. 19. English translation is ours.

5 Conti Rossini, 1928, pp. 265-67.
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the revanche of the Cushitic south, order is replaced by barbarism, literary
flourishing by paralysis; like Latin, Go°oz is supplanted by vernaculars. A new
power will eventually re-emerge from the alliance between monasticism and
political power, which, like the Holy Roman Empire, has divine legitimacy. As
Arnaldo Momigliano reminds us, the fall of the Empire has always been the
archetype of all forms of decadence.® Moreover, in the elaboration and consol-
idation of this equation between the crisis of the city of Aksum and the crisis
of an entire geopolitical system a major role was played by both the adherence
to a dominant analogy, that precisely of the collapse of the Roman empire, and
the (conceptually imperialistic)” hierarchy between a militarily and culturally
superior civilization—the Aksumite one—and the inferior civilizations of the
south (on which, however, we do not know the effects that the changes taking
place from the seventh century onward had).

Today—as Hiluf Berhe reminds us in his essay— it is generally accepted
that the gap is subjective, not objective, and that it is due to lack of research
coverage, interdisciplinary research, and difficult fieldwork conditions. The
idea that the scarcity of sources intrinsically implied an idea of decline and
crisis of civilization is, of course, not new, and is already found expressed by
Enrico Cerulli: “at the dawn of the fourteenth century the long silence is ab-
ruptly interrupted; and literary activity rises again for us in Ethiopia. For us, I
said; because, in my opinion, that gap of centuries, which divides the inscrip-
tions of King Dana’el and the works of the early fourteenth century, [...], is
but apparent and means, however, nothing more than a gap in the transmission
of the codices that have come down to us”.?

Today, as the reader will discover in the following pages, the picture ap-
pears much more articulated in every area of study, to the point that we are
experiencing a radical rethinking of the old paradigm. In the words of Thomas
Samuel Kuhn, a paradigm enters into crisis when a body of anomalies, i.e.
new data which violate the paradigm-induced expectations, expands to the
point that it cannot be ignored,” or when the previous dominant analogy

% Momigliano, 1973, p. 397.

Conti Rossini, 1928, p. 267: “questi secoli oscuri furono certamente secoli di profonda deca-
denza, d’imbarbarimento. L’elemento cuscitico dovette risollevarsi, riprendere il sopravvento
nelle organizzazioni Statali, nelle istituzioni giuridiche, nelle attitudini mentali, paralizzando
e in buona parte eliminando i benefici influssi delle civilta superiori di cui Aksum era stata il
prodotto”.

Cerulli, 1968, p. 35. English translation is ours.
Cf. Kuhn, 1970, pp. ix, 6667, 82-83.
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proves inadequate because the context in which it was developed has changed.
New data from areas previously considered peripheral and new reflections on
the slow processes of this era have encouraged a less catastrophic view of the
impact of the Great Fall. In this new vision, the Aksumite political drama is
tempered in the perspective of a “transformation without disaster”'* and in
keeping with sociocultural changes driven by mutated needs. It is perhaps pos-
sible to imagine a parallelism with Mediterranean Late Antiquity: associated
in the classical view of Roman Studies with an era of decadence, it has seen a
vertical growth of field studies in conjunction with the abandonment of what
has been labelled an “obsolete Gibbonian theory of decline”.!" Similarly, one
cannot help but see that even in Ethiopian Studies—alongside more tradition-
ally studied geographical areas and documented historical periods such as the
northern regions in the fourteenth—fifteenth centuries—the growth of investi-
gations into the liminal period (as shown by the recent interest in the Zag%e)
as well as in areas that have traditionally—and misleadingly—been regarded
as “marginal” or entirely excluded from the debate'? is to be correlated with a
changed sensibility. Just as the “Late Antiquity explosion™!? allowed Late An-
tiquity to be seen not as an era of decline but as a period of innovation, so also
our attitude toward the long Ethiopian saeculum obscurum waits to align with
a new and broader vision.

A key issue in academic debate has always been to explain the collapse of
the polity identified with the urban centralism of Aksum. It is accepted that,
whatever its political structure, it underwent profound transformations due to a
combination of different causes. Certainly, the Islamization of the coasts, the
loss of the monopoly in the Red Sea trade from the seventh century onward,
and the silting up of the port of Adulis prevented Aksum from remaining
commercially connected with the Syro-Palestinian hinterland (lost to the Byz-
antines) and with the Mediterranean high-status clients. This is materially
proven by the abandonment of the coin economy in the mid-seventh century,
as Wolfgang Hahn reminds us in his essay, in which he reconstructs the chro-
nology of the last six coin-issuing kings. Debated is the role played by the
spread of Islam, which Michael Gervers, in this volume, considers to be far
more limited than normally assumed. Yet—alongside the traditionally invoked

10" See the reflections expressed in Lusini, 2022, pp. 331-32.
11" Lepelley, 1992, p. 66. See also Lewit Gibbon, 2001.

12 See, for example, the growing resurgence of archaeological interest in the megalithic cultures
of central and southern Ethiopia, as well as the increasing investigations at Islamic sites.

13" Giardina, 1999.
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exogenous causes—new proposals have emerged, as stressed by Luisa Serni-
cola in this volume, which see the change as a combination of endogenous
factors or dictated by environmental causes, such as the progressive shift to-
wards an arid climate phase, or even an effect of the Justinian plague.'* Ac-
cording to the “environmental theory”, the reduction of seasonal rainfall in the
seventh—tenth centuries caused drought, famine, and epidemics, and the need
to rely uniquely on agriculture for survival rewarded the climate of the south-
ern regions, which was much richer in monsoon rainfall, and eventually re-
sulted in the shift of the political and economic centre of gravity in the area.'s
From an adaptive point of view, this progressive Drang nach Siiden was not a
failure, but a strategy that allowed social structures to survive in response to
the changed circumstances.

Associated with these transformations is the marginalization and disap-
pearance of Go°oz as a spoken language. Maria Bulakh reflects on this correla-
tion in her essay: according to the author, in the multilingual Aksumite king-
dom, Go‘az had assumed the highest prestige as it was used by a privileged
social and ethnic group involved in trade, namely the Ag‘azi. Consequently,
the language fell into disuse concurrently with the abandonment of trade
routes and the marginalization of that elite, being replaced as a /ingua franca
and of trade by Arabic and as a vehicular language by other North-Ethiopian
varieties related to modern Tigrinya (as shown by the transitional features ex-
hibited by the Ham funerary inscription).'® It was when the schism between
living speech and the lassand mdsahaft had become unbridgeable that the na-
tional consciousness of Ga°az as an unchangeable linguistic register, sanctified
by the word of God, must have arisen. We know that it was not a linear pro-
cess. This is shown by the orthographic heterogeneity found in some of the
pre-fourteenth-century manuscripts, such as the Tana Qirqos homiliary (MS
EMML 8509), investigated in this volume by Rafal Zarzeczny and Massimo
Villa. Overall, manuscript sources prior to the fourteenth century remain very
few and cannot be dated with certainty in the absence of reliable colophons
and accurate radiometric measuring. They have nonetheless revealed more ar-
ticulate scenarios than assumed, both in terms of competing and perhaps re-
gionally characterized palacographic varieties (as Marie-Laure Derat briefly
recapitulates), and of non-homogeneous spelling and linguistic forms that did

14 Yohannes Gebre Selassie, 2011; Sernicola, 2017, pp. 100-02.
15 Marrassini, 2014, pp. 13-14, 287.
16 Kropp, 1999.
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not survive or survived very sporadically the standardization of the Solomonic
period. It is because of this “Cerullian” documentary poverty that the dynam-
ics of acquisition and creation of literature in these centuries escape us. But
there are paths to follow.

The most successful one arises from the discovery of the codex unicus of
the Aksumite Collection, probably from this era, which inaugurated a ground-
breaking phase in philological studies, not least for shedding light on intertex-
tual phenomena of use and transformation of ancient historiographical texts
into original productions transmitted in homiletic-hagiographical liturgical
collections (Alessandro Bausi in this volume). Homiliaries, such as the afore-
mentioned EMML 8509, are under special observation not only because of
their special role in connecting Aksumite translations and the medieval layer,
but also because in them emerges the activity of the elusive authors Elyas,
Luloayanos, Mika’el, Menas, Tewofalos, and Yohannas, on which much re-
mains to be done. Equally promising appears to be the line of research focused
on palimpsests and hymnodic manuscripts, as well as on the material and
scriptural traces of Ethiopian pilgrims and monks outside Ethiopia, particular-
ly in Egyptian monasteries (such as al-Dayr al-Abyad, the subject of Martina
Ambu’s essay). Not only Egypt, also Sinai: if the fifth section of the Ladder of
John Climacus—abbot of the monastery of Raithu on the shores of the Red
Sea in the first half of the seventh century—is, as Robert Beylot argued,'”
translated from Greek, it would represent one of the last translations from
Greek to be made and, if the translation was made in Sinai itself and not in
Aksum,'® it would testify to the vitality of the Red Sea seaway in the years
immediately preceding or concomitant the rise of Islam.

Therefore, contrary to the supposed crisis in the scribal and literary tradi-
tion (“in realta, poco o nulla si dovette scrivere”),’” copying continued, with
the facilitation that there was no transition between majuscule and minuscule
as in the Latin West, a circumstance that allowed Ethiopic textual transmission
to reconnect with antiquity without bottlenecks. This took place in a context
characterized by the expansion of monasticism, both in terms of the number of
coenobitic foundations and in terms of authority, as the isolated epigraph of
the Hadani Dana’el reminds us, who calling himself “son of Ddbrd Forem”
presumably betrays a monastic affiliation. Available evidence suggests that

17 Beylot, 2009.
18 Fiaccadori, 2012.
19 Conti Rossini, 1899, p. 204.
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such profound cultural and social changes led the reorganized communities to
abandon the construction of secular buildings in favour of religious ones in
eastern Togray, such as Débrd Dammo, Ham in Semizana, Mika’el Amba,
Nazret Maryam, ‘Ura Mésqal*>—although this pattern may, at least in part, re-
flect biases inherent in the extant record. As Hiluf Berhe reminds us in this
volume, the conception and execution of this project presupposed a vitality
and capacity to mobilize the population that contrasts with the idea of an en-
during power vacuum.?' And if the territory began to be dotted with religious
foundations, they could not but be endowed with libraries.

One might ask whether any traces of these initiatives sponsored by an
elite of whatever nature survived in local memory. It is well known that the
dominant pattern ascribes almost all rock-hewn monasteries to the Nine Saints
or Aksumite kings, yet are some foundational myths are exceptions. The most
famous archetype of the pious ruler-builder is obviously that of king Lalibéla.
Other examples of patronage of ecclesiastical architecture are represented by
Anbidsa Woddom and Dolna‘od. The elusive Anbdsa Wodom, possibly living in
the mid-twelfth century,?? is sparsely evoked, in addition to the king lists, in
some isolated traditions in connection with ecclesiastical foundations (Mika’el
Amba), with the restoration of the church at Aksum, and even with transla-
tions attributed to Papas Minas “before Muslims ruled in Egypt”.> His name
(“lion of the wilderness”) eloquently combines continuity and transformation:
the former onomastic element evokes legitimate Davidic kingship, the latter is
incompatible with the Goaz lexicon but not with those of other Semitic lan-
guages in the area. Moreover, it generates a semantic network with the names
of later rulers attested in king lists or historically documented as Téntawoddom
and the Solomonic Waddom Ré‘ad. King Dalna‘od, associated with momen-
tous institutional transformations (under him the capital was transferred from
Aksum to an eastern province and upon his death the kingdom passed to the
Zag¥e),** was also a founder of churches: it was he who built the Dabrd
Hgzi’aboher church on Hayq island, the first institution from which the pres-
tigious centre of Dabra dstifanos developed. As mentioned, monasteries were
established, rock-hewn churches were carved, libraries were born. There is
reason to believe that written knowledge spread more than previously thought.

)

0 Derat 2020, pp. 34-35.

2l Lepage, 2006.

22 Sergew Hable Selassie, 1972, p. 203 n. 117; Derat, 2018, pp. 40-42.
3 Cowley, 1983, p. 78.

2 Kur, 1965, tr., p. 15.

)
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The culminating stage of this process of economic and cultural evolution
of monastic institutions is ideally represented by two documents that already
show in action the typical features of the following centuries: one is the dona-
tion of Tantawoddom—on which see Denis Nosnitsin’s essay in this volume—
which recognizes “‘Ura Misqdl as the beneficiary of vast land donations in the
twelfth century and certifies the key-role of the churches in the management
of land wealth and in general the socioeconomic organization of the plateau.
The other is the well-known inventory of books from the said Dabrd Hayq
monastery, which snapshots the composition of a library at the terminal point
of the period treated in this book, the late thirteenth century, and witnesses to
the coexistence of old and new literature and the progressive coagulation of
texts into hagiographical collections.

There remain many open questions in this slippery field. Among them, it
is worth emphasizing firstly a terminological problem, provocatively raised in
the title of this volume. If the Petrarchan® expression “Dark Ages” appears to
be a term that reveals much more about our visual opacities than about histori-
cal reality, then how can we frame more appropriately the period under con-
sideration? What is “Late Aksumite”? And what is “post-Aksumite”? Is “post-
Aksumite” a set of concepts and structures or rather a convenient container
that can be expanded or restricted as per need? The use of this term generates
perplexity among scholars from different disciplines. For example, in philolo-
gy, given the binary character of translational literature, it is common to con-
sider even—and especially—texts translated from Arabic in the early Solo-
monic age as “post-Aksumite”, but the effect is bewildering for specialists in
other fields, such as historians and archaeologists, for whom “post-Aksumite”
has perhaps a narrower—but no less debatable—meaning.? It is also true, as
Steven Kaplan recently suggested, taking up a reflection by Michael G.
Morony, that we should accept the fact that a complex history such as the
Ethiopian one needs multiple periodizations for different historical and geo-
graphical contexts and that these might generate contradictions and inconsist-
encies.”’” As Samantha Kelly has recently reminded us,”® we do not have
enough data with which to characterize the centuries between the fall of Ak-
sum and the Zag“e period in independent terms and choose a new terminolo-

25 Mommsen, 1942.

26 See Sernicola in this volume.

27 Morony, 1981; Kaplan, 2024, p. 23.
% Kelly, 2020, p. 4.
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gy—leaving, where available, absolute dating as the only viable alternative.
Like other chronological periodizations identified by temporal prefixes such as
post-, one has to question how deep the continuity with the earlier phase was,
that is in our case with Aksumite culture, and how pervasive the non-Aksumite
features were. It is this challenge that the present volume hopes to stimulate,
from a strengthened interdisciplinary perspective and despite the limited data
available. In what respects was there continuity with the Aksumite past? In
what respects was/were the society/ies between the seventh and thirteenth cen-
turies revolutionarily distinct and structurally autonomous from the ancient
Aksumite and the Solomonic ones?* And in what respects were they instead
transitional societies? Will the combination of disciplines represented by the
contributions in this volume succeed in forming a less fragmented picture?
And also—no less important and fascinating task for the historian—can we
understand the reasons why the Ethiopians chose to represent themselves in
this way and why certain memorial reconstructions prevailed over others?
Needless to say, the centuries-long process of Christianization of the plat-
eau was not linear, but marked by conflicts, hesitations and sudden closures.
And the memory of these ebbs and flows certainly survives in the legend of
Gudit, which we have mentioned above. But if during the centuries between
Kaleb and Lalibdla there was no institutional stability, there was certainly
some continuity at the ideological level. We do not know exactly when and
how the centrality of Aksum was replaced by a new social system, in which
the ancient city was complemented—or even superseded—by Ku‘bar/Soper
and other polities, but we can imagine that the ancient city remained the ideo-
logical horizon throughout the period under consideration.® This would be
supported by the (albeit scanty) epigraphic evidence from this period: the ma-
terial traces of the “monk-warrior” Hadani Dana’el, who chose to place his
own inscriptions in the very stone of Aksum reusing one of the thrones onto
which the illustrious rulers of the past had celebrated their military enterprises,
confirm the city’s role as a “ville qui fait les rois”, as Frangois-Xavier Fauvelle

29 I am using the notion of revolutionary change according to the sense expressed by Pomian,
1978, pp. 551: “une revolution n’est pas congue comme una mutation, sinon violente et spec-
taculaire, du moins dramatique ; elle est trés souvent silencieuse et imperceptible pour ceux-la
méme qui la font [...] Elle n’est méme pas toujours trés rapide ; il arrive qu’elle s’étale sur
plusieurs siecles”.

As stated by Anais Wion (in this volume, p. 340), “this city is paradoxically both a shadow
area of the meta-narrative and an over-exposed point”.
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has suggestively written.>' This would be proven again, for the Zag"e period,
by the important intertextual continuities in royal titles between the ancient
Aksumite rulers and Zag%e dynasty and in the diplomatic language of the roy-
al land grants, as investigated by Marie-Laure Derat.

So, if there was, on the one hand, ideological continuity and, on the other
hand, transformation through the shaping of a new monastic and socioeco-
nomic organization, why were these aspects collectively forgotten and only
the caesuras remembered? Why, as the legend of Gudit teaches us, did a sense
of a dramatic deconstruction of the ancient society prevail instead? If we con-
sider, alongside the oral tradition about Queen Gudit, the archaeological evi-
dence of an intentional destabilization and collapse of some of the most im-
posing Aksumite stelae, what does this tell us about the nature and extent of
the rupture that must have occurred? Which economic, social, or perhaps even
ethnic factors actually contributed to the process accompanying Aksum’s de-
cline and the emergence of subsequent political entities? How did these factors
intertwine and reinforce one another? Can the legendary narrative and the ma-
terial record be reconciled, or do they reveal fundamentally different perspec-
tives on this transformative period?

We must keep in mind that the construction of memory is never a neutral
operation and that, in crystallizing into traditional narratives, memory is “di-
gested”, selected, distorted, and reshaped by dynamics of retrospective repre-
sentation and self-representation that respond to ideological and emotional
implications specific to later historical contexts. We might therefore ask how
much the so-called “Kabrd ndgdst propaganda” of late medieval times—in
consequence of which the pre-Solomonic kings were largely forgotten or la-
belled as usurpers—contributed to unhinge this continuity with the Aksumite
times.

The perception of crisis and barbarization, then, is not only the last echo
of imperocentric and Eurocentric “Gibbonism”,*? but should probably be relat-
ed to the fact that in the later ideological construction the traits of continuity
with the past were denied, those of rupture were emphasized, and those of
transition were not perceived as foundational elements of a new system. Re-
covering this triple line of continuity, rupture and transition through the dis-
torting prism of traditional and modern historiographical constructions is the

31 Fauvelle, 2013, p. 121.

32 “The Aethiopians slept near a thousand years, forgetful of the world by whom they were for-
gotten”, only to be awakened by the Portuguese”, Edward Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire (ch. 47, part VI), cited in Ullendorff, 1960, pp. 57-58.
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basis of the idea behind the present volume. In presenting it, we are persuaded
that it has intercepted a growing interest and that it will succeed in creating
multiple points of contact between scholars and encourage fruitful dialogue
among them. We are also convinced that this work represents only a small and
limited contribution to the broader study of this complex chronological phase
of Ethiopian and Eritrean past. It is our hope that future research—ever more
systematic and interdisciplinary—will continue to shed light on the many un-
resolved questions. In particular, we wish to see the geographical scope of in-
vestigation broadened, which can no longer be confined solely to the regions
that once formed the core of the Aksumite culture and, later, the Solomonic
dynasty. It is through such expansive and integrated efforts that a fuller under-
standing of the historical processes at play may finally emerge.
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MARTINA AMBU

Ethiopian Connections with the White Monastery
(al-Dayr al-Abyad, Egypt):
New Hypotheses and Discoveries*

1. — Introduction

Many sources, especially manuscripts and ex-voto inscriptions, document
the passage and settlement of Ethiopian pilgrims and religious communities in
several places in Egypt over a long period, from Late Antiquity to Modern
Times.'

During archaeological investigations conducted between 2004 and 2006,
the discovery of an Ethiopic manuscript fragment (on paper)? dating between
1160 and 1232/1233 was made inside the Church of the Apostles at the re-
nowned Saint Anthony Monastery on the Red Sea.? This archaeological find-
ing suggests that Ethiopians settled at this site during a period when Ethiopic
manuscripts were surprisingly rare, roughly prior to the thirteenth century.*

Several Ethiopic manuscripts, which were used as archives by Christian
Ethiopians in Egypt, further confirm the presence of Ethiopians in numerous

This paper is part of a project that has received funding from the European Research Council
(ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program (Grant
agreement No. 72620).

For Ethiopian communities in Egypt in the Modern periods, see the recent contribution by:
Nosnitsin and Reule, 2021.

Its paper support suggests that this fragmentary Ethiopic manuscript was produced in Egypt.
In fact, “with the exception of Islamic manuscripts, which are (almost) exclusively on paper
[...], this material was not used to any extent in Ethiopia before the twentieth century. The
usage of paper is limited to specific contexts, namely in manuscripts produced in Ethiopian
communities abroad, especially in Egypt and Rome.” See Balicka-Witakowska, Bausi, Bosc-
Tiessé, et al., 2015, p. 155.

3 Fr. Maximous el-Antony, Blid, Butts, 2016.
4 Bausi, 2020, p- 218.
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churches and monasteries across the country.’ From the fourteenth century to
Modern Times,® Ethiopian communities settled in various monastic centres in
Lower Egypt, including Wadi al-Natrtin (between Cairo and Alexandria), as
well as in Middle Egypt, particularly in Dayr al-Muharraq.” Additionally, dur-
ing the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Ethiopians established communities
in two monasteries in Cairo: the Church of Saint George in Harat Zuwayla and
Dayr Abt Mina (Fig. 1).}

As for the epigraphic evidence, it reveals an earlier chronology of Ethio-
pian pilgrims in Egypt (Fig. 1). Indeed, between the fourth and the eighth cen-
turies, three Ethiopic ex-voto inscriptions were carved at three rock-hewn
sites: one in Wadi Menth (somewhere on the formerly called “Berenice road”
in the Eastern Egyptian Desert),” another in Dayr Abt Hinnis (in Middle
Egypt, in the vicinity of the famous city of Antino€),'* and a third on one of
the slopes of the Sinai peninsula (unspecified location)."" In contrast, no other
Ethiopic inscriptions from Late Antiquity or the Middle Ages have been doc-
umented in Egypt until the sixteenth century when Ethiopian pilgrims and
monks, for example, left several golden ink-painted graffiti on the walls of
Saint Anthony Monastery.'?

Al-Dayr al-Abyad (Fig. 1),"* commonly referred to as the “White Monas-
tery”, is another Coptic centre located in Middle Egypt with historical ties to
Christian Ethiopia. Founded in the fifth century, al-Dayr al-Abyad gained its
fame thanks to the charismatic activities of Shenoute (347-465 C.E.)."* Until
the fourteenth century, this monastery hosted one of the most prolific scripto-
ria in Coptic Egypt.!"> Moreover, it served as one of the pilgrimage stations in

5 Cerulli, 1947, pp. 353—432.

6 Cerulli, 1947, pp. 353-55; Meinardus, 1965; Nosnitsin and Reule, 2021.
7 Cerulli, 1947, pp. 353-55.

8 Ambu, 2024.

° Littmann, 1954, pp. 119-23. Located at: 25°37'11"N 33°29'21"E. T am very grateful to Magl
Crépy (CNRS) for providing me the exact position of Wadi Menih.

10 See inter alia: Delattre, 2016.
11" Puech, 1980.
12 Griffith, 2002.

The Arabic name of the monastery is “al-Dayr al-Abyad.” The form “Dayr al-Abyad,” though
linguistically wrong, is largely used in Western literature. The official name of the monastery
is Dayr al-Anba Saniida. I thank the anonymous reviewer for these precise observations.

14 Blanke, 2019.
15 See, inter alia: Boud’Hors, 1999; Orlandi, 2002.
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Middle Egypt due to its proximity to the Nile and its location on the fluvial
trade route.

In today’s al-Dayr al-Abyad, no traces of a connection with Christian
Ethiopia can be found.'® However, historical relations between this Egyptian
monastic centre and the Ethiopian highlands existed in the past, as evidenced
by two pieces of evidence. First, an Egyptian translator, known in Ethiopic as
Mika’el or Zamika’el, translated the Life of Theodore the Oriental (CAe 1904,
BHO 1163) from Arabic into Ga‘az, during the reign of King Gébrd Misqdl.
Second, a now-lost inscription dating to the 222"¢ year of Grace was written
by a group of Ethiopian pilgrims visiting the White Monastery. The problem-
atic chronology and socio-historical context of these data will be discussed be-
low, and a new and significant discovery from the notes of a French voyager
from the twentieth century will be presented in this paper.

2. — Al-Dayr al-Abyad and the translation of the Life of Theodore the Ori-
ental

In general, the translations of texts into Ga‘az occurred in two distinct
phases. The first phase involved the translation of a selected corpus of texts
from Greek into Ethiopic during the so-called “Aksumite period”, which
spanned between the fourth and seventh centuries.!” The second phase, corre-
sponding to the “Arabic period” of translations into Go‘az, commenced some-
time in the thirteenth century. Moreover, it gained considerable momentum
from the second half of the fourteenth century onward, thanks to the patronage
and activities of the Coptic Metropolitan Sdlama (1348-1388).'® However, it is
worth noting that Abund Sdlama is not the only known translator.

Although this literary and intellectual phenomenon continued in Ethiopia
with several other translators well after the fourteenth century,' three transla-
tors are also documented in Egypt. In fact, Som‘on, an Egyptian priest from
Saint Anthony Monastery, translated one of the two versions of the Synaxarion

16° As part of a fieldwork in Middle Egypt funded by the ERC project HornEast, I had the oppor-
tunity to visit this site in May 2023, along with my colleagues Perrine Pilette (CNRS) and
Marion Claude (IFAO). Unfortunately, extensive restoration efforts at the monastery have
made it impossible to conduct a survey of any materials or evidence related to a previous
Ethiopian presence at the site.

17" See for instance: Villa, 2017; Bausi, 2018.
18 Pisani, 2019; Ambu, 2022.

See for instance: Ricci, 1967-1968. On translations from Ethiopic into Arabic, see: Ambu,
Pilette, forthcoming.



4 MARTINA AMBU

and the Life of Basilides by the end of the fourteenth century and the begin-
ning of the fifteenth century.?’ At the same monastery, in 1562/1563, an anon-
ymous Ethiopian monk from Tdkld Haymanot’s monastic network translated
two penitential books: the Mdshafi nassoha and the Mdshafd géndil.*' In his
turn, a third translator, the aforementioned Mika’el, is recorded as the transla-
tor of the Life of Theodore the Oriental, which he completed at a certain
“Monastery of Abba Sinoda”.??

The Ethiopic version of this hagiography was edited and translated into
Latin by Francisco Maria Esteves Pereira, who asserted that it was originally
translated from Arabic into Ga%az, though without providing further corrobora-
tive evidence.?? Following a preliminary study conducted by Alessandro Bau-
si,* at least five manuscripts of the Gddld Sdma‘tat (“Acts of Martyrs”™) col-
lection preserve the Life of Theodore the Oriental, complete with an embedded
colophon detailing its translation into Go°0z.>> These manuscripts were copied
between the late-fourteenth and the nineteenth centuries. Below, the list of
witnesses I have collected is based on Alessandro Bausi’s analysis, since they
are accompanied by colophons concerning the translation. This list is not ex-
haustive and should be enlarged in anticipation of a more thorough study.

1. EMML 2514, fols 114ra—124ra (colophon on fol. 124ra), 1379-1388
C.E.

2. London, BL Orient. 689, fols 211vb—228vb (colophon on fol. 228vb),
fifteenth century.

3. EMML 6951, fols 126ra—135va (colophon on fol. 135va), fifteenth
century (uncatalogued).

4. London, BL Orient. 687-688, fols 185ra—194vc (colophon on fol.
194rc-va), eighteenth century.

5. EMML 6244, fols 61rb—71vb (colophon on fol. 71vb), nineteenth
century (uncatalogued).

The colophon of the Ethiopic version of the Life of Theodore the Oriental
is particularly interesting. It provides specific details that aid in reconstructing
the historical conditions under which its translation occurred. All the selected

[N]

0 Colin, 1988, pp. 286 and 300.

1 Cerulli, 1947, pp. 419-21; Wion, 2011; Ambu, 2022.
2 Bausi, 2002, pp. 11-12.

3 Pereira, 1907, p. 123.

4 Bausi, 2002, p. 12.

25 Bausi, 2022, pp. 145-46.

]

N
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witnesses exhibit minor, non-substantial variations among them. Consequent-
ly, I will present a diplomatic edition and translation of the colophon found in
the most ancient witness, manuscript EMML 2514, which was copied between
1379 and 1388 C.E.

AOAD-T : 71 2 120 : NaPPOA : PGP L 2 RO ANC 2 7T~ 1
4t avOPA : OHTCTP ¢ PAN ¢ PNAP : HNaD- : T N/A : ool :
Ncvde : “MA 2 LA 2 A0 : ATH5 = i (fol. 124ra)

We translated this gddl at the time of the friend of the Lord, King Gébra
Maisqal, and the one who interpreted it was the Egyptian priest whose name
is Mika’el and his place is the land of Egypt <at> the Monastery of Abba
Shenoute (Ddbri Abba Sinoda).

Some elements emerge from this brief colophon regarding the translator
and its work. Firstly, Mika’el, also referred to as Zédmika’el in other witnesses,
is identified as an Egyptian priest active in Egypt, specifically in a monastery
attributed to Sinoda, which refers to Shenoute (348—465). This toponym can
be traced back to the White Monastery. In fact, “it bears the name Dayr al-
Anba Saniida (the Monastery of St Shenoute), but has been colloquially called
Dayr al-Abyad (the “White Monastery”) since the time of the Arab historian
al-Magqrizi (1364—1442), if not earlier”.?¢

Regarding the translator’s activity, there are a few pieces of evidence that
suggest he might have worked with others.?” The act of translating is expressed
by the verb A0A®@-~7 (a‘ldwnd), in the first-person plural of the perfect form
I11.2. Additionally, Mika’el seems to be described as “the one who interpreted
it” (HCP9°, zd-tdrg*dmo), leaving room for the hypothesis that he played a
central role in the translation or in the revision of a collaborative project that
may have taken place in Dayr al-Abyad.

Furthermore, its embedded colophon specifies the time when the transla-
tion occurred, during the reign of King Gabrda Mésqél. As noted by Alessandro
Bausi,?® this appellation could refer to at least three Ethiopian kings: Lalibdla
(?-1204-1225-?),% ‘Amda Soyon (1314-1344) and Yoeshaq (1414-1429). Giv-
en that manuscript EMML 2514 was completed between 1379 and 1388

26 Brooks Hedstrom, Bolman, Rahim, ez al., 20112012, p. 333a.
27 For collaborative translations and literary techniques, see: Elagina, forthcoming.
8 Bausi, 2002, p. 12.

This new chronology is provided by: Derat, 2018, p. 49.

]
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C.E.,* it is important to note that the translation could not have taken place
during the reign of Yashaq. Instead, it would have occurred during the time of
Lalibéla, in the early thirteenth century, or during the reign of “Amda Sayon in
the first half of the fourteenth century.

In both cases, Pereira’s hypothesis regarding the translation process from
Arabic into Ga°az appears more plausible, as translations from Arabic were
widespread during this particular time frame.?' Additionally, the Life of Theo-
dore the Oriental is likely one of the texts translated before the activity of
Abund Sélama (1348-1388).3

3. — Al-Dayr al-Abyad and Maryam Nazret: Two intellectual centres dur-
ing Lalibdla’s reign?

Translations could have occurred during the reigns of both kings. Regard-
ing “Amda Soyon’s lifespan, several studies have highlighted that an ancient
set of homilies (some of them translated from Arabic at an unspecified time)
was copied and compiled in manuscript EMML 1763, which dates to
1336/1337 or 1339/40 C.E. This manuscript mentions King ‘Amda Soyon and
the metropolitan Ya“qob (1337-1344).3* Nevertheless, it is worth emphasizing
that the translation of an important work took place under the reign of
Lalibéla.

Literary and translation activities during the time of the Zag%e King
Lalibdla are documented, infer alia, by the famous colophon of the Kobrd
ndgdst, known in Arabic and in Gooz.3* This “foundational” text of later Ethi-
opian royal ideology offers crucial insights into translation dynamics and the
King’s role in this process. According to its colophon, the Kobrd négdst was
initially translated in 1225 from Coptic into Arabic,® “in the days of King

30 Lanfranco Ricci dates this manuscript to the fifteenth or sixteenth century (Ricci, 1984, p.

183). However, both Alessandro Bausi and I agree with the dating provided by the catalogu-
ers (1379-1388). Cf. Getatchew Haile, Macomber, 1983, pp. 6—14; Bausi, 2002, p. 12; Am-
bu, 2022.

Conversely, no translation from Coptic into Ethiopic has been identified yet. See Bausi, 2002,
p.- 15, n. 54.

32 Bausi, 2020, pp. 230-32.
33

3

All these studies and more recent considerations on the topic are presented by: Bausi 2019,
pp- 63-80.

34 “Kobri Nigdst” in E4e, vol. TIT (2007), p. 367a (by Paolo Marrassini).
35 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020, pp. 489-90.
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Gibra Mésqial—whose surname is Lalibdla—in the days of 4bba Giyorgis, the
virtuous metropolitan”.3® As noted in a recent study, this initial translation was
carried out “by two persons with Arabic names, Abt al-‘Izz et Abu al-Farag,
who, judging from their bilingual faculties, were probably members of the
Church of Alexandria”.’” It took more than a century before “the text was
translated into Gooz after being uncovered at Nazret, in Togray (Ethiopia),
likely the place of its translation from Coptic into Arabic”.3

Due to the limited available information, it is hard to establish a precise
chronology for the translation of the Life of Theodore the Oriental. However,
external data seem to suggest an early dating, corresponding to King
Lalibéla’s reign.

Recent archaeological and historical analyses indicate a period of aban-
donment of al-Dayr al-Abyad between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,®
making it less likely that the translation of the Life of Theodore the Oriental
was carried out during “Amda Sayon’s reign. The last documented visit to the
monastery was made in 1301 by a certain monk Macarius,* and a painting of
the Theotokos with Child inside the main church of the convent was achieved
in the very beginning of the fourteenth century.*' Furthermore, the site, of
which only the main church remained intact, was described by Egyptian histo-
rian Ahmad al-Magqrizi as still being in a state of abandonment in the first half
of the fifteenth century.

If this hypothesis is correct, the colophons of both the Life of Theodore
the Oriental and the Kobrd ndgdst indicate a translation process during the
reign of King Lalibéla, which occurred in two precise locations. On the one
hand, the White Monastery, one of the most important intellectual centres of
Coptic Egypt, where an Egyptian translator, possibly assisted by others, pos-
sessed the linguistic skills to translate and “interpret” a hagiography into Ethi-
opic. Of course, even though it is not mentioned in the colophon, this transla-
tion may have been commissioned directly by the king himself, with the result

3

=N

Personal translation of Colin, 2002, p. 110: “[...] dans les jours du roi Gabra Masqal—dont le

295

surnom est Lalibala—, dans les jours d’abba Georges, le métropolite vertueux’”.
37 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020, p. 490.
3% Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020, p. 490.
3 Brooks Hedstrom, 2005, p. 2; Blanke, 2019, p. 38—43.
40 Blanke, 2019, p. 32.
Brooks Hedstrom, Bolman, Rahim, et al., 2011-2012, p. 334b, n. 5.
42 Brooks Hedstrom, 2005, p. 2.

[S)

4
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that new texts were incorporated into the literary repertoire of the Ethiopian
diocese, which was dependent on the Patriarchate of Alexandria.®

On the other hand, there was Nazret (or Maryam Nazret), an Egyptian
city founded in the twelfth century by the Coptic metropolitan Mika’el, in the
heart of the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia.* It was here that the future “mani-
festo” of the Ethiopian kings, the Kobrd ndgdst, was translated. Moreover, as
some scholars have noted, its colophon sheds light “on a community of Egyp-
tian Christians, fluent in both Coptic and Arabic, who entered the service of
the Ethiopian kings in the thirteenth century”.#

Having established these elements, the second piece of evidence concern-
ing the relations between the White Monastery and Christian Ethiopia is repre-
sented by an important trace left by some pilgrims, the details of which will be
discussed below.

4. — An Ethiopic inscription at Dayr al-Abyad: A problematic chronology

A now-lost Ethiopic inscription was still visible at the White Monastery at
the very beginning of the twentieth century. As a matter of fact, the dating of
this epigraphic document raised a debate among the scholarly community that
should be resumed here.

First, the Russian Wladimir de Bock (1850—1899) visited the White Mon-
astery in 1898 and his report was published in 1901, after his death.* In his
notebooks, which contained various descriptions and drawings, De Bock doc-
umented a chapel (subsequently demolished),*” located in the middle of the
fortified cloister of the convent (see Figs 2-3 and 5). Additionally, within the
old church, he transcribed several inscriptions in Armenian and Coptic
scripts.*®

Moreover, De Bock spotted an Ethiopic inscription, written by an Ethio-
pian pilgrim using unspecified “colours”, which was located on an arch in
front of the chapel’s entry (Figs 4-7).%

43 Munro Hay, 1997.

4 Derat, 2018, pp. 101-04; Derat, Fauvelle, Mensan et al., 2025.
4 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020, p. 490.

46 De Bock, 1901.

47 See below.

4 De Bock, 1901, p. 58.

4 De Bock, 1901, p. 54.
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Since he was unable to read Go°oz, the Russian traveller made a copy of
the inscription to the best of his abilities, inevitably making natural mistakes
(Fig. 7).>° He then sent his copy to the éthiopisant Boris Alexandrovich Turaev
(1868-1920), seeking explanations regarding its meaning. Turaev’s assess-
ment was that it dated to the 222" year of an unspecified “Judith’s era”,’
which he converted to 1730 C.E. However, he did not attempt a translation.

In 1923, the Italian scholar Carlo Conti Rossini (1872—1949) tried to re-
vise De Bock’s copy, and edited for the first time the Ethiopic inscription from
the White Monastery (Fig. 8), followed by a translation in Italian,>? that I pro-
vide here below along with a translation into English:

“(1) In nome della Trinita santa! Scrissi — (2) questa scritta io,
“Za-Se‘el (?), peccatore — (3) e colpevole, povero, di... Ascol — (4) tate,
“o padri miei, fratelli miei! Scendemmo (= venimmo a questo con-
“vento) in tredici; — (5) e due morirono nel [cammino?]... — (6) Newaya
“Maryam, monaco, di Selalo, — (7) e Sarsa Yohannes di Dabra Warq,
“—(8) addi 8 del (mese di) sane, nel 220° an — (9) no della Miseri-
“cordia. La preghiera e le suppliche — (10) di abba Scenuti giun-

“gano a noi. Amen .

“In the name of the Holy Trinity. I wrote this writing, I, Za-Se‘el (?), the
sinner and guilty, the poor, from... Listen, oh my fathers, oh my brothers.
The thirteen of us descended (= came to this convent) and two died (on the
path?)... Newaya Maryam, monk from Selalo, and Sarsa Yohannes from
Dabra Warq, the 8th of (the month of) Sang, in the 222" year of Grace. The
prayer and the supplications of abba Shenoute may come to us. Amen.”

Thanks to his translation, the content of the inscription became accessi-
ble, revealing that it was written by an Ethiopian monk. The ex-voto inscrip-
tion® narrates the arrival of a small group of monks, and the deaths of two of
them during their journey to the White Monastery. In the inscription, the monk
addressed his prayers to “abba Shenoute”. Additionally, the document men-
tions two monasteries in Ethiopia, Dabrd Wérq, and a place called “Selalo”.
Conti Rossini disagreed with Turaev’s dating and revised it to 1563 according

50 De Bock, 1901, p. 54.

51 «“Ere de Judith”, perhaps referring to the Ethiopian Calendar of Grace. See, inter alia:
Neugebauer, 1979.

32 Conti Rossini, 1923, pp. 461-62.

33 Inscriptions that are written in a holy place as a sign of memory or acknowledgement of a
prayer’s achievement.
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to the “Easter Cycle”.** However, based on palaeographical grounds, the Ital-
ian scholar asserted that this inscription was more ancient.

In 1925, Marius Chaine (1873—1960) also included this inscription to his
significant work on Coptic and Ethiopic chronology, La chronologie des temps
chrétiens de I’Egypte et de 1’Ethiopie.> He offered a new conversion for its
dating: the inscription could be dated to either 1038 or 1114 C.E., according to
the principles of the calendar of Mercy (or Grace), divided in 532-years cy-
cles, with the option to add 76 years. Emphasizing the ancient characteristics
of the Ethiopic script as copied by De Bock, Chaine justified this earlier chro-
nology by referring to, once again, Ahmad al-Maqriz1’s account of the White
Monastery’s abandonment before 1442 C.E., attributed to an unspecified “Ar-
ab invasion”.%

The dating of the lost Ethiopic inscription at the White Monastery contin-
ues to be a subject of debate among contemporary scholars. On one side,
Chaine’s dating has been accepted by Claire Bosc-Tiessé and Gianfranco
Fiaccadori, who argue that this inscription is the first dated “medieval” Ethio-
pic inscription on record.’’ Furthermore, they mention that Yohannas, one of
the deceased pilgrims, is associated with Dabrd Wirq in Goggam. This piece
of information leads the two scholars to date the existence of Dabrd Wérq to
1038 or 1114 C.E., corresponding to the time when the inscription was au-
thored.

On the other side, Susanne Hummel and Anais Wion advocate for a later
chronology. In her thesis, Hummel states that the oldest historical reference to
Diabra Wirq dates to the time of King Hskondor (1471-1494). She suggests
that this specific Ethiopic inscription at the White Monastery should be dated
to 1570 C.E.*® Wion, in a recent article, puts forth the hypothesis that Dabra
Wirq and Selalo may not have existed during the twelfth and the thirteenth
centuries, as they were more strongly associated in the seventeenth century.
She proposes a later date for the inscription, between 1570 and 1646 C.E.*

3% Conti Rossini, 1923, p. 462.

35 Chaine, 1925, pp. 191-92.

56 Chaine, 1925, p. 192. See above.

ST “Koabrd négdst” in EAe, vol. 111 (2007), p. 367a (by Paolo Marrassini).
8 Hummel, 2020, p. 12.

3% Wion, 2017, p. 510, n. 49.
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5. — Lost and found... in Jean Clédat’s notebook (1903)

Until today, no other copy of the lost Ethiopic inscription at the White
Monastery was known. However, I have conducted further research at the
Musée du Louvre in Paris and have delved into an important archive that had
once belonged to a French voyager, Jean Clédat (1871-1943). This discovery
has provided new information about the recent history of the White Monastery
and its ex-voto inscriptions.®

Thanks to the efforts of Cédric Meurice, the history of the White Monas-
tery at the turn of the twentieth century is now well-documented. Cédric
Meurice has managed to reconstruct the sequence of events that ultimately led
to the destruction of the chapel where the Ethiopic inscription, among many
others, was housed (Figs 5-6).°'

Shortly after his visit in 1898, Wladimir De Bock alerted the Egyptian
Comité de conservation des monuments de l'art arabe (henceforth Comit¢)
about the poor state of preservation of the site. The Comité was elected in
1881 to study, preserve, and restore Islamic and Christian monuments in Cairo
and, to a lesser extent, in Egypt.®

Soon after, between 1903 and 1905, the Comité accepted a project, that
was submitted by Jean Clédat, formerly student at the Ecole nationale et
spéciale des Beaux-Arts in Paris and at the Ecole francaise du Caire. During
his visits to the monasteries in Sohag, the French young man wrote down in
his notebooks (Fig. 9) some personal observations, drawings and copies of in-
scriptions and decorations in both the Red and the White Monasteries, built at
less than five kilometres one from the other (Fig. 1).

His work was aimed at preserving a severely deteriorated heritage that
was on the brink of disappearing. Since the White Monastery was converted
into a village, between 1906 and 1911, the Comité decided to dismantle some
of the convent’s structures for safety reasons, which included the chapel where
De Bock recorded the Ethiopic inscription (Figs 2 and 4).%°

%0 T am very grateful to Dominique Bénazeth, former curator at the Musée du Louvre — Dépar-

tement des Antiquités égyptiennes, and Cédric Meurice, who currently holds the position of
“ingénieur d’études” at the Musée du Louvre, for generously sharing valuable information
about Jean Clédat’s work and activities. I extend my special thanks to Cédric Meurice for
providing me with access to Jean Clédat’s notebook in 2023 (see below).

61 Meurice, 2010; Meurice, 2014.

62 Meurice, 2010.

63 Meurice, 2010; Meurice, 2014.
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This chapel was originally located in the middle of the cloister (Fig. 5),
on its western side. As described by De Bock and Clédat (Fig. 10),% inside the
chapel there was a staircase, used as a pulpit (Fig. 6, kindly provided by Em-
manuel Fritsch).%

During one of his visits to al-Dayr al-Abyad in 1903, Clédat made copies
of the many inscriptions and graffiti that were painted on the church and the
chapel’s wall. These were primarily in Coptic, but he also recorded pharaonic
hieroglyphics, decorations, and architectural elements, and provided com-
ments and descriptions in French (Fig. 10). These observations were compiled
in a particular notebook titled Couvents Rouge et Blanc (Fig. 9), which was
later donated by Clédat’s daughter to the Coptic Department of the Musée du
Louvre (E 27427).%

Regarding the Ethiopic inscription initially identified by De Bock, Clédat
made corrections and filled in the lacunae in the Russian voyager’s copy (Fig.
7), that Conti Rossini edited in 1923 (Fig. 8). Here is a transcription (Fig. 11).

Petite chapelle a gauche dans la cour ou se trouve I’escalier d’un ambon.
Au-dessus de I’arc du fond une inscr. Gheez de 11 lignes. Noir.
1) anav — 2240 : $50 - AhFhP

2) An-L: 2 D0 2 Hedds « chPh s

3) oA, : 9°0N.7 : HO-£0? £ Nav

4) 0~ : AN@-Q : ORDOP : 74-L71 2 TOF

5) ok £ € £ M@0l 2 4571 £ NAam(D-?)

6) -0l : &N : A0 : AT 9°NA = A9 ¢

7) ¥ PP : TICLI 2 o0 : HA AL :

8) @NCO : P-h7N = HENL : OCP :

9) Aaw : ANy = NEF : A€ : gav

10) T : 9°méot : Atk : ONAAE: ¢

11) AAN £ AFL £ TNR ' : ATLT i

Cf. de Bock. Mat. p. 69.

Je compléte les lacunes.

64 De Bock, 1901, p. 54.

5 T express my heartfelt gratitude to my colleague and friend, Fr. Emmanuel Fritsch, for kindly
sharing his photograph with me. Although I had the opportunity to visit the White Monastery
in May 2023 (as mentioned in fn. 16), the cloister today is less visible due to ongoing restora-
tion efforts at the site.

% Musée du Louvre — section copte. I wish to express my warm thanks to Dominique Bénazeth

for providing me with this information in a private exchange. Her assistance has been invalu-
able.
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6. — A new interpretation of the Ethiopic inscription based on Jean
Clédat s transcription

Jean Clédat’s transcription sheds more light on the content of the lost
Ethiopic inscription at the White Monastery. Below is an English translation of
his copy, together with a brief analysis.

Small chapel at the left, in the courtyard, where the staircase of an ambo
stands. Above the arch in the back, (there is) a Ga“az inscription on 11
lines. Black.

1) In the name of the Holy Trinity. I wrote

2) this writing, (I) Za-Sallase, the sinner,

3) and the guilty, the poor, of Wadaba (?).67 Listen,

4) my fathers and my brothers. The 13 of us descended

5) and two died on the way. I arrived (?)

6) at the Monastery of 4bba Sinoda with my brother

7) Nowaya Maryam, monk from Salalo,

8) and Sordd Yohannos from Dabrd Wirq,

9) the 8" of Sine, in the 222" year

10) of Grace. The prayer and the supplications

11) of Abba Sinoda may reach us. Amen.

Cf. de Bock. Mat. p. 69.

I fill the lacunae.

Like De Bock, Clédat also identified the Ethiopic inscription in the back
arch of the cloister’s chapel. However, Clédat observed that it consisted of 11
lines rather than 10,%® and that it was written in black ink. As a result, Clédat
provided a more comprehensive version of the inscription and, drawing on De
Bock’s observations, was able to fill in the lacunae in the text.

Additionally, Clédat’s copy is certainly more legible, but there are a few
errors, from the original inscription or from its copy, that should be noted. In
line 1, AhShe should be corrected to AhFNP, which means “I wrote it
(her)”. In line 4, 74-£7% should be corrected to ML, “we descended”. In line
5, 29" should be read as @9°, signifying “and (they) died.”

Furthermore, two transcriptions are particularly unclear: in line 3, H@-£(1
? (zd-Wadaba?), with the last character being impossible to read, might pertain
to the author’s place of origin. I propose “Waldobba,” a historical region in the
northwest of Ethiopia, but it remains highly uncertain. In line 5, another word,

67 Tllegible.
%8 See Fig. 7.
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NAn(N-?) is of uncertain reading and could potentially mean “I arrived.”® As
two of the monks died on the way, this might imply that the author of the in-
scription, Zasollase, along with Nowayd Maryam and Sordd Yohannss, so-
journed at the monastery, while the other monks travelling with them contin-
ued their journey.”

Line 6 in Clédat’s copy is missing in both De Bock’s copy and Conti Ros-
sini’s edition, and it introduces some additional details to the context. Specifi-
cally, it mentions that two of the 13 pilgrims died on their journey to the White
Monastery, which is once again referred to as the “Monastery of 4bba Si-
noda”.

In light of this recent discovery, Conti Rossini’s interpretation was largely
correct, except for the lacunae that Clédat could fill and the name of the in-
scription’s author, which is Zisollase, and not “Za-Se‘el.”

This lost Ethiopic inscription is quite important for the social history of
pilgrimages. This group of monks, consisting of at least two men coming from
Goggam (a central region of Ethiopia) undoubtedly endured a difficult trip to-
ward Middle Egypt. While the author may not clarify the exact cause of his
companions’ death, pilgrimages from Ethiopia to Egypt and Holy Land were
difficult and perilous, as documented by Western observers such as the Portu-
guese chaplain Francisco Alvares (1520—1526).”

Therefore, this inscription serves a dual purpose. It functions as an ex-
voto inscription, as it was inscribed by a pilgrim seeking the prayers and sup-
plications of the Coptic saint Shenoute, while also serving as a funerary com-
memoration for his deceased brothers.

Regrettably, despite the clearer transcription provided by Clédat, it re-
mains impossible to determine the chronology of the Ethiopic inscription. Its
loss due to the demolition of the chapel prevents any analysis of the actual
characteristics of the Ethiopic scripts. Consequently, both early and late dating
hypotheses can be considered.

7. — Two more lost Ethiopic inscriptions at the White Monastery

Jean Clédat’s notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc records for the first time
two unknown Ethiopic inscriptions, which he located inside the church of the

% T warmly thank the anonymous reviewer for this important suggestion, that greatly helps in
better understanding the meaning of this word.

70 Once again, T wish to express my gratitude to the anonymous reviewer for this interpretation.
"1 Gascon and Hirsch, 1992, p. 690.
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convent. These inscriptions were both written in black ink and were found in
the northern apse (Figs 12—13). Unfortunately, their poor state of preservation
at the time of Clédat’s copying makes their interpretation impossible at pre-
sent. Moreover, following a preliminary survey of the White Monastery’s
main church,” these Ethiopic inscriptions are no longer visible today, due to
recent restoration works at the site.

Nonetheless, it is useful to transcribe and translate Clédat’s notes. For the
first inscription (Fig. 12), which he copied at page 7 of his notebook, he made
the following observations:

Abside nord—partie inférieure. Au-dessus de la niche a (Hauteur des
niches 1m79)

10

Entre la niche a et la colonne 2—deux inscriptions gheez—I’une de 14
lignes et 1’autres de 6 lignes, brunies a droite—toutes les deux écrites en
noir _

Apres vérification et avoir passé légérement de 1’eau sur la muraille pour
faire partir le noir, il se trouve que les 2 inscriptions n’en font qu’une et que
la 1ere ligne de 1. correspond a la fin de la 6e ligne dun®2

Comme I’inscription est a peu pres illisible dans son ensemble, je ne donne
que la partie la plus lisible.

20

La seconde est beaucoup moins visible—elle est cachée par une couche de
noir qui empéche en grande partie le déchiffrement des caracteres.

Northern apse—lower part. Above niche a (Niche height 1.79m).

10

Between niche a and column 2, there are two Ga°az inscriptions—one with
14 lines and the other with 6 lines, darkened on the right—both written in
black

After verifying and lightly wetting the wall to remove the black (layer), it
turns out that the two inscriptions are actually one, and the first line of 1
corresponds to the end of the sixth line of number 2 _ As the inscription is
almost illegible as a whole, I only provide the most readable part.

20

The second one is much less visible as it is obscured by a black layer that
largely hinders the deciphering of the characters.

72 See fn. 16.
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Regarding the second inscription (Fig. 13), which Clédat located in the
northern apse, between the third column and the fourth niche, the Ethiopic in-
scription was accompanied by one Arabic and two Coptic inscriptions, all
written in red ink. The Ethiopic inscription, while poorly legible in his tran-
scription, was originally written in black ink and consisted of three lines.

Clédat’s observations highlight that both the chapel and the main church
of the White Monastery were in a poor state of preservation in 1903, when he
copied the numerous inscriptions at the site. Covered by black layers, possibly
originating from the candles used inside the church, the two Ethiopic inscrip-
tions he recorded are currently undatable based on the present state of re-
search. Nevertheless, they represent additional evidence of Ethiopian pilgrim-
ages in Middle Egypt, specifically in the renowned White Monastery.

8. — Conclusions

Recent research at the White Monastery has illuminated the chronological
and historical context surrounding its relations with Christian Ethiopia in the
early thirteenth century. This hypothesis is supported by textual and historical
evidence. The colophon of the Ethiopic version of the Life of Theodore the
Oriental, coupled with the abandonment of the White Monastery during the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, provide evidence that the Egyptian transla-
tor Mika’el was operational during the reign of Lalibdla (?-1204—1225-?). It is
possible that Mika’el received support from other members of al-Dayr al-
Abyad’s “scriptorium”, where Arabic speakers could produce translations
from Arabic into Go‘oz. Furthermore, it appears that the White Monastery sit-
uated in Egypt and Maryam Nazret located in Ethiopia, where the Kobrdi
ndgdst was translated, are the two noteworthy places connecting Coptic intel-
lectuals to King Lalibdla and, in a broader sense, to the Ethiopian diocese.

The dating of the debated Ethiopic inscription (now lost) at the White
Monastery, recording Ethiopian pilgrims’ passage, remains inconclusive. Alt-
hough Jean Clédat’s notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc (1903, now Musée du
Louvre) offers important discoveries, no palacographical analysis based on the
inscription’s copies can be conducted. It can be fixed to 1038/1114 or
1570/1646. However, this missing inscription provides evidence that Ethiopi-
an pilgrims visited al-Dayr al-Abyad. Clédat’s findings also reveal the pres-
ence of two previously undiscovered Ethiopic inscriptions inside the main
church of the White Monastery. Although lost, these inscriptions, together
with Coptic and Arabic inscriptions and decorations, provide captivating in-
sights into the history of Ethiopian pilgrimages to one of Middle Egypt’s most
famous monasteries.
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New findings on al-Dayr al-Abyad’s connections with Ethiopia from the
thirteenth century onward underscore prevalent questions while signalling the
prospect of more research in this field. Extensive exploration of the White
Monastery’s trove of historical artefacts could broaden our knowledge base
and offer a deeper comprehension of its history. Further investigation into ac-
tivities at the White Monastery in the Modern period is necessary to enhance
our understanding of the site. The coexistence of Coptic, Arabic, Armenian,
and Ethiopic inscriptions (lost or in sifu) within the monastery’s walls presents
a clear depiction of the varied pilgrimages that have marked its history.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Ambu, Martina, 2022. Du texte a la communauté : relations et échanges entre
I’Egypte copte et les réseaux monastiques éthiopiens (XIlle-XVle siécles), Thése
pour ’obtention du titre de Docteur en Histoire, Paris : Universit¢ Paris 1 Pan-
théon Sorbonne, Ecole doctoral d’histoire, Laboratoire de rattachement: UMR
8167 Orient & Méditerranée, Equipe « Mondes sémitiques » (2022).

——2024. “The Long Voyage of MS Paris, BnF, Ethiopien 32 from Egypt to France
(1344/1371-1640s)”, Aethiopica, 27 (2024), pp. 28-45.

Ambu, Martina — Pilette, Perrine, forthcoming. “Takla Haymanot, un saint éthiopien
en Egypte : une étude préliminaire des textes arabes traduits du guéze (seiziéme—
dix-huitiéme siécles)”, in Damien Labadie — Martina Ambu (eds), Chrétiens du
Nil: une histoire pluriséculaire de la circulation des textes et images entre
I’Egypte et la Corne de I’ Afrique, Turnhout: Brepols.

Balicka-Witakowska, Ewa — Bausi, Alessandro — Bosc-Tiessé, Claire ef al. [Nosnitsin,
Denis], 2015. “Ethiopic Codicology”, in Alessandro Bausi — Pier Giorgio Bor-
bone — Francoise Briquel-Chatonnet, et al., (eds), Comparative Oriental Manus-
cript Studies: An Introduction, Hamburg: COMSt, 2015, pp. 154-74.

Bausi, Alessandro, 2002. La versione etiopica degli Acta Phileae nel Gadla Sama‘tat
(Annali dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli, Supplemento 92), Napoli:
Istituto Universitario Orientale, 2002.

—— 2018. “Translations in Late Antique Ethiopia”, in Franco Crevatin (ed.), Egitto
crocevia di traduzioni (AIAAOI'Ol, 1), Trieste: Edizioni Universita di Trieste,
2018, pp. 66-99.

—— 2019. “A Few Remarks on Hagiographical-Homiletic Collections in Ethiopic
Manuscripts”, manuscript cultures, 13 (2019), pp. 63—80.

—— 2020. “Ethiopia and the Christian Ecumene: Cultural Transmission, Translation,
and Reception”, in Samantha Kelly (ed.), 4 Companion to Medieval Ethiopia and
Eritrea, Leiden—Boston: Brill, 2020, pp. 217-51.

—— 2022. “Ethiopic Colophons: An Update”, COMSt Bulletin, 8/1 (2022), pp. 121—
97.

Blanke, Louise, 2019. An Archaeology of Egyptian Monasticism: Settlement, Economy
and Daily Life at the White Monastery Federation, New Haven: CT Yale Egyp-
tology, 2019.



18 MARTINA AMBU

Boud’Hors, Anne, 1999. “Manuscrits coptes de papier (XI*—XIV* siécle) : quelques
¢éléments de caractérisation”, in Monique Zerdoun Bat-Yehouda (éd.), Le papier
au Moyen Age : Histoire et techniques, Turnhout: Brepols, 1999, pp. 75-84.

Brooks Hedstrom, Darlene, 2005. “An Archaeological Mission for the White Monas-
tery”, Coptica, 4 (2005), pp. 1-26.

Brooks Hedstrom, Darlene — Bolman, Elizabeth — Rahim, Mohammed et al. [Mo-
hammed, Saad — McCormack, Dawn — Herbich, Tomasz — Pyke, Gillian — Blan-
ke, Louise — Musacchio, Tracy — Khalifa, Mohammed], 2011-2012. “The White
Monastery Federation Project: Survey and Mapping at the Monastery of Apa
Shenoute (Dayr al-Anba Shiniida), Sohag, 2005-2007”, Dumbarton Oaks Pa-
pers, 65/66 (2011-2012), pp. 333-64.

Cerulli, Enrico, 1947. Etiopi in Palestina. Storia della comunita etiopica di Gerusa-
lemme, Roma: Tipografia Pio X, 1947.

Chaine, Marius, 1925. La chronologie des temps chrétiens de I’Egypte et de I’Ethiopie,
Paris: Paul Geuthner, 1925.

Colin, Gérard, 1988. “Le Synaxaire éthiopien: Etat actuel de la question”, Analecta
Bollandiana, 106/3—4 (1988), pp. 273-317.

———2002. La gloire des rois (Kebra Nagast). Epopée nationale de I’Ethiopie (Cahiers
d’Orientalisme, 23), Genéve: P. Cramer, 2002.

Conti Rossini, Carlo, 1923. “Aethiopica”, Rivista degli Studi Orientali, 9/4 (1923), pp.
365-82, 449-68.

De Bock, Wladimir, 1901. Matériaux pour servir a l'archéologie de I’Egypte chré-
tienne : avec XXXIII planches en phototypie et 100 dessins dans le texte, St. Pé-
tersbourg: Imprimerie Eugéne Thiele successeurs, 1901.

Delattre, Alain, 2016. “Les rapports entre la ville d’Antinoé et le monastére du Deir
Abou Hennis en Moyenne-Egypte”, in Beatrice Astrua (ed.), Itinerari mediterra-
nei fra IV e IX secolo. Citta-capitale e Deserto-monastico: Atti del convegno
(Genova, 11-12—13 novembre 2010), Torino: Accademia University Press, 2016,
pp- 39-54.

Derat, Marie-Laure, 2018. L’énigme d'une dynastie sainte et usurpatrice dans le
royaume chrétien d'Ethiopie du XI° au XIIF siécle (Hagiologia, 14), Turnhout:
Brepols, 2018.

Derat, Marie-Laure — Fauvelle, Frangois-Xavier — Mensan, Romain et al. [Hiluf, Berhe
— Ambu, Martina — Fritsch, Emmanuel — Gleize, Yves — Lamesa, Anais — Muehl-
bauer Mikael], 2025. “Nazret, Tigray, the Metropolitan Seat of the Church of
Ethiopia from the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Century — Material and Written Evi-
dence”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 79 (2025), pp. 95-141

Derat, Marie-Laure — Fritsch, Emmanuel — Bosc-Tiess¢, Claire et al. [Garric, Antoine
— Mensan, Romain — Fauvelle, Frangois-Xavier — Hiluf Berhe], 2020. “Maryam
Nazret (Ethiopia): The Twelfth-century Transformations of an Aksumite Site in
Connection with an Egyptian Christian Community”, Cahiers d’études afri-
caines, 239/3 (2020), pp. 473-507.

Elagina, Daria, forthcoming. “Case Study of Knowledge Transmission: Translation of
the Chronicle of John of Nikiu to Ethiopic according to Its Colophon”, in Damien
Labadie — Martina Ambu (eds), Chrétiens du Nil: une histoire pluriséculaire de



Ethiopian Connections with the White Monastery (al-Dayr al-Abyad) 19

la circulation des textes et images entre I'Egypte et la Corne de |’Afrique, Turn-
hout: Brepols.

Gascon, Alain — Hirsch, Bertrand, 1992. “Les espaces sacrés comme lieux de con-
fluence religieuse en Ethiopie”, Cahiers d’études africaines, 32/128 (1992), pp.
689-704.

Getatchew Haile — Macomber, William, 1983. 4 Catalogue of Ethiopian Manuscripts
Microfilmed for the Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library, Addis Ababa, and
for the Hill Monastic Manuscript Library, Collegeville, VII: Project Numbers
2500-3000, Collegeville: Monastic Manuscript Microfilm Library: St. John’s
Abbey and University, 1983.

Griffith, Sidney, 2002. “The Handwriting on the Wall. Graffiti in the Church of St.
Antony”, in Elizabeth Bolman (ed.), Monastic visions: wall paintings in the
Monastery of St. Antony at the Red Sea, New Haven: Yale University Press,
2002, pp. 185-94.

Hummel, Susanne, 2020. Das hagiografische Werk zu Sarsa Petros. Werkgenese und
Teiledition, Hamburg: Staats- und Universitétsbibliothek Hamburg Carl von Os-
sietzky, 2020.

Littman, Enno — Meredith, David, 1954. “An Old Ethiopic Inscription from the Bere-
nice Road”, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 86/3—4 (1954), pp. 119-23.

Fr. Maximous el-Antony — Blid, Jesper — Butts, Aaron, 2016. “An Early Ethiopic
Manuscript Fragment (Twelfth—Thirteenth Century) from the Monastery of St
Antony (Egypt)”, Aethiopica, 19 (2016), pp. 27-51.

Meinardus, Otto, 1965. “Ecclesiastica Aethiopica in Aegypto”, Journal of Ethiopian
Studies, 3/1 (1965), pp. 23-35.

Meurice, Cédric, 2010. “L’intervention du Comité de conservation des monuments de
’art arabe au couvent Blanc de Sohag”, in Anne Boud’Hors — Catherine Louis
(eds), Etudes coptes XI (Cahiers de la Bibliothéque copte, 17), 2010, pp. 277—88.

—— 2014. Jean Clédat en Egypte et en Nubie (1900-1914), Cairo: Institut francais
d’Archéologie Orientale.

Munro-Hay, Stuart, 1997. Ethiopia and Alexandria: The Metropolitan Episcopacy of
Ethiopia (Bibliotheca Nubica et Aethiopica, 5), Warszawa — Wiesbaden: Za$ Pan,
1997.

Neugebauer, Otto, 1979. Ethiopic Astronomy and Computus (Osterreichische Akade-
mie der Wissenschaften, philosophisch-historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte 347,
Veroffentlichungen der Kommission fiir Geschichte der Mathematik, Naturwis-
senschaften und Medizin, 22), Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 1979.

Nosnitsin, Denis — Reule, Dorothea, 2021. The Ethiopic Manuscripts of the Egyptian
Monastery of Dayr as-Suryan: A Catalogue (Supplement to Aethiopica, 10),
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2021.

Orlandi, Tito, 2002. “The library of the Monastery of Saint Shenute at Atripe”, in Al-
exander Egberts — Brian Paul Muhs — Jacques van der Vliet (eds), Perspectives
on Panopolis: An Egyptian town from Alexander the Great to the Arab conquest,
Leiden — Boston: Brill, 2002, pp. 211-31.



20 MARTINA AMBU

Pereira, Francisco Maria Esteves, 1907. Acta Martyrum (Corpus Scriptorum Chris-
tianorum Orientalium, Series Altera 28), Romae: Excudebat Karolus de Luigi,
1907.

Pisani, Vitagrazia, 2019. “°’Abba Salama and his Role of Commissioner of the Gabra
Homamat: an Additional Evidence from Two Witnesses from Togray, Northern
Ethiopia”, COMSt Bulletin, 15/2 (2019), pp. 129-50.

Puech, Emile, 1980. “Une inscription éthiopienne ancienne au Sinai (Wadi Hajjaj)”,
Revue Biblique, 87/4 (1980), pp. 597—-601.

Ricci, Lanfranco, 1967-1968. “Le ‘Vite’ di Enbidqom e di Yohannés, Abbati di Dabra
Libanos di Scioa”, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 23 (1967-1968), pp. 173-74.

—— 1984. “Review of A Catalogue of Ethiopian Manuscripts, microfilmed for the
Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library [EMML], Addis Ababa, and for the Hill
Monastic Manuscript Library, Collegeville — Vol. VII: Project Numbers 2501—
3000, — Vol. VIII: Project Numbers 3001-3500", Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 30
(1984), pp. 179-86.

Villa, Massimo, 2017. “Frumentius in the Ethiopic Sources: Mythopoeia and Text-
critical Considerations”, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, Serie 111, 1 (48) (2017), pp.
87-111.

Wion, Anais, 2011. “Onction des malades, funérailles et commémorations : pour une
histoire des textes et des pratiques liturgiques en Ethiopie chrétienne”, Afrigues.
Débats, méthodes et terrains d’histoire, 3 (2011), https:/journals.openedition.
org/afriques/921

—— 2017. “Abba Lebséd Krestos of Gong Selalo: Sources for Discussing Religious
Identities in Goggam (Early Seventeenth Century, Ethiopia)”’, in Adam
McCollum (ed.), Studies in Ethiopian Languages, Literature, and History: Fest-
schrift for Getatchew Haile Presented by his Friends and Colleagues (Aethiopis-
tische Forschungen, 83), Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2017, pp. 493-523.



Ethiopian Connections with the White Monastery (al-Dayr al-Abyad) 21

Fig. 1: General map of Ethiopic inscriptions and settlements in Egypt from Late Antiquity
to Modern Times, realised by Martina Ambu. Source: https://earth.google.com/web/

Fig. 2: Map of the White Monastery realised by Wladimir De Bock in 1898. Source: De
Bock, 1901, p. 49.
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Fig. 3: Today satellite capture of the White Monastery. Source:
https://earth.google.com/web/@26.53460184,31.64542666,68.73370858a,237.20091933d,3
5y,0h,0t,0r/data=MikKJwolCiExTzRCc2NRY zkyUjhOc WNFWFZzRzBfdk 1zZWmFIcFNa
UFkgAToDCgEw

Fig. 4: Wladimir De Bock’s drawing of the Western Chapel’s entry, showing the Ethiopic
inscription. Source: De Bock, 1901, p. 54.
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Fig 5: The chapel at the White Monastery before being demolished (1906 circa).
Photographed by the Comité, by the courtesy of Cédric Meurice.

Fig 6: Remains of the demolished chapel in the White Monastery. Photographed by
Emmanuel Fritsch in 2005.
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Fig. 7: Wladimir De Bock’s copy of the Ethiopic inscription. Source: De Bock, 1901, p. 54.
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Fig 8: Carlo Conti Rossini’s edition of the Ethiopic Inscription of the White Monastery,
based on Wladimir De Bock’s copy. Source: Conti Rossini, 1923, p. 431.
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Fig 9: Covering of Jean Clédat’s notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc. Source: Musée du
Louvre — section copte (INV. E 27427). Photographed by Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette
in January 2023.
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Fig 10: Jean Clédat’s notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc, pp. 98-99. Source: Musée du
Louvre — section copte (INV. E 27427). Photographed by Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette
in January 2023.
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Fig 11: Jean Clédat’s copy of the Ethiopic inscription, in his notebook Couvents Rouge et
Blanc, p. 98. Source: Musée du Louvre — section copte (INV. E 27427). Photographed by
Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette in January 2023.
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Fig 12: Jean Clédat’s copy of an Ethiopic inscription in northern apse (1) of the White
Monastery church, in his notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc, pp. 7-8. Source: Musée du
Louvre — section copte (INV. E 27427). Photographed by Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette
in January 2023.
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Fig 13: Jean Clédat’s copy of an Ethiopic inscription in northern apse (2) of the White
Monastery church, in his notebook Couvents Rouge et Blanc, pp. 10-11. Source: Musée du
Louvre — section copte (INV. E 27427). Photographed by Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette

in January 2023.
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Textual Transmission from Aksum to Lalibala:
A Couple of Case Studies*

0. — Abstract

It is well known that one of the most dramatic gaps that prevents our
understanding of the textual transmission of Go‘az texts from the Aksumite
time to the medieval period is the lack of data on the materiality of the
written culture. The few extant documents—a handful of codices predating
the fourteenth century, and a still unidentified number of fragments, and
very few epigraphic documents of uncertain dating—do not provide any
positive consistent picture that helps us make a sense of what happened
and of the material conditions of transmission, although some recent rein-
terpretations of some documents suggest new paths of inquiry. The distri-
bution of the relevant findings and recently emerged data also help define a
geographical area which appears to have played a key role in the vicissi-
tudes of the transmission of written knowledge. Moreover, the missing ev-
idence can be partly complemented with what later texts directly report
and, even more, indirectly presuppose. The earliest documentary texts can

* It is my pleasant and humble duty to thank the organisers of this conference, starting from
those who have first defined and conceived of the topic, Dr Luisa Sernicola and Dr Massimo
Villa, and forwarded us the invitation on behalf of the institutions involved: the Dipartimento
Asia Africa e Mediterraneo of the Universita di Napoli “L’Orientale”, with its articulations
(the project “CaNaMEI: Catalogo Nazionale dei Manoscritti Etiopici in Italia”; the CeSA:
Centro di Studi sull’Africa); the ISMEO: Associazione Internazionale di Studi sul Mediterra-
neo e I’Oriente, Roma; and the IPOCAN: Istituto per 1’Oriente Carlo Alfonso Nallino, Roma:
all institutions to which I feel—also personally—close and indebted for many reasons with a
long-lasting feeling of appurtenance. Finally, and above all, I would like to thank Professor
Gianfrancesco Lusini for having promoted this major event in the field, behind and on the
scenes, with the largest and most open call to participate addressed to the whole scholarly
community, gathered here at “L’Orientale”, at one of the most important centres of Ethiopian
and Eritrean studies in the world, and for having been able to put together such a focused pro-
gramme.
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also provide data that help fill the gap. Against this background, the paper
intends to deal with a couple of case studies which illustrate the dynamics
of transmission from the Aksumite to medieval times.

1. — Limits of this contribution

Rhetoric requires that one starts with the expression of his/her own impo-
tence to face the assigned task and match the expectations—excusatio propter
infirmitatem—and this is also an easy task and a spontaneous feeling. My first
idea was that of focussing on a couple of case studies which would illustrate
the nature of the textual transmission from Aksum to Lalibala. When thinking
what to say and which examples to choose, it appeared to me that I was going
either to repeat myself, for having already too many times dealt with cases of
the genres I am mostly familiar with and I know first hand best (liturgical and
canonical texts, including, for some of them, their relationship with the homi-
letic-hagiographical liturgical collections), or to try to say something new
from fields which I see as extremely promising but on which I have not the
necessary in-depth direct experience which is required: out of experience, one
needs to have extensively collated in order to be able to say anything reliable
on a given textual transmission. Not to say that a couple of important points
and concepts I had already had the occasion to present in Naples in 2019 in the
pre-pandemic era, in a longer contribution held on the occasion of the confer-
ence on Linguistica e filologia tra Oriente e Occidente.! My paper “Fratture e

The research for this note was carried out within the scope of the Dipartimento Storia Antro-
pologia Religioni Arte Spettacolo (SARAS) of the Sapienza Universita di Roma; it was also
funded by the Langzeitvorhaben im Akademienprogramm (long-term project in the pro-
gramme of The Union of the German Academies of Sciences and Humanities), through a pro-
ject of the Academy of Hamburg, “Beta masahaft: Die Schriftkultur des christlichen Athio-
piens und Eritreas: eine multimediale Forschungsumgebung” (Bm), at Universitit Hamburg
(UHH) (2016-2040); by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research
Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy, EXC 2176 “Understanding Written Arte-
facts: Material, Interaction and Transmission in Manuscript Cultures”, project no. 390893796,
at UHH (2019-2025); by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC, at University of
Oxford and at University City, London), and by the DFG (at UHH), project no. 672619,
“Demarginalizing Medieval Africa: Images, Texts, and Identity in Early Solomonic Ethiopia
(1270-1527)”, at UHH (2020-2024); by the DFG (within the framework of the For-
schungsgruppe 5138 “Geistliche Intermedialitdt in der Frithen Neuzeit”, at UHH), project no.
680753, “Der mediale Status des Korpers — Korper im Bild und Kérperbild. Konig Kaleb und
andere dthiopische Heilige in Portugal und Brasilien im 18. Jahrhundert”, at UHH (2022-
2025). The research was conducted within the scope of the Hiob Ludolf Centre for Ethiopian
and Eritrean Studies (HLCEES) and of the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures
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interferenze: filologia e linguistica della tradizione testuale etiopica (Uno
sguardo retrospettivo sulla ricerca degli ultimi decenni)”, was meant to pro-
vide a broad overview of what is (or was) new particularly as far as the deli-
cate relationship between linguistic and philological issues are concerned.?

Talking of philology, literature, and linguistics, I am not expected to deal
with history, but philology as analysis of textual transmission presupposes—
and contributes to—historical understanding, and history in turn cannot ignore
linguistic implications. In the last part of my paper, I will show that analysis of
texts provide evidence that also requires a specific explanation from histori-
ans.

Once said this, I think that given the role assigned of a keynote speaker,
the most honest plan is that of providing neither a complete nor a systematic
overview (wisely enough, the organisers has set a sound limits of 30 minutes
to this paper), but a series of mini-case studies which, obviously from the
point of view of my competence and interests, can be used to highlight partic-
ularly revealing points of new trends and research directions or even ostensi-
bly major achievements. I hope I will be able to present, from my perspective
and necessarily based on my experience, at least a couple of fresh and interest-

(CSMC), at UHH. The transcription of Ethiopic texts (Ga“az) follows the conventions of
Leslau 1987, also adopted by the project Bm, with few exceptions for some place names (for
example, “Aksum”, not “’Aksum”). For the references to the Clavis aethio-pica (CAe), see at
the url: https://betamasaheft.eu/#texts (last accessed 14 October 2023). Other abbreviations:
CANT = Geerard 1992; CPG = Geerard and Noret 1974-2003; DAE = Littmann 1913;
EMML = Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library, deposited at Addis Ababa, National Ar-
chives and Library of Ethiopia, and at the Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, Saint John’s
Abbey and University, Collegeville, MN; RIE 1, 11, ITA = Bernand, Drewes, Schneider, 1991—
2000; RIE IIIB = Drewes, 2019.

For the “XLIV Convegno annuale della Societa italiana di glottologia (Napoli, 24-26 ottobre
2019)”, organised by the Universita di Napoli “L’Orientale”, the Universita di Napoli Federi-
co 11, and the Universita di Napoli “Suor Orsola Benincasa”.

I delivered the final version of the paper in summer 2020 and it is now printed; see Bausi,
2024. To be honest, similar points I had already touched upon also on the occasion of the Ad-
dis Ababa conference “The Written Heritage in the Land of Origins: The 1st International
Conference on Ethiopia’s Written Heritage”, Addis Ababa, 8—10 October 2018, with the pa-
per “The Transmission of Written Heritage in the Ethiopian Manuscript Culture: Formatting
Content” (Keynote Address in the Panel: “The Body of the Heritage: Content and Transmis-
sion”).
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ing examples of the dynamic of textual transmission in the so-called Dark Ag-
es of Eritrean and Ethiopian history.?

2. — Constraint of sources and the limits of our documentation

Everyone knows, but still, it is essential to recall it as a starting point, that
is, written texts and written artefacts as well (two quite distinct, but equally
important aspects) produced in Ethiopia that we can certainly attribute to the
period between the seventh and the thirteenth century are extremely few. But
there is more: of a certain number of texts for which we can assume on some
basis an early date to be attributed to the period under consideration a vast
number is still unpublished. These constraints regard not only what we can at-
tribute to this period as far as material evidence is concerned, but also what
has been transmitted in later manuscripts: for example we do not have any
colophon from a dated pre-thirteenth century manuscript (we have only notes
of explicit, stating that the text is concluded: but this is what is closer to a fi-
tle).* The purported names of authors of homilies (the few enigmatic names of
bishops of Aksum credited with writings mainly in the archaic homiliaries
which I will eventually mention again, that are °Elyas, Luloyanos, Mika’el,
Minas, Tewofalos, and Yohannas) do not tell us much; there is an obstinate si-
lence concerning authorship related to the few (original) texts that we could
assign to the Aksumite past, that was well caught and portrayed in a recent
contribution by Loren Stuckenbruck and Ted M. Erho:

The scarcity of colophons in early Ethiopic manuscripts may reflect a
widespread scribal reluctance to add anything to their copies not found in
the source manuscripts. This might even be extended further to patterns of
copying books. There are indications that in earliest times the Ethiopian
scribal duty was to copy a manuscript from its beginning to its end, and a
general lack of interest in combining or excerpting texts, practices that
seem relatively common in other traditions. [...] It seems to have been the
scribal duty to reproduce source material as accurately as possible, that is,
not to interfere with it even if they considered it to be wrong.’

Usual conventions apply and we simply understand as such the regions corresponding to pre-
sent-day regions of the independent states of Ethiopia and Eritrea where Ga‘az language was
in use.

4 See Bausi, 2022.
3 See Stuckenbruck and Erho, 2002, p. 428.
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We can definitely share this view, even though stressing exclusively the
attitude to reproduce exactly as possible the exemplars (in the sense of copy-
ists’ models) does not fully explain the process through which, as appears, we
happen to have in our earliest extant manuscripts (for example, in the case of
homiletic-hagiographical liturgical collections) texts of different provenance
and creation, for which we necessarily must assume that they were assembled
starting from different written artefacts through a complex process that we
cannot understand and define in all its details at the moment.® And let’s think
for example of the well-known case of the Orthodox Ratu“a Haymanot, behind
whose authorship, in all likelihood, more authors and from different periods
are concealed.

Many would agree that if we had once the opportunity of using a time
machine for visiting one single place in one single time of Ethiopian intellec-
tual history, we could probably opt to observe Giyorgis of Sagla (d. 1425 CE)
in his formative period. Obviously, every snapshot of the past would be inval-
uable (it would be extremely exciting to observe Lalibala or Kaleb or even
‘Ezana as well), but with him we would have the opportunity to see someone
placed in a key moment in textual history and transmission. Probably none of
the latter were confronted in such a dramatic way with a turning point when
large part of the textual traditions that had survived the Dark Ages of Eritrean
and Ethiopian history (seventh—thirteenth century) was on the eve of extinc-
tion, in the sense that it was not going to be copied any further. Yet, there is no
doubt that Giyorgis of Sagla directly engages with that tradition and therefore
is a primary direct witness of those, in the end, dramatic events which posed
an end to a prolonged cultural and textual phase and inaugurated a new one.
Starting from that moment or around that time, a certain number of transmitted
texts—in which material book form and in which state of language and or-
thography we can only guess—was apparently contested, dismissed, and defi-
nitely abandoned, in favour of what has remained and has become the classical
heritage of Gooz literature we commonly know and is commonly accepted
and revered by the Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church and its sister
branches, in its institutional role of custodian of the Ga‘az tradition.

Another essential source of information that provides us a cross-cutting
view—or a snapshot, even though I reject the use and abuse of this term ap-
plied in the ‘New Philology’ approach’—of what a library contained at a given
point in time are the lists of manuscripts. I have myself published a few of

6 See Brita, 2020.
7 See Lied and Lundhaug, 2017.



34 ALESSANDRO BAUSI

them and there are specialists who have carried out substantial analysis in the
attempt of identifying the degree of canonicity of some writings according to
their respective position and the sequence of contents (from biblical on), like
Ted M. Erho and Massimo Villa.® Even in this case, however (unless I am not
well informed about discoveries and new data of the last years, which can be
well the case) we are still left with the indications provided by inventories, at
the earliest, from the end of the thirteenth century: they are certainly extremely
important, but we have to pose seriously the question, to what extent they pro-
vide us with a reliable picture of the extant manuscripts and textual contents of
the time. We must never forget that we have not yet a reliable understanding of
the kind of consistency, distribution, and functioning of the early book and
textual culture in Christian Ethiopia. Obviously, they are uncontroversial posi-
tive evidence of what they mention, if we rightly interpret them, but we cannot
draw any conclusion based on the absence of mentions of texts and writings.
Moreover, the statistical relevance and representativeness for the up-to-the-
thirteenth-century heritage is very close to zero.

3. — The exceptions and the new evidence

Which are the material sources which can tell us something, in addition to
what we know from later times? Which features emerge from the available
written and textual evidence? If we look at the material traces left by the man-
uscript tradition, the oldest preserved manuscripts are, as everybody knows,
two of the three Gospel manuscripts from the monastery of Abba Garima.
They have recently been the subject of a thorough re-examination by Sergey
Kim, with not a few fresh interesting points, the acquisition of interesting fur-
ther codicological data, and also the publication of additional documentary
texts.” The study marks a progress and shows how much still remains to study
until a full-fledged codicological investigation will be carried out directly on
the manuscripts, and with adequate equipment and in suitable working condi-
tions. If an early (late antique) date is more than likely at this moment, it re-
mains the value that the ’Abba Garima manuscripts also assume as repository
of later writings and for the traces of use they betray as a treasury of later
notes providing further details on the role of “manuscripts as archive” which
these manuscripts have assumed in the course of time.

8 See Erho, 2015; Villa, 2019, pp. 129-43; Erho, 2020.
% See Kim, 2022; see also McKenzie and Watson, 2017; Mercier, 2021.
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At variance with the Aksumite period, we do not even have any substan-
tial epigraphic evidence that offers a large variety of documents: if the produc-
tion related to the so-called Hadani Dana’el is extremely problematic (DAE
nos 12 and 13 = RIE no. 193, I and II; lastly re-examined, among many other
sources, by Marie-Laure Derat in her remarkable and courageous book, based
on the translation provided by Enno Littmann)'® and we rely to large extent
more and more on what others could read in the past, even though its historical
importance as witness to the hadani is considerable, a monument like the fu-
nerary inscription of Ham in the old church in the village close to the monas-
tery of Dabra Libanos (RIE no. 232)—a quite remarkable evidence, in the end,
with its fifteen lines of Go°az and placed in an extremely significant historical
place that has given us one of the most important documentary collections of
the Ethiopian Middle Ages—is completely ignored (not even mentioned) in
one of the last synthesis on the Ethiopian civilization until the thirteenth centu-
ry appeared in 2012."" To this inscription I will come back in a moment with a
few more details.

4. — New evidence

Yet, we also have new evidence. As usual, there is new evidence that has
materially emerged, and there is evidence that acquires a new importance
when it is looked at through new eyes and based on new premises. And usual-
ly new evidence helps us see things in a different perspective, and triggers
new hypotheses.

4.a. The Orthodox and the homiliaries

The importance of the tradition related to Rotu‘a Haymanot is well sum-
marized by Massimo Villa, in his nice 2019 monograph, where he has system-
atically gathered inputs and reflections from previous contributions, and is at
the centre of Marcin Krawczuk’s'? and Ted M. Erho’s ongoing research—
particularly important is Ted M. Erho’s contribution on the Homily on the De-

10 DAE nos 12 and 13 = RIE no. 193, I and I, pp. 278-83; Derat 2018, pp. 109—13; see now
also translations and commentary in RIE IIIB, no. 193, I and 11, pp- 269-77. See also
Fauvelle, 2018, pp. 89-93.

See Phillipson, 2012: and I do not think this depends on the chronological collocation attribut-
ed to the inscription; it goes better with the book by Marie-Laure Derat and the short essay on
Ethiopia within the global early Middle Ages by Hatke, 2020, p. 324.

12 See Krawczuk, 2019.
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nial of Peter (CAe 6441),"% in which he has given anticipation in his talk at a
Zirich conference on the Apocalypse of Peter, highlighting the complex inter-
textual relationship with a number of early texts, not all of them published,
quite the contrary, and of debated status, in which form and recension they
were accessible to the Orthodox. A pioneer of the philological study on this
corpus is Gianfrancesco Lusini, who dealt with the Homily on the Sabbaths
(CAe 1269) and also on its relationship to canonical literature since the late
1980s.* T have discussed with him several points in the course of time and
what I think we can all peacefully agree is that his intuition that the early layer
that surfaces in this Homily—now available from a larger number of manu-
scripts, including MS EMML no. 8509—and its intertextual relationship with
canonical texts, which was correct, must be updated in the light of new evi-
dence: this early layer is not from a “Greek-Arabic” source, but actually be-
trays a purely Greek background, likely dating back to Aksumite times, that is
also directly accessible to us since the appearance of what I have called the
Aksumite Collection."

As already said, the analysis of archaic manuscripts (like the homiliaries)
is another frontier of research. Better and more complete documentation al-
lows us, for example, to understand in a new way the relationship between
some of the archaic homiliaries at the centre of attention for long time.'® Es-
sential in this connection is the extensive and in-depth study of the Syriac
homiletics transmitted in Ga‘az through Christian Arabic mediation, undertak-
en in the newly launched project “Belnf: The Connected Histories of Ethiopic
and Syriac Christianity”, by Michael Aaron Butts, based at the HLCEES,
UHH."” On EMML no. 8509 Massimo Villa presents new data in this volume,
but let me simply anticipate, that, for example, we know now the name of the
scribe in the subscription, certainly Hozba °lyasus, and let’s note that the
hazba-element has a predominant distribution in the north and in a relatively
early time; also the father of Giyorgis of Sagla is Hozba Soyon. Some texts
can be further found in this manuscript, what we did not suppose before, like

13 Erho, 2024.
14 See Lusini, 1988a; Lusini, 1988b; Lusini, 1989; Lusini, 1993.
15" See Bausi, 2003; Bausi, 2006a; Bausi, 2006b = Bausi, 2012.

16" The three most well-known ones are London, BL Or. 8192, and EMML 1763 and 8509, com-
plemented now by a few more, at times in fragmentary status.

17" See at the URL: https://www.aai.uni-hamburg.de/beinf.html (last accessed 18 October 2023).
See already Butts, 2011; Butts, 2013-2014; Butts, 2017; Butts and Erho, 2018; Butts, 2020b;
Butts, 2021.
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the Gadla ’Azqir (CAe 1251, at least a portion of it, on fols 154ra—155ra),
making it one of the earliest attested hagiographic texts for which we do not
have any counterpart in other textual traditions,'® at the moment at least; and
the aforementioned Homily on the Sabbaths attributed to the enigmatic Rotu‘a
Haymanot, the Orthodox (on fols 164ra—171va), for which other manuscripts
have become known in the meanwhile; and that the edition of the homily by
’Astona, Patriarch of Rome (on fols 162ra—164ra), also known from a precious
note on his commemoration published by Denis Nosnitsin,!? is certainly a ma-
jor desideratum: it is, in the end, a version of the well-known apocryphon of
the Letter fallen from heaven on the observance of Sabbath (CAe 1978 =
CANT 311).

If these manuscripts are relevant to the chronological layer between Ak-
sum and Lalibala, so to say, because they definitely witness to texts which fall
in the time range considered (seventh-thirteenth century), one of the few mate-
rial evidence we have, establishes a direct link between the time period of
King Lalibala and a manuscript evidence that is close, yet outside of the limits
of the thirteenth century.

The Homily on Transfiguration (Sermo de transfiguratione) of Anastasius
the Sinaite (CPG 7753 = CAe 5864)*! is attested written on wooden panels
presently preserved in two churches of Lalibala, where the panels have been
variously reused.?> We do not know how many panels were originally used—
the panels only preserve a few portions of the homily—and which was their
function, and even whether all of them attest the same text, due to the material
loss they underwent,?® but the homily is explicitly attributed to Anastasius the

18 See Bausi, 2017.
19 See Nosnitsin, 2012.

See Raineri, 2000, pp. 165-71, who has published, with collation and translation, and refer-
ence to CANT 311, the same text, even though with quite remarkable variations that need
careful assessment, from the two apparently twin manuscripts of the nineteenth and twentieth
century, Vatican City, BAV, Comb. Aeth. G 1 and G 2 (nos 167 and 168 in the catalogue). A
new edition is necessary.

2

All CPG volumes and supplements published so far, besides the Greek, mention only the Ara-
bic and Slavonic versions. For a recent study, while a critical edition also of the Greek text is
still missing, see Bucur, 2013.

22 Panels A, B and C are in Beta Gabroa’el church and panel D is in Madhane ‘Alam church, ac-

cording to the last reliable description by Mercier and Lepage, 2013, p. 206, n. 57.

23 The fragments consist all in all of 86 lines (A 13, B 26, C 19 and D 19); see Gigar Tesfaye
and Pirenne, 1984, pp. 108—14, who provided the first edition.
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Sinaite in the panel, which appears to contain the incipit. This set of wooden
panels could be contemporaneous with the period of King Lalibala** and pre-
sumably dates to the early thirteenth century.? This text, however, is also pre-
served in later manuscripts (in the collection of homilies indicated as CAe
5856). I have carried out a collation of the text from the panels against two
manuscripts and what is interesting are not only some textual variants of sub-
stance, but also forms which betray phenomena of patina, with updating of
forms: see for example ]A = A.13: @A ¢ Be; 1925716 : B.7: H.E£L716 : Be;
£on, : B.8: 0N, : Be.®

Still relevant to homiletic production, we cannot ignore the essential evi-
dence published by Fr. Maximous El-Antony, Jesper Blid, and Aaron Michael
Butts in 2016 of a carbon-14 dated paper leaf of an Ethiopic manuscript found
in situ during excavations at the monastery of St Antony at the Red Sea, with a
dating range of 1185-1255 (68.2%) and 1160-1265 (95.4%). The manuscript
leaf contains a homily On silence (CAe 2103) attributed to John Chrysostom
and also known from later monastic collections, while on the other side the
name of a ‘John metropolitan (papas)’ can be also read. As the editors state,
there are different consequences depending whether the On Silence was trans-
lated directly from Greek (it would be one more Aksumite text) or whether it
was translated from Arabic (thus establishing an early ferminus ante quem for
translations from Arabic into Ethiopic), or whether it is an Ethiopic composi-
tion, pseudonymously associated with John Chrysostom.?” Obviously this find-
ing is also associated with early contacts with Arabophone Egypt and transla-
tions carried out in Egyptian communities, on which Martina Ambu has dealt
with in depth in her recent PhD dissertation.?®

4.b. Palimpsests and fragments

Palimpsest manuscripts with lower layer (scriptio inferior) in Gaaz have
not yet contributed so much to the field as has happened, for example, with
Latin, Syriac, and especially Armenian and Caucasian manuscripts, even

24 Lalibala, not Lalibala, is the correct spelling that should be observed; see Bausi, 2018, p. 441.

25 See Mercier and Lepage, 2013, pp. 169-207, particularly pp. 180-83 on the wooden panels.

26 See Bausi, 2019, p. 71, with further references: Be. = MS Berlin, Staatsbibliothek PreuBischer
Kulturbesitz, Orientabteilung, Ms. orient. fol. 3075; besides London, BL Or. 774, further
manuscripts are known attesting this homily. For a survey of linguistic phenomena of this
kind, see Bausi, 2023.

27 See Maximous el-Antony, Blid, Butts, 2016.

28 See Ambu, 2022; see now also the essays in Derat, Lajtar, Seignobos, et al., 2024.



Textual Transmission from Aksum to Lalibala: A Couple of Case Studies 39

though they were noted long ago, for example manuscript Paris, Bibliothéque
nationale de France, Ethiopien d’ Abbadie 191. Yet, the little work recently un-
dertaken in the field has shown that archaic homiletic texts are attested in pal-
impsests: this is the case of the manuscript Berlin, Staatsbibliothek
PreuBlischer Kulturbesitz, Orientabteilung, Peterm. II Nachtr. 24% investigated
in 2016 within the framework of the DFG project “Textkritische Ausgabe und
Ubersetzung des 1 Henoch”, directed by Loren Stuckenbruck. Multi-spectral
imaging has revealed “fragments from at least nine earlier codices” containing
Old Testament Apocrypha and a lectionary, a homiliary and multiple hagio-
graphical codices from the fourteenth century and before, with texts contain-
ing archaic linguistic features attested in only the earliest layers of Ethiopic
material evidence, thus confirming the archaic character of Ethiopic homiletic
collections.*

4.c. New material evidence

Other categories of manuscripts, like the hymnodic manuscripts (chants
manuscripts and manuscripts containing Dagg“a-type texts) have been re-
searched in the last years and have revealed another extremely promising
source of information on the forms taken by the manuscript transmission be-
fore the thirteenth century or close to the upper limits of the chronological
range we consider. This textual material, however, makes no exception, and its
attribution to a date before the thirteenth century bases only on hypotheses,
although encouraged by material features, palaeographic observations, and
material analysis.

2 Described by Dillmann, 1878, pp. iii, 52-53 (no. 63), who detected a lower script dating to the
fourteenth to fifteenth centuries for fols 8-107, also recorded as a palimpsest by Uhlig, 1988,
p- 233, see Bausi, 2008, pp. 542—43.

Ted M. Erho has provided a few details of current work on Ethiopic palimpsests in the paper
“Ethiopic Palimpsests and the Curious Case of Petermann II Nachtr. 24”, delivered at the An-
nual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature held in Boston in 2017, followed by Loren
Stuckenbruck’s paper on “The Recoverable Text to 1 Enoch in Petermann II Nachtrag 24”.
More recently, Ted M. Erho has delivered a wonderful overview on “Ethiopic palimpsests”,
with consideration of the approximately fifteen known palimpsests involving Ethiopic writing
as either an over or under text, at the workshop “Removed and Rewritten: Palimpsests and
Related Phenomena from a Cross-Cultural Perspective 11, held at the CSMC, UHH, on 10—
11 July 2023; see now Erho, 2025. It is impossible not to mention also the palimpsests dis-
covered in the monastery of Saint Catherine in Sinai, which are still awaiting a complete pub-
lication and evaluation. As far as I know, in one case the dating of the upper layer (a Greek
manuscript) determines a quite early date of the Ga“az text. An unpublished draft on this doc-
umentation by the late Getatchew Haile and Steve Delamarter deals with this evidence.

30
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The main contributions on this field are due to Denis Nosnitsin, who has
published a number of extremely interesting fragmentary texts of hymnodic
genre (chants) from 2014 to 2018, also in cooperation with Ira Rabin for mate-
rial analysis.’! Along the same line has worked Jonas Karlsson, who has dedi-
cated an entire dissertation successfully defended in 2022 to the Dagg"a-type
manuscripts, with an in-depth analysis of the most archaic (proto-Dagg”a)
manuscripts. Among the evidence examined he has considered in particular six
sets of fragments corresponding to distinct codicological units from *Ag“aza
Dabra Sahl, conventionally dated to “pre-mid-fourteenth-century times”,
which appears to be the only way of stating their archaic status, nothing pre-
venting a thirteenth-century dating or earlier.’? This site, like others explored
for example by the Ethio-SPaRe project, is also remarkable for having deliv-
ered material that still awaits publication, like new manuscript evidence on the
Commentary to the Song of Songs by Philo of Carpasia.®

4.d. The Aksumite Collection

At the obvious risk of repeating what I have already presented in not a
few occasions, I have to say something on the role the Aksumite Collection
plays in our understanding of the textual transmission from Aksum to Lalibala.
This is definitely a case when the emergence of new evidence and its interpre-
tation allow to draw new conclusions, provided we are prepared to actually see
what is discovered. Fortunate circumstances and—I have always to repeat—
the trust by Jacques Mercier in my competence offered me privilege and pos-
sibility of accessing, first under restricted conditions and eventually thanks to
the efforts of Antonella Brita and finally of the Ethio-SPaRe project, this
unique body of evidence which is being gradually published in the course of
almost 20 years. Those interested in all details can read a couple of contribu-
tions where all is explained, since I have tried to reconstruct in the most honest
and transparent way the complex process of acquisition of the documentation
and its gradual, quite elaborate publication in at least two comprehensive arti-
cles, where further references are available: one in 2016 with Alberto
Camplani and another one in 2020 with Antonella Brita, Denis Nosnitsin,
Marco di Bella, Nikolas Sarris, and Ira Rabin.?*

31 See Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014; Nosnitsin, 2016; Nosnitsin, 2018.

32 See Karlsson, 2024, pp. 217-67.

3 See Retsd, 2015. On the commentary, see Tedros Abraha, 2008; Tedros Abraha, 2012.
34 See Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, ef al., 2020.
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I can safely say that this manuscript has brought about a revolution in our
understanding of the textual dynamics and transmission between Aksum and
Lalibala: the manuscript of the codex unicus is undated, but definitely datable
to the thirteenth century at the latest; in all likelihood it is contemporaneous to
King Tantawadom, in whose historical place (lieux de mémoire) of Qoafraya it
was probably kept and preserved unnoticed for centuries.’® With its ortho-
graphic oddities, quite at variance with the chants manuscripts I mentioned, it
is a very carefully written manuscript, with a consistent apparatus of marginal
punctuation signs, and its existence is an important witness to the pre-
Solomonic (pre-fourteenth century) manuscript culture.

In the context of this conference, I will limit myself to mention the quin-
tessential points why this manuscript is important: 1) it is important because it
preserves otherwise unknown texts which were produced in all likelihood in
Aksumite times (not later than the beginning of the sixth century) based on
Greek Egyptian models, some of which would be otherwise unknown, dating
at the latest to the end of the fifth or beginning of the sixth century; 2) to vari-
ous degrees, most of these texts have a complex intertextual relationship with
later texts: either because they were excerpted (for example in homiletic and
canonical-liturgical collections) or reused or because they were replaced by
similar texts updated in a new recension (Arabic-based); 3) the collection pro-
vides the ever first historiographical text in Ga‘az (if we except inscriptions
and biblical texts), the History of the Episcopate of Alexandria, that is ex-
tremely important: in itself as a historical source for our understanding of the
Christianisation of Egypt; and 4) because it also shows a degree of intimacy
with early sources of the Alexandrian Church, still in an Ethiopian document
copied at the beginning of the second millennium, that we would have never
expected; 5) it confirms the extremely archaic character of the Ethiopian
Christianity, which has at the same time a lasting relationship of institutional
dependence from the Patriarchate of Alexandria and a textual, linguistic, and
liturgical tradition of its own, which is wonderfully represented in this manu-
script; 6) it also stresses the enduring late antique roots of the Ethiopian Chris-
tianity; 7) it also challenges what I have called the “Guidi paradigm”, that is,

35 While recollecting evidence on Qoafrya (Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et al., 2020., pp. 130-34), |
omitted to provide one more interesting mention that confirms the importance of the site as a
place well known for books, from the colophon of the fifteenth-century MS Oslo, Kulturhis-
torisk Museum, UEM35900, fol. 112, where “the scribe recounts how he sought out copies of
the Life of Abraham of Qidun from Bihot ((L.ehvF), the Letter (of Dionysius) from Qofrya
(PFCP), the Life of Kiros from (Dibri) Dammo (%9°), and the Book of the Assumption of
Mary from Ansit (A7471)”, see Erho, 2017, p. 55.
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the conception of a Go°az heritage confined to a handful of texts in the early
period and later, since the fourteenth century, mechanically Arabic based: this
conception is dear to the same scholars for whom Ga‘oz grammar and lan-
guage is that codified in current grammars as a comfortable and unproblematic
term of comparison, and who ignore problems and discontinuities in the
transmission of the Go°az heritage which the evidence provides.*

It took many years, even though I wrote more or less what I am saying
now over 20 years ago, but in the end the message seems now to be an accept-
ed fact: a historian like Roger Bagnall mentions the History of the Episcopate
of Alexandria (CAe 5064, on which I have extensively worked together with
Alberto Camplani)* as an essential source in a comprehensive handbook of
Greco-Roman Egypt;*® and one of the most eminent experts on the history of
liturgy like Paul F. Bradshaw has drafted a new translation and commentary of
the most influential Apostolic Tradition (CAe 6240)* chiefly based on the
Go“oz version I edited.*’ I quote only these two examples, but the impact of the
Aksumite Collection is much deeper and larger.*!

Since we are here in a section devoted to texts, philology, and linguistics
there is a specific aspect I have to stress: there are strong clues that the codex
of the Aksumite Collection (which is certainly written by one and the same
hand as a single production unit) exhibits different linguistic features as far as
forms (in the sense of Gaston Paris’ critique des forms) are concerned; typical-
ly, presence or absence of e-forms in conjunctions and prepositions and, more
rarely, in the plural relative pronoun. There are other palacographic, ortho-
graphic, and linguistic phenomena which are interesting, but I limit myself to
this. In the treatise On the One Judge 1 have published recently®” (CAe 1047,
by the way, a text certainly known also to Giyorgis of Sagla, who quotes the
title of this text in his Book of the Mystery, CAe 1952)* these e-forms never

36 See Waltisberg, 2022; Bulakh, 2023; also Butts, 2020a.
37 See Bausi and Camplani, 2016; see also Camplani, 2020.

See Bagnall, 2021, p. 118.

See Bradshaw, 2023; see also Bradshaw, 2021. Now, also Chase and Johnson, 2025; Bausi,
2026.

40 See Bausi, 2011.
4

3

=3

3

o

See different examples for the reception and acknowledgement (or not) of its importance:
Lusini, 2019; Hatke, 2022.

4 See Bausi, 2021b.
4 See Bausi, 2020, pp. 240-50.

o
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occur, at variance with what we observe in all other texts of the Aksumite Col-
lection: which means that presence and absence of these forms belong to the
fondo of the textual tradition, and are not a phenomenon of patina, that is the
systematic updating and adjusting carried out by a copyist, or that in any case
the manuscript reflect previous different patine. This is of great relevance be-
cause it determines an early date for the coexistence of different linguistic sys-
tems which we assume existed before they were fixed in the same manuscript
by the hand of a scrupulous copyist.*

4.e. An increasingly complex context

Finally, I would like to mention a new analysis of a well-known docu-
ment and new evidence which both open up new scenarios, and serve as an
introduction to further perspectives, this time on documentary evidence.

I come back to epigraphy. A couple of years ago I have re-examined the
hypotheses advanced in dating and interpretation of the aforementioned in-
scription of Ham and have cautiously advanced the hypothesis that the inscrip-
tion uses Greek numerals and a dating based on the Era of the Incarnation,
with a suggested dating to 27 Tah$as 967 (Era of the Incarnation = 23 Decem-
ber 974 CE).* More than insisting on the reasons for this dating or (in any
case) for the revision of the previously suggested dating, I would like to em-
phasize the role of the context factor. I suggested that the inscription of Ham
“was a stone shaped like a Meroitic offering table, reused to write a Go‘az fu-
nerary inscription which was probably copied from minutes containing Greek
numerals expressing a date according to the Incarnation era”. The context
which makes acceptable the use of Greek numerals at this time and the use of
the Incarnation era has to do with the possible relationship with Nubia more
than with survival from Aksumite times, and advances the hypothesis of some
familiarity with Greek as a phenomenon separate from the Aksumite literacy.*

In fact, we find a mention of an archbishop of Aksum in a recently pub-
lished thirteenth—fourteenth-century graffito from the Nubian church of Songi
Tino, which adds an important element to the little-known medieval relation-

4 See Bausi, 2021b, pp. 217, 220, 231; Bausi, 2023.

45 T do not pretend that this is the definitive dating and I mentioned all problems and open ques-
tions implied by this hypothesis, for which—I am proud to say—I received an explicit appre-
ciation from Manfred Kropp, who had previously suggested a dating to 27 Tahs$as 866 of the
Ethiopian calendar (= 23 December 873 CE) (personal communication of 19 October 2021).

46 See Bausi, 2021a, with all references which I cannot repeat here. The hypothesis of a connec-
tion to Nubia was first advanced by Monneret de Villard, 1940.
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ships between Nubia and Ethiopia and provides evidence of the role held by
the Greek language as a communicative medium in this relationship.*’

This context is stressed by a further document: the “Comboni Fragment”
studied by Denis Nosnitsin—who found it remarkable for its contents and pal-
aeography—from digital pictures he was able to take of photos among the pa-
pers of the “Comboni House” in Addis Ababa: this is an archaic manuscript
containing a Ga°az treatise on chronology and computus, consisting of only
twenty leaves and probably fragmentary, the whereabouts of which are pres-
ently unknown. Recently I was able to assign to the same manuscript a second
series of analogical pictures, still unpublished, taken ante 1994 in G¥anag“ona
by Marilyn E. Heldman, who delivered a copy to me for study almost 30 years
ago and which—I admit—remained almost forgotten among my papers in
Florence. No need to remind that G¥onag“ona is a well-known historical place
in Eritrea, Somazana, very close to the sites of Ham and Qofroya. The interest
of the Computus of G¥onag“ona (as I will call this manuscript) lies in the fact
that in the arch of the incipit folium, a series of signs must be interpreted as a
list of Greek numerical signs from 1 to 1000, with a few omissions and possi-
bly one repetition: units—A (1, ?), B (2), I' 3), A (4), E (5), € (6), Z (7), | H
(8), ® (9)—tens—I (10), K (20), A (30), M (40), N (50), E (60), | E (60, i.e.
one number is repeated), O (70), IT (80), Q (90)—hundreds—P (100), X (200),
T (300), Y (400), @ (500), <X (600), ¥ (700), Q2 (800) missing, > M (900)—
and 1000—,A (1000, ?).

Before coming to the short conclusion, I would like to remind of two mi-
nor or major discoveries that should not pass unnoticed in our thinking of the
textual transmission and its historical context in the Ethiopian Dark Ages and
particularly towards its end phase.

The first one is the extensive notice on Ethiopia transmitted in the Croni-
ca Universalis by Galvaneus de la Flamma (d. 1345), relating an early-
fourteenth century Ethiopian embassy to Europe: whatever we think of the
general reliability of this report (which explains a long debated passage in the
work of Giacomo Foresti), it is difficult to deny it any connection with an
Ethiopia just a few decades distant in time from the end of the Dark Ages.*

47 See Lajtar and Ochata, 2017, p. 259; Bausi, 2021a, pp. 18-19.

4 Let me add, as also Paolo Chiesa has recently noted (Chiesa, 2023, pp. 144-45), the author of
the discovery together with whom I had the honour of preparing a commentary of the notice
for Aethiopica, that it is a real pity that Verena Krebs has not recognized the essential im-
portance of this notice first in an article already prepared at the moment of the discovery of
this notice and more than that in her 2021 book Medieval Ethiopian Kingship, Craft, and Di-
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The notice has also information that presupposes specific texts of hagiograph-
ic and liturgical character.

The second one is the emergence of the ever first Syriac text found in
Ethiopia or Eritrea, that is a wooden altar tablet (fablit6) inscribed in Syriac,
consecrated by an ‘Athanasius bishop of Ethiopia’ in 1295/1296 CE. The altar
tablet, preserved in an Eritrean church, is certainly related to the debated issue
of the presence of Syrian prelates in Ethiopia and Eritrea at the end of the thir-
teenth century and has no significance to the issue of Aksumite relations be-
tween Aksum and Syria. Yet, as the ever first ancient or medieval written ob-
ject in Syriac script or language that has so far been found in Ethiopia or Eri-
trea, it poses more generally the issue of the relationship with the Syriac-
speaking world in the thirteenth century.*

5. — Conclusion

I have no general conclusions to draw, but my impression is that the
Go'oz textual and linguistic tradition from the Late Antiquity to the early Mid-
dle Ages may be much more varied and colourful than we think. New discov-
eries and systematic investigations will certainly help to enrich the picture.
Updated philological and linguistic analysis of literary and documentary texts
is also needed, if we are to grasp all the nuances of this elusive and scarcely
documented period. Systematic edition of multiple-text manuscripts which
serve as repositories of older Aksumite layer will definitely help understand
more in depth and more precisely the textual transmission from Aksum to
Lalibala. As far as the linguistic aspects, there is no reason not to think, for ex-
ample, that as it has happened in other cases of passage from one (later, un-
documented) phase to the other, the obliteration was also due to the problem
of intelligibility of the “language of Aksum” (this, in the end, is what Go‘az
originally was),* but this would require one separate contribution. We should
also be more inclined to demarginalize Eritrea and Ethiopia of this period and
see their enduring interactions and connections with the outside world.

plomacy with Latin Europe. See Chiesa, 2018; Bausi and Chiesa, 2019; Chiesa, 2023, pp.
14445, on Krebs, 2019; Krebs, 2021.

4 See Bausi and Desreumaux, 2021.

0 See for example, as far as Latin language is concerned, what stated Giacomo Devoto, see
Devoto, 1983, 1, p. xix.
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Why Did Old Ethiopic Cease to Be a Spoken Language?*

1. — Introduction

It is generally acknowledged that Old Ethiopic (Gofz) was a spoken lan-
guage in the Aksumite kingdom, and that it enjoyed high status both politically
and culturally. Its political prominence is demonstrated by the fact that it was
the only autochthonous language regularly employed by the Aksumite rulers
in the inscriptions enumerating their deeds. Its cultural prominence explains
the choice of Old Ethiopic as the language into which the Holy Scripture and
other religious texts were translated,' the language of liturgy and, in general,
the sacral language of Ethiopian Christianity.

Likewise, it is generally acknowledged that Old Ethiopic ceased to be a
spoken language before the Solomonic dynasty came to power.? However,
both the circumstances that led to its death as a vernacular and even approxi-
mate date of this event remain obscure. The present paper is an attempt to ap-
proach both questions, offering some reflections on the sociolinguistic factors
which could have brought about at first, the rise of Old Ethiopic and later, its
decline as a spoken language.

This essay is the fruit of the research project “Semitic lexicography in synchrony and dia-
chrony” implemented as part of the Basic Research Program at the National Research Uni-
versity Higher School of Economics (HSE University), Laboratory for Middle Eastern and
North African Languages and Cultures.

' A process which must have started in the fourth century AD. See Piovanelli, 2019, pp. 42-43.
2 See, e.g., Ullendorff, 1955, p. 13; Tropper, 2002, p. 1; Bausi, 2016, p. 52; Meyer, 2016, pp.
137, 159; Tropper and Hasselbach-Andee, 2021, pp. 2-3. Somewhat more cautiously, Butts,
2019, p. 119, states that in the Solomonic period, Old Ethiopic “was probably never a first
language”.
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2. — Tigrinya is not the daughter language of Old Ethiopic

It was demonstrated by Robert Hetzron in his seminal book on the topic,
Ethiopian Semitic: Studies in Classification,’ that Old Ethiopic cannot be re-
garded as a direct ancestor of Tigrinya: there are grammatical features of Ti-
grinya which are traceable to Proto-Ethio-Semitic (Proto-ES), but do not find
direct correspondences in Old Ethiopic.* Thus, Old Ethiopic and Tigrinya are
both descendants from Proto-ES, and whereas Tigrinya undoubtedly was spo-
ken on the territory of the Aksumite kingdom in some form (within this article
it shall be referred to as “ancient Tigrinya”),’ it must have been grammatically
and lexically distinct from Old Ethiopic (although, admittedly, this “ancient
Tigrinya” must have been much closer to it than modern Tigrinya is).

The linguistic arguments supporting this statement are as follows.

2.a. Hetzron’s arguments for Tigrinya as a sibling (rather than a daughter lan-
guage) of Old Ethiopic

Hetzron® confined himself to the following arguments (as far as Tigrinya
is concerned):

2.a.1. The plural third person and possessive pronouns are -omu (3PM)
and -on (3PM) in Old Ethiopic, but -om (3PM) and -dn (3PF) in Tigrinya (-om
and -an, respectively, in Tigre). The forms of the feminine suffixes in Tigrinya
and Tigre are, in Hetzron’s opinion, more archaic than those of Old Ethiopic
(the OId Ethiopic -on is a result of analogy with the masculine -omu). In any

3 Hetzron, 1972, pp. 20-21.

4 Although, to the best of my knowledge, the linguistic arguments put forward by Hetzron were
not submitted to criticism, the outdated concept of Old Ethiopic as the ancestor of all modern
ES languages—advocated, inter alia, in the highly influential Ullendorff’s The Semitic Lan-
guages of Ethiopia (Ullendorft, 1955, p. 15 etc.)—is not fully abandoned even by the lin-
guists. Thus, in a few recent works by R. Voigt, the pre-Hetzronian picture is taken for grant-
ed, so that Voigt amends the old concept rather than defends it anew: “[T]he modern Ethio-
Semitic languages do not necessarily solely derive from Ge‘ez but from sister dialects of
Ge‘ez as well” (Voigt, 2016, p. 64). In a recent overview of ES, the theory of modern ES lan-
guages going back to Old Ethiopic is said to be “accepted by many historical linguists”
(Kapeliuk, 2023, p. 404). Under these circumstances, it is hardly surprising that in a mono-
graph on Ethiopian history Tigrinya is referred to as a direct descendant from Old Ethiopic
(Phillipson, 2012, pp. 51-52).

See Voigt 2022, p. 520, where, however, ancient Tigrinya is treated as a dialect of Old Ethio-
pic unattested in epigraphic and literary sources.

¢ Hetzron, 1972, p. 21.
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case, there are no reasons to suppose that the Tigrinya form -dn (or its
equivalent in Tigre, -an) is a development of Old Ethiopic -on.

2.a.2. The Tigrinya form of the infinitive (with the prefix ma-) is, in
Hetzron’s opinion, more archaic than that of Old Ethiopic (with the pattern
qatil(o(?))-). In reality, it remains unclear which of the two forms of infini-
tive—with the prefix *mV- (mo- in Tigrinya) or with the suffix *-ot—is to be
reconstructed for Proto-ES. Furthermore, both of them may have coexisted at
some period.” In any case, a reliable case of *-or-infinitives replaced by *m/V-
infinites is found in Harari,® and it is difficult to rule out the possibility of a
similar development in Tigrinya—in which case, this feature is not relevant
for the present discussion.

2.a.3. The form of the negative morpheme in Tigrinya (Zay-) is, in
Hetzron’s opinion, an archaism lost in Old Ethiopic. In reality, the situation is
more complex: in Epigraphic GoSz° we do observe both 7i- and Pay- as allo-
morphs of the negative marker.'® This allomorphism may well continue Proto-
ES. Hence, its generalization into Zay- in Tigrinya, and into 7i- in Tigre and
Classical Ga$z does not tell us anything on interrelation between Old Ethiopic
and Tigrinya: the Tigrinya 2ay- may go directly to Proto-ES, or, alternatively,
may be traced to Epigraphic GoSz.

Thus, only the first of Hetzron’s arguments remains valid.

2.b. Additional arguments for Tigrinya as a sibling (rather than a daughter
language) of Old Ethiopic

Some additional arguments can be advanced in support of Hetzron’s
statement.

7 Bulakh and Kogan, 2010, pp. 292-94.
8 Wagner, 2011, p. 1259.

This cover label will be used to refer to the varieties of Old Ethiopic or related lan-
guages/dialects attested in the epigraphic corpus (mostly dated to the Aksumite period; see
Butts, 2019, p. 118). The term “Classical Ga¥z” will be used to refer to the variety of Old
Ethiopic preserved in post-Aksumite manuscripts and codified in the grammars of indigenous
and western scholars.

10" Bulakh, 2012, pp. 391-93. The Ga$z epigraphic material is also discussed by Sjors, 2018, p.
318, who, however, fails to mention the most important feature: the allomorph ay- is attested
only before yo-, the 3SM prefix of imperfect/jussive. As suggested in Bulakh, 2012, p. 392,
the emergence of this allomorph is most likely a result of the dissimilation of i before y: *2i-
ya- > *Pay-ya-. In other words, the distribution between ?ay- and 7i- in Epigraphic GoSz was
phonologically conditioned. The same distribution can be reconstructed for Proto-ES.
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2.b.1. The form of the 3PF object/possessive/subject suffix in Tigrinya
is -dn word-finally, but -dna- word-internally: ndgir-dn ‘theye told’, but
ndgir-dna-?o ‘theyer told him’. The word-internal form is more archaic, with
the final *-@ as the marker of plural feminine (opposed to *-i as the marker of
plural masculine) traceable to Proto-Semitic.!' In Old Ethiopic, no trace of the
final *-@ has been recorded for this morpheme (which simply does not occur
in word-internal position in this language).

2.b.2. Converb (gerund) in Old Ethiopic employs the base gatil- com-
bined with the possessive pronominal suffixes and marked for accusative:
qatil-a-ka ‘yousy having killed’ (compare bet-a-ka ‘yoursy housescc’). In 3sM,
the accusative marker -a is merged with the pronominal suffix into -o: gatil-o
‘he having killed’ (compare bet-o ‘his housescc’, rather than bet-u ‘his
housewom’).!? In Tigrinya, the 1 and 2 person markers are attached directly to
the base of the converb (ndgir-ka ‘yousw having said’) and, even more im-
portantly, the 3SM form of the converb is ndgir-u ‘he having said’, where -u
cannot be traced back to -o in Old Ethiopic. The Tigrinya type (with nomina-
tive-like endings) and the Old Ethiopic type (with accusative-like endings)
must represent reflexes of two distinct forms of Proto-ES converb. Most prob-
ably, the protoform could be marked for nominative or accusative, presumably
depending on the syntactic function of the noun encoding the agent of the
converb."

' On the opposition *-i vs. *-@ in the plural forms of the pronominal suffixes in Proto-Semitic
see Huehnergard, 2019, p. 54; Kogan, 2015, p. 60; Weninger, 2011, p. 168.

This paradigm finds correspondence in Amharic, South Argobba and North Argobba. In Am-
haric, the paradigm of converb fully corresponds to that of Old Ethiopic as far as the attach-
ment of the suffixes is concerned: -d- (< *a) is inserted before the suffixes with initial conso-
nant, and -o is the 3SM suffix (sdbr-d-h ‘yousw having broken’, sdbr-o ‘he having broken’). In
Argobba of Aliyu Amba (which is a South Argobba variety, see Girma Awgichew Demeke,
2015, pp. 4-5), 2sM suffix -ah and 2SF suffix -i# undoubtedly result from metathesis of *-ka
and *-ki, respectively, whereas the 1PL suffix is attached by means of the inserted -d-
(sddbad-d-n ‘we having insulted’; see Leslau, 1997, pp. 52-53). Similarly, in North Argobba
(Wetter, 2010, pp. 176—180), -d- is inserted only in the 1PL form of the converb (sdbarr-d-na
‘we having broken’ vs. sdbarr-ax “yousw having broken’). Both in South and North Argobba,
the 3sM suffix of the converb is -o (Leslau, 1997, p. 52; Wetter, 2010, p. 176). Thus, both
North and South Argobba have lost the inserted *a in some slots of the paradigm, but have
preserved the 3SM marker intact. In other words, the paradigms of converb in Amharic and
both branches of Argobba can be traced to a paradigm identical with that of Old Ethiopic, and
different from that of Tigrinya.

12

13 The distribution between the nominative-marked and accusative-marked forms of converb in

Proto-ES could follow the same lines as that of circumstantial predicative adjectives in Old



Why Did Old Ethiopic Cease to Be a Spoken Language? 57

2.b.3. The form of the imperfect of the causative stem in Tigrinya in the
types A and B (Pa-A ydnaggor and ?a-B ydndggor, respectively) cannot be
traced back to Old Ethiopic (?a-A yanaggor and Pa-B yaneggor). Rather, a re-
construction of the Proto-ES verbal system can be offered which accounts
both for Tigrinya picture and for the other ES languages, including Old Ethio-
pic. Within this reconstruction, the Proto-ES opposition was 2a-A *yangar vs.
?a-B *yanaggor.

This reconstruction has two advantages. Firstly, it accounts for the plural
forms of the imperfect of 7a-A in Tigrinya: 3PM ydngaru, where apparently the
old base -ngar- is preserved intact. This is in contrast with the paradigms of B-
stems, in which gemination can be traced to Proto-ES: 0B 3SM yanaggar, 3PM
yanaggoru; 2a-B 3SM ydndggor, 3PM ydndggaoru. Secondly, it accounts both
for the forms in Tigrinya and in the rest of ES (see Fig. 1). After the gemina-
tion of the second radical was introduced in 72a-A," Tigrinya followed a
unique path: in stem Za-A, the vowel 2 was inserted before the geminated con-
sonant.'> Thus, 2a-A remained opposed to 7a-B, whereas 2a-B underwent no
change at all: ?a-A ydnaggar, ?a-B ydndggor. In Old Ethiopic (as elsewhere in
ES), the imperfect of Pa-A followed the pattern of 0A. Consequently, the im-
perfect of ?a-B had to be reshaped after the pattern of 0B: 2a-A yanaggar (cf.
0A yonaggor), 2a-B yaneggor (cf. 0B yaneggor).

Ethiopic (whose morphology, with nominal base attaching a possessive suffix, is strikingly
similar to that of converbs), see Tropper and Hasselbach-Andee, 2021, p. 233; Dillmann,
1907, pp. 482-83.

This took place after the splitting of Proto-ES. In Tigrinya, this process affected only those
slots of the paradigm where no suffix appears.

15 The pattern of 7a-A in the imperfect thus became modelled after 0B. Paradigm adjustment of

the causative stem after the D-stem (equivalent of 0B) is found elsewhere in Semitic. Cf., e.g.
Kouwenberg, 2010, p. 114 for Akkadian; Huehnergard, 1992, pp. 210, 216 for Hebrew and
Semitic languages in general.
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Proto-ES Tigrinya
2a-A *yangor ——— ﬁiflﬁ_a"g‘g_'air:\ (PM yéingor-u)
?7a-B *yanaggor — ———— pydndggor b (PM ydinciggor-u)
0B *yoneggor-——— | Wonaggar--~ (PM yonaggor-u)
0Old Ethiopic
yanaggor
yaneggor
yoneggor

Fig. 1: Imperfect of the 7a-A, Pa-B, and 0B: from Proto-ES to Tigrinya and
Old Ethiopic

2.c. The lexical dimension

On the lexical level, there are no arguments to support the hypothesis of
Old Ethiopic as the ancestor of Tigrinya. Firstly, the distance between Old
Ethiopic and Tigrinya is more or less the same as between Old Ethiopic and
Tigre. According to M.L. Bender,'® the shared core vocabulary of 100-word
list is 71 for Tigre and Old Ethiopic, and 68 for Tigrinya and Old Ethiopic.
Even more importantly, the glottochronological evaluation of lexical evidence
suggests the splitting between Old Ethiopic and Tigrinya ca. seven centuries
BC'—which implies that in the Aksumite period, Old Ethiopic and (ancient)
Tigrinya were already independent languages.'®

3. — Linguistic situation in the northern Ethio-Eritrean highlands in the
Aksumite and early post-Aksumite periods

As shown in Section 2, Old Ethiopic was not the ancestor of Tigrinya.
Rather, both Old Ethiopic and Tigrinya coexisted in the Aksumite epoch as
two separate languages (undoubtedly, among many other vernaculars spoken

16 Bender, 1971, p. 173, Table 4.
17 Militarev, 2000, p. 303.

18 And not dialects of one language, as suggested in recent works by R. Voigt (Voigt, 2016, p.
64; Voigt, 2018, p. 73; Voigt, 2022, p. 519).
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in the region).'”” What was the interrelationship between these two languages?
What was their geographical distribution in the Aksumite times? Was there
any other kind of distribution, for instance, on the social level?

The geographical distribution of Old Ethiopic can be tentatively recon-
structed on the basis of the epigraphic corpus. For the present discussion, it is
vital to take into consideration only those Aksumite inscriptions whose lan-
guage can be safely identified as Old Ethiopic—which cannot be done in
many cases.?’ Still, even with these strict criteria, we obtain rather broad dis-
tribution of Old Ethiopic language—from Aksum in west Tigray to $Addi
Abuni Nazret in south-east Tigray to a number of historical sites in {Agama
(north-east Tigray) and Akkélad Guzay (south Eritrea) to a location Aratu in the
vicinity of Keren (Eritrea).?! With the exception of Aratu,?? all these locations
now belong to Tigrinya-speaking area.”

1 On Aksum as a multiethnic and a multilingual state see Phillipson, 2012, pp. 36, 52; Voigt,
2016, pp. 62—63.

20 Inscriptions which cannot be with certainty attributed to Old Ethiopic have been left out. This
includes for instance the inscriptions RIE 182 (from Météra), RIE 183 (from Safra), RIE 180
(a bronze object from SAddi Gélimo, third cent.), RIE 218 (from §Anza), the inscriptions on
pieces of schist from Matéra published by Ricci (1991), and the inscription on Honzat stele
(Ricci 1988, p. 146, Bulakh and Yohannes Gebre Selassie, 2023). In each of these texts, more
or less prominent aberrations from Classical GoSz are found, and/or some fragments remain
obscure. Likewise, numerous fragmentary inscriptions containing personal names or undeci-
pherable sequences of letters are not relevant for the present discussion. Cf. also below, fn.
26.

2l The relevant inscriptions are as follows: RIE 187 etc. (Aksum), RIE 219 (SAddi Abuni
Nazret), RIE 222 (Dakane), RIE 223 (Mitira), RIE 228, 229, 230 (Edit), RIE 232 (Ham),
RIE 240, 241, 242, 243, 244 (Dahanamo), RIE 250 (Saro), RIE 252 (DaSru in the region of
Qohayto), Ricci, 2003, Figs. 8, 9, 11 (region of Qohayto), RIE 254 (SAddi SAliwti), RIE 313
(Aratu).

On this site, as well as some other Aksumite sites of the Tigre area, see Manzo, 2010, pp. 22—
23, 24, 26, with further references.

Importantly, there is no evidence for Old Ethiopic as the language of Adulis or the surround-
ing area of the Red Sea. This may be explained by the simple fact that no epigraphic sources
in local languages have been detected in Adulis so far. Yet, one cannot ignore the reconstruc-
tion suggested by Lusini (2006, p. 451), in whose opinion the variety spoken in Adulis was
closer to Tigre than to Old Ethiopic. One can even venture to seek for tangible traces of this
dialect/language. Indeed, the inscription RIE 192, known for its specific linguistic features
(such as word-initial /- corresponding to /- in Classical GaSz; negative marker d7; assimila-
tion -nt- > -tt-; complementizer k-; see Bulakh, 2013, pp. 214-15), although produced in Ak-
sum, could have been written in the Adulis variety (or under its influence), as a result of in-
tensification of contacts with the coastal area in the course of Kaleb’s Himyarite campaign of

22

23
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There are no reasons to suppose a mass migration of Tigrinya-speakers to
this area in the late Aksumite period and to regard this migration as the main
trigger of the death of Old Ethiopic. Such a reconstruction would involve too
many contradictions: one would have to assume that the newcomers were hos-
tile enough to eliminate all the Old Ethiopic speakers and, at the same time,
flexible enough to accept their religion and to learn their language well
enough to be able to handle the sacred books and to practice liturgy in Old
Ethiopic.

A much more plausible reconstruction implies that the Aksumite kingdom
was a multilingual state and that Old Ethiopic, Tigrinya, and Tigre were
among languages spoken on its territory, together with non-Semitic languages,
notably Agaw (Central Cushitic languages).?* It is difficult to establish with
certainty the geographic distribution of these various languages.?® It can only
be stated that Old Ethiopic enjoyed the highest prestige: although it was not
the only written language among the local speech varieties,? it was most often
used in this function, especially by the rulers of the state. In particular, the
translation of the Holy Scripture into Old Ethiopic clearly testifies to the high
status of this language in the Aksumite kingdom.

How could it be that on this extended territory only one language among
many was chosen as the written language? Why did neither ancient Tigrinya

the sixth century (on the dialectal variation as one of the possible explanations for these spe-
cific forms see RIE I1IB, p- 259; Bausi, 2023, p. 159 fn. 11).

2 Cf. fn. 19.

%5 Tigre was presumably the major language spoken by the local population in the area around

Adulis, and it is usually assumed that Tigre speakers are to be identified with tigrétai men-
tioned by Cosmas Indicopleustes as one of the local ethnic groups (see Lusini, 2006, p. 452;
Voigt, 2016, p. 69; contra “Togre ethnography”, in Ede, vol. IV (2010), p. 899a (by W.
Smidt), where the possibility of identification with Tigrinya-speakers is also considered).
This agrees with the linguistic data: the equal distribution of shared core vocabulary between
Old Ethiopic and Tigrinya, on the one hand, and Old Ethiopic and Tigre, on the other hand,
suggests that Old Ethiopic was in equally close relationship with both languages (see Section
2.c).

Attempts to write in other languages were made from time to time. This includes the famous
inscription from Sohuf amni (RIE 287), written in Ethiopic script, but in a non-Semitic lan-
guage (“Sohuf omni” in E4e, vol. IV (2010), p. 597b (by M. Bulakh)). Also, there is a num-
ber of fragmentary inscriptions which cannot with certainty be attributed to any language, and
which are traditionally and somewhat arbitrarily regarded as written in Old Ethiopic. Note,
for instance, RIE 351 (an unvocalized inscription on a piece of pottery), with the specific Ti-
grinya root /gs ‘to be happy’ (Kane, 2000, p. 292), which, admittedly, with equal probability
may be a personal name. For both interpretations see RIE IIIB, p. 351.

26
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nor ancient Tigre leave any visible written documentation—neither in the Ak-
sumite time nor for many centuries of post-Aksumite period?

A possible solution is that the distribution between Old Ethiopic, on the
one hand, and ancient Tigre and ancient Tigrinya, on the other hand, was not
geographical. Rather, Old Ethiopic could be the language spoken by a certain
social group enjoying a high prestige and a high political status.”” Yet, it could
not have been simply the language of the royal clan in Aksum, because, firstly,
it was not restricted to Aksum and its environments, and, secondly, as Old
Ethiopic graffiti show,?® it was not restricted to high nobility.

It seems a plausible hypothesis that the Old Ethiopic speakers were an
ethnic group predominantly engaged in trading, including far-distance trade.
This would explain several facts: that evidence for Old Ethiopic in the Ak-
sumite period is found on a wide territory; that among local languages Old
Ethiopic was most frequently used in writing; that Old Ethiopic was the offi-
cial language of the Aksumite state, whose wealth was based on trade; that
Old Ethiopic speakers were the first to embrace the new, Christian, religion,
which was allegedly brought by foreign merchants. Incidentally, this would
also fit into the association of the language name GaSz and the ethnic name
AgQazi with the verb ‘to migrate, to travel’, the semantic connection between
travelling and trading being obvious.? One could further speculate that Old
Ethiopic developed into a lingua franca employed by both Semitic and Cushit-

27 A parallel may be drawn to the socio-ethnic system which probably at a certain point of histo-
ry existed in the northern part of Ethio-Eritrean highland: Tigre must have been originally the
language of the serfs, with other language(s) spoken by the ruling clans, and eventually given
up by them in favour of the language of the surrounding submitted groups (see Nadel, 1944,
p- 14, with some reservations). Within this approach, a hypothesis can be proposed that in the
Aksumite state, Old Ethiopic was the language of the elite, and Tigrinya (in the south) and
Tigre (in the north) were the languages of the serfs. This reconstruction would roughly corre-
spond to that offered by Voigt, 2016, pp. 69-70, who prefers to speak of ethnic groups rather
than languages. Compare also Lusini, 2006, p. 452; Lusini, 2010, pp. 8-9.

28 RIE 240, 241, 242, 243, 244 (Dahanamo); RIE 525 (DaSru); RIE 254 (SAddi SAlawti); RIE
250 (Saro), RIE 252 (DaSru in the region of Qohayto), Ricci 2003 Figs. 8, 9, 13 (region of
Qohayto).

This semantic shift is clearly attested in another Old Ethiopic verb, nagada ‘to travel; to trade’
(Leslau, 1987, p. 390; Dillmann, 1865, p. 693). On the relationship between the language
name Ga$z, the ethnonym AgSazi, and the verb gafza see Marrassini, 2014, pp. 24-25; Voigt,
2016, p. 69. Note, however, that since the earliest attestations of Ag{azi employ this term as
an ethnonym (“AgSazi” in E4e, vol. I (2003), pp. 144b—45a (by A. Sima)), one has to suggest
that it was the ethnic name which gave rise to the root g¢z ‘to be free; to travel’, not vice ver-
sa.

29
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ic speakers on the local markets. Finally, such a hypothesis would also explain
the death of this language, presumably soon after the fall of the Aksumite em-
pire. Indeed, as soon as the old trade routes were abandoned and the trade
connections broken, the clans of speakers of Old Ethiopic, dispersed along the
Aksumite settlings, became isolated, could not pursue their former occupation,
and soon lost their identity, becoming submerged by the neighbouring ethnic
groups and, among other features, taking over their language(s).

Association of a certain profession with a certain ethnic group is not a ra-
re phenomenon, and in the Ethiopian area, we have several examples of such
distribution.*® More specifically, the trading routes were often under control of
a certain ethnic group. The religious factor (naturally interrelated with the eth-
nic factor) was no less important: it is well-known that in the post-Aksumite
period the commercial activities on the Ethio-Eritrean highlands were in the
hands of the Muslims.’' Long-distance trade led to the emergence of chains of
urban settlements dispersed along the trading route. As shown by the French
scholars F.-X. Fauvelle-Aymar and B. Hirsch,* in the post-Aksumite period,
chains of Muslim cities, presumably inhabited by ES speakers, existed in the
Ethio-Eritrean highlands. More precisely, at least since the tenth cent., a trade
route from the Red Sea coast (where Dahlak islands and Massawa were the
main Muslim commercial centres) southward was controlled by Muslims, who
marked their presence by Arabic inscriptions found in ndérta region.>

Kviha (10 km south-east of Méqél4), a town in dndérta which had already
existed in the Aksumite period,* is regarded by Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch as
an outpost of the Muslim settlement of Dahlak in the post-Aksumite period.*

30" See Hetzron, 1977, pp. 6-7, on various Gurage ethnic groups; “Beta dsra?el”, in E4e, vol.

(2003), p. 557a (by S. Kaplan), etc.

See, for instance, Bustorf, 2011, pp. 82—83 on trade as the occupation of Muslim peoples and,
more specifically, on involvement of the Silte in local and transregional trade. Another ethnic
group traditionally engaged in long-distance trade was Argobba (Abbebe Kefleyesus, 2006,
pp- 74-83).

Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 2004-2010, pp. 25-53. The authors base their reconstruction on
archeological data bolstered by the evidence from the Arabic medieval authors. See also
Smidt, 2009, pp. 126-27.

33 “Arabic inscriptions in the Ethiopian regions”, in E4e, vol. 11 (2007), pp. 165a-67b (by A.
Gori), here 165b—66b.

Breton and Yohannes Aytenew Ayele, 2019.
3 Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 20042010, p. 31. See also Lusini, 1993-1997.
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This route’® apparently gained in prominence after the other major route lost
its importance, namely, the route leading from the Red Sea coast to Aksum,
the old axis on which the wealth of the Aksumite kingdom was based. But
there is little doubt that the route existed in some form already in the pre-
Aksumite period—in view of the Sabaic sites found in south-east Tigray’’—,
although we do not know how far south it reached. The route also likely func-
tioned in the Aksumite period as well—in view of the Old Ethiopic inscription
(RIE 219) found south of Mggla.

While Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch convincingly show that in the post-
Aksumite period it was the Muslims who held control over the north-south
route, the question concerning their ethnicity and language remains—and
probably will remain—unanswered. The southern parts of the route were like-
ly under control of North Argobba and South Argobba speakers.*® What about
the territories from the Red Sea to Hndérta (south-east Tigray)—those territo-
ries whose trading posts in the Aksumite period were most likely inhabited by
the speakers of Old Ethiopic? For the centuries following the fall of Aksum,
we lack any information on the linguistic situation along this trading route
(since the merchants employed Arabic as their written language—a usual prac-
tice for non-Arab Muslim communities for many centuries after embracing
Islam). The reconstruction by Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch® implies that the

36 This route, labeled as “north-south axis of Islamization” by Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch

(20042010, pp. 39-41), was gradually, in the course of the thirteenth—fourteenth cent., re-
placed by the “east-west axis”, going from Zayla$ along the Cérg4r massive to the Ethiopian
lakes. Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch are convinced that the inhabitants of these cities predomi-
nantly spoke ES language(s). Argobba speakers were probably the dominating group in the
southern part of the north-south trading route, whereas the Harari and proto-East Gurage
speakers must have been in charge of the east-west axis going from Zayla¢ to the Ethiopian
lakes (until the sixteenth cent. migrations changed the ethnographic situation, so that eventu-
ally only one urban center survived together with its original inhabitants, namely, Harar). The
modern distribution of Argobba-speaking settlements must reflect the earlier, more prosper-
ous situation, with a longer chain of Argobba-speaking trading posts and with intensive con-
tact between them provided by the Argobba speakers themselves regularly travelling along
this route.

37 See e.g. Wolf and Nowotnick, 2010; Benoist, Gajda, Matthews, et al., 2020, p. 21, with fur-
ther references.

3 This can be suggested on the basis of the modern geographical position of Argobba villages,
as well as of their oral traditions linking them to the historical Muslim state of Ifat. On the
linguistic distinction between North and South Argobba and on their location see Girma Aw-
gichew Demeke, 2015, pp. 1-12, with map on p. 5.

3 Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 20042010, pp. 30-31. See also Smidt, 2004, pp. 263—64.
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traders mostly came from the Dahlak islands, in which case they most likely
were naturalized Arabs mixed with local Islamized population (Tigre and/or
Tigrinya speakers). They must have gradually gained control over the old trad-
ing posts, becoming the monopolists of the long-distance trade and replacing
in this function Old Ethiopic speakers.

4. — Conclusions

The sociolinguistic history of Old Ethiopic can thus be tentatively recon-
structed as follows. The speakers of Old Ethiopic were almost exclusively
traders who held under control the trading posts from the Red Sea to Aksum,
to south-east Tigray, and to the area of today’s Keren in Eritrea. When the
Dahlak islands and the Red Sea coast were Islamized, the old, Christian trad-
ing routes were partly abandoned and partly taken over by the Muslims, the
connection between various Old Ethiopic-speaking settlements broke, and the
ethnic group AgQazi itself, probably not very numerous, was soon assimilated
to the surrounding groups. This must have taken place after the fall of the Ak-
sumite empire, thus, after the seventh century AD. At this period, the route
from Red Sea to Aksum was abandoned,* and as for the route going through
the eastern Tigray southwards, it must have been reshaped under the Muslim
dominance. Did any of the Old Ethiopic-speaking communities survive and
continue throughout the Zagwe time into the Solomonic period? Did they still
pursue their trading activities, perhaps by means of embracing Islam? There is
no evidence either in favour or against such a suggestion. But it can be safely
stated that in the post-Aksumite period, since the eighth cent. AD, Old Ethio-
pic lost its importance as the lingua franca and the language of commerce, and
that Arabic took over the latter function as soon as long-distance trade fell un-
der the control of Muslims.

In the Christian areas, Old Ethiopic continued as the language of the
Christian religion and as the only written language. But the ethnic group
which was responsible for the introduction and spreading of Christianity in the
region lost its identity and its language, assimilating itself to the surrounding

40" Both archeological findings and numismatic evidence show that in the course of the seventh
cent., Aksum lost its dominance in the international trade on the Red Sea (Lusini, 2022, pp.
330-32). By the ninth century, it ceased to exist as an urban center (Michels, 2005, pp. 217-
18). This does not exclude, however, existence of GoSz-speaking enclaves in the post-
Aksumite period. In particular, the linguistic features of the inscription from the village of
Ham in southern Eritrea (RIE 232), recently dated to the tenth century (Bausi, 2021), suggest
that it was produced by native speakers of GoSz (see Bulakh forthcoming).
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agricultural, by that time Christianized, ethnic groups. Thus, Old Ethiopic re-
mained the language of the Ethiopian Christianity, without being any longer
the native language of any Christian ethnic group. Eventually, Tigrinya speak-
ers, until then only one of the local ethnic groups, came to play the most prom-
inent role in the local politics and spread their influence and, finally, their lan-
guage, to the non-Semitic population of Aksum and the adjacent areas of the
northern Ethio-Eritrean highlands.
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Moving Beyond the Thirteenth Century in Lalibela:
From Archaeology to Manuscripts

1. — Introduction

Until recently, Lalibela' was considered to be both the capital of the
Zag¥e kingdom? and the residence of the metropolitan contemporary of King
Lalibala (c.1204-1225).> This demonstrates the centrality of the site to the
question of the post-Aksum period. However, the dating of the churches of
Lalibela is complicated by the scarcity of texts. We cannot determine with cer-
tainty which churches were founded by King Lalibala, or whether any church-
es existed earlier or were founded later. The typological analysis of the archi-
tecture* combined with the liturgical arrangements® has yielded many results,
but the thirteenth century remains an impassable horizon. This is mainly due
to the fact that some liturgical arrangements are deliberately archaic, as shown
by Emmanuel Fritsch.® As a result, it is now possible to classify the various
churches as belonging to a long thirteenth century, with the exception of those
of the Dibri Sina-Golgota-Sollase complex, which do not seem to date from
before the fourteenth century.” We must also consider David Phillipson’s con-
clusions on the transformations of the Lalibela site. He sees it as a kind of ar-
chaeological node that testifies to the transition between Aksum and Lalibela.

! I distinguish here between the name of the town, which is written in the way Ethiopians tran-
scribe this name in the Latin alphabet—hence Lalibela—and the name of the king, which is
transcribed on the basis of his name in contemporary texts: Lalibala.

2 Gervers, 2003, p. 23; Mercier and Lepage, 2013, pp. 40—41; see also the discussion points in
Derat, 2018, pp. 174-82; Derat, 2020, pp. 41-49.

3 Lepage, 2002; Mercier and Lepage, 2013, pp. 40—41.
4 Lepage and Mercier, 2006; Mercier and Lepage, 2012.
5 Fritsch and Gervers, 2007; Fritsch, 2008.

¢ Fritsch, 2008, p. 107.

7 Gervers, 2003.
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He dates the first monuments of Group 2 (or Eastern Group) to the seventh—
eighth-ninth centuries and the first monuments of Group 1 (or Northern
Group) to the tenth—eleventh centuries.?

When David Phillipson’s work was published, Claire Bosc-Tiess¢ and I
set up a historical and archaeological mission to Lalibela, drawing on a range
of disciplines (history, art history, archaeology, liturgy, stone-cutting)’ to ap-
proach the site from different angles. This mission, which began in 2008 and
is still ongoing,'® has allowed us to see the site in a different light. No longer
as a collection of churches with different architectural forms, whose styles
alone would indicate the period in which they were built, but as an archaeo-
logical site that has evolved over time. In this respect our work was in line
with the approaches of David Phillipson!! and Niall Finneran.'> Archaeology is
only one aspect of the project: the analysis of paintings in their material (and
not just stylistic) dimension," the study of manuscripts and in particular the
development of the libraries of the different churches of Lalibela,'* the record-

§ Phillipson, 2007; Phillipson, 2009, pp. 175-80.

®  The team that worked from 2008 to 2019 consisted mainly of Kidane Ayalew, Frangois-
Xavier Fauvelle, Emmanuel Fritsch, Antoine Garric, Yves Gleize, Anne-Lise Goujon and
Romain Mensan, with the technological support of the team of Archeovision (namely Loic
Espinasse, Frangois Daniel and Pascal Mora). As of 2019, Claire Bosc-Tiessé choose to leave
the scientific direction of the team, but kept on working with us, and the collective has been
enriched by the arrival of Alebachew Belaye, Hiluf Berhe, Martina Ambu, Manon Routhiau,
Sigrid Mirabaud, Nafisa Valieva and other scientists who came more occasionally.

10" This programme was funded by the CNRS, the Centre Frangais des Etudes Ethiopiennes, the
Commission Consultative des Recherches Archéologiques a I’Etranger of the French Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, the Agence Nationale de la Recherche (Cornafrique programmes [2007—
2011] then EthioChrisProcess [2018-2021]), the Institut des Mondes Africains (UMR 8171,
CNRS-Université de Paris 1-EPHE-Université d'Aix-Marseille-EHESS-IRD), the University
of Paris-1, and the labex Resmed. It benefited from a partnership with the Institut National de
Recherches d’Archéologie Préventive (INRAP). In 2019 and 2020, substantial financial sup-
port from the French Embassy in Ethiopia has made it possible to carry out work that was
previously unthinkable and to set up a new research programme financed by the Agence
Frangaise de Développement (AFD), which aims in particular to provide training through re-
search and to enhance the value of Lalibela’s heritage. Entitled Sustainable Lalibela, this pro-
gramme began in 2020 and is still ongoing (in December 2023). It is directed by Marie
Bridonneau, Kidane Ayalew and Marie-Laure Derat.

11" Phillipson, 2007; Phillipson, 2009.

12 Finneran, 2009; 2012; Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, Bruxelles, et al., 2014.
13 Bosc-Tiessé, Burlot, Mirabaud, et al., 2021.

14 Bosc-Tiessé and Derat, 2011.
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ing of inscriptions on the walls,'* the analysis of objects'® are all part of our
work, carried out as a team, with the aim of always cross-referencing data.

The aim of this article is to present the methods and a summary of the re-
sults on the basis of the current state of the work at Lalibela (as of the date of
the conference, i.e., early 2023), with particular emphasis on the period prior
to the thirteenth century. Understanding why a monumental church complex
developed in the thirteenth century and why King Lalibala founded churches
there was one of the questions that guided this work. What did this region, this
territory in the Kingdom of Ethiopia, mean to the Zag“e dynasty? This survey
begins with archaeological data suggesting that the site was inhabited at least
two centuries before the thirteenth century. It continues with the identification
of architectural programmes that have all but disappeared and continues with
the discovery of two successive painted decorations in the church of Betd
Maryam. Finally, the survey provides a preliminary evaluation of the oldest
codices still preserved in the churches. Lalibela is a complex place, and each
of the studies conducted on the site reveals a number of grey areas. Dating the
monuments, paintings, sculptures and manuscripts poses the greatest chal-
lenge. Without being able to propose a coherent whole, this article attempts to
address these issues, highlighting the few ancient traces and the reasonable
doubts.

2. — An elite occupation in Lalibela between the eleventh and thirteenth
centuries

The guiding principle of our archaeological work has been the application
of two methods. The first was the idea that rock architecture could be a key to
the identification of architectural transformations, bearing witness to a history
of “building”. In the same way as in the archaeology of buildings, we can read
the walls to identify the construction sequences, in Lalibela, by observing the
facades, the church interiors, the trenches and galleries of the rock-hewn com-
plex, we can also deduce the digging sequences, on the assumption that doors
opening into the void, or truncated staircases—long observed by those who
studied these monuments before us'’—bear witness to a first programme that
was then entirely transgressed by a second. For example, one of the first inten-
tion of the builders of Lalibela was to create a doorway giving access to the

15 Abullif, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2010.
16 Bosc-Tiessé, 2010.
17" See for instance Gervers, 2003; Phillipson, 2009, pp. 175-76.
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Betd Maryam from the west. Then, in another phase, the western fagade of the
Betd Golgota and the “Tomb of Adam” were reserved in the rock, cutting off
the western access to Betd Maryam.'$

The identification of these “anomalies”, the superimposition of different
intentions on the site of Lalibela, has led to the classification of observations
into four major phases in the development of the site: The initial phase was
designated as Troglodytic, encompassing galleries and small dead-end rooms
dug under the surface of the rocky cortex; a second phase, known as Hypoge-
um, in which underground rooms supported by massive pillars appear, result-
ing from the enlargement of the previous spaces; a third phase, referred to as
Monumental 1, in which the churches were dug out of the rock and set in open
courtyards; and, finally, a fourth phase, called Monumental 2, characterised by
the drainage of water and the digging of trenches, which significantly altered
access to the site. These sequences of excavations enabled us to establish a
relative chronology, although they do not allow us to date these transfor-
mations.

In addition to the archaeology of the buildings, another method was used
to identify areas on the site where archaeological data could be preserved. A
major advance was the discovery of spoil heaps resulting from the piling of
rock-cutting waste around the churches.!” One of these heaps, the largest one,
was excavated under the supervision of Romain Mensan between 2017 and
2022,% in the second group of churches at Lalibela. The hill has a reverse re-
lief to the surrounding monuments: Betd Gébro’el-Rufa’el, Betidlohem,
Mirqorewos and Betd Amanu‘el. These monuments were obviously built
around the perimeter of the hill. On the northern slope of this hill, Shimeles
Taffesse’s work revealed an ashlar wall.?! We excavated it in 2012 and its
foundation was dated between the mid-tenth and mid-eleventh centuries by
carbon-14 dating.”? Therefore, between 2017 and 2022, this mound was exca-
vated, focusing on the eastern part where some pottery sherds were discernible
in the section. After consultation with the people of Lalibela and the clergy,
the hill in question was renamed Qoyit Tarara.?* Excavations revealed occupa-

Fauvelle-Aymar, Bruxelles, Mensan, ef al., 2010.

19 Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, Bruxelles, et al., 2014; Bosc-Tiessé and Derat, 2019.
20 Derat, Bosc-Tiessé, Garric, et al., 2021.

21 Shimeles Taffesse, 1983.

22 Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, Bruxelles, et al., 2014; Bosc-Tiessé and Derat, 2019.
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tion in the form of excavated and built structures, dating between the eleventh
and eighteenth centuries.?*

Here we will only discuss occupations prior to the thirteenth century. The
oldest structure discovered consists of a circular space with a diameter of 9.5
metres (Fig. 1). The perimeter of this structure is marked by elongated notches
in the rock, which vary in size and depth. The inside of the structure is 0.9 m
deeper than the level of the notches. In the centre, another circular structure,
2m in diameter, has been cut out of the rock. It lies below the level marked by
the notches, but above the overcut inner level, which it overhangs by 0.75m.
No artefacts were found within the structure. However, on the periphery of the
structure, fireplaces, ceramics (a complete pot, a very large jar and a sherd
with a carinated shape) and fauna were recorded.

The function of this complex, which was revived in a second phase of oc-
cupation in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as evidenced by the construc-
tion of a rubble wall around the perimeter of the excavated structure, is still
unknown. Given the size of the circular structure, it is unlikely that this was a
simple dwelling. It could be a settlement linked to the surrounding excava-
tions; a structure associated with artisans. Analyses are still in progress. All the
C14 dating carried out on this structure suggests that it was built between the
beginning of the eleventh century and the middle of the twelfth century, and
that it was still in use in the thirteenth century (see Fig. 1).%

In summary, at Lalibela, within the second group sector, the earliest oc-
cupations can be traced back to the period between the mid-tenth and mid-
eleventh centuries. During that period, the construction of a monumental wall
in the northern part of Qoyit Térara but also to the west, atop Betd Gabra’el-

23 Naming the archaeological site was necessary. Until then, our work had been based on its lo-
cation in relation to the churches. As access to the hill was via Betd Gibra“el-Rufa’el, the site
was called Gabriel. This gave it an identity associated with the churches. The search for a
name was a lever for engaging in dialogue with the workers and opening up this dialogue to
the Lalibela community more generally. The idea was to bring back to mind a toponymy that
the life of the churches tended to erase. Everyone recognised that the place had once had a
name, but none could remember it. Until it resurfaced from memory and was, in a way, ap-
proved by all the inhabitants and authorities, both religious and heritage. Qoyit Térara is the
name by which the archaeological site is now known. It refers to the name of a woman, Qayit,
who is said to have given her land to King Lalibala when he was looking for a place to found
churches.

24 An article presenting the full results of these digs will be published shortly in collaboration

with Frangois-Xavier Fauvelle, Romain Mensan and Anne-Lise Goujon.

25 Derat, Bosc-Tiessé, Garric, et al., 2021.
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Rufa’el and Betidlehem, provided a large space for settlement. Among the
many questions raised by the study of these monumental structures, their func-
tion remains a central concern. Were they constructed as defensive enclosures,
or did they serve to demarcate a space within which specific forms of occupa-
tion took place—whether residential, religious, artisanal, or administrative in
nature? Insights into the function of these walls can be gleaned from the study
of the architectural remains discovered within the enclosed space. A circular
structure was built at a distance from this wall, either at the same time or a bit
later (early eleventh to mid twelfth century), perhaps unconnected to any resi-
dential structure. As previously mentioned, however, it remains challenging to
ascertain the purpose of these structures, which were dug out and subsequently
constructed. This arrangement limited the excavation of the monuments,
which took place around its perimeter. It is still impossible to know whether
the first monumental excavations took place when the structure was built.
Nonetheless, from a technological standpoint, observations have been made
that the structure testifies to the use of both excavation and construction. This
raises the question of whether the first excavations at Lalibela, in the troglo-
dyte and hypogeum phases, should be assigned to the tenth to twelfth centuries
AD.

This evidence for pre-thirteenth-century occupation in Lalibela can be re-
lated to the findings from the excavation of the burial area in Qadomt, a dis-
trict within the modern city of Lalibela, situated approximately 500 meters
from the church site. Excavations were carried out there between 2010 and
2014.2¢ They uncovered 39 pits containing more than 57 burials,”’ attesting to
occupation of the site between the eleventh and eighteenth centuries.”® Yves
Gleize’s analysis of the data has enabled the delineation of several phases of
occupation at this burial site. The earliest of these phases is postulated to have
occurred between the early eleventh century and the mid-thirteenth century.
Four burials are associated with the earliest occupation (SP 70 (late tenth-mid
twelfth century), SP 28, SP3E, SP 81), to which must be added 5 other burials
(SP 6, SP 8, SP 14, SP 69 and SP 82) which are slightly later (mid twelfth-mid
thirteenth century). This earliest phase is also characterised by a variety of
burial practices: some of the burials have an east-west orientation, while oth-
ers have a more north-south orientation, although the orientation may have

26 Derat and Gleize, 2015; Gleize, Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, et al., 2015.
27 Gleize, 2023, p. 159.
% Gleize, 2023, pp. 191-206.
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been determined by the constraints of the site. The bodies are buried on their
backs or on their sides.

In connection with one of the tombs of this first phase—SP28—a com-
plete vase with a strong carination was studied by Anne-Lise Goujon.” It dis-
plays “marked similarities with the Shay culture”*® the burial tumuli found in
the Ménz region. In this area, numerous intact ceramics, clearly used domesti-
cally, were placed alongside the deceased within the burial mounds.’' In the
current state of research, these affinities are perhaps best seen as markers of a
regional pottery tradition, corresponding to the actual northern Siwa and Lasta
regions.*?

Consequently, during the period spanning the eleventh to thirteenth centu-
ries, a society with the capacity to harness substantial human resources suc-
cessfully established itself in Qoyit Tarara and Qoadomt. Technologically, this
society had chosen both to construct and to carve into the rock.*® The monu-
mentality of the finely crafted stone wall discovered at Qoyit Térara suggests
that the occupation of these sites was orchestrated by an elite. The identity of
the members of this elite is a subject that merits further investigation. This
question gives rise to another, more specific inquiry concerning King Lalibala
and the Zag“e dynasty and their affiliation with this elite class that settled in
Lalibela between the tenth and the eleventh centuries

3. — The transformation of the Lalibela site: the example of the Betd
Maryam sector

Considering the possibility of an occupation predating Lalibala’s reign
necessitates a reevaluation of both the churches and their surroundings. This is
particularly relevant since the excavation phases at the site have allowed us to
determine that the current state of Lalibela is the outcome of significant
changes.** These changes involve both erosion and the deterioration of the

2 Goujon, 2023.
30 Goujon, 2023, p. 156.
31" See Fauvelle and Poissonnier, 2012; see also Alebachew Belay, 2020; Fauvelle, 2020.

See on this issue the PhD thesis of Anne-Lise Goujon: Goujon, 2021. The attribution of ce-
ramic styles based on cultural affiliation is a contentious issue. It is conceivable that in the fu-
ture, the definition of a “Shay” style will need to be redefined. At present, these remarks are
intended to demonstrate the similarities between the artefacts unearthed in Lalibala and other
ceramic collections.

3 Derat, Bosc-Tiessé, Garric, et al., 2021.
34

32

Fauvelle-Aymar, Bruxelles, Mensan, et al., 2010; Bosc-Tiessé and Derat, 2019, pp. 52-56.
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rock,* as well as the implementation of successive and at times conflicting ar-
chitectural plans. Not only have specific areas undergone substantial changes
over time, but complete sections have also collapsed, compelling the site’s
planners to modify their architectural plans to accommodate these challenges.
The current Betd Mirqorewos was elaborated within a vast underground
chamber excavated just beneath the surface, in the vicinity of Qoyit Térara.
Part of this hall collapsed at a date that cannot yet be determined. It was only
by enclosing the ecclesiastical space with built walls that the church of
Mairqorewos could be established or re-established. Much of the old under-
ground chamber remains outside the church: scattered pillars that can no long-
er support the weight of a rock vault, or small rooms carved into the rock with
deeply eroded vaults facing the church of Mérqorewos. Therefore, assuming
that this complex could have been a terrace or a residence,*® as we read in lit-
erature, is to ignore the changes in the site and to read the present remains as
direct evidence, without any transformations, of the developments of the thir-
teenth century.

Moving on to the first group of churches in Lalibela, observations of the
same order can be made in the courtyard of Betd Maryam (Fig. 2).7 As one
traverses from the west to the east along the roof of Betd Golgota, it becomes
evident that the stone vault, once part of the imposing entrance to Betd Mar-
yam, has indeed crumbled.’® At some unspecified time, holes were dug in the
vertical walls to allow the passage to be covered with a roof, the beams of
which were supported in these holes. Proceeding eastward along this passage,
opposite the church of Betd Maryam, there stands a porch positioned at a right
angle to the underground Sollase crypt. The whole sector shows exceptional
meticulosity, boasting precision in both carving and decoration, and exhibits a
far superior finish compared to the southwards monumental entrance to the
church of Betd Maryam.*® After passing through this porch, which includes the

See the last analysis of the rock in Lalibela, Giovannacci, Mertz, Gemeda, et al., 2022.
3 Monti della Corte, 1940, p. 69; Lepage, 2002, pp. 158-61.
Some elements of this presentation were published in Derat, 2023.

Michael Gervers has put forward the idea that this western access to the courtyard of Betd
Maryam was the main access, before the door opens into the void above Betd Golgota and the
“Adam’s Tomb” (Gervers, 2003, pp. 38-39).

38 Mercier and Lepage, 2013, p. 205.
3% Mercier and Lepage, 2013, p. 205.
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so-called Lalibala’s “lodge” on the upper level, one must descend a few steps
to access the courtyard of Betd Maryam.

Adjacent to the east, south, and north walls of the courtyard, there is a
small ‘platform’. Positioned on this platform are two truncated pillars: one lo-
cated at the entrance of the porch to the south and the other near the entrance
to the Church of Betd Mésqgdl to the north of the courtyard. A third pillar exists
as a negative impression in the rock, directly across from Betd Mésqdl, sug-
gesting that the entrance to this church may have been marked by two pillars
surmounted by an arch. However, this imprint could simply be an attempt to
recreate a pillar that never existed. In rock architecture, the absence of a pillar
typically results in the persistence of a small rocky prominence, unless the
rock is well leveled, rather than a negative imprint. To avoid potential over-
interpretation, it is advisable to discount the significance of this third pillar.
Along the west and north walls of the Betd Maryam courtyard, indications of
ornamentation and finishing in the upper part imply that these walls once
served as the back of a room before they were opened to the sky. Regarding
the west wall, the floor of this chamber is situated at an elevated position, cor-
responding to the level of the Lalibala’s “lodge”.

Based on these observations, it can be inferred that there was at least one
state prior to the present one where the monumental west entrance did not di-
rectly lead to the Betd Maryam courtyard but instead opened into a covered or
possibly tiered area bordered by pillars. The ‘platform’ within the courtyard of
Betd Maryam might be the last remnant of an earlier circulation level, poten-
tially outlining some form of ambulatory. While these scant traces don’t allow
for a reconstruction of the vanished spaces, they do reveal that a portion of the
layout has disappeared. Therefore, it becomes imperative to consider these
gaps in order to analyze the site’s layout and understand the intended symbolic
meaning.

The significance of this sector was analysed starting from the level below
Betd Maryam and its monumental western entrance: the Débréd Sina-Golgotha-
Sollase complex. Michael Gervers has convincingly demonstrated the im-
portance of this complex as a symbolic representation of the Holy Sepulchre.*!
Emmanuel Fritsch has highlighted the close relationship between the Lalibala
“lodge” and the Sollase chapel. He has hypothesised that this architectural re-

40 Monti della Corte, 1940, p. 52 is one of the first authors to describe the space as a narrow gal-
lery with a window overlooking the church of Betd Maryam and to call it the “Lalibala’s
lodge”.

41 Gervers, 2003, p. 45 n. 78.
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lationship testifies to the position of the person for whom this complex was
excavated and that the chapel may have been a tomb for King Lalibala.*? Fi-
nally, Claude Lepage and Jacques Mercier have produced an extremely valua-
ble analysis of the sculptural programme in Beti Golgota and the Sollase
crypt.® Elaborating from these analyses, it is tempting to identify the architec-
tural projections carved into the rock above an underground tomb as a repre-
sentation of the aedicula that crowned the tomb of Christ from the time of
Constantine until the destruction ordered by al-Hakim in 1009.# Instead of fo-
cusing on the function of these now-vanished spaces, a topic covered in anoth-
er publication,® the objective here is to examine the timeframe during which
the observed transformations in the courtyard of Betd Maryam occurred.

A terminus ante quem for a state prior to the present one is perhaps pro-
vided to us by Francisco Alvares, who describes the court of Beti Maryam:

This church, also, has in front of its main door, made out of the same rock,
a big house (with five rooms and a portico with two columns) in which
they give food to the poor; and the way out of the church is through this
house to the outside, or they come into the church through it going under
the rock a very long way.*

In this description the rock vault of the monumental entrance providing
access to the entrance of Betd Maryam, before passing through the porch, has
not collapsed. However, it is unclear whether the rest of the house where the
poor are fed represents the current state of Lalibala’s “lodge” or a previous
phase. Another factor contributing to dating comes from the examination of
liturgical elements. In 2003, Michael Gervers proposed that the architectural
complex encompassing the Church of Golgota should be dated to a period af-
ter the fourteenth century, suggesting it was a product of the evolving cult of
Lalibala.#” Building on this premise, Emmanuel Fritsch and Michael Gervers
assert that the layout of Débré Sina, excavated logically prior to Betd Golgota
and the Sollase crypt, reflects a liturgy from the post-thirteenth century, align-
ing with the trend of incorporating multiple sanctuaries within churches.*

4 Fritsch, 2008, pp. 98-101.

43 Mercier and Lepage, 2013, pp. 169-74, 189-98, 205.
4 Vincent, 1914; Abel, 1927; Canard, 1965.

4 Derat, 2023.

46 Beckingham and Huntingford, 1961, p. 224.

47 Gervers, 2003.

48 Fritsch and Gervers, 2007, pp. 43-44.
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Consequently, they posit that Débrd Sina might not precede the fifteenth cen-
tury, implying that the associated churches would also be of a later period. The
monolithic altars in the Sollase crypt supports also this late date. Were the
aedicula and gallery, the upper levels of the now vanished Débrd Sina-
Golgota-Sallase complex, contemporary with these underground develop-
ments, or even earlier? In truth, it is impossible to answer this question given
our current state of knowledge. These questions highlight the complexity of
the Lalibela site and its development.

4. — Painted decorations at Lalibela: Two superimposed decorations

The transformations undergone by the monumental complex of Lalibela
were not confined to the exterior of the monuments alone. The analysis of the
interior wall paintings carried out as part of our research in Lalibela, under the
supervision of Claire Bosc-Tiess¢, has provided new insights into the church
of Betd Maryam. This church is a very important node from the point of view
of the history of Christian art in Ethiopia, in particular because it presents both
a sculpted and painted programme, and the cycle of mural paintings, dedicated
in particular to the life of Christ (Transfiguration at Mount Tabor on the trium-
phal arch, flight into Egypt on the east wall of the north bay, Annunciation,
miracles of Jesus and visitation on the east and south walls of the south bay),
seems to be unique, as it is the oldest known*® in Ethiopia. Claude Lepage’s
work has highlighted the archaic features of the painted representations’' at
Betd Maryam and established that this ensemble borrows from Arab-Muslim
art after the tenth century, pointing also to the Fatimids in terms of the illustra-
tions of power (double-headed eagle, giraffe, etc.).”> He concludes that the at-
tribution to the reign of Lalibala and the very early thirteenth century is “like-
ly”.s3

In order to achieve a more profound comprehension of the material com-
position of the paintings under scrutiny, a meticulous observation process was
initiated, using photographs taken under ultraviolet light, and samples’ anal-

4 Gervers, 2003, pp. 43—49; Fritsch, 2012, pp. 500-06.

0 Lepage, 1999, p. 901.

! Lepage, 1999, p. 945.

Lepage, 1999, p. 960. See also Lepage, 2013, pp. 17489, 199-205.
Lepage, 1999, p. 961.
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yses.> The initial results of this work have been published by Claire Bosc-
Tiessé, Delphine Burlot and Sigrid Mirabaud.> The study revealed that the
well-known cycle of paintings overlay earlier ones, particularly evident in the
most deteriorated scenes on the wings. The gaps in the ornamentation show
remnants of underlying paintings that resisted removal. Conversely, two dis-
tinct layers of decorations are clearly discernible in the window frames on the
south and west sides of the nave (Fig. 3), with the older one still in a well-
preserved state.

How ancient is this initial program? At present, there is no way to deter-
mine its age precisely. However, it undoubtedly predates the program Claude
Lepage estimated to be from around 1200 by comparison with Coptic paint-
ings. The repainting over the earlier program suggests either a significant al-
teration, likely due to erosion, of the original program or an intentional effort
to transform the message conveyed by the paintings. In either scenario, it is
challenging to imagine that the time gap between the two programs is brief,
considering the substantial investment involved. Therefore, if the paintings in-
deed date back to before 1200, they are no more consistent with Lalibala’s
reign. We can infer from this observation that Betd Maryam was excavated be-
fore Lalibala’s reign.

Alternatively, the paintings examined by Claude Lepage might belong to
a later timeframe, potentially associated with the period when, within the ini-
tial group, the spaces underwent a complete reconsideration in conjunction
with alterations to the site, such as a collapse or a different architectural pro-
gram. As demonstrated by Emamnuel Fritsch, regarding liturgical configura-
tions, Betd Maryam shares similarities with Zérema, Abroha wi-’Asboha, and
Dabra Sialam Mika’el. These churches still featured pastophoria, opening into
both the central sanctuary and the bays. Mikael Muehlbauer recently estab-
lished that the excavation of the Abreha wa-"Asboha church could be dated to
the period between the eleventh and mid-twelfth centuries.>® Hence, there is no
obstacle to considering that some of Lalibela’s churches might precede the
year 1200. In such a scenario, it follows that the churches of Betd Madhane

% Analyses (Optical microscopy, scanning electron microscopy coupled to elementary analysis,
raman microscopy, fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy) performed by Laboratory
MSMAP in Pessac under the supervision of Sigrid Mirabaud.

35 Bosc-Tiessé, Burlot, Mirabaud, et al., 2021.
3¢ Muehlbauer, 2023, p. 133.
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Alam, Betd Amanu‘el and Betd Libanos, with comparable liturgical arrange-
ments,*” should also be assigned to an earlier period.

5. — Manuscript libraries: Which codices from the thirteenth century and
earlier?

The final aspect of the research carried out at Lalibela delves into the
manuscript libraries, their historical context, and, more broadly, the textual
records conserved within the churches. As previously stated, the objective of
this paper is not to furnish a comprehensive overview of all the work that has
been undertaken, but rather to concentrate on data pertaining to the era preced-
ing the thirteenth century or that may be connected to it. In recent years, the
investigation into manuscripts from this timeframe has significantly changed
our perspective. Carbon-14 dating of the two Gospels of Abba Garima (I and
III), indicating their production between the fourth and seventh centuries,
and of a double parchment fragment discovered during excavations in the
monastery of Saint Anthony in Egypt, bearing a Go“az text (On Silence at-
tributed to John Bishop of Constantinople), and dating from 1160-1265,%*
have revealed the existence of parchment documents predating the thirteenth
century. Similarly, the paleographic, philological and ink analyses carried out
in particular by Denis Nosnitsin and Alessandro Bausi® and more generally as
part of the University of Hamburg’s projects, notably around the “Aksumite
Collection”, have also significantly extended the horizon prior to the thirteenth
century.

In Lalibela, as of now, there are no lists of books prior to the end of the
fourteenth century.®' Consequently, it is currently impossible to evaluate the
nature of texts present at the site during the time of King Lalibala. The ap-
proach must, therefore, shift towards examining the manuscripts directly to
identify those that could potentially date back to the thirteenth century or even

57 Fritsch, 2008, p. 75.

38 Mercier, 2000, p. 40; Bailey, 2010; 2013; Bausi, 2011; McKenzie and Watson, 2016, pp. 40—
41; Mercier, 2021.

59 el-Antony, Blid, and Butts, 2016, pp. 30, 32.

% Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014; Nosnitsin and Bulakh, 2014; Bausi and Nosnitsin, 2015;
Nosnitsin, 2016; 2022 ; Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et al., 2020.

The oldest inventory found in Lalibela is a count made at the time of King Dawit, under the
authority of the chief priest Kifla Iyasus. Here 120 books are enumerated, but not listed
(Gospel of Betd Golgota, EMML 6934, fol. 11b).

6
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earlier. Notably, three manuscripts emerge as noteworthy. The first one is the
Betd Méadhane Aldm gospel, now kept in the church museum. This manuscript
has gained recognition as it has been microfilmed by the EMML project
(EMML 6907) and has undergone both palacographical analysis by Siegbert
Uhlig® and philological analysis by Rochus Zuurmond.®* Additionally, the pe-
nultimate folio contains a fragmentary donation from King Lalibala for the
gdbdz of Midhane Aldm.* Consequently, it holds significant importance as a
document for understanding the history of the site, the era of Lalibala’s reign,
and the Go°az language Gospels.

Rochus Zuurmond has shown that this manuscript is a witness of the
translation of the Gospels from Greek into Go®az, in between the first transla-
tion found in the Abba Garima gospels I and III and the revision from the
Greek witnessed in Abba Garima II. For his part, Uhlig assumed that the dona-
tion from King Lalibala was made by the same hand that copied the Gospel.
He also placed Lalibala’s reign in the twelfth century, while the documentation
places his reign in the thirteenth century. He therefore considered that the
paleography of the manuscript was necessarily later than the twelfth century,
and therefore probably a good witness to the thirteenth century. He classified
this manuscript in the first phase, which ends in the middle of the fourteenth
century.

During the investigation conducted in the Lalibela church museum as part
of the Sustainable Lalibela project, we had the opportunity to closely examine
this manuscript, with particular attention given to the penultimate folio, which
suffered extensive damage. It was cut out, gnawed by rodents, partially con-
sumed by insects, and stained by traces of dampness. Moreover, it is covered
near the binding’s upper part with a sticky black layer that might be incense.
What remains of the text has likely undergone numerous corrections and addi-
tions, resulting in scratches and words added above the lines. Despite these
challenges, reading this manuscript is genuinely rewarding.

The limited readability of the donation is evident. While some letters’ de-
sign matches those in the main text (especially the sixth order 9° which is
quite distinctive), it is improbable that the copy was intended as a general re-
copy of an earlier manuscript encompassing both the Gospels and the dona-

2 Bausi and Nosnitsin, 2015, p. 289.

63 Zuurmond, 1989, pp. 49—64. “Manuscript 4 (EMML 6907) stands in between manuscripts 1
(Abba Garima I) and 2 (Abba Garima III) on one side, and the Ab-text at the other side (nota-
bly Abba Garima II)”. The comments in brackets are my own.

% Derat, 2010; Derat, 2018, pp. 59-61. See also Bausi, 2022, p. 134.
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tion. The line spacing and word spacing are not identical. The main text dis-
plays meticulous copying, with careful adherence to the horizontality of the
lines, and suggesting that conserving parchment space was likely not a priori-
ty. This makes it a rare manuscript. In contrast, the donation of King Lalibala
is more condensed, and the copying is less meticulous.

Two additional manuscripts provide evidence of a period preceding the
thirteenth century: the Octateuch of Betd Madhane Alam (EMML 6913), now
kept in the church museum, and the Book of Kings of Betd Amanu‘el (EMML
6940).% These two manuscripts have the particularity of not being complete
and lacking binding. The palaeography of both is comparable to that of the
famous collection of homilies preserved at Tana Qirqos (EMML 8509), stud-
ied by Sergew Hable Selassie.®® He considered the handwriting of this collec-
tion to be archaic and put forward the idea that the manuscript could date from
the end of the twelfth century or the early thirteenth century, although lacking
a dated colophon.®” However, Gianfrancesco Fiaccadori, relying not on palae-
ographical analysis but on a study of the manuscript’s content, proposed an
entirely different dating. He posits that manuscript EMML 8509 should be
compared with manuscript EMML 1763, both containing identical homilies,
particularly that of 4bba Elyas, Bishop of Aksum, on Mitta®. This homily is
believed to have been written between 1335 and 1340, placing manuscript
EMML 8509 in the mid-fourteenth century.®® Nonetheless, this later dating
raises several questions.®’

Subsequently, numerous manuscripts displaying similar palacography
have come to light. These include the fragment of Dibrd Sahl containing
songs for Abba Garima,” the fragment of the Gospels of Dabrd Ma‘so,” and

A fourth manuscript is included in this collection of pre-thirteenth-century codices. It is a col-
lection of songs known as EMML 7078 (see in particular Nosnitsin, 2018, p. 300).

Sergew Hable Selassie, 1988. Sergew Hable Selassie, 1991, p. 69. Sergew Hable Selassie has
analysed the very particular palacography of this manuscript, comparing it with that of
EMML 6913. On this manuscript, see now the essay by Villa and Zarzeczny in this volume.

7 Sergew Hable Selassie, 1991, p. 80.

% Fiaccadori, 1989, p. 150.

% See in particular Nosnitsin, 2016, p. 98, n. 46; Nosnitsin, 2022, pp. 60-61; Bausi, 2022, p.
136-37; and now Villa and Zarzeczny in this volume.

70 Nosnitsin and Bulakh, 2014; Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014; Nosnitsin, 2016.
;

66

The palacography, on the other hand, is very different from the Codex X of Ura Misqal (the
“Aksumite collection”, cf. Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, ef al., 2020), and also very different from
the fragments discovered in the Saint Anthony monastery in Egypt.
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the fragment of a chant manuscript kept in Ma’asar G%¥ohila.”? The palacogra-
phy of manuscript EMML 6913 can also be compared with the donation of
King Armiha” for the church of Garima, found in the Gospel of Abba Garima
IT (note B11),”* as well as some undated folios of this same Gospel manu-
script.”> Additionally, a comparison can be drawn between the palacography of
our two Lalibela manuscripts and the Octateuch preserved at ‘Ura Masqdl.”
On the reverse, the Betd Médhane Aldm gospel appears to share many features
with the Ham gospel, the main text of which remains little known due to the
absence of a complete copy of the codex,”” and seems not to belong to the
same group of manuscripts with the distinctive palacography observed in
EMML 8509.7

After a first survey of the manuscripts listed, a noteworthy observation is
that the palacography distinctive of EMML 8509 can coexist with a more tra-
ditional palacography typical of the pre-mid-fourteenth century. This is exem-
plified in instances where different copyists are involved, as seen in EMML

72 Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014.
3 On the subject of this sovereign, see most recently Derat, 2018.

74 1 am following Sergey Kim’s recent arrangement of the foliation in the gospels of Abba
Garima (Kim, 2022). However, I am employing the traditional sigla to maintain consistency
with the previous references used in this work. Consequently, what Kim refers to as Garima
B is designated as Garima II in this context, corresponding to the manuscript that has not un-
dergone radiocarbon dating. The donation of King Arméha is referred as B, f. 206rb in Kim,
2022 and as Garima I no. 14 in Getatchew Haile, 2016, pp. 14-15. Getatchew Haile gave an
edition and translation of this historical note. See also Davies, 1987: he noted the particular
palaeography of this text, which he said was the colophon of the manuscript, and compared it
with two folios, in the same manuscript, of the Gospel of Matthew which show identical
characteristics. As a result, he thought he could establish that this handwriting could not be
much later than that of the manuscript.

75 See Kim, 2022.

7 For a full description of this manuscript: Denis Nosnitsin, Alessandro Bausi, Abreham

Adugna, Pietro Maria Liuzzo, Eugenia Sokolinski, ‘Boherawi Kallolawi Mangasti Togray,
“Ura Qirqos, UM-040’, in Alessandro Bausi, ed, Die Schriftkultur des christlichen Athiopiens
und Eritreas: Eine multimediale Forschungsumgebung / Beta masahaft (Last Modified:
1.4.2019) [Accessed: 2023-12-05+01:00]. Pictures of this manuscript were taken by the au-
thor at “Ura Qirqos in March 2009.

7 For a description of the donations included in this manuscript: Liuzzo and Valieva, 2021.

78 In the future, it would be useful to be able to qualify this style of writing, in which the signs

are drawn with broken lines, particularly when it comes to noting the fourth order. The other
striking feature of this script is the drawing of the @® and #”, which is interrupted in the mid-
dle of the sign by a small indent.
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6940 (see table).” There are other material points in common: the colour of
the ink used, which is light brown and not black,® and the layout of the texts.
Notably, the dimensions of the Octateuch of Betd Médhane Alim (EMML
6913, with folios measuring approximately 42cm x 32cm), and the simplicity
of the text layout (the beginning of each book being marked simply by a title
rubricated in red, surmounted by a very simple Adrdg and followed by a dotted
line, and the end in the same way), strongly evokes the layout of the Octateuch
of “Ura Misqél.

The elements of comparison point to a connection between the libraries of
Lalibela and the monastic and ecclesiastical institutions of Togray. The link is
quite logical insofar as the two regions, through their links with the Zag%e
kings and with Lalibala in particular, may have been in contact.®’ One might
even wonder whether the three manuscripts in question did not originate in
this Tigray milieu, given the many features they share. All these aspects re-
quire thorough verification, a process that is underway. The potential for car-
bon-14 dating of the manuscript parchments has also been considered. Sam-
ples from EMML 6907 and EMML 6913 have been collected for this purpose,
and ongoing analyses are in progress.® It is acknowledged that radiocarbon
dates may not be entirely conclusive, as they signify the death of the animal
rather than the preparation of the manuscript (although the time gap between
the two is likely no more than a few years or even months), and the provided
chronological range is seldom less than a century. Consequently, if these anal-
yses yield dates ranging from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries, the progress
may be somewhat constrained. Additionally, ink analyses to facilitate compar-
ison with results obtained elsewhere would also be valuable.

This examination of Lalibela’s manuscripts, possibly originating prior to
the thirteenth century, focuses on approximately 200 known manuscripts.
However, official inventories compiled by Ethiopian authorities, encompass-
ing both religious and heritage sources, estimate the total at around 500. These
brief remarks are thus meant merely as an initial reference.

7 1 am aware that palacography alone is not sufficient to date and classify these documents. Vo-

calization and spelling must also be taken into account to distinguish these documents from
one another (see Bausi and Nosnitsin, 2015, p. 289). For example, in EMML 6907, 6913 and
6940, God is written in two parts 4°ML.A : "(lch,C. EMML 6913 does not appear to have an
archaic spelling. But here again, it is just survey that requires a full examination.

80 On this subject, see Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et al., 2020.
81 See Derat, 2018.
82 See Bosc-Tiessé and Derat, 2025.
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Therefore, an interim conclusion regarding the three manuscripts present-
ed above is that some of the codices preserved in the churches of Lalibela
probably date from before the thirteenth century. This dating appears to be
consistent with other observations, such as the occupation of the site before
the 13th century. This implies not only the establishment of an elite group on
site, but also undoubtedly the excavation of the first galleries and churches be-
fore that date. However, it should be emphasised that the oldest manuscripts
were not necessarily produced in Lalibela, but were donated to its churches at
the time of their foundation. While their early dating confirms the site's greater
age, this is not sufficient proof.

6. — Conclusion

In summary, there is a substantial amount of both direct and indirect evi-
dence suggesting that Lalibela’s site was inhabited prior to the rule of the king
after whom it is named. It is now quite reasonable to trace the site’s history
back to the eleventh century. However, determining the exact period of the
first church constructions and providing a more detailed account of the early
societal and governing structures at the site remains a complex task. Progress
on these aspects can be expected through the analysis of the material culture
unearthed at the Qayit Térara site, along with examinations of the painted and
sculpted decorations. Additionally, efforts to identify the contexts in which the
manuscripts were crafted and to specify their production timeline will contrib-
ute valuable insights to these inquiries.

Despite these findings, it is currently impossible to extend our under-
standing beyond the tenth—eleventh centuries in the Lalibela region. While
there is a clear indication of the emergence of an elite culture during this peri-
od, settling in the elevated areas of Lalibela, at Qoyit Tarara and Qodomt, and
possibly not yet fully embracing Christianity, there is a lack of continuity with
earlier habitation. Attempts to identify alternative areas of settlement outside
Lalibela have been unsuccessful thus far, limiting our comprehension of the
dynamics between Aksum and Lalibela. This gap in knowledge impedes our
ability to discern developments between the seventh century in Aksum and its
surrounding regions and the eleventh century in Lalibela.

For this reason, a significant part of the Lalibela team has relocated to
Maryam Nazret,® which appears to be in position to address the historical gap
between the seventh and twelfth centuries. This move aims to facilitate a more

83 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020; Derat, Fauvelle, Mensan, et al., 2025.
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precise understanding of the ongoing transformations during this period. As
we conclude this article, the Togray region has become more accessible again
following a devastating two-year war. It seems likely that access to the
Maryam Nazret site will be restored in the near future. Unfortunately, Lalibela
is currently impacted by the war, affecting our ability to access the site. More
importantly, this prolonged conflict has taken a toll on our colleagues and
friends on the ground. We remain hopeful for a swift resumption of dialogue
and collaborative efforts with them.
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Fig. 1a: Excavations at Qayit Térara in the second group of churches, in Lalibela.
Mission Lalibela, 2023.
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Fig. 1b: Excavations at Qoyit Térara in the second group of churches, in Lalibela.
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Floor plane 1
Survey of present state

Fig. 2: The courtyard of Betd Maryam in Lalibela.

Fig. 3: The first phase decoration in Betd Maryam. Photo by Delphine Morana Burlot for
Mission Lalibela, 2020.






MICHAEL GERVERS

Periodization, Christianization, Rock-Hewn Churches
and the Enigma of Ethiopia’s “Dark Ages”"

Determining a periodization for Ethiopian history is uncertain from the
start. We may nevertheless begin by asking when the Ethiopian “Dark Ages”
are thought to have commenced.! I am reminded of an experience I had in
Romania in the early 1970s, when I frequently found myself in the company
of medievalists at the University of Bucharest. I asked a group of these medie-
valists when, for them, the Middle Ages came to an end, and they responded
that in Romania the Middle Ages ended ca. 1900. I then realized that my im-
pressions of periodization needed revision. Given this experience, I am all the
more aware that while change is constant, even though often imperceptible, no
historical period has a definitive end. The question is important because if we
cannot determine an ‘end’ to the Aksumite period, perhaps we should rather
look to continuation in medieval Ethiopia right through at least to the end of
Zag¥e rule in the later thirteenth century.?

An initial question, of course, is when the Aksumite empire is generally
thought to have ended. The Aksumites, up to ca. 600, are considered to have
been wealthy; so wealthy in fact that from the third century they issued gold
coins to be used largely in international trade and in keeping with the stand-
ards of the Roman world.> One important measure, therefore, of the economic
standing of the empire was its capacity to issue gold coins.* The last king

" The author is indebted to Habtamu Taddesse and the students of HIS1712H and HISD57 at
the University of Toronto in 2022 for productive discussions on the Ethiopian “Dark Ages”:
Adam Heagle, River Hobel, Mohammad Mian, Katherine Robertson and Shijie Zhang.

' Kelly, 2020, pp. 2-7; Steven Kaplan points to the tenth century (Kaplan, 2024).
2 See potential links between the Zag“e and the Aksumites in Derat, 2018, pp. 115-16, 144-45.
3 Munro-Hay, 1981-1982, pp. 1-16.

4 Hahn and Keck, 2020 (https://hcommons.org/deposits/objects/hc:29042/datastreams /CONTE
NT/content); Dowler, 2018, pp. 5-20.
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known to have done so was Hataz, whose coinage appears to have ended ca.
610.° These dates clearly precede the foundations of Islam, the consequences
of which have previously led many to argue that it was increasing competition
by Muslim merchants in the Red Sea that led to the decline of the Aksumites.®
Limited credence may be given, therefore, to the assumption that the founda-
tion, rise and spread of Islam was a major cause for the decline of Aksum’s
influence in the region.

We may begin instead by considering the consequences of King Kaleb’s
invasions of the Yemen starting ca. 522.7 Kaleb is represented by more gold
coins than any other Ethiopian king. The majority of these have been found in
the Yemen, prompting Gianfranco Fiaccadori to postulate that this was due “to
the need to pay for the Himyarite wars”.® Wars are expensive. The precise
dates of Kaleb’s reign are uncertain, but after spending sometime (months or
years) in the Yemen following the defeat of the Himyarite ruler Dii Nuwas, he
abdicated and retired to a monastery in Aksum as early as 523/524. It is then
that he is said to have offered his crown to the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem as
a sign of thanksgiving for the victory.” What then of this triumph in the Yemen
that led, following his abdication, to a struggle for succession in which, before
535, the rulership of the Yemen was taken over by King Abraha, who then bat-
tled for dominance over the Yemeni trade routes with the motherland?'® And
what effect, if any, did the great plague of 541/542 and the half century there-
after have on the Aksumite armies on both sides of the Red Sea?!' The glory of
Ethiopian hegemony was relatively short-lived, lasting only until the major
defeat of Abroha’s son, Yaksum or Masriik, by the Persians in 570.!> Before
the end of the decade, the Persians had full control of the Yemen, and went on
to conquer Jerusalem in 614 and Alexandria in 617, with much loss of Chris-

5 “Hatdz” in EAe, vol. II (2005), pp. 1046b—48a (by Gianfranco Fiaccadori); Hahn and Keck,
2020, pp. 138-42.

¢ “Aksum. History of the town and Empire” in E4e, vol. I (2003), pp. 173b—79b (here p. 175b)
(by Stuart Munro-Hay).

7 Sergew Hable Sellassie, 1972, pp. 132-43.
8 “Kaleb” in E4e, vol. III (2007), pp. 329a-32b (here p. 331a) (by Gianfranco Fiaccadori).

9 “Kaleb” in E4e, vol. III (2007), pp. 329a—32b (here p. 330b) (by Gianfranco Fiaccadori); Ser-
pp p Y
gew Hable Sellassie, 1972, p. 143.

10" Sergew Hable Sellassie, 1972, pp. 147-50.
1 Yohannes Gebre Selassie, 2011, pp. 36-61.

12 Sergew Hable Sellassie, 1972, pp. 153-57; Munro-Hay, 2002, p. 241; Hatke, 2020, pp. 291—
326.
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tian lives."? Given the cost of Kaleb’s expedition, the unrest that followed his
abdication, the instability of the Christian leadership in the Yemen under
Abraha and his sons, and the possible effects of a devastating plague, point to
a potential weakening of Ethiopian influence and control over the incense
trade of the interior and the maritime routes of the Red Sea well before the end
of the sixth century.'* That was a short-lived hegemony and one which could
alone have precipitated Aksum’s commercial decline.

Contemporary to these events, and seen as an additional blow to Ethiopi-
an Red Sea commerce, is the sudden disappearance of Adulis as a trading port
(Fig.1). According to some, the port city upon which Aksum depended for its
maritime trade was washed away “by the collapse of a barrier of a water basin
in the mountains that exceeded the city”,'> while others attributed it to “a great
earthquake in the Red Sea [that] rocked the sea bed and created a tsunami so
powerful that it travelled over six kilometers inland and completely wiped off
from the face of the earth the ancient African city of Adulis, capital of Punt”.!
Recent archaeological work under the direction of Gabriele Castiglia is less
definitive about the abrupt end of Christian habitation in Adulis, although his
excavation of the so-called British Museum Church (Fig. 2), that is thought to
have been the cathedral, suggests there was no new construction after the late
sixth, early seventh century.!” This chronology once again eliminates any pos-
sibility that the rise of Islam was in any way responsible for an interruption of
Aksum’s trade routes; that had all happened at an earlier point. We would sug-
gest that while the peak of Aksum’s successes can be attributed to the sixth
century, the downturn began before mid-century and saw a continuous decline,
if not a total collapse, before the mid-seventh century.

13 Bosworth, 1999, pp. 318-19 and fn. 748; Lepage and Mercier, 2005, pp. 28-29.

14 “Incense. Historical Background”, in E4e, vol. III (2007), 129b-32b (here pp. 131b-32a) (by
Maria Bulakh and Gianfranco Fiaccadori).

https://tesfanews.net/italia-eritrea-archeologists-discover-horn-africa-oldest-churches/  (ac-
cessed, 27 January 2023). Massa and Giostra, 2019, pp. 314-52 (here p. 315 and fn. 6). The
ruptured dams above Derna (Libya) on 11 September 2023, and the devastation that followed,
provides credence for the theory that a similar event led to the destruction of Adulis.

Report by Thomas C. Mountain, independent journalist and historian in Eritrea:
https://countercurrents.org/2018/10/the-great-red-sea-tsunami-and-the-disappearence-of-an-
ancient-african-city/;  madote.com.2018/03/italian-eritrean-mission-to-discover.html  (ac-
cessed, 27 January 2023). The idea of the tsunami appears to come from Serena Massa, as per
the second website.

17" Castiglia, Pergola, Ciliberti, et al., 2013, pp. 49-52
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Then comes the thorny question of the rise of the Zag¥e (Fig. 3). Who
were they and from whence did they come?'® The Kobrd ndgdst, the work
adopted and adapted by the Solomonic dynasty to legitimize its late thirteenth-
century takeover, presumes the Zag“e to be illegitimate heirs to the Aksumites.
But where is the evidence that they were illegitimate? Their presence in Ak-
sumite lands is witnessed by the majority of their land grants which extend
well into what is now Eritrea, and they were without a doubt major patrons of
the Church (Fig. 4). In fact, their presence in the Lasta region, where are lo-
cated the rock-hewn religious complex of Lalibédla (Fig. 5), the monolithic
church of Génnétid Maryam (Fig. 6), the church of Yomrohanné Krostos and its
derivatives built in caves (Fig. 7), probably represents the southern-most ex-
tent of their kingdom. In other words, it was the Zag¥e who continued the
southerly expansion of the historical Ethiopia begun by the Aksumites and saw
it on its way to a trajectory that, over another thousand years, turned the king-
dom into an empire with borders as we know them today.

Another product of Solomonic propaganda to condemn the Zag¥e may
well be the historic legend of Queen Gudit (dsato).!” It is she, said to have
been a pagan or a Semite although herself possibly even a legitimate heir to
the throne, who is claimed to have killed the last Aksumite king.?’ Based on
the work of the tenth-century geographer Ibn Hawqal, Taddesse Tamrat sug-
gests that her reign could have begun ca. 945, a date confirmed by Bishop
Severos of ASmunayn who, with reference to the Queen of the Bani I-
Hamwiya (who displayed characteristics similar to those of Queen Gudit),
places her between 942 and 979.2' Although she is accused of having burned
churches and sought to destroy Christianity, the legend, manipulated by the
Solomonic rulers, saw her also as the founder of the Zagve, thus adding to the
opprobrium attached in the thirteenth century to the dynasty.

And when and from where did Yokunno Amlak (Fig. 8), the first Solo-
monic ruler, and his near contemporary and accessory, the evangelizing saintly
priest Takld Haymanot (Fig. 9), derive their Christianity? Takld Haymanot is
said to have been born in Solalo§, Siwa (today identified with dtissa in

18 Derat, 2018, pp. 87—145.

Both names are used interchangeably to refer to the same thing in the literature. The differ-
ence is Ga“owa Mégabor (meaning the burial place of Ga‘owa/Gudit), the name of the archae-
ological site. “Addi Kdwoh (meaning “place of cattle”) is the name of the village where the
site is situated (email from Habtamu Taddesse, 25 Feb. 2023).

20 Derat, 2018, pp. 105-08.

2l Taddesse Tamrat, 1972, p. 39.
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Silale),” but what was the extent of the Christian presence in that region in
the thirteenth century? In fact, how and when did Christianity become estab-
lished in Sawa? Taddesse Tamrat alludes to the tenth century, but with virtual-
ly no evidence.? There is as yet no archaeological corroboration for a Chris-
tian presence in Sawa before the thirteenth century, nor of towns where Chris-
tians might have gathered, traded, built churches and worshipped. This ab-
sence also leads to the question of the composition of Yokunno Amlak’s war-
riors. Could he have been a recent convert and they still largely pagan? Could
he have converted in order to attract a following from among the Christian
Zag“e, using the inscription and murals of the church of Génnétd Maryam as a
sign of his allegiance to their religion??

What do we really know about the extent of the Christianization of the
Ethiopian highlands from the fourth century through the thirteenth? The aban-
donment of the stele park in Aksum (Fig. 10), the legends associated with the
Syrian Frumentius (Abuna Sidlama Ké#sate Borhan, Fig. 11) who is universally
credited as having introduced Christianity to the royal court, and the first ap-
pearance of the cross on the coins of King Ezana point to the fourth-century
establishment of the religion. Many have questioned, however, whether this
initial encounter ever spread beyond the court and the trade routes, and en-
dured until the next injection of the faith, allegedly carried to Ethiopia from
Byzantium in the late fifth and early sixth century by the so-called, legendary
Nine Saints (Fig. 12). While their narrative is well embedded in Ethiopian
folklore, there is no textual evidence for any of them before their hagi-
ographies were written in the fourteenth century and thereafter,?> leading one
to question whether the origins of the monasteries and churches attributed to
them can in any way be considered accurate. In fact, we have no knowledge
about the origin of these foundations. Recent archaeological excavations along
the route from Aksum to the Red Sea, however, have provided evidence of
possible church building from as early as the fourth century; that is in Betd
Samati and Adulis.?® It would make perfect sense for places of worship to have
been constructed to serve the merchant community, first at the port and then
along the route to Aksum. There is reason to believe that the cathedral of St

22 “Tikla Haymanot”, in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 831a—34b (by Denis Nosnitsin).
2 Taddesse Tamrat, 1972, pp. 36-38, 64-67, 119-22, 156-58, 160-61.

2% On Yekunno Amlak’s search for continuity with the Zag“e, see Derat, 2019, pp. 98-111.
25 “Nine Saints”, in E4e, vol. 111 (2007), pp. 1188b—91a (by Antonella Brita).

26 Massa and Giostra, 2019, pp. 322-23, 330-34.
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Mary of Zion in Aksum (Fig. 13), destroyed by Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Gazi
(Ahméd “Grafi”) in the sixteenth century, was built under the sponsorship of
King “Ezana although, once again, we have no evidence.”” Equally possible is
the legend that the cathedral may be attributed to two slightly later rulers of
Aksum, Kings Abroha and Asbsha.?® Further archaeological enquiry may well
pierce this early veil of darkness. Meanwhile, the evidence from the sixth cen-
tury is relatively rich and includes the churches whose foundations are known
from Aksum,” Agula‘’® Mitdra,’! Mailazo,> Qohayto,”® and elsewhere.**
Across the Red Sea, in the Yemen, there were clearly large Christian commu-
nities, very likely merchant and trading communities, at San“a’, where King
Kaleb is said to have had a cathedral built,> and at Nagran, the site of the mas-
sacre ca. 520 that prompted the Byzantine Emperor Justin to ask Kaleb to set-
tle the score.* Despite the apparently strong Christian presence in these urban
centres, the religion does not appear to have survived in the Yemen beyond the
sixth century. And what can be said of the survival of Christianity in the Ak-
sumite kingdom after the loss of the Yemen to the Persians and the apparent
obliteration of the trading hub of Adulis ca. 600? It seems more than likely
that the Aksumite kingdom itself was only partially Christianized in the sixth
century, and that beyond the urban and trading centres there too, paganism
continued to flourish. Might this scenario be a possible explanation for the ap-
parent absence of church building, not to mention manuscript production, be-
fore the appearance of the Zag“e in the tenth or eleventh century??” Until just a

27 Cf. Buxton and Matthews, 1971-1972, p. 53.

28 «Abroha and Asboha” in E4e, vol. 1 (2003), pp. 45b—46a (by Stuart Munro-Hay); Lepage and
Mercier, 2005, pp. 25-27; Phillipson, 2009, pp. 37—40.

2 “Aksum Soyon” in E4e, vol. I (2003), pp. 183b—85a (here p. 183b) (by Stuart Munro-Hay).

30 «Agula® in Ede, vol. I (2003), p. 153a-b (by Matthew C. Curtis and Kevin O’Mahoney);
Phillipson, 2009, pp 48—49.

“Church buildings” in E4e, vol. I (2003), pp. 737a—40a (by Marilyn E. Heldman); “Métdra” in
FEAe, vol. 111 (2007), pp. 864a—65b (by Francis Anfray); Phillipson, 2009, pp. 46—47.

32 “Maélazo” in EAe, vol. 111 (2007), pp. 694b—95b (by Matthew C. Curtis); Phillipson, 2009, pp.
43-44.

3 “Qohayto” in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 294b-96b (by Steffen Wenig).
3 Lepage and Mercier, 2005, pp. 24-29; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 1-32.
35 Finster and Schmidt, 1994, pp. 67-86; Breton, 2015, p. 103.

36 “Nagran” in E4e, vol. III (2007), pp. 1114b—16a (especially p. 1115a, by Alessandro Bausi);
Bausi, 2010, pp. 241-54; Brita, 2020, p. 279.

37 Derat, 2018, p. 144.
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few years ago, the Garima Gospels were attributed to the twelfth century, but
carbon dating and even more recently artistic and iconographical analysis of
the miniatures by the late Judith McKenzie and by Francis Watson have con-
vincingly placed them in the fourth to sixth century (Fig. 14).3® However, the
carbon 14 tests made by Jacques Mercier and the European Heritage Fund
were derived from the illustrated folios and never scientifically published.®
Furthermore, while deploring the lack of verified carbon 14 analysis, Sergey
Kim noted in late 2022 the absence of folio markings on the illustrated folios,
leading once again to the possibility that these folios and the manuscript texts
are not of the same date, and that the former predate the latter.*> Perhaps the
texts, then, can once again be ascribed to the Zagve.*!

Returning to the apparent decline, if not complete absence of basilica
building after the sixth century, we note that possible exceptions might have
been the small rock-hewn churches in the Hawzen Plain at Béraqit (Fig. 15),
Dogum (Fig. 16) and in Hawzen itself (Fig. 17), presumably corresponding in
their modest sizes to the populations they must have been created to serve.
They compare in the quality of their workmanship to the considerably larger
church of Gazen in Wémbdérta along the trade route on the very edge of the
eastern escarpment (Fig. 18).# All were hewn out of the rock rather than being
built, suggesting an alternative architecture in the absence of adequate build-
ing materials and trained architects.* The vulnerability of the small hewn
churches, situated as they were in the open plain, points to a peaceful period
rather than to one experiencing instability and the threats of war. If then, the
presumed Queen Gudit entered this region sparsely populated by Christians,
she may have encountered little resistance to its takeover once the king him-
self was removed.* The situation would then be ripe for a third Christianiza-
tion, that which, it turns out, appears to have been successfully launched by

3 McKenzie and Watson, 2016.
% McKenzie and Watson, 2016, pp. 40-41; Kim, 2022, §§ 24, 108.

40 Kim, 2022, §§ 247-57.
4

A sixth-century date is questioned by Bausi, 2011, p. 19.

42 Lepage and Mercier, 2005, pp. 46-61; Phillipson, 2009, pp. 88-92; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 63—
72.

4 Lepage and Mercier, 2005, pp. 90-93; Phillipson, 2009, pp. 98-99; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 68—
73.

4 Philipp, 2022, pp. 52-57.
45 Andersen, 2000, pp. 31-63; “Hdsato” in EAe, vol. 11 (2005), pp. 376b—77a (by Steven Kaplan).
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the Zag“e. This dynasty is represented by a wealth of surviving monumental
churches, some built, but the majority carved into, and out of, the rock.*
Among these are the great churches of Abroha wi-’Asboha (Fig. 19) and
Woagqro Cirqos (Fig. 20), lying just east of the Hawzen Plain, and Mika’el Am-
ba (Fig. 21), further to the east in the heights of Asbi Déra not far from Ga-
zen.” We may note that they are all exquisitely carved, the largest of Ethio-
pia’s rock-hewn churches, and two-thirds monolithic. They have recently been
attributed to a single workshop operating in the late eleventh century, making
them by more than a century the forerunners of the five original monolithic
churches at Lalibéla.*® The rock-hewn churches were not the only examples of
Zag“e provisions for places of worship, for we may here refer to Zarema (Fig.
22)%* and Agobo Qirqos (Fig. 23), also in Asbi Déra, and of course Débrd
Dammo (Fig. 24).° Débrd Dammo, the centre of whose western portal is
graced by a large Aksumite pillar possibly placed up-side-down (Fig. 25), and
which stands beside a large stone altar-like block and other shapes that must
once have been part of an extensive, pre-existing Aksumite building (Fig. 26),
has been dated to many periods.’’ From my viewpoint, the present building
would fit well with the late twelfth century, and possibly be a close antecedent
to the church of Yomrohanné Krastos® (Fig. 27) and the Lalibdla complex. We
must, however, give the Zag*e more credit than as being church builders for it
would appear that it was during their tenure that Christianity became fully es-
tablished throughout the old Aksumite kingdom, and was extended southwards
into Lasta. To have done so clearly took administrative skill and strong eco-
nomic development. Paganism must have been rife, as is indicated in a pas-
sage from the gdd! of King Yomrohanni Krastos where the king encounters

46 Juel-Jensen and Rowell, 1975; Plant, 1985; Derat, 2020, pp. 34-35.

47 Plant, 1985, pp. 91-96, 98-99; Lepage and Mercier, 2005, pp. 72-89; Phillipson, 2009, pp.
93-98; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 8-92.

48 Muehlbauer, 2023, pp. 79-134.

4 Lepage, 1973, pp. 416-54; “Zirema Giyorgis” in E4e, vol. V (2014), pp. 152a-53b (by Niall
Finneran).

S0 Lepage, 1975, pp. 34-59; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 37-62.

Sixth to seventh centuries (Phillipson, 2009, p. 64); seventh to eleventh cent. (Lepage and

Mercier, 2005, pp. 31-45); eighth cent. (Plant, 1985, p. 192); eighth to tenth cent. (Matthews,

1949, pp. 195-96; Matthews — Mordini, 1959, p. 39); eighth to twelfth cent. (Mordini, 1960,
p- 245; Di Salvo, 2017, pp. 35-44); ninth or tenth cent. (Buxton, 1947, p. 13).

32 Balicka-Witakowska and Gervers, 2001, pp. 947 and figs 1-16; “Yomrohanni Krastos” in
EAe, vol. V (2014), pp. 55a-57b (by Ewa Balicka-Witakowska and Michael Gervers).
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Satan when he prepares to build his church in a cave (Fig. 28). Said Satan,
“Why do you drive me out from this cave in which I have been living, where
many people, my beloved, worshipped me. In [55b] this grove of olives they
offered me cows, lambs and goats, practicing divination through me. But dur-
ing your reign my glory declined and I am worried (about it)”.>* It was in the
natural caves of the massif of Abund Yosef, for example, that the Zag*e and
their successors built churches,** (Fig. 29) or transformed them into churches
as at Wasa Mika’el (Angot, North Willo) (Fig. 30), a cave rather than a rock-
hewn church (the murals from which have been tied to Yokunno Amlak),> ap-
parently repurposed as a means to encourage conversion from paganism to
Christianity. Compared to what might seem to have been a modest Christian
presence in the rural regions of the Aksumite kingdom, the carving of Abroha
wi-’Asboha, Wogro Cirqos and Mika’el Amba (Fig. 31) would appear by their
size to reflect a period of rapid and extensive conversion across eastern Tigray,
ancient Ethiopia’s third and most successful phase of Christianization.

This background does not provide sufficiently secure evidence for us to
suggest at what date Ethiopians began to carve churches and funerary spaces
into and out of the rock. There was, however, ample precedent in the Red Sea
region and beyond, starting with the Nabateans whose elaborate first and sec-
ond-century tombs were cut from the rock within their territory from Petra in
Jordan,* to Hegera on their southern frontier in Arabia.” More pertinent by far
are the rock-hewn monastic complexes in Anatolia, exemplified by the
churches in Géreme and Cavusin, whose origins can be traced to the fifth cen-
tury and that were expanded at the time of the Iconoclastic Controversy in the
eighth and ninth centuries, and thereafter.*® One can imagine that at least one
of the purported Nine Saints, or other missionaries of the day, derived from
Cappadocia and brought the idea and the technique of rock-carving with him.
Rock-hewn churches are suited to rocky places made of sandstone and lime-
stone, with extensive cliffs, which the Aksumite kingdom was.”® For a land

Marrassini, 1995, pp. 54, 86 (English translation by Witold Witakowski from a seventeenth-
century manuscript in the church of Yomrohanni Krastos, reg. no. Ama-IV-12394).

% Gervers, 2014, pp. 25-64.

55 Mercier, 2002, pp. 143-48.

%6 McKenzie, 1990.

57 Bessac, 2015, pp. 163-201.

Jolivet-Lévy and Lemaigre Demesnil, 2015.
% Williams, 2016, pp. 83-102.
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seeking to expand its Christian presence, the geography of the highlands pro-
vided a landscape that was a perfect setting for places of worship in the rock.
We would argue that what the Aksumites started, the Zag¥e continued, and the
Solomonics transferred, if in technically inferior workmanship, to the south-
ernmost regions of their own newly Christian kingdom. A known, but inade-
quately studied example is the extensive rock-hewn church of Yéakka Mika’el
(also named Wasa Mika’el) in the heights above Addis Abdba (Fig. 32). It col-
lapsed, probably at an early stage in its existence due to the workmen’s unfa-
miliarity in working with the rock. Judging from what remains, it was exca-
vated far too close to the surface, leaving insufficient solid matter to hold the
structure together.® And what can be said of the efforts to construct a monolith
at Adadi Maryam south of Addis (Fig. 33)? It is hewn out entirely without
skill, while the interior is only excavated to about a third of its length.®' Con-
temporary efforts to carve churches into the rock in Siwa are even less im-
pressive (Fig. 34), and compare poorly both structurally and artistically with
their northern counterparts in Lasta, such as at Ambagor near Gasidna where
the priest Gabrdmaiskdl Tosdmme is single-handedly responsible so far for
carving five churches out of the rock, some of them monolithic (Fig. 35).¢?
Needless to say, the contemporary masters of rock-hewn ecclesiastical archi-
tecture in Ethiopia are northerners, who work like their ancestors to provide
places of worship for local communities.®

This excursion into the very uncertain chronology of the period from Ak-
sumite dominance in the second quarter of the sixth century to that of the
Zag“e 700 years later must for the moment end here, but while the gaps are
being filled and significant new questions are being raised, we see in those
two dynasties continuity, rather than the degree of change wrought by the arri-
val of the Solomonics, whose interpretation of Ethiopian history has shaped
the direction of scholarly endeavour and popular belief down to the present
day. Nothing could be further from the facts than that they were in any way
related to the Aksumites. On the contrary, while they adopted Aksumite-Zag®e
culture as their own, they were never able to dominate its source.

0 “yikka Mika’el” in E4e, vol. V (2014), pp. 16a—18a (by Bruce Strachan).
61 “Adadi Maryam” in E4e, vol. V (2014), pp. 216b—18a (by Ewa Balicka-Witakowska).

2 Philip, 2022, pp. 52-57; Lamesa and Gervers, 2023, pp. 130-32.
63

See the website of video-recorded interviews with contemporary master craftsmen in Ethiopia
responsible for hewing out churches from the rock, created by Michael Gervers and spon-
sored by the Arcadia Foundation: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/projects/ethiopic-churches/
(accessed 19 November 2023).
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Fig. 1: Ruins from the ancient port city of Adulis (Eritrea). Italian-Eritrean Archaeological
Project at Adulis by Ce.R.D.O. Photo Credit ANSA: https://tesfanews.net/italian-
archaeology-eritrea-mission-discover-adulis/ (site visited 1 December 2023).

Fig. 2: “British Museum Church”, Adulis (Eritrea)
(reproduced by courtesy of the British Museum).
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Fig. 3: Four Zag¥e kings, and King Gébra Mésqél; miniature in a folded parchment;
Lalibéla, Betd Gibra’el (North Willo). Seventeenth century.
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2013.

Fig. 4: Land donations of King Tantdwoadom, “Ura Mésqél church (Tagray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2005.
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Fig. 5: Aerial view of churches of Middhane “Aldm and Betd Maryam,
Lalibéla (North Wéllo). Photo by Georg Gerster.

Fig. 6: Rock-hewn monolithic church of Gannétd Maryam, facing NE (North Willo).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 1993.
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Fig. 7: Church of Yemrahanni Krastos facing NE (North Willo).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2007.

Fig. 8: Image of Yokunno Amlak, pillar mural in the monolithic church of
Génnétd Maryam (Togray). Photo by Paul Henze, 2006.
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Fig. 9: Image of Tdkld Haymanot, pillar mural in the rock-hewn church of
Maryam Dangolat (Togray). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2002.
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Fig. 10: Fallen great stele, Aksum (Tagray). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2000.
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Fig. 11: Image of Abunid Sdlama (Frumentius), pillar mural in the rock-hewn church of
Maryam Dongolat (Togray). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2002.

EARMU/N\ /S
Fig. 12: Image of the Nine Saints, ceiling painting, church of G¥oh Yom‘ata (Togray).
Photo by Jan Tromp, 2005.
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Fig. 13: Ancient steps of the church of Aksum Soyon (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2014.

Fig. 14: Miniature of the Jerusalem Temple (Abba Gérima III, fol. 260r), monastery of Ab-
ba Girima (Togray). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2000.
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Fig. 15: Rock-hewn church of Biraqit Maryam, central nave facing east, Gar‘alta (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2005.

Fig. 16: Rock-hewn church of Dogum Sallase, interior facing SE, Gér‘alta (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2000.
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Fig. 17: Rock-hewn church of Tékld Haymanot, interior facing east, Hawzen (Togray).
Photo by Emmanuel Fritsch, 2007.

Fig. 18: Rock-hewn church of Gazen, interior facing NE (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2004.
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Fig. 19: Rock-hewn church of Abroha wi’Asboha, interior facing SE (Tagray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2002.

Fig. 20: Rock-hewn church of Waqro Cirqos, west fagade (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2007.
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Fig. 21: Rock-hewn church of Mika’el Amba, aerial view (Togray).
Photo by Georg Gerster.

Fig. 22: Church of Ziarema Giyorgis, nave interior facing east (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2002.
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Fig. 23: Church of Qirqos Agobo, interior facing east (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2002.

Fig. 24: Amba of Débrd Dammo, facing NE (Togray). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2004.
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Fig. 25: Reused Aksumite pillar, western portal, church of Dabrda Dammo (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2005.

Fig. 26: Aksumite altar beside church of Débrd Dammo (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2005.
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Fig. 27: Church of Yomrohanné Krostos, north fagade (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2007.

Fig. 28: Satan. Mural. Church of Mika’el and Gédbra’el, Sdqota (Tagray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 1993.
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Fig. 29: Church of dmikina Médhane “Aldm, facing NE (North Willo).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2004.

Fig. 30: Cave church of Wasa Mika’el, interior with triumphal arch facing SE
(North Willo). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2005.
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Fig. 31: Rock-hewn church of Mika’el Amba, interior facing N (Togray).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2006.
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Fig. 32: Ruins of the rock-hewn church of Wasa Mika’el, exterior facing SE
(Addis Ababa, Siwa). Photo by L. Vrlikova, 2014.

Photo by Michael Gervers.
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Fig. 34: New rock-hewn church of Siraye Mika’el, interior facing SE (Siwa).
Photo by Michael Gervers, 2016.

Fig. 35: New rock-hewn church of Dabréa Soyon, exterior facing NE
(Ambagar, nr Gaséna, North Willo). Photo by Michael Gervers, 2015.
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The Late Period of Aksumite Coin Production (c.540—-c.645)

The periodisation of the Aksumite coinage usually has the late period be-
ginning with the abdication of Kaleb dlld Asboha around 540 or shortly be-
fore. This is reasoned by the fact that some kind of monetary reform was im-
plemented by Kaleb’s successor. There are six kings after Kaleb who issued
coins under their names; on their sequence and chronology the opinions
brought forward hitherto were widely differing and, more or less, only guess-
es, resorting too much to non-numismatic sources. But recent research has im-
proved the evidence by amassing a largely increased material basis;' it enables
a better application of the arsenal of numismatic methodology. Besides the ob-
servation of the typological development, it is the statistical element in me-
trology, metal analyses and the number of dies used in striking the coins which
helps us further. Of course, the statistical approach is not an absolute instru-
ment as it may be changed by future findings. However, compared with what
was known to Munro-Hay when he published his widely consulted book on
Aksumite coins almost thirty years ago,> nowadays we can rely on four times
more material. By the way, it should be mentioned that only about one fifth of
the coins known to us are in public collections.

Defining the whole period summarized as “the time after Kaleb”, that is
after the African kingdom reached the apex of its international political role, is
justified by the decline in information we can rely on from the literary sources.
But regarding the coinage, what seems to be the only aspect of deterioration is
a downslide in the alloy of the late period gold coins and in the amount of

Hahn and Keck, 2020. Now the material amounts to several thousand gold and silver speci-
mens and many more coppers so that it is to be hoped that the requirements of an updated ref-
erence work are met. Naturally it will take some time to be noticed in archaeology and histor-
ical scholarship.

2 Munro-Hay, 1995; cf. Piovanelli, 2014, p. 339.
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their output.> But this impression may be a result of fluctuating goldmining in
the neighbourhood of Aksum* and the fortuitousness of hoards detected. How-
ever, some gold coins are now known of all the six late kings. The decreasing
fineness of the gold coins® had already begun under Kaleb. After him it slowly
fell to about 2/3; tracing this decline is one of the minor aids in reconstructing
the sequence.

On the other hand, Kaleb’s direct successor—who can almost certainly be
identified as the king named Armah d11d ‘Amida—improved the silver and
copper coinage and modernised their typology by the introduction of new el-
ements.® These lower value denominations constituted the internal currency,
especially the coppers which served the small trade in a monetised economy
and could be used as a medium of propagating the official ideology. After
Kaleb their longstanding appearance was given up in favour of new types,
changing preferably with an accession to the throne. All the silver and copper
coins now display Gooz circumscriptions (with rather rare vowelling of the
fiddl script), whereas Greek remained on the gold coins as the valuta in long
distance trade.

In the case of Armah and of his immediate successor we are faced with
the custom that both kings—who (as common) had several names—used them
differently on the coins, according to the metal: what is thought to be the reg-
nal name,’ i.e. that composed with the pronoun Hll4, is restricted to the gold
coins being the higher ranking in hierarchy; on the other hand the supposedly
personal name, Armah and after him Wazen, appears on the lower ranking sil-
ver and copper coins.

Armah entered the legendary tradition as Ramhai by a faulty reading of
the legends on the coins® which were surfacing over the centuries. Regrettably
a completely erroneous identification with an Arha in the Islamic tradition was
promoted once,” by which he mutated into a contemporary of Muhammad. In
consequence several authors credited him with issuing the latest Aksumite

3 Hahn and Keck, 2020, pp. 33, 146.

4 Smidt, 2013.

5 Hahn and Keck, 2020, p. 148.

¢ Hahn and Keck, 2020, p. 120; Keck and Hahn, 2023, p. 3.

7 Hahn and Keck, 2020, pp. 46-47.

The two halves of the circumscription were read interchanged.
 Hartmann, 1895.
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coins.!? In fact, he is the earliest king in the late period and under him the
coinage was thoroughly reorganized, as can be deduced from the appearance
of a set of administrative issue marks which was continued under his succes-
sors.!" Switching Armah from the last to the first position in the row of late
coin-issuing kings helps us to reconstruct the sequence of his successors.

This sequence can now be regarded as quite certainly established. But it
must be mentioned that it is not necessary to suppose that every reigning king
immediately started to issue coins under his name — this was the custom in the
Roman Empire, but not for example in South Arabia. Though coining seems to
have been more or less continuous a tendency towards immobilization could
lead to posthumous issues.

The successor of Armah was Wazen Agad d114 Gébaz. The personal name
Wazen or Wazin Agad'? is written in unvocalized fiddl script. In certain refer-
ence books he is unfortunately called by the slogan found on the reverse of his
silver coins. Therefore, the typology of these needs some comment. The re-
verse legend starts by repeating the title nagus (which is already given on the
obverse) and it continues as “the king who exalts the saviour”. It was the cus-
tom on Aksumite coins that the legend explained the image; here we find a
gilded cross on a stand under an architectural arch. This image has found vari-
ous interpretations,'® but it is likely to depict a Holy Cross reliquary.

The Goaz verb abbdyd'™ can be used when a liturgical exaltation of a Ho-
ly cross is referred to, the highest trophy of Christian victory. It may be fan-
cied that such a relic could have been brought by a Byzantine embassy sent to
Aksum in order to seek an alliance against the Sasanians. We know that em-
peror Justin II used presents of this kind in diplomatic missions to the West
more than once.'® His successor, Tiberius II, propagated the cross of Golgotha
as an emblem for his crusade against the Persians.'® Needless to say, the
crowned frontal bust and the architectural arch were likewise absorbed from
Byzantine models, that is to say from coins and commercial weights.!” The

Munro-Hay, 1995, p. 75; Munro-Hay 1999, p. 26; formerly I also adhered to this assignment.
11 Keck and Hahn, 2023, p. 3.

Wzn and Agd seem to be a double name, used consecutively on his silver and copper coins.
13 Hahn and Keck, 2020, pp. 124-26.

14 Dillmann, 1865, col. 986.

15 Hahn and Keck, 2020, p. 126, fn. 353.

16 Hahn and Metlich, 2009, p. 36.

17 Hahn, 2011c.
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possible connection with the Byzantino-Persian war, which lasted from 572 to
591, might give us a clue for the dating.

The third king in order seems to be a certain dsra’el who was formerly
seen as another candidate to be put at the end of the coinage, and there we en-
ter into the question of how long Adulis had been in Aksumite hands. A hoard
consisting of Hsra’el’s gold coins was found there during the Italian excava-
tions in 1907'® and kept in the Museo Coloniale (later Museo Africano) from
its foundation in 1923 until its liquidation in 1971 whereupon the coins disap-
peared.”” A connection of the hoard’s concealment with an Arab raid on the
city may be presumed.?’ But, if a warlike event can really be supposed, this
could have happened much earlier, e.g. in the 570s when the Sasanians occu-
pied the Yemen and might have raided the opposite coast. Unfortunately the
composition of the hoard is totally uniform, containing only 33 gold coins of
Hsra’el with no other coins associated which could help dating. According to
the number of dies observed in Hsra’el’s entire coinage (including his scanty
silver and copper) he is likely to have had a short reign,”' probably restricted
to the 570s.

The next following kings are Gersem and loel. Both of them used frontal
depictions on their coins. loel’s earlier silvers and coppers are also inspired by
reverse types of Byzantine coins struck in the 590s.2 A later group of loel’s
copper coins has the letters of his name allotted to the four angles of a jew-
elled cross, a position which might signify a posthumous issue; we may date it
to the early years of the seventh century.

So Hatdz (Hethaza according to the Greek form) is left as the last king in
the order. In all probability he reigned at the time of the next and final Byzan-
tino-Persian war during the 610s and 620s and for a while thereafter. Again we
are dealing with two types of silver and copper coins; they are very different
in style and fabric as if two homonymous kings were involved in their issue at
different times. But such a supposition is unnecessary.

18 Paribeni, 1907, col. 50.

Hahn, 2011b. It is peculiar that the present revisors of the collection (e.g. Zazzaro, 2013, p.
32) did not realize that the coins were sold; they can be traced in the international trade at
least since 1979.

20 Paribeni, 1907, cols 501, 570-71.
2! Hahn and Keck, 2020, pp. 128-29.

22 Hahn and Metlich, 2009, Mauricius nos. 57, 58 (small silver coins of Carthage) nos 53, 55
(silver of Constantinople).
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Possibly the two groups are divided by a longer gap in minting which
could have happened between 616 and 629, when the Sasanians occupied
Egypt and even advanced as far as the Nubian frontier. In these years the Ak-
sumites were cut off from their connections with Byzantium and the Indian
trade was finally interrupted. This, of course, affected the economy and there
seems to have been no necessity to replenish the currency in circulation by is-
suing new coins. The Byzantine victory of 629 and the return of the Holy
Cross to Jerusalem (where it had been captured by the Persians in 614) evoked
new hopes of a restitution of the political situation. We learn from a literary
source® that emperor Heraclius was congratulated by the “Indian” king.

Now the minting seems to have been resumed in the name of Hatdz and a
very numerous issues of coppers was struck. They are of a low-quality manu-
facture, but their type is eloquent, symbolizing the domination of the cross all
over the world: it appears in the centre of a lozenge and is repeated at the four
edges (of the universe); the legend addresses the nations/gentiles who are cho-
sen instead of the reprobate Jews. The optimistic sentiment came to nothing
when the Arabs conquered Egypt 642/45 and the Aksumites were again isolat-
ed.

The late coins of Hatdz are found in large numbers, particularly at Aksum
and a comparison with what is known from Adulis would be informative for
the end of Aksum’s access to the Red Sea. But a direct comparison of the find-
ings from the two settlements is infeasible because the archaeological situation
is very different. Whereas a large part of the material surfacing at Aksum
comes from private collecting, almost all the known Adulis provenanced coins
were found in excavations. So, we can only compare the number of excavation
coins from both sites. They differ in size as there have been fewer excavations
at Adulis and their documentation is largely insufficient. For the coins from
Aksum, we can refer to an overview published in a special article?* which is
fairly up to date; there a little more than 853 pieces are counted, 431 of them
dating to the post-Kaleb time.

Turning to Adulis, the fundamental publication of the 1906/07 excava-
tions? only mentions the number of some gold and silver coins as well as
more than 300 bronzes, their identification being declared desirable. Later on,
Anzani quoted all the Aksumite coins from these excavations he was able to

2 Theophanes, Chronographia, ed Carl de Boor p.335 referring to year 6123 of the Alexandrian
era (=630 C.E.).

24 Hahn, 2011a, p. 375.
25 Paribeni, 1907.
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identify in his catalogue of 1926, where only the gold coins are illustrated
(from plaster casts). It is not known to me whether he had seen the originals;
at least the gold coins had been transferred to the Museo Coloniale in Rome
by request of Carlo Conti Rossini who wanted to study them, but Anzani
preempted him. The 1924 excavations of Giorgio Brunetti?’ brought forth only
a few coins which Anzani could also include in his catalogue; apparently he
still had his connections with Eritrea.”® The coins of Anfray’s excavations in
1961/2 can be found in the (unpublished) thesis of his disciple Eric Godet.?
We were unable to find more late coins mentioned in recent excavation re-
ports. Altogether more than 110 coins can be counted from Adulis of which a
little more than 43 are later than Kaleb.

Thus, the recorded excavation coins from Aksum dating between c.540
and c.645, taken altogether, number about ten times more than those of Adulis.
If we have a closer look at the different reigns and metals there are other dis-
crepancies. Adulis is relatively rich in gold coins (13 pieces, besides the 33 in
the hoard referred to above), all the late kings being represented, whilst none
comes from Aksum (where the gold is soaked up by the organized antiquities
dealers).** On the other hand the ratio between the post-Kaleb coins to the ear-
lier coins is rather similar from both sites. If we turn to the separate reigns we
can draw on the following numbers:

26 Anzani, 1926.

27 These excavations were undertaken by Giorgio Brunetti (1886—1971), but no records seem to

be extant; in Brunetti, 1923, p. 25 he mentioned en passant his excavating in Adulis.

28 Arturo Anzani (1879-1946) had lived some years in Eritrea where he served the financial au-

thorities 1913—18 as an accountant.
2 Godet, 2003, p. 251.

This does not mean that we have to attribute these gold coins to a mint at Adulis; they do oc-
cur in Aksum but did not find their way into excavation reports.
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Late Aksumite, second phase: c¢.580-c.640
GERSEM

HETHASAS / HTZ
1.Periode

In principle, the length of a reign has an effect on the number of surviving
coins and older pieces were liable to be recoined (melted down). However, the
small number of Hatiz coppers in Adulis compared with those from Aksum is
remarkable. Perhaps the supply of coins from Aksum as well as their use came
to an end somewhat earlier in Adulis than in Aksum itself. However, we
should like to build on a larger number of coins for comparison in order to
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achieve a better probability for our conclusions. Another problem arises from
the impossibility of estimating how long Aksumite coins circulated in a mone-
tary function after the reign of Hatdz until they disappeared into the soil. The
large amount of small change which had been struck previously could have
served the shrunken economy of Aksum for quite a long time, perhaps for the
rest of the seventh century. Somehow the situation may be similar to that of
the Roman coins in fifth-century Central Europe.
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An Archaeological Approach to the Study of the Chronology
of Rock-Hewn Churches in Tigray (7"-11" Cent. CE):
New Evidence from the Gud Bahri Iron Production Site,
Wugqro, Tigray, Ethiopia

1. — Introduction

Togray, a region in northern Ethiopia, is home to more than 150 rock-
hewn churches. While there are scattered rock-hewn churches in all part of
Tagray, the highest concentration is found on the “Abiy ‘Addi—Asbi Wambirta
belt. Gar‘alta mountains have the highest concentration of such churches
found on the top of the mountains or on the cliff-side. This area is geologically
known for the ‘Addi Grat sandstone, named after the town of ‘Addi Grat
where this section of sandstone makes great exposure.! The selection of this
region for rock-hewn churches could be associated with the suitability of the
rock to carve and the exposure of the cliffs which enable to accommodate
large-sized churches. This belt extends in a SW-NE axis from Témben area to
Asbi Wambirta, respectively, for a distance of about 100 km (Fig. 1).

Due to their scattered distribution, the rock-hewn churches of Togray did
not receive attention as much as those in Lalibdla where 11 rock-hewn church-
es are concentrated in small space. As a result, the Lalibdla churches attracted
international scholars and visitors; they were soon inscribed as World Heritage
in 1978. The monumental carved churches of Togray were widely brought to
the attention of scholars by 4bba Tewelde Medhin Yosef, who presented a pa-
per during the third International Conference of Ethiopian Studies held in Ad-
dis Ababa in 1966.2 Since then, many historians, architects, geologists, and art-
historians have visited and documented such rock-hewn churches.® Almost all

' Asfawossen Asrat, 2002.
2 Pankhurst, 1985.
3 E.g., Gerster, 1970; Plant, 1985; Buxton, 1971.
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of such churches have inherited the Aksumite architecture for their window
and door friezes (Fig. 2). The architecture of the rock-hewn churches shows a
mastery of rock carving skill that was in place since the pre-Aksumite period.

The Aksumite era is believed to have ended by the beginning of seventh
cent. C.E. as no similar built monumental structures and coinage were found
after this period. Until a presumably new political centre appeared in Lalibdla
by twelfth cent. C.E., the period between the seventh and twelfth centuries
C.E. is termed as ‘dark age’.* The ‘dark age’ was coined to refer to the period
after the decline of Aksumite Empire during the early seventh century and be-
fore the emergence of Lalibéla ca. twelfth century. But this ‘dark age’ does
mean simply a period without clearly available sources (particularly for pre-
2000s researchers and writers). Historians and archaeologists were temporarily
unable to go deep temporally and spatially to look at characteristics and fea-
tures of the ‘dark age’. It could be now understood that the gap was simply
due to lack of research coverage mainly posed by limited knowledge, lack of
interdisplinary research, and difficult terrain which limits access with road and
visibility. Many of the previous researches were carried out on the already vis-
ible ancient centres such as Aksum, Yoha, Métira, Adulis. Other disciplines
such as art-history, architecture and geology have carried out research around
the rock-hewn churches of Togray; but their main interest was to explain their
architectural style and geological formation of the rocks, as well as their gen-
eral estimated date of carving.’

On the other hand, studies on the social, political, economic and techno-
logical situation of Togray after the decline of Aksumite empire received little
attention. After the decline of Aksumite Empire, although monumental and
complex churches continued to be built and carved out of a solid rock, no
monumental palace (administration centre) was built, because this time with
weak empire and economy, the state cannot mobilize the population and dare
to build a new centre.® According to the stone inscription of Hadani Dand’el in
Aksum, the Aksumite empire was still functioning under a weak king during
the ninth cent. C.E. with its centre in Aksum. The inscription narrates that
Hadani Dana’el defended Aksum from the raid of Wolgayt people as the king
was not strong enough to do it.” It is, therefore, possible to speculate that local

4 Munro-Hay, 1991; Phillipson, 2012

5 Plant, 1985; Lepage and Mercier, 2005; Gerster, 1970; Asfawossen Asrat, 2002.
¢ Munro-Hay, 1991.

7 Littmann, Krencker and Lupke 1913; Phillipson, 2012; Munro-Hay, 1991.
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lords would have been engaged on the project of rock carving with a support
from monks and the metropolitans.

Scholars, based on the art and architectural styles of the rock-hewn
churches, suggest that the period of these rock-hewn churches’ carving is gen-
erally accepted to have taken place between the seventh and eleventh centuries
C.E., generally after the decline of Aksumite Empire.® Although several publi-
cations are available on the art and architecture of the rock-hewn churches, the
issue about the makers of these rock churches, and how such project of rock
carving was achieved after the Aksumite Empire declined, has been over-
looked. These questions are important to know the absolute dating of the rock-
hewn churches, and the economic, political and ideological status of the state
during the so-called ‘dark age’ period.

The purpose of this article is to contribute to the scholars’ debate on the
date of rock-hewn churches of Togray in general using archaeological evi-
dence, but doesn’t focus on the detail analysis and dating of each rock-hewn
church. I will present the result of recent archaeological excavation from Gud
Bahri and its relationship with the rock-hewn churches. C14 date will substan-
tiate the relative dating of the rock-hewn church as suggested by art-historians
and other scholars. This will have its own contribution to fill the gap about the
‘dark age’, a missing period between Aksum and Lalibdla due to limited
sources of history. However, | will argue that this period is not a dark period; it
is because so far there are not enough available sources; and this is due to lack
of research coverage in the regions between southern Togray and Lalibila.
Although documents may help to narrow the gap of dating, archaeological ap-
proach may be employed to present concrete evidence to see what has taken
place on the ground. Recently, archaeological research on the Lalibéla rock-
hewn churches has come up with new evidence® that enables us to narrow the
gap from the Lalibila side and inspires to employ archaeological methods for
the Togray rock-hewn churches in order to reconsider the ‘dark age’.

It should be noted that during the ‘dark age’, even if the state was politi-
cally and military weak, and its international trade route cut-off due to the loss
of Adulis port, the church could have been strong enough to control over its
subjects and design the project of rock carving. The mid-twelfth-century met-
ropolitan Mika’el could be mentioned as an example who consecrated several

8 Lepage and Mercier, 2005; Phillipson, 2009.

° Fauvelle-Aymar, Bruxelles, Mensan, et al. 2010; Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, Bruxelles ef al., 2014.
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churches including Maryam Nazrét and ordained thousands of priests and dea-
cons.!?

2. — Brief history of rock carving in Tagray

The history of rock carving is not a new phenomenon of the post-
Aksumite period. Rock carving tradition can be traced back to the pre-
Aksumite period, carved for other purpose than for churches or residential
building. In Yoha, more than seventeen rock-cut tombs have been documented
from Da‘ero Mika’el, some 300 meters far south of the great Temple of Yoha.
These tombs were cut vertical on the bed rock to a depth of about two meters
and then formed rock-cut chambers to the north and south directions to place
the body and offering goods. The rooms were usually designed with arch or
rectangular shape of entrance.!' Several tombs cut out of a bed rock were re-
ported from Eastern Togray. These tombs are found distributed from Kerseber
(some 5km north of “Addi Grat town) to Sonqgata town, with the highest con-
centration around ‘dddga Hamus at a specific place called Maryam Taqot.'

Some of the tombs in the aforementioned areas were very likely from the
pre-Christian/pre-Aksumite period while others were found bearing a cross on
their wall side. However, the rock-cut tomb from Betd Maryam in ‘Addi Grat
catches the attention of scholars in terms of its architecture: its chamber has an
entrance carved in the shape of Aksumite door with the boss heads of the door
frame on four corners. This type of architecture is commonly represented ei-
ther on built underground tombs such as those of Kaleb and Gébrd Misqdl in
Aksum, or on the rock-hewn churches of the post-Aksumite period. It is a
unique character to find a rock-cut entrance of tomb with an Aksumite archi-
tecture. Its periodization is therefore tenuous.

In the Hawzen plain, rock-cut tombs hollowed out of the outcropping bed
rock have been recorded from T#kld Haymanot and Dogum Sollase churches. '
The rock-cut hypogean tombs were later expanded and adapted into rock-cut
churches; it is evident that rock carving for burial was common tradition along
this eastern Togray region where we have a workable geology—the “Addi Grat
sand stone. This practice of rock carving predates the rock-hewn churches in
this region, as discussed below.

10 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020.
11" Anfray, 1963.

12" Getachew, 2020.

13 Lepage and Mercier, 2005.
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In Aksum town itself, hollowing the bedrock for burial started feasibly
during the early Aksumite period of the pre-Christian era. The so-called tomb
of Bazen is cut from a soft bed rock accessed by sixteen steps; on both left and
right side of the entrance, seven rooms of irregular shape and ordinary archi-
tecture were excavated; inside the main chamber, there are four burial rooms
finely carved; the main doorway of this chamber is a round-topped shape.
Outside this main tomb, around 10 m to the north direction, there are nine
rock-cut tombs carved on the cliff-side of the May Qoho hill. Down the slope,
two shaft tombs are hollowed on the gentle-slope bed rock, first cut vertical
for two meters of depth, and then four burial rooms carved into four directions
thus giving the tomb a cruciform shape at the bottom. Another possibly earlier
rock-cut tomb is located beneath the mdgqdds (sanctuary) of Arba‘etu Hnsosa
church in Aksum. This tomb has a shaft of 2 m deep and only two chamber
rooms cut north-south axis. Similar features have been discovered at ‘Addi
GVatiya,'* and near the tombs of Kaleb and Gadbrda Mésqél.'s These shaft tombs
from ‘Addi GYatiya and Kaleb area are all with four chambers forming cruci-
form shape on their base; the four sides of each shaft tomb and the entrance to
the chamber rooms has been reinforced with built wall due to the fragile na-
ture of the bed rock.

Rock-cut shaft tombs from the proto-Aksumite period have been discov-
ered on the top of Betd Giyorgis hill, northwest of Aksum town.'¢ Here too, the
bed rock from which the tombs were carved is very soft. The access to the
burial rooms is different from those pre-Aksumite and early Aksumite rock-
cut tombs; on Betd Giorgis, the access to the burial rooms is with irregular and
ordinary steps; the shape of the shaft tomb is architecturally less inferior to
those aforementioned tombs.

Unfinished rock-cut feature could be seen on the cliff-side of May Koho
hill to the east of Maryam Soyon church of Aksum. According to the local tra-
dition, this was first planned to be a church carved by Abund Libanos during
the late Aksumite period; however, Abund Libanos is said to have discontented
by the residents of Aksum; as a consequence, Abund Libanos finally gave up
carving the rock and left to a village called Déridqa, about 12 km south of Ak-
sum. There, he carved another church on the western edge of the Diréqa plain
on a low cliff. Anfray has documented some Aksumite stuff from the area of

14 Contenson, 1963; Hiluf Berhe, Kifle Zerue, Berhan Teka, et al., 2023.
15" Anfray, 1972.
16 Fattovich and Bard, 2001.
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Abund Libanos in Dérdqa.'” If we associate these Aksumite stuff to the rock-
hewn church, we may postulate that the church may belong to the Aksumite
period. The unfinished rock-cut feature in Aksum was designated by the
Deutsche Aksum-Expedition team as Grabnische.'® There is no concrete evi-
dence to call this feature ‘rock-cut tomb’ as many have chosen to call it;"
looking at its nature of carving and the size, supported by the local legend, this
feature may well have been intended for a church. The cliff was first chiselled
out to form a smooth surface for an area of about 10 m wide by 3 m deep; in
the middle of this face of the cliff, a wall of 2.5 m high was cut out to form an
entrance within which another niche was cut with 1 m depth, 2.3 m width and
Imeter in height.?® As this rock-cut feature in Aksum is the only example, it
should be reconsidered its intended purpose.

The main stelae field in Aksum has revealed several underground rock-
cut tombs, almost 10 meters below the present surface level dated to between
first and fourth centuries.?' Apart from rock-cut tombs, there are built under-
ground tombs in Aksum such as those of the famous tombs of Kaleb and
Gibrd Mésqdl, the tomb of False Door and the Mausoleum. They are generally
dated to second to late fifth century.?? Such built tombs also revealed the high-
level technique of construction and quarrying of the stones from the mother
rock in Gobo Dura and in the vicinity of Aksum town. The quarrying of stones
for construction is not surprising; Aksumites had also quarried the largest sin-
gle block for the purpose of stela; this stela finally measures 33 metres in
height and 560 tons of weight. It is not only the engineering of quarrying, de-
signing and construction of that surprises us, but also the use of strong tools by
the Aksumites to cut such hard granite stone. Therefore, the culture of stone
carving and designing was in place since the pre-Aksumite time and continued
throughout the post-Aksumite as witnessed on the rock-hewn churches of
Togray and Lalibéla.

" Anfray, 1970.
8 Littmann, Krencker and Lupke, 1913, IL

1% E.g., Littmann, Krencker and Lupke, 1913; Phillipson, 1997; Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi, et al.,
2000.

20 Phillipson, 1997.
! Chittick, 1974; Munro-Hay, 1989; Phillipson, 2000.
2 Chittick, 1974; Phillipson, 2000.
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3. — Chronology of the rock-hewn churches
3.a. Literary sources

According to local tradition, majority of the rock-hewn churches of
northern Ethiopia are attributed to the fourth to sixth cent. mainly associating
their date of construction with Kings Abroha and Asboha, Kaleb and Géabra
Maisqdl. Although the connection of the rock-hewn churches to the Aksumite
period is visible in terms of their architecture, it is also a prestige to attribute
to early dates. This kind of tradition continues even to the Lasta area, except
those in Lalibdla which are attributed to King Lalibdla of the twelfth—
thirteenth centuries. Indeed, one of the legacies of Aksumite Empire to the
post-Aksumite period is its architectural heritage revealed on the rock-hewn
churches of Togray and Lasta. The rock-hewn church of Abroha and Asbaha is
one of the most famous churches attributed to Kings Abroha and Asboha,
kings of the Aksumite Empire during the fourth cent. C.E. Further south in
Lasta, many of the rock-hewn churches outside Lalibéla are attributed to King
Kaleb, king of Aksumite Empire during the sixth century.?

Some parishes even attribute the origin of their rock-cut church to the
very early conversion of King ‘Ezana during the first half of 4th cent. The re-
cently reported church of Michael Gundo on the southern side of the Géralta
mountains is believed to have been carved in 333 C.E. According to the local
tradition, tools used to carve the church were produced at a locality called
Dogol. Inside the church there are rock arts on one side of the rock-cut sug-
gesting the site was a pre-historic cave (rock shelter) with rock art and later
modified and expanded to make a church.?* The rock hewn church of Abba
Sélama in Degu‘a Tdamben is believed to have been carved during the time of
Abba Sélama, the first patriarch of Ethiopia after his appointment by the Alex-
andrian church bishop Athanasius around 335 C.E.?* Rare churches may have
been attributed to their founder as in the case of Abba Yohanni, a magnificent
rock-cut church dated to the late fourteenth or early fifteenth cent., substanti-
ated by comparative studies of its architecture and art.?

Art and architecture specialists have painstakingly attempted to under-
stand the origin and chronology of these Togray monumental rock-hewn

2 Hiluf Berhe, 2015 E.C.

4 Hailay, 2018.

S Phillipson, 2009; Sergew Hable Sellase, 1972; Munro-Hay, 1991; Munro-Hay, 1997.
26 Gnisci and Villa, 2022.
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churches. All of these rock-cut churches of Togray are semi-monolithic, possi-
bly due to their nature of location that they are hollowed out on the cliff of big
mountains. Scholars such as Gerster (1970), Buxton (1971), Plant (1985),
Lepage and Mercier (2005), Lepage (2006), Phillipson (2009) etc. have pub-
lished about the art and architecture of the rock-hewn churches and tried to
establish a chronology. Though, these scholars have not reached at similar
conclusion about the date. In fact, there cannot be single year for the start and
finish of the rock carving project in this ‘Abiy “Addi—Asbi Wambdrta belt; it is
obvious that the process of churches construction was continuous. But it ap-
pears clear that it was a certain period project (although some continued to be
constructed after the twelfth cent.) in this specific area that may range from
the seventh to the twelfth cent. C.E.

According to Lepage (20006), this region of Togray with the highest con-
centration of rock-cut churches than anywhere in Ethiopia had established a
local political and economic power. After the Aksumite Empire lost its access
to international trade due to loss of the port of Adulis on the Red Sea, the
economy and military of the Empire were destabilized.”” The area of eastern
Togray became a new impetus for trade link and churches construction. This
region is located between the axis of north-south (Red Sea to central Ethiopia
highland) and the east-west (the Afar salt and the central highland Togray)
trade routes.?® According to sources, the presence of Muslim communities was
attested from KYiha, 10 km east of Miqéld, the capital of Togray. The Arabic
inscriptions were legibly dated to the late tenth century.? On another route,
Muslim infiltration to Ethiopia from the north via Dahlak islands on the Red
Sea is dated to the early tenth cent. C.E. This route is believed to have passed
to south along the eastern Togray route.’* However, the entry of Muslim trad-
ers to northern Ethiopia shall not be considered as a sole and basic contrib-
uting criteria for the trade establishment in eastern Togray. The rock-carving
project may not be directly linked to and solely based on the factor of trade
links with Muslim traders after the tenth century. Other factors shall be expli-
cated for the reasons of the construction of such massive-size and large num-
ber of rock-hewn churches in this specific region of Togray. Because accord-

27 Kobishchanov, 1979; Munro-Hay, 1991; Phillipson, 1998.
28 Muehlbauer, 2021.

Loiseau, Dorso, Gleize, et al. 2021.

30 Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 2004.
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ing to sources, many of the churches may have been carved well before the
tenth century.’!

According to the geological study of Asfawossen Asrat (2002) and
Asfawossen Asrat, Metasebia Demissie, Aberra Mogessie (2008), the area un-
der discussion may have been chosen due to the geology of the area and work-
ability of the stone. The sandstone is very soft to work on than the granite
stone around Aksum or basalt stone elsewhere. The region where these
churches are located is generally mountainous, rising to an altitude of 2400
metres in the west to 2800 metres in the east above sea level. According to
Asfawossen Asrat, Metasebia Demissie, Aberra Mogessie (2008), the sand-
stone deposition is 300 to 700 meters thick. The sandstone is red in color
showing facades and sharp cliff. This creates convenience to the church build-
ers to hollow several meters of width and height inside the rock. Additional
factor for the choice of this region for the rock-hewn churches would be the
general southward shift of the political power in Togray. It may have been
considered a safe place being far from the sea, but also the environment may
have been relatively better in this region due to its distance from the ancient
centres of Aksum and Yoha. Phillipson (2009) added that the area of Haramat
under its local rulers may have resisted the later Zag%e rulers from entering the
region. This is an indication that the region of the rock-hewn churches was po-
litically and economically at good status under local rulers. But then when was
the churches’ construction? Could there be other possible motives for the con-
centration of such churches in this region?

Lepage (2006), based on several comparative analysis, stresses that the
general date of the Togray rock-hewn churches could be considered between
eighth and twelfth cent. C.E. One of his arguments is that use of chancels
found in the rock-hewn churches of Togray disappeared by the 12th cent. due
to the absence on the churches of Lalibdla. The Togray rock-hewn churches
have combined both secular Aksumite and Mediterranean ecclesiastic archi-
tecture.’> Lepage and Mercier (2005) argued that some of the rock-hewn
churches may even date from the seventh cent. C.E. Their best example of
such rock-hewn churches is that of Sollase Dagum, where a funerary hypoge-
um of non-Christian context was expanded into a church. Others have also ex-
plained that the employment of Aksumite architecture by the rock-hewn
churches is a good support to explain that the rock-carving was a continuum

31 Phillipson, 2009; Lepage and Mercier, 2005.

32 Finneran, 2009.
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process after the demise of Aksumite Empire.’* Scant available written sources
indicated that by the mid-twelfth cent. C.E., the metropolitan Mika’el has con-
structed many churches, one of them Mika’el Hmba; during his headship,
27,000 priests and 50,000 persons were ordained and baptized, respectively.’*

The study of the architectural style alone cannot solve the problem of the
date of the churches unless supported by supplementary evidence. The sur-
rounding area where the rock-hewn churches are found demands different
method of approach in order to answer the chronology of the churches. Phil-
lipson (2004) pointed out that the study of rock-hewn churches shall not be
left solely to art and architecture specialists; the use of archaeological methods
would improve the enigma of the chronology of Togray rock-hewn churches.
As can be understood from the thus-far available literature concerning the
chronology of the churches, scholars have suffered and wandered a lot to un-
fold the chronology of rock-hewn churches of Togray. Though, art-historians
and architects have remarkably tried to reconstruct the general chronology of
the churches; however, almost all of them missed basic questions about the
churches: who were the architects and who carved the rocks? What tools were
used to carve these magnificent and large number of churches? What was the
source of the tools (traded or locally made)? Was there certain skilled (special-
ized) community to produce the tools? How was the process of rock carving
carried out? Without concrete evidence, the explanation about chronology and
nature of carving would be an estimated work. With these questions in mind, I
will disclose my preliminary result and future direction of research using ar-
chaeological evidences.

3.b. Archaeological sources

Lepage and Mercier (2005) had attempted to collect pottery fragment
from Sollase Dogum and estimated its dates to be between the sixth and the
tenth centuries; there is no clue whether this pottery was found by chance or
by planned survey. The relationship between the pottery and the rock-hewn
church of Soallase Dogum is also unclear. However, systematic survey for ar-
chaeological material related to the rock-hewn churches is a skipped approach.
This gap may have been mainly due to the lack of multi-disciplinary team
composition arising from either lack of awareness or null expectation for ar-
chaeological material on the ground.

3 Finneran, 2007.
34 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020.
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Finneran (2009) had also raised the significance of archaeological ap-
proach in studying the rock-hewn churches of Lalibdla. It is very recently,
however, that the practical engagement of archaeological method for the study
of rock-hewn churches is applied. A pioneering French team worked on the
rock-hewn churches of Lalibdla to see the sequencing of the churches beyond
the legends and other manuscript sources. The research did not stop at search-
ing for the phases of rock-carving, but also examined on the chip material of
the churches to see the chronology, and social and economic mobilization. The
chip material has been forgotten; but this team solved by discovering the
dumping place of the chip, and artifacts that could be associated with the chip
to explain about the use of tools and even to make absolute dating about the
churches’ chronology.®> Archaeological approach to the study of the rock-
hewn churches of Lalibéla resolved the problem of dating and the technical
and architectural development. These questions can hardly be answered using
only documents. Detail analysis of the phasing on the site revealed that an ear-
lier society occupied the area of Lalibéla before the churches were carved as
evidenced from a structure overlain by the chip material of the rock-hewn
churches. The rock-hewn churches themselves were transformed from an ear-
lier hypogeum. The site of Lalibila is thus dated to the tenth cent. according to
the so-far available data while the rock-hewn churches were dated to twelfth
to thirteenth centuries.*

In the case of Togray, the archaeological method is not employed perhaps
due to the dispersed and inaccessible location of the rock-hewn churches. The
archaeological evidences for the rock-hewn churches could be multi-fold: the
chip material of the churches, sequenced phase of rock-carving, pottery, tools
such as iron and wooden handles used for carving. Particularly overlooked is
the technology used to carve such large number of monumental churches.
How were they carved? What types of tools did they use to carve and smooth
the rock? How did they initiate the plan of the rock-carving? Is it from earlier
hypogea or a natural cave? Or a newly initiated plan? These and other ques-
tions must be answered to fully understand the history and chronology of the
rock-hewn churches and their builders

3 Fauvelle-Aymar, Bruxelles, Mensan, et al. 2010.

36 Bosc-Tiessé, Derat, Bruxelles et al., 2014.
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3.c. The iron production sites and their association with the rock-hewn
churches

In 2018 an archaeological excavation has been conducted by Mekelle
University directed by the author. The objective was to prevent the expansion
of construction in the vicinity. During the three weeks of excavation, trenches
were mainly laid out on the iron slag surface to see the depth and sequence of
deposition. The 2018 excavation revealed high concentration of iron slag de-
posited to the depth of 150 cm on the western sector of the site although the
bottom layer was not reached, while in the south sector the site seems to have
been highly eroded. In trench number 5, fragments of fuyér and burnt surface
was recorded. Trench 6 yielded a small-sized metal fastener (joint). The result
of this excavation opened a way for multidisciplinary research and large-scale
excavation. As a result, excavation continued in 2020, this time on a ruined
structure.’” In the ruined structure, other tools such as clay mould, iron nails,
iron pendant and cross, as well as half-broken iron cup were recovered. The
rooms also revealed heap of ash demonstrating the building was used for met-
al workshop while the iron smelting process took place to the west of the
building. By combining these data, a conclusion is reached; the site was an
Aksumite site with an Aksumite type building but later (very likely after the
decline of Aksum) the site was converted into iron production.

Shortly prior to the Gud Bahri excavation, Jane Humphris conducted a
test excavation at Maryam Kadih and Maryam Taqot, some 10km and 45km
north of Gud Bahri, respectively, on iron slag sites.* Although no complete
publication of this text excavation is available, Humphris, based on the depos-
ited pottery from the trenches, estimated the site to belong to pre-Aksumite
and Aksumite period. As pointed out earlier, the area of Maryam Taqot is
known for its early funerary hypogea and an Aksumite ruined structure over-
lain by later church. In the valley of the Gér “alta mountains at a specific place
called Dogol, more than 10 iron slag sites were reported; according to the
charcoal samples taken from the iron slags, C14 dating analysis revealed that
the sites belong to the ninth to twelfth cent. C.E. (Hailay, 2020, table 1). Other
sites with concentration of iron slag located close to the rock-hewn churches
of Abroha wi-’Asboha, ‘Abiy ‘Addi, Asbi Wambérta, and Hawzen have been
reported to the author by residents during excavation in Gud Bahri.

37 Hiluf Berhe, Mulata Haftu, Senait Abrha, et al., 2020.
33 Hiluf Berhe, Mulata Haftu, Senait Abrha, et al., 2020.
3 Humphris, 2017.



An Archaeological Approach to the Chronology of Rock-Hewn Churches 153

Table 1: Radiocarbon dates from Dogol archaeological site (source: Hailay 2020)

AA number Sample number 95% calibrated date
AA112052 DGL 1 1036 calAD to 1164 calAD
AA112053 DGL S2 1036 calAD to 1160 calAD
AA112054 DGL S3 898 calAD to 1019 calAD

Indeed, the iron production sites were established to produce iron tools;
what were these iron tools for? Iron tools could be produced for agriculture,
domestic use, personal tools, war arms, and for rock-carving.** The most im-
portant issue in this case is confirm that the iron production sites were mainly
producing tools for rock-carving attested from their location being close to the
rock-hewn churches and the correlation of the date between the iron produc-
tion sites (according to C14) and the general chronology of the rock-hewn
churches (based on art and architectural comparison). Charcoal samples col-
lected from the iron slag deposition and the iron tools on top of the Aksumite
building yielded a span of period from early seventh to early eleventh cent.
(table 2).4! This is a prove that iron was produced for over four centuries. This
date generally fits with the supposed chronology of the rock-hewn churches. It
is an indication that the rock-carving project took long span of time possibly
due to limited man power for the rock-carving and iron smelting, limited sup-
ply of tools (as the production may have required large quantity of iron ore
and charcoal to produce small iron bar), and difficulty of terrain as most of the
churches are located on very difficult cliff and mountain tops. But it should
also be noted that the massive size of the churches may have required longer
time, large manpower, efficient, large number, and different types of iron
tools.

Table 2: Radiocarbon dates from Gud Bahri archaeological site (source: Hiluf
Berhe, Mulata Haftu, Senait Abrha, et al., 2020).

Reference Trench Layer from | Lab number Date (BP) Calibrated
surface level interval
in cm

Mek115-6-18 | 06 30 UCIAMS-219107 1165+15 776-945

Mek2 12-6-18 | 04 100 UCIAMS-219082 1225+15 713-880

Mek3 11-6-18 | 05 30 UCIAMS-219083 1220+15 720-880

40" Robion-Brunner, Hiluf Berhe, Alebachew Belay, 2024.
41 Hiluf Berhe, Mulata Haftu, Senait Abrha, ef al., 2020.
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Mek4 7-6-18 | 05 50 UCIAMS-219084 | 1310415 | 661-765
Meks 12-6-18 | 02 80 UCIAMS-219085 | 1425420 | 597-655
T4 n 7 04 110 Poz-122470 1310430 | 656-769
T4 n 4 02 75 Poz-122471 1085430 | 894-1016

The knowledge of rock carving and iron tools production may have been
continued from at the latest the Aksumite period as recent reports about ar-
chaeological sites around Aksum demonstrate that Aksumites may have been
producing iron locally for rock-carving and other purposes.* The technique of
rock carving was also in place since the pre-Aksumite period. The iron pro-
duction sites were located close to the rock-hewn churches; these areas are al-
so rich in iron ore and water. The geological study for the iron production site
of Gud Bahri proved that the source of iron ore is located right on the edge of
the iron smelting site.* The source of iron ore for the site of Dogol was quar-
ried from the lower layer of a sandstone rock where an iron-bearing hematite
line was visible.*

A survey at the rock hewn church of Abroha wé-’Asbsha in Eastern Tig-
ray has revealed that a metal fastener used to fix the door timbers of the
church was similar to a metal fastener discovered from Gud Bahri archaeolog-
ical site (Fig. 3). Similar metal fastener has been discovered from the sixth-
century site of Dungur.*® According to the so far available information, the
iron production sites in the belt under discussion are located close to the rock-
hewn churches, not only because of, very likely, high demand for tools for
churches carving, but also the availability of iron ore in this geology. But then,
what is the status of the iron production after twelfth century?

We have seen the association between the rock-hewn churches and the
iron production sites. Another area of archaeological method overlooked con-
cerning the rock-hewn churches is the chip material from the churches. The
archaeological approach employed for Lalibédla rock-hewn churches needs
similarly to be applied to the rock-hewn churches of Togray. As is true in for
the Lalibéla churches, Togray rock-hewn churches must have dumped large
quantity of chip material. Although the nature of sandstone is fragile and may

42 Robion-Brunner, Hiluf Berhe, Alebachew Belay, 2024.

43 Hiluf Berhe, Mulata Haftu, Senait Abrha, ef al., 2020: see also Asfawossen Asrat, 2002 for
the general geology of Togray.

Hamphris, per comm. 2018 during field visit to the site.
45 Anfray, 2013.
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have been usually turning into dust, it is still essential to investigate the chip
site as other artifacts such as worn out and broken tools, pottery, and wooden
handles used during the rock excavation could have been dumped together
with the chip. This chip would help to understand not only the sequence of the
rock carving, but also the time and energy consumed, types of tools used, and
datable evidences such as pottery and charcoal. Archaeological approach for
the Togray rock-hewn churches shall be treated independently for each church
due to their diversified nature of topography and location. Furthermore, exper-
imental research on the iron production will help to explain the consumption
of iron tools by the rock-hewn churches.

4. — Discussion and concluding remarks

The decline of Aksumite Empire may have paved a good way for the
Coptic church in Alexandria to focus on rock-carving project in Togray and
later in Lalibéla in order to expand the religion so that the society would main-
tain its social bond through the faith against the possible expansion of Islam
which was already dominant in Egypt and infiltrating to Togray via the Red
Sea and the eastern desert by the late tenth century.* The metropolitan Mi-
chael of mid-twelfth cent. is an example; he consecrated several churches and
ordained thousands of priests and deacons.*’

The intension of attributing churches to the early Aksumite kings is to in-
crease the prestige of the church by connecting to the Aksumite history. In-
deed, the churches have excellently incorporated the Aksumite architecture
which makes them appear so elegant and attractive. This living history and
landscape of the churches has a lot of wonder to tell the world. On the other
hand, the debate on the date of construction of these rock-hewn churches is
still an ongoing issue although a wide range of chronology seems to be estab-
lished. Scholars were not able to see the other issues of the rock-hewn church-
es: above all how and by what tools these churches were carved is a skipped
agenda. It is by searching for the rock carvers, the technique of carving, and
the tools used to carve the solid rock that will help us establish the date of the
rock-hewn churches.

In order to answer the social, political and cultural history of this so
called ‘dark age’ in the north, we need to revisit the period with archaeological
approach; the iron production sites recently revealed at several places and the

46 Loiseau, Dorso, Gleize, et al. 2021; Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 2004.
47 Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2020.
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rock-hewn churches abundant in Togray will help to answer who the people
were, how the political and social organization was during that span of time
between seventh and twelfth cent., the economic and political status of the lo-
cal lords. If the state was military and politically weak, it is possible to hy-
pothesise that the church may have been powerful enough to convince local
lords and mobilize the population to construct carve churches out a solid rock.

On the other hand, despite this belt was mainly favoured for its geological
suitability,*® issues concerning the human requirement, technology, and the
engineers are not assessed. A comparative analysis shall be made whether
these rock-hewn churches were carved due to their less human requirement, to
escape any destruction from a competing religion or political rivals, or it is
due to scarcity of resources such as wood, grass, and other accessories. The
carving of a rock-hewn church may be carried out by few skilled people or
monks, but it may have involved large number of persons for the transporta-
tion of the chipped material out of the church under construction and dump it
at a reasonable distance. I can also argue that rock-carving was a state and
church sponsored project; this is very clear from the perspective of iron pro-
duction which appears that such time and energy consuming task may have
involved large number of populations during the iron smelting. Iron produc-
tion requires the construction of furnaces, quarrying the iron ore from sources,
crushing iron ore into a size that fits to the mouth of the furnace, charcoal pro-
duction, water supply, and metalwork. Such mass production of iron may have
been associated with a demand for tools for rocks carving.

The rock-carving project in Togray continued southward until it terminat-
ed in Lalibéla by the twelfth—thirteenth centuries. The kings of Lalibdla not
only copied the Togray churches architecture, but also may have employed ar-
tisans from Togray where the culture of rock-carving and the incorporation of
Aksumite architecture has been inherited. King Lalibdla is considered as a
king and Saint, which may suggest that the church had an upper hand influ-
encing kings to become Saintly leaders. As a final remark, it appears that there
was no gap between Aksum and Lalibéla; Lalibéla could be part of the rock
carving project in Togray. It is now certain that the so-called Zag"e dynasty
had no administration centre in Lalibdla before the tenth cent. other than what
we know the rock-hewn churches of the twelfth—thirteenth centuries*—a con-
tinuation work of the post-Aksumite rock carving project in Togray. The
prupose and architecture of the Lalibdla churches can not be detached from the

48 Phillipson, 2009.

49 See Derat’s contribution in this volume.
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Togray rock-hewn churches. Geographically, Lalibdla is the result of the
southward retreat of the declining state in Togray; chronologically, Lalibdla
rock-hewn churches are prolongation of Tagray rock-hewn churches project.

To conclude, with the decline of the Aksumite Empire, the declining state
must have been engaged on religious expansion/rock carving—a shift from
political power into religious importance. In order to achieve the project of
rock carving, high quality and mass production of iron tools must have been
necessary. To meet this demand, the production of metal objects locally was a
solution, although the knowledge could have been there even during the Ak-
sumite period. But it doesn’t mean that the purpose of iron production is solely
to meet the demand for rock carving—tools may also have been manufactured
for agricultural purpose, domestic use, and army. Only archaeological research
will answer these issues with material evidence.

Finally, I would like to recommend that an archaeological excavation
needs to be carried out around the rock-hewn churches of Togray to find the
chipped stone from the mother rock in order to find associated evidence for
dating and to analyse the labour and time cost of carving a single church.
Worn-out and broken tools could have been thrown into/damped with the
chipped stone, as is the case in Lalibdla. Archaeological survey shall be con-
ducted between the Late-Aksumite site of Mofsas Bahri,®® located on the
southwestern edge of lake Hashenge in southern Togray, and Lalibila to con-
nect the history and cultural traces on the surface and fill the missing gap be-
tween southern Togray and Lalibila.
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Fig. 1a: Belt showing concentration of rock-hewn churches between “Abiy ‘Addi on the
west and Asbi on the east. Source: https://earth.google.com/web/
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Fig. 1b: Distribution of the rock-hewn churches of Togray.
Source: Asfawossen Asrat, 2002, p. 651.
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Fig. 2a-b: Aksumite-style window friezes in rock-hewn churches in Togray.
Source: Phillipson, 2009.
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Fig. 3: Metal clamps from: (A) Gud Bahri archaeological site (Hiluf Berhe, Mulata Haftu,
Senait Abrha et al., 2020); (B) Abroha w#’Asboha rock-hewn church.
Photo by Hiluf Berhe.

Fig. 4: Metal clamp from Dungur palace, Aksum (Anfray, 2012, Planche LXX 2).
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Ethiopian Scribes and the Re-Creation of Ancient Documents:
MS UM-035/Cs3-1V-83 “King Tintiwadom’s Register” revisited*

1. — Introduction

Over many years, scholars have been intrigued by the problem of the so-
called Zag"e dynasty. The dynasty is believed to have usurped the supreme
power in Ethiopia sometime after the fall of the Aksumite Kingdom and to
have ruled until 1270, at which point the Solomonic dynasty was reinstalled.
Quite a few studies have been dedicated to the analysis and evaluation of all
written sources—both Ethiopian and non-Ethiopian—relevant to the Zag“e
period. The number of these sources has been slowly growing, but it still re-
mains limited. Zag"e-related studies have been carried out on various material
types, also in other fields such as archaeology and ethno-history. However, it
seems fair to say that, despite the significant progress,' we are still far from
getting a picture of the period with the same coherence and clarity as, for in-

* The present study was begun in the course of the project “Ethio-SPaRe: Cultural Heritage of
Christian Ethiopia — Salvation, Preservation, and Research”, headed by the author and funded
by the European Research Council under the 7th Research Framework Programme IDEAS
(Independent Researcher Starting Grant 240720, December 2009—May 2015, https://www.aai.
uni-hamburg.de/en/ethiostudies/research/ethiospare.html). It was completed within the frame-
work of the long-term project “Beta masahoft: Manuscripts of Ethiopia and Eritrea”, funded
by the Academy of Sciences and Humanities in Hamburg (https://www.betamasaheft.uni-ham
burg.de). The author is thankful to Dr. Magdalena Krzyzanowska and Dorothea Reule MA for
valuable suggestions and to Mr Hagos Gebremariam and Mr Amanuel Abrha for helping to
gather more material and improve documentation needed for the study. I thank the conveners
of the conference “From Aksum to Lalibdla: The myth of the dark age of Eritrean and Ethiopi-
an history (7th—13th cent.). A multidisciplinary approach” (1 to 3 March 2023, Naples, the 1st
Neapolitan Meeting of Eritrean and Ethiopian Studies) where I had the chance to present re-
sults of the study.

Cf. at least Derat, 2018; Bausi, 2018; Valieva, 2020; Valieva, 2023; on the Zag"e dynasty in
general see also “Zag“e” in E4e, vol. V (2014), pp. 107a—14a (by G. Fiaccadori).
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stance, that which has been obtained for the fourteenth/fifteenth-century Ethi-
opia.

The present article deals with the manuscript known as ‘Ura Qirqos UM-
035 (/C3-1V-83) (see Fig. 1). The small-size codex® of eleven folia in two
quires only, with no proper binding, is kept in the church ‘Ura Qirqos (East
Tigray, the district Gulo Miakéda) where it was first seen by European re-
searchers in 2004. The manuscript contains eleven short documents,* concern-
ing lands and tributes, written consecutively by the same hand, as a kind of
cartulary. These documents are believed to have been issued by Tantdwodom,
one of the Zagwe kings (ruled sometime in the eleventh or twelfth century),
for the “Ura Mésqél (Qofroya “Ura Misqél) church located not far from ‘Ura
Qirqos and closely related to it historically. Henceforth, the collection will be
referred to as “The Register” (following the designation “King Téntdwodom’s
Register” used in Valieva 2023).

Soon after the discovery, the content of the small manuscript attracted the
attention of scholars. It was clear from the outset that the manuscript is not
contemporary to the assumed time of Téntdwadom’s reign. However, despite
the relatively recent age of the manuscript, scholars tend to think that the land
documents draw upon authentic land grants issued by King Téantdwodom
sometime in the twelfth century, or are actually a (more or less faithful) copy
of them.> The original document(s) did not survive.

Scholars, including myself, have put forward proposals concerning the
production time of MS UM-035, mostly pointing to the eighteenth century.

2 In other publications the manuscript has been given various designations. The shelfmark UM-

035 was assigned by the project Ethio-SPaRe (see above). The project team photographed the
largest part of the manuscript collection of ‘Ura Qirqos in 2010—14. The signature C;-IV-83
had been assigned to the manuscript by the local Ethiopian authority in charge of the preserva-
tion of historical heritage. The online description and the images of the manuscript can be con-
sulted in the database of the project Beta masahoft (https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/
ESum035/main [by N. Valieva, accessed 06.12.2024]). It is based on the older preliminary
version in the Ethio-SPaRe database (https://mycms-vs03.rrz.uni-hamburg.de/domlib/receive/
domlib_document 00002262 [by D. Nosnitsin, accessed 06.12.2024]).

3 Ca. 120 mm x 95 mm, the data on the size slightly vary.

4 Following the recent edition, Valieva, 2023. For a brief history of the discovery and the study

of the manuscript and its content and the availability of the images, see Valieva, 2020 and
Bausi, 2023 (esp. p. 313, fn. 13).

Bausi, 2023, p. 314, admitting the extreme obscurity of the language of “The Register”, speaks
of a twelfth-century (Zag"“e) chancellery and its standards which the compiler of “The Regis-
ter” must have followed.

5
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Although this dating is presented with no elaboration and at times may be ac-
companied by a question mark denoting a degree of uncertainty, it has general-
ly been considered as reasonable and, thus far, not disputed.®

Despite the presence of a number of studies on MS UM-035, one essen-
tial aspect has barely been attended to up to now. There has been no attempt to
examine the 18th-century production of MS UM-035 and its context. Research
has instead focused primarily on the content in relation to the remote time of
the hypothetical original document(s). The present article seeks to begin filling
this lacuna through an enquiry into the scribal hand attested in MS UM-035,
and the scribe’s identity.

2. — Palaeography and the study of Ethiopic manuscripts
2.a. Application of Ethiopic palaecography

The importance of Ethiopic palacography as one of the main disciplines
of Ethiopic manuscript studies is hardly in doubt,” but the vast potential of the
handwriting in Ethiopic manuscripts for providing a real source of information
has only been exploited partially, and has been restricted to a limited range of
questions. It is commonly recognized that students of Ethiopic texts need

¢ Cf. Derat, 2018, pp. 32-33, “Aucun colophon ne permet de dater le document et aucune nota-

tion au texte ne situe la période a laquelle cette copie a été exécutée. Il est certain que nous
n’avons pas a faire a un manuscrit trés ancien. Les manuscrits antérieurs au XIV® siecle pré-
sentent notamment une écriture monumentale ... Tel n’est pas le cas de 1’écriture de notre ma-
nuscrit. Mais il pourrait s’agir d’une calligraphie locale que 1’on ne sait pas distinguer voire
d’une écriture plus ancienne que 1’on ne sait pas spécifier car, apres tout, nous n’avons pas de
point de comparaison pour 1’époque de Tantawedem. Toutefois, j’ai pris le parti de penser que
ce document nous était conservé sous une copie récente (XVIII® siecle?). Ce que impose
d’établir, par une critique interne du text, I’authenticité de la donation de Tantawedem” (cf. a
preliminary dating proposal in Derat, 2010, p. 26, “une copie tardive, apres le XVI® siecle (?),
d’un manuscript plus ancien”). The preliminary online description in the database of the pro-
ject Ethio-SPaRe refers to the first half of the eighteenth century as proposed dating; it is
slightly modified into early eighteenth century in Nosnitsin, 2020, p. 282, fn. 1). Bausi, 2018,
does not take any stance regarding the palacography and dating of MS UM-035. In Valieva,
2020 both proposals “18th century” and “from 1700 to 1750 are mentioned, and in Valieva,
2023, p. 134 it is modified to a single “18th/19th century”, following the author’s presentation
at the conference “From Aksum to Lalibéla ...” (on 1 March 2023) which became the basis for
this study. Also, see Valieva, 2023, p. 151 on the possible terminus post quem for MS UM-
035 being the year 1654, which is still distant, as we will see, from the real production period
for MS UM-035.

7 See “Palacography” in EAe, vol. IV (2010), pp. 101a-04b (by S. Uhlig and A. Bausi) and Bau-
si, Nosnitsin, 2015.
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some palaeographical skills to read the manuscripts correctly and estimate
production dates for them. Indeed, a large number of Ethiopic manuscripts of-
fers virtually no clue to their production dates save through the properties of
the handwriting, assigning to palacography therefore a significant role, partic-
ularly in the field of manuscript cataloguing.® For the purpose of dating, the
handwriting should undergo a kind of a formal analysis, focused on identify-
ing distinctive features to help assign the manuscript to a distinct period in
time.” Some peculiarities of punctuation signs and orthographic features may
serve the same end. To sum up, the palacographical discourse in Ethiopic
manuscript studies is clearly dominated by the issue of dating manuscripts,'
with a handful of the oldest manuscripts being given greater attention.'' Oth-
erwise, palaeographical analysis rarely plays an essential role in any other type
of research tasks.

2.b. Methodological issue: identification of scribal hands

Identification of scribal hands'? is considered to be one of palacography’s
classical assignments, though it is not always recalled as such'® and rarely
studied or conceptualised as a separate research method.'* Nonetheless, it
emerges in various formats, as a significant task in the course of research on
manuscripts and texts. It may be carried out for a small-scale case study, but at
times can be used as a method for the systematic study of a manuscript culture
and the relevant written tradition. In some cases the question of attributing
manuscripts to scribal hands amounts to an important research problem and

8 Palaeographical evaluation with the purpose of dating a manuscript is always conducted by
cataloguers, yet in most cases is not explained in detail. Dating suggestions are offered as con-
clusions only and in the absence of any supporting arguments (more articulated palacograph-
ical descriptions can be from time to time found in other studies, cf., for instance, Villa, 2019,
or Knibb, 2015).

° In many cases the proposed dating is tacitly coordinated with “palacographical periods” as
exposed in the studies Uhlig, 1988 and Uhlig, 1990, deemed instrumental for the task.

10" One of the rare exceptions may be topics such as the history of the Ethiopic script and writing
system, or a very peculiar research question as presented in Bausi, 2021 (explaining a passage
in an epigraphic source through the help of the handwriting attested in a manuscript).

! Cf. the recent bibliography in Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et al., 2020, pp. 14748, fn 62.

12 That is, establishing that the handwriting X in manuscript 1 and handwriting Y in manuscript 2
should be attributed to the same person.

13 Cf. Bianconi, 2015, pp. 267-70; see a recent reassertion in Stutzmann, Tensmeyer, Christlein,
2020, p. 12.

14 Wagendorfer, 2015, [1].
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receives greater attention.’ It may be implemented for a range of research
purposes, from proving the authenticity of a scribal hand and studies of manu-
script collections and scriptoria, to achieving a more precise dating and/or lo-
calising of the manuscript.'® Conclusions achieved for one specific manuscript
may provide points of reference that may be applied to a group of manuscripts
identified as products of the same scribal hand. Depending on the material
available as well as research aims, a purely palacographical profile of a scribe
may be enriched with other data, for the purpose of looking at an individual
writer in his/her original social, cultural, political or economic contexts.
Identification of scribal hands goes alongside the analysis of handwritings
for dating purposes, but they are obviously not the same. Both need to de-
scribe handwritings; for identification of scribal hands, the basic technique is
the comparison of handwriting samples (Schrifivergleich). Evaluation of the
general appearance of a handwriting!” can be a good starting point and may
immediately provide a hint indicating whether or not a more detailed analysis
on the level of the shapes of individual letters and other elements of the writ-
ing system should be attempted. Should that be the case, the importance there-
in, for instance, may be contained in tiny elements of the script, or revealed by
those which the scribe carries out less consciously, or elements most unlikely
to be imitated.'® In some cases the result of the hand identification may be

15 1t is enough to recall the long and very detailed discussion on the scribal hands attested in Nag
Hammadi codices, summarized in Lundhaug, 2022; or on the scribes of Oxyrhynchus (John-
son, 2004). Among a few other relevant studies of a smaller scale, approaching in one or an-
other way the task of attribution of manuscripts to scribes, of which I recently came across are,
for instance, Suciu, 2011; Suciu, 2014 (cf. Boud’Hors, 2020, p. 7); Valerio, 2020.

16 As is commonly known, in many cases a palaeographical enquiry may result in conclusions
which have to be seriously considered. It is enough to recall the re-evaluation of the dating of
some important Ethiopic manuscripts conducted by Sylvain Grébaut (1881-1955) who was
the first to develop a more conscious approach to the Ethiopic script and systematic palaco-
graphical analysis. In many other cases however, results may be too speculative or approxi-
mate. In fact, a palacographical analysis can hardly lead to a very exact production date simply
due to the specifics and complexity of the phenomenon of writing (cf. below). Dating on pure-
ly palaeographical grounds may result in a span at least as long as the active life of a scribe
(and in the context of Ethiopian manuscript studies, the span of one century is still acceptable).
Identification of the scribal hand may help to achieve a more precise dating.

17 Sometimes denoted by the term “aspect”.
18 Cf. Wagendorfer, 2015, [3].
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very convincing, in others, inconclusive.!” Calligraphic hands of well-trained
scribes may create more difficulties for identification than those of lesser
trained scribes as the latter tend to be more idiosyncratic. Distinctive features
taken into account for the dating of manuscripts can also be used here, though
not necessarily. Conclusions based on palaeographical data may be supported
with arguments related to the materiality of the manuscript, scribal practices,
decorations, and evidence gained from written sources, or even linguistic evi-
dence. At the same time, palacographical data have their own value and should
be neither tacitly discarded nor subdued in favour of other types of evidence.?

As is the case with any other kind of palaeographical study, the identifica-
tion of scribal hands requires access to physical manuscripts or their images in
sufficient quality. However, the task itself should not be considered arduous.
The analysis should not necessarily result in lengthy elaborations taking into
account all aspects of the script and the writing system in its entirety. It should
focus upon the most relevant elements, be well articulated, convincing enough
and functional.?’

In Ethiopic manuscript studies, statements on the identity or similarity of
scribal hands may contain a few supporting arguments, but more frequently
they do not.?> In my experience, I started to repeatedly deal with attributing

19 1t is sometimes recalled that proposals of scribal identity, based upon palaeographical argu-
ments only, have to be understood as hypotheses built upon the individual perception of the
beholder, for which any final proof is unlikely.

20" The procedure of identification of scribal hands may be questioned at many points. It has not

been “codified” in either Ethiopic manuscripts studies or other fields. First of all, the notion of
“identical handwritings” may not necessarily be always clear and undisputed. There are many
factors modifying individual handwriting. For instance, the scribe’s natural aging process, ill-
ness, fatigue, or psychological condition at the moment of writing; the individual handwriting
evolving due to acquired experience and proficiency; a conscious adopting of the new proper-
ties of the script; the influence of the handwriting in a model manuscript; the scribe’s own
ability to modify his handwriting deliberately when needed (hurried writing of an additional
text/marginal note vs careful execution of the main text); properties and quality of the scribal
materials and instruments; evolution of the writing system, etc. All these and other factors in-
terplay in the copying work, which is a complex process unfolding on many levels, and some-
times make the identification of scribal hands a difficult task.

21" As the palaeographical analysis in general, cf. Bianconi, 2015, p. 269 (1.3.).

22 Tt is true that the identity (= sameness) or close similarity of scribal hands may be obvious and

does not need further explanation; yet, needless to say, in very many cases it is not so evident.
Cf. Fiaccadori, 1993, pp. 168—69, an analysis of the important MS Pistoia Biblioteca Forte-
guerriana, Martini etiop. 5, where the author claims that the scribal hand that added caption(s)
to a miniature is the same as the one that copied a part of the main text. The conclusion sup-
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manuscripts to the scribes during the cataloguing of the manuscripts recorded
by the Ethio-SPaRe project (see above). The project recorded groups of manu-
scripts in repositories located not far from each other, and here there may well
have been more opportunities to encounter multiple products of the same
scribe.?

2.c. Questions concerning MS UM-035/C;-1V-83

The present article aims at identifying the scribe who wrote MS UM-035.
Hundreds of manuscripts from ecclesiastic collections around ‘Ura Maisqél
were digitized and catalogued by the team of the project Ethio-SPaRe in
2010-15. Manuscripts with handwritings looking similar to that of MS UM-
035 started to pop up, and finally it was possible to identify two more codices
(UM-042, MSM-001) featuring handwriting strongly resembling that of the
scribe of MS UM-035. My aim is to show, by the analysis and comparison of
the handwritings carried out below,?* that all three writings are products of the
same scribe. Two newly identified witnesses will be crucial in answering the
following questions concerning MS UM-035:

1) Is it possible to establish the identity of MS UM-035’s scribe?

2) Is it possible to be more exact about the production time of MS UM-
035, and the time when the scribe was active?

3) Is it possible to learn to which ecclesiastic institutions the scribe of MS
UM-035 was affiliated?

4) Is it possible to say anything meaningful about the level of his scribal
proficiency, social status and background?

ports the identification of the painter and the scribe as one person, Pawlos, mentioned in the
colophon, and in the caption on fol. 5v speaking of himself in the first person (cf. Balicka-
Witakowska, Bausi, Bosc-Tiessé, et al., 2015, pp. 169-70, and other references). Cf. also
Zarzeczny, 2015, pp. 507-08, 509; Six, Delamarter, Getatchew Haile, 2011, p. xxx; myself on
a couple of occasions, such as Nosnitsin, 2022, p. 47.

23 As a result, the researchers involved could develop a greater sensitivity towards the cases of

similar or identical handwritings. Cf. Pisani, 2013, pp. 114-16 and Nosnitsin, 2013b (on the
scribe Wildd Muse who was active in Gulo Mikéda in the nineteenth century, and attribution
to him of a number of manuscripts); Kelly, Nosnitsin, 2017 (identification of manuscripts
written by the sixteenth-century monk Yohannos of Qintorare); Nosnitsin, 2015, pp. 4445
(on the scribe who left notes in four manuscripts scattered over two collections located in Gulo
Maikaida), etc.

Mainly in subchapters 4.c, 4.d and 4.e, with fully-fledged discussion, and auxiliary material in
the Appendix.

24
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Answers to the questions above will contribute to our understanding of
the important written source relevant to the Zag%e-period, thought to be old
yet attested in a unique recent witness. Clarification of even small details con-
cerning the materiality and production of MS UM-035 may represent a step
forward in our understanding of its content.

3. — A remark concerning the materiality of MS UM-035/Cs-1V-83

The present article is an appropriate place to briefly remark on the quire
structure of MS UM-035 as it also may be relevant for the palacographical
analysis to follow.

The studies of MS UM-035 are suggestive of occasional material loss and
the resulting incompleteness of “The Register”.?> Alessandro Bausi briefly dis-
cussed the quire structure of the manuscript, describing the first quire (fols 1—
6) as ternion, and the second quire (fols 7-11) also as ternion in which the last
leaf—the hypothetical fol. 12—was lost.?® For a better understanding of the
manuscript’s structure, we can consider one more feature indicative of the ma-
terial coherency and completeness of the manuscript, thus far insufficiently
addressed in all descriptions of MS UM-035. It is, namely, the adherence to
the so-called Gregory’s Rule.”” If we look at the positions of the hair and flesh
sides of the folia, there is no irregularity and the sound structure of the first
quire can be easily confirmed.?® The counterparts leaf 1 (fol. 1) and leaf 6 (fol.
6) are now almost separate from one another (cf. Fig. 1), but all five transi-
tions from verso to recto in the quire are smooth, obviously with no text
breaks and leaves arrangement abiding by Gregory’s Rule.

The second quire presents some difficulties. On the available images we
can see that Gregory’s Rule is very probably not followed between fol. 6v
(hair) and fol. 7r (flesh),” at the boundary between the quires (see Fig. 2a-b),

25 See Derat, 2018, p. 32 (“Le document n’est peut-étre complet...”), on the basis of the evalua-

tion of the text which ends, indeed, without the typical excommunication formula. However,
she herself does not consider this feature to be a very strong argument

26 See Bausi, 2018, p. 440a.

27 The widespread medieval practice of arranging the quires and the entire text block of the

parchment manuscript in such a way that flesh sides of the leaves would face flesh sides, and
hair sides only hair sides.

28 Represented schematically, it is h1f f2h h3f v f4h h5f f6h.

2 Not clearly visible but still very probable: fol. 7r (flesh side) is of slightly lighter colour, a bit
shiny, with ruling lines impressed deeply on the surface (because the flesh sides of the folia
have been ruled), in contrast to fol. 6v (hair side), of somewhat darker colour, with the ruled
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but the text continues smoothly.>* We may assume that the manuscript maker
neglected Gregory’s Rule, by whatever reason.?!

However, Gregory’s Rule is obviously not followed also between fol. 7v
(hair) and fol. 8r (flesh) (Fig. 3a—b).*> Here the smoothness of the text transi-
tion from one leaf to another (@ | CL: aoiv7 1 HAAN & etc.) can be ques-
tioned.’? At a closer look at the letters of the first word on fol. 8r it becomes
clear that the reading @C£ #3* may be the first but perhaps not the only choice.
A fuzzy and faint dot visible on the parchment to the right from the stem of the
letter £, just below the ruled line (see Fig. 4a, marked with arrow), may repre-
sent the remains of the lower part of & (partly abraded as the other letters in
the line). But it can also be just a particle of dirt or a small drop of ink. There
is another possible reading of this letter which is .£.3° In this case, the word
could be reconstructed as PFC.F ¢, followed by the word @2h7 ¢, meaning to-
gether, literally, “the place Qofroya”. This exact collocation refers to the
church Qofroya “Ura Masqal that appears in “The Register” as many as eight
times (see two examples on Fig. 4b—c). This reading also seems to make sense

grid poorly visible but with some remains of the cut hair. These features are best visible on the
images in the database “Mazgaba seelat”, https://ethiopia.utsc.utoronto.ca/about.html.

0 A@-(0F7 : a0 | 1L 99194 ¢, cf. Valieva, 2023, pp. 139 (text), 146 (tr.).

3

Transgression of Gregory’s Rule seems to be a rare occurrence in Ethiopic manuscripts (cf. an
old example in Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et al., 2020, p. 136).

The ruling is impressed on fol. 8r, the flesh side, and hardly visible on fol. 7v, the sides are of
slightly different colours, hair remains are still visible on fol. 7v (cf. above).

32

3 1t was not called into question in Derat, 2018, pp. 263, 269, the same in Valieva, 2023, pp. 139

(text), 147 (tr.). One must admit that the passage as it is does not necessarily raise suspicion of
a text break (cf. the translation Valieva, 2023, p. 147, “Like this I donated as g"alt wells of
highlands and lowlands, irrigation channels of spacious and sterile lands, (fol. 8r) width of
place that has neither tribute nor forced labor that has neither compel nor confiscation...”
[cursive mine, DN]). A closer look at the narrative structure of “The Register” goes beyond
the scope of this study.

3 The word ward “breadth, width” (see Leslau, 1987, p. 617) does exist in Ethiopic but appears

to be rare, and is not common, at least according to my knowledge, in land documents. The
entire genitive construction MCX * avlY’y « s translated as “I’étendue du lieu” in Derat, 2018,
p- 269, and “width of place” in Valieva, 2023, p. 147, without further elaboration; the passage
was not found worth of further enquiry in Bausi, 2018 and Bausi, 2023

35 The oblique stem of the letter € protrudes a bit further to the right, and the fouth-order vowel

marker with serif at the end is attached to the stem on the left side, at sharp angle. & and £
have a very similar graphic basis (close to ¢, both slightly left-sloping, contrary to the most
other characters of the Ethiopic syllabary).
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in connection with the text that follows on fol. 8r.3¢ But if we assume a materi-
al loss of at least one leaf between fol. 7v and fol. 8r, then we do not know
what the continuation after @2V~ ¢ @ (the end of the text on fol. 7v) could
have been. If the missing leaf was a bifolium, it could have a counterpart that
also went lost. And fol. 7 could also have had a counterpart (see above; see
Fig. 5).

The numbering of the text parts (individual documents) of “The Register”
does not supply an argument in favour of either of the interpretations, it only
provides a hint to the coherence of the manuscript up to fol. 6.3

The emerging picture is complicated, and we have to assume that the ir-
regularity results in the first case from neglect (fols 6v—7r) and in the second
from material loss (fols 7v—8r). Leaves that might have followed fol. 11 re-
main hypothetical. They may have existed or not, single or double leaves, with
or without a text. The discoloration and text abrasion on fol. 11v and the re-
cent crude note in Amharic added with a paintbrush® indicate that for a long
period fol. 11v was the last page of the manuscript. But the possibility of the
loss of one text folium between fol. 7 and fol. 8 is real and should be consid-
ered. The chances that the leaf (or leaves) reappear one day are very few, but
could be improved if knowledge is gained about what is missing and for what
one should be looking (cf. below, fn. 41).

4. — Palaeographical study

4.a. Material and limitations

For this study, the manuscript collections of 18 churches located around
‘Ura Qirqos/*Ura Misqdl were focused upon, of which 220 manuscripts were
checked and the handwritings of approximately 40 manuscripts studied more

36 The passage would read then, [PR]C.E ¢ P07 : HAAD : “M4 2 @020 ¢ HAAD £ 90
m, : WHT(), : “the place of Qofroya that has neither tribute nor forced labour that has neither
compel nor confiscation ...” (cf. Valieva, 2023, p. 147). The name of the church could have
been preceded by a preposition, for instance, A (“for, for the sake of”).

37 Some of the documents encompassed by “The Register” are numbered. The numbers are writ-

ten at the end; they continue from 2 (& 2) to 6 (% #). The first document is unnumbered. Num-
ber 6 is used in the nominal phrase with the word 173 ¢ (& ¢ 173 i, fol. 6r; of somewhat
unclear meaning, despite the explanation in Valieva, 2023, p. 144, fn. 54). The last number, 7
(Z 1), rubricated, appears on fol. 7r, but, in my opinion, it is uncertain as to what it refers to
(cf. the interpretations in Derat, 2018, pp. 263 and 268; Valieva, 2023, pp. 139 and 146).

38 LA, : ParAPA :, lit. “the letter of (the church ‘Ura) Masqil”.
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closely.?® Nearly all these manuscripts were digitized in the framework of the
Ethio-SPaRe project, between 2010 and 2014. The study concerns a later and
perhaps most complex period of Ethiopic script evolution, which has rarely
received any proper attention.*’

Several factors should be mentioned as limitations to the enquiry. First,
the ecclesiastic landscape of Gulo Mikéda is very complex, and it has been
difficult to create a comprehensive register of all ecclesiastic sites and their
libraries.*' Furthermore, some churches whose collections might preserve
manuscripts relevant for the study could not be reached during the project, nor
later, and are likely to remain inaccessible in the near future. Second, in Gulo
Maikaéda, and the vicinity of “Ura Qirqos/*Ura Mésqél, demand for manuscripts
has probably always been high, and the production of manuscripts significant.
However, an unknown number of manuscripts of potential relevance to the
study have perished or been dispersed and taken out of the area—even the
country.®? Third, the study was restricted to an area dubbed the historical Gulo
Maikédda and mainly collections located not far from ‘Ura Qirqos, those cata-

3 Unfortunately not all those manuscripts have secure dating supported by paleography and in-

ternal data (such as dates or kings’ or church hierarchs’ names used).

40" Uhlig, 1988, p. 674 has aptly summarized the difficulties in dating manuscripts originating
from the later period (referring specifically to “Period VI”, mid-seventeenth to mid-nineteenth
century) marked by the diversity of styles and a great number of surviving manuscripts thusly:
1) Not traits of individual signs, but the general appearance of the script becomes of major im-
portance for dating; 2) Multiplicity of forms of individual signs; 3) Relativisation of the notion
of distinctive features of script related to a specific palaecographical period due to the parallel
existence of multiple styles and persistence of the features over a longer time. These difficul-
ties may contribute to some vagueness and uncertainty in the issue of MS UM-035’s produc-
tion date.

4 Having visited the area of ‘Ura Qirqos/*Ura Misqil several times, I later found out that I over-

looked a church just a few kilometres away from “Ura Qirqos, at the edge of the cliff, called
Qordobti Maryam (14.482618594543109, 39.35282978257105; cf. Qirnd Sabt in Valieva,
2023, pp. 139-40, 148). Indirect attempts at clarifying its foundation period were unsuccess-
ful. Its proximity to “‘Ura Qirqos/"Ura Mésqél render a visit to this church indispensable.

42 Gulo Mikida is located on the historical route towards the Red Sea. To exemplify this point,

cf. Brita, Helmholz, Hummel, et al., 2017, p. 173 and figs 1 and 2, on MS GCA-001 (C.A.
837), a Four Gospels manuscript originating from the church Fédqada Maryam located not far
from ‘Ura Qirqos (Bm ID: INS0071FBM; here and below, for some of the entities like persons
and institutions, individual IDs assigned to them in the Beta masahoft project database have
been provided).
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logued for the Ethio-SPaRe database.” The last and very significant factor is
that Ethiopic palacography is a neglected discipline. There are neither com-
prehensive and commonly accepted methods nor terminology for the describ-
ing of Ethiopic script or reference to its elements. Basic search instruments
provided by the scribal hands in Ethiopic manuscripts are missing; a register
of known Ethiopian scribes accompanied by handwriting samples is a desider-
atum. No electronic tools to aid the palaeographical research on Ethiopic
manuscripts have been developed yet. No quantification of results or study of
the phenomena throughout all available sources are possible. Despite all these
limitations, one of the purposes of the article is to stimulate discussion and re-
search in the field of Ethiopic palacography.

4.b. Palaeographical context

Starting from approximately the early eighteenth century up to the begin-
ning/middle of the nineteenth century, some manuscripts coming from Gulo
Maikédda and the area around “Ura Qirqos attest a writing style with empha-
sized width as its main feature. This aspect reminds one of the period’s most
remarkable palacographical features as described by Siegbert Uhlig.* Follow-
ing his classification, this “broad style” pertains to the palacographical “Period
VI” (mid-seventeenth to mid-nineteenth century) and should be understood as
one of the multiple local styles, barely remarked upon,* that was in use at that

43 The phenomena described below are not limited to Gulo Mikéda in its contemporary bounda-
ries. The limitation was imposed by myself to make the study plausible and enable it to be
concluded later.

4 Uhlig, 1988, pp. 657-58, 3.6.1.3.3 “Tendenz zur breiten, auseinandergezogenen Schrift”; Uh-
lig, 1990, p. 105, “Tendency to emphasize width”.

45 Uhlig, 1988, pp. 65476, esp. p. 654, 3.6.1.1 stresses the multiplicity of styles. The idea be-
comes somewhat less clear in Uhlig, 1990, pp. 104—15 due to the introduction of the overarch-
ing idea of “Rdqiq script”; but the increasing use of “broad, heavy, and awkward-looking
script”, one of the other existing styles is underlined (p. 115; cf. already Uhlig, 1988, p. 766,
3.6.4.6). Indeed, not all handwriting samples for the period in question shown in Uhlig, 1988
and 1990 fit the idea of “a broad, heavy script”.
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time.* Some of the style’s palacographical features occur in the manuscripts
studied, and are as follows:*

A. Features concerning the general appearance of the script:

I Such letters as «h, @v, & @, m, already broader than others due to their
structure,*® become broader, with their shapes defining the script’s vis-
ual appearance. @® and #, in particular, show low and broad shapes.*
The letter @» enhances the optical impression even more due to the ex-
tended distance between its “loops”. Other letters, such as &, P, T, é.,
and others may tend from normal rectangular slender (height exceed-
ing the width) towards square “modules”.’® Some elements of the let-
ters protrude to the sides exceedingly, such as vowel markers (of &=, -,
‘N, I, etc.). Ample spaces between the letters and broad downstrokes
work further towards the optical effect of a broad, bulky script.>!

1. Downstrokes are vertical or very slightly slanted to the right; the tops
of the letters are horizontal.

. Letter shapes are mostly rounded, but rectangular forms also appear
and appear to increase over time.

B. Features concerning the shapes of individual letters

46

47

48

49

50

Not wishing to enter the discussion concerning the hierarchy of the palacographical phenome-
na and the terms to denote them, I distinguish below between “style” (elsewhere defined also
as “script”, if it is long-lived and with clearly, distinct features, cf. Drogin, 1989, p. 4) and
“(scribal) hand” or handwriting that is an individual realisation of the style.

Here and below, individual letters of the Ethiopic alphasyllabary are referred to in the tradi-
tional sequence U—A—ch—a® (cf., for instance, Tropper, 2002).

Those composed of two segments, in contrast to (1, A, 0, %, etc.

They are pressed closely to the lower ruled line, described in different terms in cf. Uhlig, 1988,
3.6.2.2.1 (p. 674).

Here and below I use the term “module”, to refer to the proportions (the relationship of height
to width) of Ethiopic letters. “Module” is (an imaginary) frame within which a letter can be
accommodated. Probably inspired by other traditions of palaeographical studies where the no-
tion of “module” is actively applied, the term is implemented in Uhlig, 1990, pp. 70, 72, 105
(but not in Uhlig, 1988) and appears elsewhere occasionally (see Nosnitsin, 2015, p. 26). The
complexity of Ethiopic script lies in the fact that at least two “modules” are required to de-
scribe its letters, if not more (e.g. a rectangular one for such slender letters as U, A, A, etc., and
a square-like one for such broad letters are ch, @2, & @, etc., at the least).

Cf. Uhlig, 1988, 3.6.1.3.3 and 3.6.2.1.4 (“Tendenz zur auseinandergezogenen und breiten

Schrift”). Cf. also Uhlig, 1988, 3.6.1.3.4 (“Teilweise klobige Federfiihrung”), 3.6.2.1.5 (“Klo-
bige Schrift”).
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Iv. In many cases the length of the third-order vowel marker (-i) of the let-
ters A, (L, -, f., m, and suchlike is emphasized, whereas the fifth-
order marker (-e) may be a line with its end bent upwards. Thus, the
fifth-order marker is not necessarily a circle (closed or not).3? This
graphic feature is enough to distinguish between the orders; but in
some cases this type of the fifth-order marker can be mistaken for the
third order (this feature becomes more conspicuous towards the more
recent time).

V. A in various orders (A, A, A, etc.) has the right leg leaning on the left
leg.

V1. The internal loop of the sixth-order A may be shaped in various ways,
and it is not closed. (This feature becomes more conspicuous towards
the more recent time).

VIL. The sixth-order "7 shows upper bar ending with a serif, protruding far to
the left but remaining horizontal.

VIIL. The sixth-order 11 has a small but sharply drawn vowel marker (kink)
in the left leg.>

IX. The sixth-order “? has the upper part protruding far to the left, remain-
ing horizontal.

X. The numeral & (1) has its body shaped in a peculiar way. The elongated
drop-like form is composed of two halves, the left half is drawn first,
its upper end being under the upper end of the right half, which is
drawn as next (see Fig. 6).>*

There seems to be a tendency to a decrease in handwriting quality during

the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century, in the manuscripts studied;
however, good hands are also found in this period.

53

54

55

Cf. Uhlig, 1988, 3.6.1.3.6 and 3.6.2.2.5 (“Offene Hamesschlinge”), and 3.6.2.2.7 (“Weiter,
nach links hingender oder gewdlbter Bogen bei “1”), with good examples (though my under-
standing of this phenomenon is somewhat different). Features discussed in Uhlig 1988,
3.6.2.2.2 (“Vielfaltige Markierung der Ordnung Sales”) and 3.6.2.2.5 (“Offene Hamess-
chlinge”) should probably be considered interrelated.

Uhlig, 1988, 3.6.2.2.8, p. 679.

Somewhat similar to the structure of A as mentioned above; the modern printed digit & (1)
seems to follow a graphic prototype structure in a “mirrored” way.

This observation concurs with Uhlig, 1988, 3.6.1.3.1 and 3.6.1.3.2, who speaks of the massive
manuscript production and the decreasing quality of the scribal work pointing to “fliichtige
Schreibweise”, “geringe Gleichférmigkeit”. Obviously, the increasing production may have
caused the reduction in quality. One could think indeed of dividing the period from mid-

seventeenth to mid-nineteenth century into two parts, as suggested in Uhlig, 1988, pp. 659—60.
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The notion of the local “broad style” is used as a provisional technical
term here. Not all features appear in the manuscripts all together and to the
same degree. No commonly shared features distinguishing the local hands of
Gulo Mikéda from others in the surrounding areas could be clearly defined up
to now. Certainly not all manuscripts from Gulo Mékéida, datable to the early
eighteenth century to early/mid-nineteenth century were written in this style.*
“Broad hands” have also been attested in other areas of Ethiopia. In Uhlig’s
1988 and 1990 monographs a few samples looking akin to the “broad style”
from the study area are to be found.”’

If one tries to apply some of the above criteria, any precise verdict as to
whether a given handwriting is in the “broad style” or not, may well be con-
sidered vague and subjective. Exact measurements are not possible; in some
cases it is difficult to decide whether a feature is an imminent element of the
style or a scribal hand’s own, individual feature. These problems, however, do
not render the study impossible as its purpose is not in making a broad, palae-
ographical conclusion, which is simply not possible at this point and not es-
sential for answering the research questions as outlined above (see above,
§2.c). Nevertheless, by implementing the aforementioned characteristics a few
parameters could be set up and used for searching through handwritings.

4.c. Handwriting in MS UM-035/C3-1V-83

Nearly all of the abovementioned traits pertaining to the “broad style”
feature in MS UM-035’s handwriting. At first glance it appears very idiosyn-
cratic, but fits well with the “broad style” which could well have been the
scribe’s palaeographical background. Aside from which, the handwriting is
marked by lack of accuracy and regularity, and not very good pen control, re-

56 In particular, the co-existence of the rounded and square forms (both requiring different writ-
ing technique) within one style may be difficult to reconcile. The hand of Wéldd Muse, even
though from the second half of the nineteenth century, a somewhat later period, may be con-
sidered as an example of the latter (see Nosnitsin, 2013b).

57 T refer to such manuscripts as e.g. Paris, BnF Eth. Abb. 39, dated 1728 (Uhlig, 1988, pp. 658,
663, 666, 668, 675 etc.; https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/BNFabb39/main); BNF Ethiopien
158, datable to 1728-07 (Uhlig, 1988, p. 675; https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/BNFet158/
main); Uppsala, University Library O. Etiop. 4, around 1750 (Uhlig, 1988, pp. 656, 658;
Lofgren, 1974, pp. 49-52, n. 18); a finely written early example, Uppsala, University Library
O. Etiop. 20, datable to 1682-94, the handwriting of an additional later text on fols 191ra—
192v fits the idea of the “broad script” somewhat better (Uhlig, 1988, pp. 691-92; Lofgren,
1974, pp. 4749, n. 17; images available at http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:alvin
:portal:record-183547); London, BL Or. 747, datable to 1737-38 (Uhlig, 1988, p. 661).
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sulting in irregular, clumsy and exaggerated letter shapes. A few of these fea-
tures are listed below (cf. those presented in §4.b):
A. Features concerning the general appearance of the script:

A.1. The handwriting looks broad. In addition to the letters which are broad
by definition (cf. 4.b, feature 1) and shaped accordingly, the width of
some other letters is also emphasized (cf. &, 71, D, é., -, £, etc.), en-
hancing the optical impression of a broad, low script, as indicated
above. Elements of the letters (vowel markers, cf. such signs as U-, &=,
é kA ) N, 1o, 1, &, éo, etc.) protruding far to the sides creates
the same impression.

A.2. Downstrokes are vertical to slightly right-sloping; the tops of the let-
ters are horizontal.

A.3. Letter shapes are mostly rounded.

B. Features concerning shapes of individual letters

B.4. The third-order vowel marker (-i) is a straight line with emphasized
length. The fifth-order vowel (-e), in case of some letters, is built on
the basis of the third-order vowel marker, through its bending upwards
at the end.”® In cases of such broad letters as “% or 72, the scribe di-
rected the downstroke not vertically downwards, but obliquely to the
left, before turning the direction to the right to produce the third-order
vowel marker.>

B.5. The internal loop of the sixth-order & is predominantly closed (contra-
ry to feature VI, see §4.b above).

B.6. 4 is made out of one strongly curved stroke, building a kind of “belly”
protruding to the left.

B.7. The opposition between the sixth-order fi and the first-order A is poor-
ly visible.

58 For instance, compare A. (AA9® 2, fol. 4v) and & (chl £, fol. 1r); ch. (£ch. T, fols 9v, 10r)
and ch (A“M.ANDC ¢, fols 6v, 7r); TL ("LELNE 2, fols 11, 2v, 4r, 8v; P97 ¢, fol. 11r) and
T (A7 =, fols Tr, 9v; 9.27% £, fol. 9r, not well visible); “L (2.2%L ¢, fol. 9r) and ¥4 (A1C1
», 1, fols 8v, 9v, 9r, 10v—11r); (. (4.7 2, fol. 10r; 22N 2, fol. 10v) and (b (AZ°I00
G 1, fol. 6r; hik 2, fol. 8v, poorly visible); (L (%L :, fols 2r, 4r; M.é 2, fol. Sv; M€ <,
fol. 9r, etc.) and (L (attested many times, in particular in the word (L1 2); -I: (A-L: 2, fols 2r,
2v, 3v and elsewhere; &-iA% ¢ fol. 5v; @AIONAWPav- ¢ fol. 5v, etc.) and & (QAheb1 «,
fols 1r, 8r, 10v); . (AYL %, fols 6r, 7r; h9% :, fol. 8r; &Il ¢, fol. 6v) and %
(AI°AADPY ¢, fol. 2v; P 2, fol. 11v; 9°%7F ¢, fol. 11v); A. (TA.O@D- 1 fol. 6r; multiple
HA &N@-A :, fol. 8r, etc.) and & (Aot ¢, fol. 4v; AT TAks ¢, fol. 6r).

3% Perhaps the scribe’s intention in this case was to avoid “hyper-broad” letter shapes.
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B.8. -I* and derived letters are characterized by uncommonly broad Greek
cross-like shape, fitting into square “module” (cf. above).

B.9. The seventh-order marker of - has a peculiar semicircle shape at-
tached to the (slightly bent) stem of the letter on the right side.

B.10. The opposition between the first-order - and the sixth order “¥ is not
conspicuous but still visible; first order (*7) has a thin horizontal line
with a “flagged” serif at the end, sixth order (‘1) has an oblique slight-
ly rounded line at the end.5°

B.11. The shape of the sixth-order & is simplified, the short lines supposed
to make up the vowel marker are disjoined.

B.12. é. has a “belly” similar to & (cf. above, B.6), but even more exagger-
ated because of the inner line.®!

B.13. The shape of the numeral & (2) is simplified, the lower half is open
(cf. fols 11, 2v, 3v, 4r, 9r).

B.14. The numeral & (20) is misshaped (fols 1r, 2v, 4r).%?

As to the punctuation signs, in some text passages there is a non-

transparent and somewhat excessive use of a sign constructed on the basis of
the common word divider ( #) to which two or three red dots or a short vertical
red line are added.

Rubrication is done by the same scribe who wrote the main text, rather

accurately with a pen with a somewhat broader nib, probably after the main
text was finished (cf. fols 2v and 8v, the lacuna left was not sufficient for the

%0 Both letters can be compared on fol. 10r of MS UM-035, where they appear one under another

61

at the end of the line 5 (4, in ‘P10t ) and the line 6 (*7, in 1710 £) from below.

This is reminiscent of a curious feature noticed in some manuscripts from “Period III” (mid-
fifteenth to mid-sixteenth century). Cf. Uhlig, 1988, p. 299 (3.2.4.10, “...den Abstrich, der
zunehmend nach links gewdlbt wird, vobei sich verschiedene Varianten ergeben”) speaks
thereof as one of the important features of the script of the period. Elsewhere the feature is de-
scribed as follows: “Der Abstrich bei & und é. wird nach links gewdlbt” (Uhlig, 1988, p. 362,
about MS Paris, BnF, Eth. Abb. 74). The feature is emphasized in a few manuscripts, for in-
stance, see Uhlig, 1988, p. 378 (“der Abstrich bei & und é. ist deutlich nach links gewdlbt”,
about MS Vatican City, BAV, Aeth. 38), and esp. 403 (“der Abstrich von & und 4. weist eine
extreme Linkswolbung auf”, about MS Vatican City, BAV, Aeth. 5), and 417 (“& é&. mit bau-
chig gewolbtem Abstrich”, about MS Berlin, Royal Library, Or. Oct. 555). The manuscript
Ara‘ro Téklda Haymanot ATH-001 can be added to this short list (described in Nosnitsin, 2015,
p- 29; images can now be accessed at https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/ESath001/main).
The shapes of both letters, & and é., are very similar, but at a closer look it appears that their
morphology is different. & is not just & with an inner line. But the discussion of this subject
goes beyond the limits of the article.

62 The numeral & (1), unfortunately, does not occur in MS UM-035.
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word @2QPA ). One correction has been made in red (fol. 7r, 1. 2). No abbre-
viations have been used.

At least a few codicological features may be of importance. First, the
leaves of MS UM-035 have been ruled in a rather careless way. Only some of
the “vertical pricks” are visible on the leaves; notably, no “text pricks” can be
observed.®® Second, it appears that the text starting from the second written
line on fol. 9v and entirely on fol. 10r has been written with a narrow nibbed
pen.

For the moment, it is difficult to say whether the scribe, consciously or
not, tried to “antiquate” his handwriting,** and, should he have worked with
older sources, to assume that the handwriting of those texts or elements of the
text arrangement influenced the production of MS UM-035.

MS UM-035 bears no hint that could indicate the scribe’s identity. The
palacographical analysis of his handwriting only supports the common hy-
pothesis regarding the production date of the manuscript; the second half of
the eighteenth century being more probable then the first. But this does not
bring us any closer to answering the questions above. Further writings identi-
fied as the same scribe’s work will provide more data.

4.d. MS UM-042/Cs-IV-74 as the first key witness
4.d.1. General information on the manuscript

A clue to the identity of the MS UM-035’s scribe is present in MS UM-
042, kept in the same collection as MS UM-035. MS UM-042 is a composite
and very complex manuscript. It has survived in precarious conditions which
limited, to a certain extent, the possibilities of its digitization and detailed
study.®® MS UM-042 encompasses as many as three production units. The
manuscript has no internal indications of any production date, in the database
of Ethio-SPaRe it has been dated to the eighteenth century on palacographical
grounds. The manuscript was briefly discussed by Alessandro Bausi in his ar-
ticle “Composite and Multiple-Text Manuscripts: The Ethiopian evidence”

9 The feature has been observed on a small number of few very old manuscripts only, and still

has no satisfactory explanation (see Nosnitsin, 2020, p. 306).

% A small cross filling the line on fol. 2r (see Fig. 1) may hint to that attempt, but to find a corre-
sponding feature in an old manuscript seems to be not so easy. The cross may also mark a part
of “The Register” which was of special importance for those who commissioned and owned it.

% One quire belonging to this manuscript was discovered by the author only by chance and pho-
tographed at the last moment, in May 2014, during one of last visits to the site (foliated as fols
45a—f).
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(2016) as an example of a manuscript in which the main content was enlarged
over time with texts of the same text genre (miracles).% The scribal hands at-
tested in it were not that study’s subject.

MS UM-042 is composed of 143 (+6) folia, in 16 (+1) quires, and made
out of three production units. Here is not the place for offering a fully-fledged
description of the manuscript;®” only some selected data concerning the scribes
and the scribal hands have been summarized below.

4.d.2. Two scribal hands of Unit 1 (fols 1-125)

Hand 1, fols 1ra—7vb, 88ra—125vb: the text here has been written by the
scribe Zawéldd Maryam [first half/second third of the eighteenth century (?)]
(see Fig. 7). His name along with his function as a scribe (sdhafi) is men-
tioned in the supplication formulas on fols 121vb, 124vb, 125vb. Names of
several commissioners, probably members of the community, are also men-
tioned.

Zawildd Maryam’s hand (Hand 1) displays characteristics of the “broad
style” mentioned above. At first glance, his hand looks similar to that of the
MS UM-035’s scribe. However, there are some clear differences. Here, only
several of them can be mentioned as examples. Zawéldd Maryam’s hand is
more controlled and uniform than that of MS UM-035. é. and & are shaped in
the normal way. The sixth-order marker of 9 is an almost straight line di-
rected obliquely.® The fifth-order markers (cf. esp. “2) are drawn with the

% The manuscript contains an extensive collection of the “Miracles of Mary” (76 stories) and
some other texts (see below). The article Bausi, 2016 also reproduces an image of the relevant
part of the manuscript (see below, on Unit 2), but in a small size.

7 A rudimentary description was published years ago in the database of Ethio-SPaRe and is still

available, https://mycms-vs03.rrz.uni-hamburg.de/domlib/receive/domlib_document
00000063 [accessed 06.12.2024]. An updated and expanded description has been uploaded to
the database of the Beta masahaft project, where the images can also be consulted
(https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/ESum042/main [accessed 06.12.2024]). The last descrip-
tion focuses on the material aspects and scribal hands only. The task of the exact identification
of the content has been completed only in part. The project Princeton Ethiopian Miracles of
Mary Project, led by Prof. Dr. Wendy Belcher (https://cdh.princeton.edu/projects/princeton-
ethiopian-miracles-mary-project) will hopefully study this witness of the “Miracles of Mary”
in detail.

% Bm ID: PRS14489ZawaldaMaryam.
% The scribe of MS UM-035 bent the end of the sixth-order marker strongly to the right.
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rings mostly closed.” Only one other manuscript copied by this scribe has
been identified so far, MS Mérgahoya Mika’el QMM-011, the name Zawalda
Maryam being still partly readable on fol. 52vb.”!

Hand 2, fols 8ra—87vb: the text here was written by the scribe called
Mohdontd Maryam, [first half/second third of the eighteenth century (?)] (see
Fig. 8). It is not clear why the feminine form is used as part of the name and
what it is supposed to mean.’”> Should it not be a mistake, are we to seriously
consider that, contrary to what we know about the scribal profession in Ethio-
pia, the scribe here was a woman? However, active participle (sdhafi) that pre-
cedes the name is in masculine form, and a mistake of the scribe seems to be
more likely. The person is mentioned as the scribe only once, in the supplica-
tion formula on fol. 13ra,” but the name has been evoked a few times among
the names of the commissioners too.

Mohdontd Maryam’s handwriting (Hand 2) shows the characteristics of
the “broad style” and some similarity to MS UM-035. The letter shapes ap-
plied by Mohdontd Maryam are slightly less rounded (cf. such letters as ¢, 0,
o), and the shapes of @» and @ are less “squeezed”.” The scribe controls the
broad letters such as @® or °1 and some others better, mitigating the optical im-

70 1t should be mentioned that the fifth-order marker of the letters A, ch, @®, & A ¢ etc. is
shaped differently from what we find in MS UM-035, and also differently from what is stated
under §4.b (see feature 1v), and it requires a more nuanced description. The feature will not,
however, be further discussed since Hand 1 (Zawildd Maryam) was definitely not involved in
the production of MS UM-035.

Mirgahaya Mika’el, a small church, is located a little exterior to contemporary Gulo Mékéda,
to the west from ‘Addigrat (in the district Ganta AfdSum).

7

2 Bm ID: PRS13965MehdentaMaryam. Apparently, mohdont is the feminine form for mahdun,
passive particle of the verb amahddnd (meaning “deposited, entrusted”, Leslau, 1987, p.
335a). There is a similar word used in some personal names, mahddnt (“trust, deposit”, ibid.,
cf. the scribe Mahdéntd Mika’el attested in MS London, BL, Or. 516 [Bm ID:
PRS11820Mahdantal]).

3 On the preceding fol. 12vb (at the end of the preliminary texts), Mohdontid Maryam added an
elaborate ownership note, written in smaller script, separated from the end of the text by a
double red-and-black dots. The note reads (square brackets mark poorly visible words that
were reconstructed): W7k 1 P& hG 1 HO-[é- 1] OM,TP 1 P HA LT ro[Ad™ 1] 714 ¢
LAP°N- £ AT QAT 2 O0% 2 ALCPHN : NTI0T : AN I[N : AlDD- : A70A 2 77
P : OALAN 2 Nav 2 BFPING, £ N0 TVt £ ATLET 2 POAY, £ @O : KCeh 2 ch
40 # A 1 AR WEP 1 OHAMNS: @ LR [hé- : NPav- 1] 7il £ 99°8 : OCP : A9NT° : A
Ty

™ In contrast to #*, @® and P () etc. by Hand 1 (Zawildd Maryam), which are set up very high
on the stem, and pressed to the upper ruled line, this resulted in curious “squeezed shapes”.
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pression of over-emphasized width. The extremities of the sixth-order markers
of eh, ¥, 7, etc. are uniformly raised.” A remarkable feature of the hand is the
sixth-order marker of i which is long, with the tip directed in such a way as to
align with the vowel markers of ¢h, ®, and . The difference between -7 and ‘1
(first and sixth orders) is weakly articulated. Thus far, no other manuscripts
copied by Mahdentd Maryam could be identified.

4.d.3. Scribal hand of Unit 2 (fols 126r—138v)

Unit 2 is composed of two balanced ternions of a smaller size (ca. 166 x
115 mm) as compared to Unit 1.7

Hand 3, fols 126r—138v: the text was written here by the scribe Walda
Tonsa’e [second half of the eighteenth century, later than Hand 1 and Hand 2]
(see Figs. 9a—b).”” His name and his role as a scribe (sdhafi) are mentioned ex-
plicitly in the concluding supplications on fol. 138r. Other persons mentioned
are Wilattd Krostos (fols 126r, 131v, 133v, 134r, 135v, 138r) and Kofld Mar-
yam (fols 134v, 135v)” who is referred to also as a priest (gdsis) and commis-
sioner (ashafi, fol. 138r).

As in MS UM-035, the handwriting pertains to the “broad style” as de-
scribed above (cf. above, A.1-3). There is a slight difference in the general
appearance of the handwriting between fols 126r—128r (Fig. 9a), and fols
128v—138r (Fig. 9b).” The reason is the use of a pen with a narrower nib on
fols 126r—128r, which results in the handwriting looking more regular and rig-
id (despite the biased written area, cf. Fig. 9a).

The close proximity of Hand 3 and the hand in MS UM-035 is immedi-
ately visible, even though not all traits listed under 4.c. are present to the same
degree as in MS UM-035.8° But others are visible, while such features as B.4
(shapes of “Z and “2), B.5 (the mostly closed inner loop of A and its shape),
B.8 (the broad shape of -) and B.9 (the shape of -f) are strongly present, be-
ing “finger prints” of the MS UM-035’s scribe. Comparing other individual

75 In contrast to those drawn by Zawildd Maryam which tend to be horizontal and not uniformly

oriented.

76 Due to a foliation mistake, number 129 is skipped. Thus the first quire of Unit 2 embraces fols

126, 127, 128, 130, 131, 132; and the second quire fols 133, 134, 135, 136, 137, 138.
7 Bm ID: PRS13967WaldaTensae.

78 Bm ID: PRS13964KeflaMaryam.

7 This is an estimation; an exact boundary is difficult to draw.

8 For instance, the feature B.7 (the poor visibility of the difference between @ and ).
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signs one cannot find enough significant differences indicating the contrary
(see below, Appendix).

There are a few non-palacographical features further hinting to the com-
mon origin of MSS UM-035 and UM-042, Unit 2, from the hands of the same
manuscript maker.

MS UM-042, Unit 2 shows somewhat excessive and non-transparent use
of the punctuation sign composed of the common word divider ( ¢) and a short
red line drawn over it or two or three vertical red dots (cf. above, §4.c).

Rubrication has been carried out by the same scribe who copied the main
text; he used a pen with a broader nib. No abbreviations have been used.

A few relevant codicological features may be recalled here. Text pricks in
MS UM-042, Unit 2, are not visible (cf. above, §4.c). The structure of Unit 2
is represented by two ternions, just like in MS UM-035. The size of the leaf in
Unit 2 (ca. 166 x 115 mm) is not the same but is also small and thus reminis-
cent of that of MS UM-035 (ca. 120 x 95 mm). But MS UM-042, Unit 2 has
no irregularities in terms of adherence to Gregory’s Rule; perhaps the status of
the text obliged the scribe (Walda Tonsa’e) to follow the conventions of the
manuscript production more strictly.

The conclusion is that MS UM-035 and MS UM-042, Unit 2, were pro-
duced by the same scribe named Walda Tonsa’e.

4.d.4. Two scribal hands of Unit 3 (fols 139r—144v)

Unit 3 is composed of several leaves crudely sewn together in one quire,
preserved in very poor condition. Some of the leaves are misplaced and at
least one may be lost; to reconstruct the original structure of the quire is diffi-
cult.®! The text was written by two hands, Hand 3 (Wilda Tonsa’e, attested in
Unit 2) and Hand 4.

Hand 4: fols 139ra—141rb: an anonymous scribe [second half of the eight-
eenth century, close in time or contemporary to Hand 3?] copied here a few
stories from the “Miracles of St Cyricus” (Qirqos). The work was commis-
sioned by Abund Kofld Maryam (mentioned on fols 139ra, 141rb), most prob-
ably the same commissioner as in Unit 2. This hand tends to slender, less
rounded shapes, in contrast to Hands 1, 2, and 3.8

81 At least the proper place of fol. 142 (with the end of a miracle of Jesus, the verso being blank)
seems to be right after fol. 144. A couple of marginal notes (fols 139v, 143r) are abraded and
barely legible.

8 The same scribe copied MS UM-010 (https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/ESum010/main
[accessed 06.12.2024]) where his name, Zamika’el, has been mentioned. This scribe would not
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Hand 3 (Wilda Ton$a’e): fols 141rb—142rb, 143ra—144vb: here the text
has been written by the aforementioned Wildd Tonsa’e.®* His name does not
appear, the scribe’s identity can only be established on palacographical
grounds.® The commissioner Kofld Maryam appears here again, mentioned on
fols 139ra, 140ra, 141rb, 141vb, 143ra, 144ra.

4.d.5. How far can MS UM-042 bring us?

The palaeographical analysis leads to the conclusion that MS UM-035
was written by the scribe Wélda Tonsa’e, Hand 3 of MS UM-042, Units 2 and
3. Wilda Tonséa’e and the anonymous scribe Hand 4 (Zamika’el [?]) of Unit 3
are linked to the same commissioner, Abund Kofld Maryam, possibly an im-
portant figure at “Ura Qirqos. This is indicative of the fact that the spans of life
of all three persons obviously overlapped. We can assume that Wéalda
Tonséa’e’s scribal activities took place in the second half or at the end of the
eighteenth century, and that he was contemporary to Hand 4, but posterior to
Hand 1 (Zawéldd Maryam) and Hand 2 (Mohdontd Maryam) of Unit 1. Walda
Tansa’e was also closely associated with the community of “Ura Qirqos or was
just one of its (key?) members (cf. also fn. 84).

be of any great interest unless he was responsible for the short secondary colophon in the an-
cient MS UM-039 “Axumite collection”, &.&a® : HL = aPOAPA : HPGCE : @45 : N
&N : TICLT° « PN 1, discussed and translated in Bausi, 2022, pp. 131-33. Kofli Maryam
appears here again as the central figure, and there will be more hints towards his role below.
Based on the evaluation of the local context, and my experience in dealing with the marginal
notes and their language featuring elisions and syntactical peculiarities, I would like to pro-
pose a slightly different interpretation of the note (round brackets used for integration of
meaning): “It is completed. (This book is) of the House of the Cross of Qafraya, the children
(of) Kofla Maryam, the priest” (the purpose of the note is not quite clear to me).

8 He added two miracles of Cyricus, a hymn, one miracle of Libanos, one miracle of Jesus (its

end is misplaced, see fn. 81 above); and a marginal note at the bottom of fol. 143r (now abrad-
ed, hardly readable). The miracle of Jesus is written with a pen with a broader nib.

84 After the end of the last text on fol. 142rb there follows a short concluding note. This note

belongs to the hand of Wildd Tonsa’e (written with a pen with a narrow nib). For reasons un-
known, he presents himself as a commissioner of the preceding writing (A7 ¢ HA& chh- £;
unless this is a mistake and what he actually meant was HAchG® - ). The following words,
unfortunately partly cut, may be interpreted as a reference to himself, F[AR]V- : ARCHN :
“a follower of Cyricus”, or to the work he just copied, “F[A9°S]U- : ARCHN :.
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4.e. MS Mindbéyti Maryam MSM-001 as the second witness

The next key witness is MS MSM-001 from the churches Méandbayti
Maryam/Ménébayti Takla Haymanot (Fig. 10a-b), located several kilometres
away from “Ura Qirqos.*

MS MSM-001 is, at first glance, quite unremarkable; it contains a collec-
tion of the “Miracles of Jesus™® and is datable to the eighteenth/early nine-
teenth century on palaeographical grounds. But the additional note on fol.
160vb is of particular interest. It informs of a renovation or reconstruction of a
local church, of unspecified dedication, at the place “Bet Nobiyt”, i.e.
Mainiabayti.!” The note was published with an English translation several years
ago.’® Recording the event, it refers to “our king Tékld Giyorgis” (who reigned
in several intervals, 1779 to 1800)% and “our Metropolitan Iyosab” (I) (in ten-
ure 1779-1803)* and thus gives an indication to the possible date of writing,
which would have been at some point between 1779 and 1800.°' The scribe

85 Minibdyti is primarily known as an archaeological site. The church dedicated to St Mary
stands on a cliff; the church dedicated to Tékld Haymanot stands on the plain, closer to the
main road. Both buildings are recent; St Mary church is bigger in size, the church of Takla
Haymanot is very modest. Some Aksumite vestiges are located near both churches. The team
of the project Ethio-SPaRe visited the site briefly in 2010 and discovered that the manuscript
collection was small and composed mostly of recent manuscripts, of which only nine were
photographed. It was difficult to survey the collection because the books were kept at various
locations including private houses. In general, the situation was not particularly favourable for
a study, and the conditions for photographing were quite difficult. The importance of
Miéndbayti for the issue under discussion became clear much later.

8  For a provisional description and images of the manuscript, see https:/betamasaheft.
eu/manuscripts/ESmsm001/main, and the database of Ethio-SPaRe [accessed 06.12.2024].

87 Bet Nobdyt is the old name of the site from which Ménébéyti was derived (Bet Nobdyt > Bet
Nobdyti (tigrinized) > Méin[n]ébéyti?). The etymological link between Mainébéyti and Bet
Nobiyt was confirmed by the local people at the time of the visit of Ethio-SPaRe team in
2010.

See Nosnitsin, 2013a, pp. 37-40, fig. 38. It is accessible also in a 2010 on-line report,
https://www.aai.uni-hamburg.de/en/ethiostudies/research/ethiospare/missions/mission| -
2010.html [accessed 06.12.2024].

8 Bm ID: PRS9142TaklaGi.
% Bm ID: PRS10450Yosabl.

91 One wonders if it is possible to be more exact about the production time of the note since
Takla Giyorgis I’s six periods of reign are well-known: 1) July 1779 to February 1784; 2)
April 1788 to July 1789; 3) January 1794 to April 1795; 4) December 1795 to May 1796; 5)
January 1798 to May 1799; 6) March to June 1800 (see Gusarova, 2015, p. 25, fn. 25 and pas-
sim; see also “Tékld Giyorgis I” in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 826b—27b (by D. Crummey)). The

88
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did not mention his name, but a comparison of handwritings shows that the
note was very probably written by the aforementioned Walda Tonsa’e.”? A
high-resolution photo reproduced here shows more palacographical details
(see Fig. 11).

The note does not contain all signs of the Ethiopic syllabary; some codi-
cological features and scribal practices observed in MS UM-035 and MS UM-
042, Unit 2, are not relevant for this short documentary writing. Nonetheless,
the note offers enough to identify the scribal hand. The handwriting pertains to
the same clumsy “broad style” of Wildd Tonsa’e (cf. features A.1-3 above,
§4.c). The scribe used a pen with a narrow nib; his handwriting looks more
accurate and more controlled than in MS UM-035. The individual letter
shapes show a great proximity to the hand of MS UM-035 and Hand 3 in MS
UM-042, with only slight deviations. It is sufficient to point to such features of
the handwriting attested in MS UM-035 and listed above as B.4 (concerning
the structure of third-order -i and fifth-order -e markers),” B.7 (opposition be-
tween 0 and 0 is not always sufficiently expressed),’ B.8 (square “module” of
1), B.9 (peculiar shape of -f), B.11 (simplified shape of 4), B.6 and B.12 (ex-
aggerated “belly” of &, é.).” A few more letters are compared below in Ap-
pendix, showing hardly any significant palacographical difference.”

document under discussion does not relate to the supreme political authority, but it is unlikely
that the name of King Tékla Giyorgis would have been mentioned if the writer knew he was
not in power.

92 The same hand left a few more short notes MS MSM-001, in the upper margins of fols 18,
23v, 35r, 115v, 130v, 1351, 156v. Upon closer scrutiny it turns out that the manuscript was
copied by more than one hand, and one of the hands writing the text starting from fol. 156ra
may well be that of Wildd Tonsa’e (possibly the passages on fols 156r, 157r, maybe some
more). The manuscript is paleographically very complex and demands study in more depth.

% Even though in full scale only on examples of such letters as (L. (1. 14) and (b (1. 1), “Z (Is 3, 8)
and “2 (1. 20), A, (1. 11) and & (1. 8).

% Cf. Of"77 £ (1. 7), ACAFN 2 (Is 6-7, the second M), @01 2 (1. 18).
9% Cf. @42 ¢ (1. 9) and OEAIP ¢ (1. 13).

% The reference to “building, structure” (¢h79 #) (cf. Valieva, 2023, pp. 141, 150) in the last line
of “The Register”, indicating that the writer had a special relation to the church building, may
be interpreted as an additional argument in favour of the common origin.



190 DENIS NOSNITSIN

5. — Conclusion
5.a. Results

Focusing on some codicological features of MS UM-035 it has been pos-
sible to detect a material loss and propose a better reading of the relevant pas-
sage of “The Register”. Based on the comparison of scribal hands, it has been
possible to identify the scribe who wrote “The Register” in MS UM-035 as the
one who, with all probability, was responsible for text portions in MS UM-042
(Unit 2, Unit 3), and one additional note (fol. 160vb) and text passages in MS
MSM-001. MS UM-042 has supplied the name of the scribe, and MS MSM-
001 has given the chronological reference for his activities in the form of the
name of the ruling king and the metropolitan in tenure. Returning to the ques-
tions posed above (2.c.), I would like to provide the following answers:

1) The scribe’s name was Wélda Tonsa’e.

2) The period in which the scribe Wilda Tonsa’e was active and produced
“The Register” in MS UM-035, could be 1779—-1800. Naturally it is possible
that he flourished before or after that time. However, not much is known about
the average life expectancy of a male in eighteenth-century northern Ethio-
pia.”” Considering all possible exceptions, and that it would have been highly
unlikely to assign the composition of a very important document to a young
man,”® one would therefore consider the second half of the period (close to the
end of the eighteenth century) or even the beginning of the nineteenth century
as the production period time for MS UM-035. This dating may seem some-
what later than anticipated but it is supported with arguments of palacograph-
ical and non-palaeographical nature, and may work better than a mere estima-
tion.

3) Wilda Tonsa’e may have been associated with the church “Ura Qirqos
and Abund Kofld Maryam, the local senior ecclesiastic, but he was probably
also related to the church(s) at Ménibdyti. The place of production of MS
UM-035 was with all probability “Ura Qirqos/‘Ura Masqédl but Ménébéyti can
also not be excluded.”

97 A simple internet search results in only 40 years of life expectancy in Ethiopia for the year
1960.

% Even more so if we assume that the creation of “The Register” was not pure copying but a
result of work with other sources that required composing skills and advanced knowledge of
the local realities and history.

% Mainibiyti appears in “The Register” as Minibot/Minébit on fols 4r and 7v (cf. Valieva,
2023, p. 152, fn. 148).
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4) There is still not much tangible information about Walda Tonsa’e. One
may fairly safely surmise he was a local ecclesiastic intellectual, probably in-
fluential, and was capable of both composing and writing documentary texts
and copying regular texts, but he probably did not make his living from scrib-
ing and did not copy much. There may be a hint to Wé&ldd Tensa’e’s
knowledge of Scriptures and access to the manuscript collection of “Ura
Qirqos/'Ura Mésqal.'® The question of Wildd Tansa’e’s scribal education can
hardly be answered at this stage; the question of his handwriting’s palaeo-
graphical classification in the local context requires a deal more research.'*! It
cannot be ruled out that further writings attributable to the hand of Wéldi
Tonsa’e may be identified in the future and provide more information.!?

5.b. Further questions

At this point, one may wonder if it is possible to move further and pose
more questions concerning MS UM-035 and the context of its production,

e.g.:

Which historical events lead to the (re)-production of “The Register”?
What was the intended function of “The Register”?

What was known about King Tantdwadom and the remote Zag“e-time in
late eighteenth-century Gulo Mékéada?

What were the sources Wildd Tonsa’e used and what was his perception of
them?

Does the very complex and in part vague narration of “The Register” re-
flect relations between the institutions, hinting at conflicts, disagreements
and claims?

100 A5 attested in “The Register”, see Bausi, 2018, pp. 445b—46a.

101 Scribal hands that use similar “broad style” and show similarity to the hand of Wildi Tonsa’e
have been spotted in the collections of the churches Sdbdya Maryam and Ara‘ro Takld Hay-
manot, in both main and additional texts (cf. Nosnitsin, 2015, on MSS ATH-003, ATH-005,
ATH-008). These collections show the direction moving away from the churches on the plains
of Gulo Mékéda, towards the Irobland and the surroundings of the monastery Gunda Gunde.

102 Shortly before the article was sent to print, I discovered one more relevant witness. It is MS St
John’s College, University of Oxford, 288, where the hand of the text on fols 4r—7r and 63r—
70v can be identified as that of Wéld4 Tonsa’e (the name is also mentioned on fol. 6vb, though
not as that of a scribe). For the images, see https:/digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/Obcf4333-
f7c1-4eb0-b132-3b55452e5¢d3/ [accessed on 12.11.2025]; for the description, see Ullendorft,
2005, pp. 116-20, especially p. 118.
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Answers to these questions may be searched for in the eighteenth-century
local history of Gulo Mikédda and the neighbouring areas, in the local written
tradition and in the memory of the local communities.
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APPENDIX

In addition to the results presented above, the table below offers a com-
parison of ten selected letter shapes taken from all three written products as-
signed to the scribe Wildad Tonsa’e (see above). Only the letters appearing in
all three sources have been selected.

MS UM-035

MS UM-042, Unit 2

>

MS MSM-001, fol.

160vb (additional note)

In Aé, ¢ (fol. 51, 1. 6 from
below)

:

In @At = (fol. 126r, 1. 5)

In A%aAav : (fol. 160v, 1.
2 from below)

B

In A9°AAPL ¢ (fol. 2v, 1.
2 from below)

:

ahs0A « (fol. 126r, 1.
12)

In A2A : (fol. 160v, 1. 9)

e

In AA=9°7 : (fol. 51, 1. 8)

In Aa=2 : (fol. 126r, 1. 7)

In f*a- ¢ (fol. 160v, 1. 9
from below)

¥
. b %

In h8% : (fol. 11, 1. 5)

:

In 0 hF £ (fol. 126r, 1.
12)

In h%&P ¢ (fol. 160v, L.

- *n

12)

In @v-tnPav- : (fol. 6r, 1.
2 from below)

In A4 = (fol. 134r,1. 7)

In A.200 : (fol. 160v, 1.

-

12)
%

In &9%r: (fol. 4v, 1. 3
from below)

In &4oh = (fol. 134r, 1. 2

from below)

In A&P : fol. 160v, 1s
12-13)
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In av78$ : (fol. 4v, 1. 10)

In OA7F : (fol. 134r, 1. 1)

In ¥4 2 (fol. 160v. 1. 3)

w

In &4 : (fol. 4v, 1. 9)

.

In J-£449 av- = (fol. 134r,
1. 1 from below)

In HOG - = (fol. 160v, 1.
4)

®

In 404 % : (fol. 2r, 1. 2)

.

In 0.2 ¢ (fol. 137r, 1. 1
from below)

In 524 : (fol. 160v, . 6)

s

*

In @711 ¢ (fol. 2v, 1.
4)

In A°M0C-tV- ¢ (fol. 126r,

1. 1 from below)

In 90~ ¢ (fol. 160v, L
15)
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Fig. 1: MS “Ura Qirqos/"Ura Misqdl, UM-035/C3-1V-83
“King Tantdwodom’s Register”, fols 1v-2r.
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Figs 2a-b: fols 6v, 7r (photo courtesy: M. Gervers).
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Fig. 3a-b: fols 7v, 8r (photo courtesy: M. Gervers).
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Fig. 4a: MS UM-035, fol. 8r, beginning of the uppermost line.

Fig. 4b: MS UM-035, fol. 2r.

Fig. 4c: MS UM-035, fol. 5r.

fol.9

e

t_ fol.10
/
/ =

f
f
22 ?

. h

L~
h 2
-
- f

Fig. 5: The structure of quire 2 in MS UM-035 (reconstruction).
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. 3 o K
e e ol ‘.‘
Fig. 6: MS Maryam May Ab’a BQM-012, “Acts and Miracles
of St George of Lydda”, eighteenth century, fol. 8vb.

Fig. 7: MS UM-042, fol. 92ra.
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Fig. 8: MS UM-042, fol. 23ra.
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Fig. 9a: MS UM-042, fol. 126r.
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Fig. 9b: MS UM-042, fol. 134r.
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Fig. 10b: The church Ménébayti Takla Haymanot.
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Fig. 11: MS MSM-001, fol. 160vb.
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An Old Layer of Paint:
New Discoveries in the Mural Paintings of the Church of
Yomrahannd Krastos in Lasta, Ethiopia*

1. — Introduction

The church of Yomrahanné Krastos is a well-known and a research object
for art historical, historical, and archaeological scholars of Ethiopian art. The
place is often visited by tourists who come to see the UNESCO world heritage
site Lalibéla. To this day, the church is a popular place of pilgrimage and reli-
gious instruction for the locals. About 14 km as the crow flies from Lalibéla,
the basilica is situated within a cave complex about 2650 m above sea-level in
the Lasta mountains, next to a building of similar construction, and said to be
a palace of the legendary builder and priest king Yomrohanné Krostos. The in-
terior of the church is richly decorated with painted wooden ceilings as well as
the assembled,' coffered and engraved ornamented ceilings and wooden capi-
tals. It is famous for being home to the oldest surviving Christian wall paint-
ings in Ethiopia, located exclusively in the northern aisle of the three aisled

I would like to thank Lisa Shekede, Stephen Rickerby and Michael Gervers for providing me
generously with essential pictures as the fundamental material on which I made the discover-
ies, for the exchange of opinions, knowledge, and expertise. I want to thank my supervisor
Franz Alto Bauer for his continuing guidance, generous support, and encouragement to pub-
lish this work as this article is a part of my master’s thesis, handed in at the Ludwig-
Maximilian University, Munich under his supervision. My @7£9°, teacher and mentor
Wondale Mariam Demissie who taught and teaches me about his culture, cares for me like his
sister and for giving me a new home in Ethiopia and proving that I and many others can trust
him with my life. I would also like to thank friends and colleagues for their kind support in
improving this article, and Lehre@LMU for supporting me and enabling the research on the
paintings. Ich danke aus tiefstem Herzen meiner Mutter Rosa Schéfer fiir ihre unermiidliche
Unterstlitzung und Begleitung und mochte ihr diesen Artikel widmen.

Some of the ceilings with the ornamental decorations are not engraved but assembled from
several pieces to achieve the effect of the protruding pattern from the flat surface.
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pseudo-basilican building,? facing the natural light from the north (Figs. 1 and
2). With this article I hope to contribute to the discussion and aim for a better
understanding of the dating as well as the ties between the Coptic culture and
Zagwe dynasty in the Willo region.

The estimated dating is a much discussed and disputed topic among re-
searchers of different disciplines. Scholars’ efforts are met with much difficul-
ty as clear criteria for an exact dating are lacking and we must work with rela-
tive dating estimations. To illustrate further issues: “Another complication is
whether the architecture, painting and decoration are all of the same date. The
possibility of different phasing for these is mostly overlooked in the litera-
ture”.? Dating estimates based on the surface of the easily visible painting did
lead to later suggestions: Michael Gervers and Ewa Balicka-Witakowska sug-
gested in their article the eleventh— twelfth century for the construction of the
building,* based on stylistic evidence in comparison with paintings from Deir
el-Chohada in Esna, Egypt.’ In a more recent publication, Michael Gervers
suggests a contemporary construction to some of the Lalibdla churches, specif-
ically its similarity to the church Betd Amanu’el and dates the construction of
Yomrohannd Krostos to the mid-thirteenth century.® Further discussions of
other researchers based on hagiographical and historical sources about the
Zagwe dynasty came to similar results, either more or less precisely dating the
reign of King Yomrohanné Krastos to the twelfth century, as Marie-Laure De-
rat and Gianfranco Fiaccadori suggest with different interpretations.’

David Phillipson argues, based on the possibility that the duration of the
Zagwe dynasty having lasted longer, and Aksumite elements being used in the

Although the church is a basilica in shape and plan, it lacks the necessary clerestory for a ba-
silica.

3 Shekede and Rickerby, 2016, p. 14. Phillipson argues similarly to Shekede and Rickerby
about different phases of construction and mural painting, Phillipson, 2009, p. 184. Because 1
am adding only a detail to the overall well published church, please read Michael Gervers ar-
ticle for a more complete list of publications about the church: Gervers, 2014. A more recent
publication that refers to the church is authored by Flood — Fricke, 2024, pp. 147-83.

Balicka-Witakowska and Gervers, 2001, pp. 11-12. Other authors supported this estimate:
Girma Elias, Lepage, Mercier, 2001, p. 312; Thiessen, 2010, p. 4.

Leroy, 1975, p. 13; Coquin, 1964. Leroy adopts Coquin’s dating and bases it on Patriarch
Mark whose name, without Roman numerals, is featured on the painting. It might be the
Egyptian Orthodox Patriarch Mark III (1166-1189) in the relevant inscription, the predeces-
sor by name lived in the ninth century and Mark IV in the fourteenth century.

% Gervers, 2014, pp. 27, 46.

7 Derat, 2010, pp. 174—75; Fiaccadori, 2015, p. 25.



An Old Layer of Paint: New Discoveries in the Mural Paintings 211

architectonic style of the church that the construction should be dated to the
eleventh rather than twelfth century.® Furthermore, the lemma ‘Wood’ in the
EAe, by Balicka-Witakowska in 2014, mentions the carved wood decoration
of the Yomrohanni Krastos church and also comes to a date in the eleventh
century.’ It is important to stress that in these publications the authors base
their dating estimates on structural elements and not on pictures, which con-
ceivably could have been painted later.

However, two investigations with radiocarbon dating of samples taken
from the palace and the church, as well as fibres from the paintings, resulted in
more or less specific dates: both investigations predate most of the suggested
dates of scholars. Mengistu Gobezie Worku published in his dissertation the
samples taken from different wooden parts of the interior as well as from the
exterior of the church. His results showed an average time window from
1020-1200 with 95.4% accuracy.'® As all the samples taken from different lo-
cations and different types of wood have similar dates, it can be stated that the
trees were felled on purpose to be used for building the church. Likewise,
Mengistu, in agreement with the hagiographic tradition, concludes that the da-
ting needs to be re-evaluated and suggests that the church was built in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries."

The World Monuments Fund has significantly earlier results for the adja-
cent palace: “Samples of timber were taken from the palace under supervision
of ARCCH and the Local Committee, and these were radiocarbon dated at the
Chrono Centre for Climate, the Environment and Chronology, Queen’s Uni-
versity, Belfast. The age of the wood splinter was given as AD 914 +/- 25, and
the age of the organic fibres was given as AD 1017 +/- 24. Based on this anal-
ysis, a reliable date for construction of the palace and (almost certainly) the
church can be given as AD 1017 +/- 24. This is a full century earlier than most
scholars have previously believed, which has important implications for the
understanding of medieval Ethiopia and history of the Zag“e dynasty”.'? For
the samples taken from the palace it is important to understand that the con-
struction of the two buildings does not necessarily coincide and is therefore

8 Phillipson, 2009, pp. 188—89.
9 “Wood” in EAe, vol. V (2014), p. 555 (by E. Balicka-Witakowska).

10 Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, pp. 80-81 and Table 11 on p. 87. One sample YK4 dates
exceptionally early to the years 860-1025, however, this could be explained with long storage
times for timber or the reuse of wood.

1 Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, pp. 185-89.
12 World Monuments Fund, 2017, p. 18.
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not necessarily applicable when discussing the dating of the church.’® Fur-
thermore, Mikael Muehlbauer points out that it is in the nature of radiocarbon
dates that they indicate the date of the felling of the tree, not the construction
of a building.'* However, the question of how long timber has to be seasoned
before it is ready for construction must be asked. The answers, however, can-
not significantly distort the dating estimate of the church, based on radiocar-
bon dates, since the results range over a period of almost two centuries. In
fact, it can be ruled out that the use of olive, juniper, and cedar wood under-
went a significantly longer process of seasoning before it was finally used for
construction, and is therefore negligible.!s

In this article I aim to provide evidence for an older layer beneath the vis-
ible painting on the east wall of the northern pastophorion, and for an earlier
dating than is often assumed. In addition, an inscription in Greek letters pro-
vides further evidence of the close relationship between the Zag%e kings and
Coptic Egypt.

Above the northern pastophorion are two registers of paintings, they are
well visible, the first one depicting the Entry into Jerusalem, the Ascension
and Pentecost, and in the second one depicting four equestrian saints, Menas,
either Victor, Mercurios, George or another equestrian saint stabbing a figure,
an anonymous saint and finally Philotheus (Fig. 3).!¢

13 T am grateful to Stephen Rickerby for his expertise and the fruitful discussions of the results
of the World Monuments Fund. It is worth noting though that Mengistu’s investigations re-
sulted in a contemporary construction of the palace and the church based on radiocarbon
samples, see Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, pp. 59-80.

14 Muehlbauer, 2020, p. 35.

15" Avramidis, Lazarescu, Rahimi, 2023; Olorunnisola, 2018, pp. 49-61. It is not possible to give

an exact time for the seasoning of timber used in construction, as important parameters such
as the humidity in the air, initial moisture content of the timber, ambient conditions, air circu-
lation, location, and applied technique for seasoning etc., are not known. However, the dura-
tion of the air drying seasoning process of Juniperus procera lasts about 49 days and of a
similar species like Olea capensis lasts about 112 days in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. For this de-
tailed information I am very grateful to Anteneh Tesfaye Tekleyohannes. Logically, the sea-
soning process does not significantly alter the estimate of dating as it could be finished within
one year in dry conditions like in the case of the highland in Ethiopia. In addition, Cedrus [i-
bani wood dries quickly and is not as sensitive to seasoning as the other species used. I want
to express my gratitude for the generous help of Stavros Avramidis and Anteneh Tesfaye
Tekleyohannes for the important explanation, shared expertise, and estimation of this process.

16 Friedlander and Friedlander, 2015, p. 270.
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Focusing on the first register, it becomes clear that structures underneath
shine through, which appear separately from the iconography of the visible
paintings.'’

2. — The Entry into Jerusalem

The wall painting on the left hand side, the triumphal Entry into Jerusa-
lem, shows twelve disciples on the left, Christ enthroned on a white foal, ap-
proaching the townscape of Jerusalem, two women welcome him and Zac-
chaeus, in a tree, watches from above. Another small figure can be just made
out placing clothes on the ground for the foal to step on (Fig. 4).

Prominently above the heads of the disciples, arch-like bands of bright
and dark colours can be seen as well as further structures that are detached
from the visible paintings. Seemingly random lines run through the painted
disciples, but if one considers the circular shapes to be heads with yellow-
coloured nimbuses and dark hair then the lines represent the continuing bodies
of figures and their clothing, resembling a group of people. At a slightly higher
level than the head of Christ on horseback, another figure is clearly visible
with recognisable facial features such as eyes with bars for pupils, a beardless
mouth and short black hair. The bright colour around his head reveals a nim-
bus and even his long red-purple clothing, possibly a pallium,'® is visible un-
derneath the white colour of the foal. Because the clothing bulges to the right,
the prominent figure is plausibly depicted in a seated position. This enlarged
and seated figure emphasises the iconography of approaching figures from his
right considering a discernible small gap between the group of figures, his ele-
vated position, the purple colour of his garment, and the prominent frontal de-
piction. Therefore, it is likely that this section expresses its own narrative,
which cannot be identified as yet since the identity of the figures still remains
unclear (Fig. 5).

Any suggestion to identify the enlarged figure as Christ would be rather
convenient. However, the attribution of a cross nimbus, codex, or blessing

17" See for a complete description of the later paintings: Balicka-Witakowska and Gervers, 2001;
Gnisci, 2014; Gnisci, 2015a; Gnisci, 2015b; Gnisci, 2017. A new publication on the church,
including the murals, is forthcoming, see Bosc-Tiess¢, 2020, p. 342, fn. 72; Balicka-
Witakowska and Gervers, forthcoming.

When I speak of the pallium, especially in combination with the tunic, I am referring to the
(late) ancient and Roman-Greek garments of the philosophers, used in the iconography of
Christ to represent him as a wise teacher, and not to the pallium of a bishop's garment. See for
further information: Jensen, 2020, pp. 60—83.
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hand like in the other figure of Christ must consequently remain open for dis-
cussion and further research. To the left side of the enlarged central figure ap-
pears another scene, possibly to start underneath the townscape of Jerusalem.

3. — Ascension

Here, faces with dominant eyes and bars for pupils, repeated semicircles
of yellow nimbuses and black hair shine through on the height of the domes of
the city, continuing downwards in similar structures like in the painting of the
disciples discussed above. The rest of the physiognomy is not visible in the
photographs used for this research. In the area of the masonry, outstretched
over the two disciples of the Ascension next to it, a more dominant and flat
colour can be seen, in the form of a bulging piece of clothing. This is evidence
of the fragility and thinness of the painting on top. The shape of the lines di-
vides the garment into two parts, and most likely represents a cloak or pallium,
revealing the continuing lines of the tunic underneath. At least three figures
are recognisable, following the visible and corresponding tilted heads. The
figures could be interpreted, based on the direction of the bodies, to be walk-
ing towards the enthroned Christ, despite the impression of the tilted heads to
face into the other direction when compared to the figures in the spandrel (Fig.
6). Furthermore, some hands, open and held upwards with their palms, empha-
sising the suggested approach of the corresponding figure of Christ from his
right. Of course, the heads do not necessarily belong to the bodies but could be
additional figures, depicted independently from them.

Visible to their left is an enlarged and enthroned Christ, who can be clear-
ly discerned by his cross nimbus, as well as possibly holding a codex in his
left hand and making a blessing gesture with his right hand towards the ap-
proaching figures. For his blessing he uses the outstretched index, middle and
little fingers of the right hand, while holding his ring finger with his thumb;
this gesture is identical to the blessing gesture in the later or uppermost paint-
ing. He is dressed in a tunic and wears the pallium, on part of which is laid
over his left shoulder and crossed over his torso. More folds from his tunic
reach from his chest to his raised right arm. Over Christ’s head emerges a
structure like a semicircle that acts like a frame and becomes oval but does not
form a mandorla since it is interrupted to his left by wavy vertical lines. More-
over, there are beams of light illuminating a scene which could be either a vis-
ualised miracle or blessing scene, or possibly represent curtains. Some recog-
nition and contouring of his face were possible and he appears to be frontally
depicted, which is consistent with the depiction of the other figures but must
be left open for the completion of the contours (Fig. 7).
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4. — Pentecost

In the later Pentecost painting, a discernible head emerges underneath the
arch and the veil over the dove and was previously often interpreted as God or
a biblical personification of Christ as sun (Fig. 8)."°

It is de facto a part of the older painting, shining through the bright yel-
low colour of the veil in the arch and clarified by the black frame of the yel-
low nimbus around the round shaped head that continues over the arch. He has
short black hair, is beardless, young, and frontally depicted with a body con-
tinuing downwards, dressed in a bright coloured long tunic-like clothing and a
cloak. Dominant features such as red circles on his cheeks, a very pointedly
shaped nose, prominent black eyebrows, and bars as pupils define his physi-
ognomy and are therefore identical to those of the figures in the adjacent
spandrel and in the Ascension painting (Figs. 9 and 10).

The man’s right hand is held in front of his chest and at the same time
seems to point to something on the upper left of it with an outstretched index
finger, most likely the inscription or the figures in the spandrel. His enlarged
shape, in comparison to the other figures, emphasises a narratively charged
meaning. To the right of the man an undulating building structure or element,
mentioned above, stretches like an arch over the figure of Christ. Taking a
closer look at the figure underneath the Pentecost painting, it is unclear wheth-
er the bands emerging are wings from his body, indicating an identification for
an angel positioned next to Christ, or whether he has any other meaning. In
conclusion, his enlarged portrayal and his position close to Christ make the
identification of the figure as an angel probable, but further research is needed,
in particular, in view of the inscription, which is still unclear.

The inscription is written to the left of his face, next to his nimbus, un-
derneath the arch, and is framed with a black bow and continues past the yel-
low coloured arch, which makes a continuation of the inscription likely. The
black letters are written on a reddish ground and could be identified as Greek
letters, used in Coptic or Nubian texts.?’ Considering the close ties to Coptic
Egypt, it is reasonable to think of the inscription to be of Coptic origin, like
the workshop that overpainted the preexisting mural painting as well as the

1% Friedlander and Friedlander, 2015, p. 270; Balicka-Witakowska and Gervers, 2001, p. 38;
Girma Elias, Lepage, Mercier, 2001, p. 326.

20 T want to express my gratitude to Friedhelm Hoffmann, who was able to identify the letters as
Greek and suggested the languages to be Coptic or Nubian. Further explanations about the in-
scription are based on his expertise and kindness to support me in interpreting the new dis-
covery.
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imported cedar timber.?! In churches of Coptic Egypt, like El Muallaqa church
in Cairo, cedar is a popular and important construction material and might
have been seen there by the Ethiopian delegates sent there to ask for a new pa-
triarch.??> Cedar wood was used and traded of in Egypt since antiquity and it is
therefore likely to have been bought by Ethiopian delegates.?? In addition, the
pigments used in the paintings do not appear in any other comparable Ethiopi-
an mural painting and support the already existing evidence for a foreign, most
likely Coptic workshop.?*

The long lines above the letters usually suggest nomina sacra like as is
the case for /C XC next to the figure of Christ or figures of a date, but the
complete inscription has not been identifiable yet.

5. — Figures in the spandrel

In the spandrel adjacent to the eastern wall are four painted figures, all
turning to their right with the face frontal and the body in a three-quarter view
(Fig. 11).

The two central heads are slightly tilted backwards and all figures are
dressed in a long tunic and a cloak, possibly a pallium, as well as nimbuses
around their heads, short black hair, and beardless faces. Some hold what

21 Balicka-Witakowska and Gervers, 2001, pp. 17, 42-47; World Monuments Fund, 2017, p. 18;
Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, p. 86. Mengistu and the authors of the Wold Monuments
Fund suggest Cedrus libani or cedar wood from the Levant as it was written in the gdd! of the
priest king, Marrassini, 1995.

22 Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, pp. 95-96, “Cedar wood was used in the ancient and medie-

val Coptic churches of Egypt. [...] The interior of El Muallaga was intricately decorated with
painted arches and cedar panels. There were also cedar screens, cedar beams, and cedar door-
leaves made from panels. The church of El Muallaqa is very important because it served as an
official residence of the Coptic patriarchs of Alexandria, who were historically based in Al-
exandria. Cairo became the fixed and official residence of the Coptic patriarch at the Hanging
Church during the time of Patriarch Christodoulos (1047—-1077). It was apparently frequented
by the Ethiopian delegates who travelled to Egypt to request a bishop. [...] Therefore, it is
possible that such cedar-decorated churches might have inspired Ethiopian representatives
who then recommended the use of cedar in the Church of Yimrhane Kristos”.

23 Liphshitz and Biger, 1991, pp. 167-73; Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, p. 95; Paetz gen.
Schieck, 2013, p. 154.

Mengistu Gobezie Worku, 2018, p. 140; Kidane Fanta Gebremariam, Kvittingen, Banica,
2013, p. 465; Shekede and Rickerby, 2016, pp. 40—41. Lead white as a pigment was apparent-
ly used by Coptic workshops in Egypt, such as the Red Monastery: Luzi and De Cesaris,
2002, p. 163.

24
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looks like a codex in their hands, but no other attributions are visible. Because
the figures are painted without captions, which would allow recognisable at-
tributes, or are embedded in an unknown narrative, their identification must
remain open.” Physiognomic peculiarities such as the red circles on the
cheeks as well as the very pointed noses stand out from the facial features in
the later wall painting and can be compared more clearly with that of the older
painting on the east wall. Thus, the painting in the spandrel is an existing part
of the older wall painting that has not been painted over.

6. — Evaluation

Once the contour drawings are assembled, while taking careful account of
the inaccuracies, a rather complex narrative emerges with the images of sever-
al figures, at least two of which are better visible and enlarged and one which
can be identified as Christ (Fig. 12).

All the recognisable faces of the potential or even highly visible figures,
moreover, share the same stylistic features: the red circles on the cheeks, the
pointed noses, and bars as pupils. In addition, x-shaped decorative markings
appear on the drapery of some figures. It, therefore, is credible to consider the
spandrel as part of the first painting and belonging to it. At present it is unclear
whether the figures in the spandrel belong to the narrative of the figure in the
Pentecost painting, although the figure in the latter is pointing to them with an
outstretched index finger.

Further, it remains unclear whether only one iconographical topic is de-
picted here or whether several topics share the same space. In my view, the
possibility of several narratives is indicated by the figure that is below the
mounted Christ in the painting The Entry into Jerusalem, as it has a greater
distance to the other figures or objects to his right and left side.?¢

The position of the painting is also important as it does not appear to go
over the subsequently filled beam in the wall, which is constructed using an
alternating timber and plastered stone brick technique. A comparison can be

25 Thiessen, 2010, p. 16, the author interprets the four figures with scrolls in their hands as
Apostles, however there is no clear evidence for this identification. In fact, in the Aksumite
frieze of the church Betd Maryam in Lalibdla there are saints depicted in a comparative mat-
ter: holding scrolls in both their hands and depicted frontally. Their number of 21 figures in
total allows no clear identification but seems to represent saints, prophets etc. in a similar pat-
tern, see Mercier, Lepage, Bittar, 2012, p. 108.

26 As the contours drawn are based on photographs, the result should be viewed with this in

mind and might contain inaccuracies.
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made with the south aisle, as here the original wall, without additional plaster,
is still preserved in situ (Figs. 13 and 14). Thus, the painting of the older im-
ages was done exclusively on the section of wall that contains plastered stone
bricks. The later filling of the gaps, caused by the wooden beams in the wall,
were consequently carried out by the painters of the later painting.?” Compara-
bly constructed churches show evidence of similar technique for painting the
already plastered layer of stone bricks in the wall, instead of filling in the gaps
caused by the beams or blocks of stone.

dmékina Méidhane Aldm in Lasta,”® for example, shows that no added
plaster was used to expand the area on the wall for mural paintings at walking
height. Instead, a circulating narrow frieze was created to decorate the interior
of the lower aisles, and is using the available space of the plastered areas.?

7. — Conclusion

In conclusion, the older wall painting is significant in that it enables to
raise new questions about dating. The radiocarbon showing results from the
eleventh—twelfth century already tended towards an older dating of the church
than some authors assumed.** The paintings would provide further arguments
for an older dating and in the light of this research finding need to be redis-
cussed. Also, the result of the radiocarbon dating of two centuries must be un-
derstood as the date of the church’s construction. So far, the paintings do not
provide further evidence of an exact date of their creation yet, it is therefore
necessary to continue the work with relative dating: an estimation can be made
with a tendency towards an older dating of the eleventh century, within the ra-
diocarbon dating of eleventh—twelfth century. Phillipson and Balicka-
Witakowska already suggested in their publications the eleventh century for
construction based on stylistic arguments like the eclectic copy of Aksumite
architecture or the style of engraved decoration on the wooden capitals inside

27 Shekede and Rickerby, 2016, pp. 40, 43—45. I would also like to thank Stephen Rickerby and
Lisa Shekede for the fruitful discussions about the correct estimation of dating the paintings
in the correct order.

28 «gmikina churches” in E4e, vol. II (2005), pp. 269b—70b (by E. Balicka-Witakowska).

2 See the pictures in the publication about the church of Gervers, 2006, p. 107 fig. 10.

30" 1t is important to mention again the significant differences in the evaluation between the re-

sults of the World Monuments Fund, 2017 and the published dissertation of Mengistu Go-
bezie Worku, 2018. The samples of Mengistu were taken directly from the church and not
from the adjacent palace and therefore serve as more reliable evidence.
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the church, which are important elements to be considered for the fundamental
construction.’!

Finally, it is so far unclear whether the murals show a single or rather
several iconographies as the positioning of the figures mentioned above offer
this conclusion. However, in order to be able to determine an exact iconogra-
phy of the older painting, as well as to enable a completion and translation of
the inscription in the upper right corner of the wall painting on the east wall,
further investigation on site is needed.

In addition, it is essential to engage in a conservation programme that en-
ables the ongoing study of these medieval paintings to continue and ensure
their long-term preservation for future generations of the congregation, clergy,
and researchers.*
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Fig. 1: Willo, Church of Yomrohanné Krostos, northern fagade with prominent towers at

the corners and alternating jut out and set back compartments of the facade.
Photo by C. Schifer.
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Fig. 2: Plan of the Yomrohanni Krastos church by Zara Thiessen with additions of the au-
thor; A: Flight into Egypt; B: first register with Baptism; second register Washing of the
Feet; C: Crucifixion, Women at the Tomb, Noli me Tangere, Incredulity of Thomas; D:

first register with Entry into Jerusalem, Ascension and Pentecost; second register with
Menas, Claudius/Mercurios/Victor etc., anonymous equestrian, Philotheus;
E: four figures in the spandrel.
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Fig. 3: Mural paintings above the door of the northern pastophorion, showing in two
registers the Entry into Jerusalem, the Ascension, the Pentecost, Menas,
Victor/Mercurios/George/Claudius etc., an anonymous saint and Philotheus.
Photo by S. Rickerby.
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Fig. 4: Entry into Jerusalem with black contours of the visible, upper layer and in green

contours of the painting underneath. Photo by M. Gervers, contours by C. Schifer.
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Fig. 5: Contours of the older painting underneath the Entry into Jerusalem and part of the
Ascension paintings. By C. Schéfer.
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Fig. 6: Ascension with black contours of the visible, upper layer and in green contours of
the painting underneath. Photo by M. Gervers, Contours by C. Schéfer.

Fig. 7: Contours of the painting underneath the Ascension. By C. Schéfer.
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Fig. 8: Pentecost with black contours of the visible, upper layer and in green contours of the
painting underneath. Photo by M. Gervers, contours by C. Schifer.
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e 10

Fig. 9: Pentecost with figure and the inscription on the upper right corner with black con-
tours of the visible, upper layer and in green contours of the painting underneath.
Photo by M. Gervers, contours by C. Schéfer.
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Fig. 10: Contours of the figure and inscription underneath the Pentecost. By C. Schéfer.
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Fig. 11: Figures in the spandrel, adjacent to the east wall painting next to the Pentecost de-

picting four anonymous figures with black contours.
Photo by S. Rickerby, contours by C. Schifer.
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Fig. 12: Contours of the old layer of paint underneath the Entry into Jerusalem, Ascension
and Pentecost from left to right with inaccuracies. By C. Schéfer.
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original plastered stone

graphic overlay

Fig. 13: Outlines of the subsequently filled beams on the east wall above the northern
pastophorion. By S. Rickerby and L. Shekede.

Fig. 14: Situation of the wall above the southern pastophorion. Photo by S. Rickerby.
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Post-Aksumite Aksum through the Lens of Archaeology:
Space, Environment, and Social Structures

1. — Introduction

The “Dark Ages” of northern Ethiopian and Eritrean history correspond
archaeologically to the so-called “Post-Aksumite culture”, a term convention-
ally used to refer to the material evidence from the period of expansion of the
Christian kingdom between the decline of Aksum (eighth/ninth centuries CE)
and the emergence of the Solomonic dynasty (thirteenth century CE).

Despite the widespread use of this label, archaeological evidence for the
Post-Aksumite culture in the regions that had been Aksum’s heartland and are-
as of influence remains chronologically vague and rather limited—both quan-
titatively and in terms of geographic representativeness. A number of poten-
tially informative Post-Aksumite sites have been located in Eritrea and Tig-
ray,! but none has so far been extensively investigated, with the exception of
Mifsas Bahri,>2 which, however, still remains far from comprehensively stud-
ied.

At Aksum, the most thoroughly investigated site in the region and the
primary focus of this article, Post-Aksumite materials from excavated contexts
derive almost exclusively from disturbed near-surface deposits, accidentally
exposed during the investigation of earlier features. Survey work carried out in

' Tringali, 1965, pp. 143-52; Michels, 2005; Finneran, Phillips, Asamerew Desie, et al., 2005,
pp. 24-6; Schmidt, Curtis, Zelalem Teka, 2007; D’ Andrea, Manzo, Harrower, et al., 2008;
“Post-Aksumite Culture” in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 187a—89b (here p. 187b) (by Rodolfo
Fattovich); Gajda, Benoist, Charbonnier, et al., 2015, pp. 208-11; Benoist, Gajda,
Schiettecatte, et al., 2022, pp. 549-55.

2 Hule and Gaudiello, 2020.
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the wider Aksum area’ documented a considerable number of sites attributable
to the Post-Aksumite culture. However, in this case, the materials are surface
finds completely lacking any contextual or stratigraphic coherence.

The most substantial material evidence for this period, both within and
beyond Aksum, consists of churches. These flourished in large numbers
throughout northern Ethiopia and Eritrea starting from the sixth century,
alongside the consolidation and growing diffusion of Christianity, and expand-
ed further in the following centuries with the rise of monastic life. Several
studies have been conducted on churches, particularly regarding their architec-
ture and decorative programs.* However, in many cases, the dating remains
uncertain, and the relationship with potential nearby settlements and commu-
nities is largely uninvestigated.

It is thus evident that, aside from a handful of cases, materials dating from
after the final decline of Aksum have not been systematically studied, that no
securely dated typological sequences have yet been established, and that a co-
herent chronological framework is still lacking—making it difficult to draw
firm conclusions. Beyond the difficulties involved in understanding this phase,
this situation also raises legitimate questions about the appropriateness of the
term “Post-Aksumite culture” and its application to such a highly fragmented
and uneven body of evidence. As with other terms used to define archaeologi-
cal cultures in this region, it is legitimate to question whether it is appropriate
to group material evidence from such a wide geographical area under a single
cultural label—especially in the absence of quantitatively significant and
chronologically well-grounded data. The use of “Post-Aksumite culture” may
risk implying a level of cultural uniformity and chronological precision that
current evidence does not yet support. Further research in both Eritrea and
Ethiopia is essential in order to generate more abundant datasets—through ex-
tensive excavations, radiocarbon dating, and typological sequences of the ma-
terial culture—that are securely dated and well-defined in spatial terms. Such
data would enable a more nuanced understanding of “Post-Aksumite” com-

3 Michels, 2005, pp. 201-26; Fattovich, Yaqob Beyene, D’Andrea, et al. 1999, pp. 45-47; Fat-
tovich, Bard, Petrassi, et al., 2000, pp. 74-75; Fattovich, Yaqob Beyene, D’Andrea, et al.,
1999, pp. 45-7; Fattovich, Bard, Manzo, et al., 2003, pp. 32-33; Fattovich and Tekle Hagos,
2006; Sernicola, 2017, pp. 124-28.

For an overview of the architecture of ancient and medieval churches in northern Ethiopia and
Eritrea, and for a starting point for further bibliography, see, among others, Mordini, 1964;
Gerster, 1970; Plant and Buxton, 1970; Lepage, 1973; Juel-Jensen and Rowell, 1975; Plant,
1985; Lepage and Mercier, 2005; Phillipson D.W., 2009a; Di Salvo, 2019.



Post-Aksumite Aksum through the Lens of Archaeology 237

munities, allowing us to situate them more precisely in time and space and to
discern both their similarities and regional diversity. A broader debate might
also question the logic of naming a cultural phase solely in terms of what pre-
ceded it, rather than on the basis of its own defining characteristics, as already
noted by Phillipson in the analogous case of the Pre-Aksumite period.> Pend-
ing future research and in the absence of a suitable alternative, “Post-
Aksumite” is used here primarily as a chronological label, following the prec-
edent set by some scholars for “Pre-Aksumite” in reference to the diverse evi-
dence of the first millennium BCE.

2. — Aksum after Aksum

Although many details remain poorly understood, the limited material ev-
idence available for this period allows for cautious reconstructions of Aksum’s
environmental and cultural context in the Post-Aksumite times.

Climatic evidence suggests that northern Ethiopia entered a predominant-
ly arid phase from the mid-first millennium CE.° This shift, beginning after ca.
500 CE and continuing until the fifteenth century, marked a transition away
from the earlier humid regime, characterized by generally regular rainfall,
which had prevailed since the mid-first millennium BCE and sustained the
demographic growth and expansion of Aksum. The long arid phase was brief-
ly interrupted by a short humid episode between 1000 and 1040 CE, but was
followed by a renewed dry period lasting about three centuries in the early
second millennium CE, underscoring the persistence of arid conditions that
defined the region throughout the later first and second millennia CE. This
climatic shift undoubtedly reduced the region’s traditionally abundant water
resources—including surface water, wells, and cisterns—and likely contribut-
ed to further degradation of the vegetative cover, which, as early as the first
millennium BCE, was already characterized by sparse tree stands and a pre-
dominance of shrubs and bushes.” Wood remains from Post-Aksumite contexts
attest to species similar to the present vegetation cover, characterized by
Acokanthera, Ficus, Acacia abyssinica, Juniperus, and Olea (African olive),

For this and for a general discussion on the terminology adopted to label the first millennium
BCE cultures of northern Ethiopia and south-central Eritrea, see e.g. Fattovich, 2009, pp.
275-90; Fattovich, 2010, pp. 151-52; Phillipson D.W., 2009b, pp. 257-74.

¢ Butzer, 1981; Machado, Pérez-Gonzalez, Benito, 1998; Gebru Tsige Kassa, Eshetu Zewdu,
Huang, et al., 2009; Terwilliger, Eshetu Zewdu, Disnar, et al., 2013.

7" Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi, e al., 2000, pp. 18-19.
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reflecting a dry, single-dominant, open montane woodland.® This vegetation
pattern, established in its main characteristics from the early Pre-Aksumite pe-
riod,” was probably the result of repeated forest clearance associated with the
progressive intensification of agriculture and animal husbandry in the late sec-
ond and early first millennium BCE.'°

Within this natural framework, and amid ongoing climatic fluctuations,
the built environment of Aksum underwent significant transformations. Be-
tween the eighth and thirteenth centuries, the city center was undoubtedly
smaller than in earlier phases, extending over an area of approximately 40
square kilometers.!" The monuments that characterized Aksum’s period of
greatest expansion in the fourth—sixth centuries CE—such as architectural ste-
lae, elite tombs, celebratory thrones, and palaces—were dismantled, fell into
disuse, or occasionally repurposed and reused. Churches, predominantly basil-
ica-plan structures, remained the primary monumental elements in use within
the area, and their distribution further underscores the drastic contraction of
Aksum’s urban extent during this period.

Indeed, the churches that had previously delineated Aksum’s urban topog-
raphy and spatial organization—aligned along key access routes'>—appear to
have been abandoned. These include the church at G¥ang%a “ddaga (Fig. 1),
located along the eastern approach to Aksum, and the church at Mo ‘raf; situat-
ed along the northern route into the city. Excavations at both churches indicate
phases of use between the fifth/sixth and the seventh/eighth centuries, fol-
lowed by a later reoccupation of the area with functions different from the
original ones.”® The same seems to have happened to the basilican churches
which formed the superstructure of the Tombs of Kaleb and Gabrd Mésqjl,
which lie two km northeast of Aksum city centre.'* Only the churches within

8 Boardman, 2000a, p. 414.
° Boardman, 2000b, pp. 363-65.

Derbyshire, Lamb, Mohammed Umer, 2003; Gebru Tsige Kassa, Eshetu Zewdu, Huang, et
al., 2009; Terwilliger, Zewdu Eshetu, Disnar, et al., 2013.

11 “post-Aksumite Culture” in Ede, vol. IV (2010), pp. 187a-89b (here p. 187b) (by Rodolfo
Fattovich); Sernicola, 2017, pp. 57, 61, figs. 46, 102, 103, fig. 81.

12 Sernicola and Phillipson L., 2011, pp. 194-98; Sernicola, 2017, pp. 77-87.

13 Fattovich, 2005, pp. 18-21; Fattovich, Manzo, Sernicola, et al., 2006, pp. 22-29; Tekle
Hagos, 2008, pp. 23-78.

4 Conti Rossini, 1909-10, pp. 5-6; Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, II, pp. 127-34,
Taflen 20, 21; Doresse, 1957, I, pp. 218-21; Beckingham and Huntingford, 1961, pp. 158—
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the urban core seem to have remained active. Among them, dnda Maryam
Soyon and the church of Arba‘sttu Hnsassa, in the Dabtéra district, are attested
in use during the Aksumite period" and still in continuous use today.

This pattern reflects the physical contraction of Aksum’s urban area and
the progressive abandonment of the monumental roads that once structured the
city’s approaches and embodied its former grandeur. These roads—Ilined with
funerary stelae, elite tombs, royal inscriptions, and ceremonial thrones, and
later with churches—served as key spatial and symbolic elements during
phases of expanding influence of Aksum’s polity.!® Funerary stelae associated
with monumental tombs, royal inscriptions, and thrones survived both physi-
cally and ideologically in the memory of Aksum’s inhabitants, but, with few
exceptions, were no longer actively employed and were sometimes intention-
ally dismantled, as in the case of some stelae.!”

Other churches dotted the rural landscape, likely serving small communi-
ties inhabiting scattered hamlets and isolated compounds populating the sur-
rounding hills. Survey and excavation data attest to the presence of the church
known as Mika’el Ayyérawi, located on the hill of Gobo Dura, as well as two
churches—referred to as Beta Giyorgis Superior and Beta Giyorgis Inferior—
on the southern edge of the hilltop of Beta Giyorgis. None of these churches is
in use today, but the remains of their architectural elements are still visible,
characterized by buildings on podia, and walls with projections and recesses.

59; Anfray, 1972, p. 74, pl. ii3; Munro-Hay, 1989, pp. 157-58; Phillipson D.W., 1997, pp.
73-88, 2003, pp. 42—46; Phillipson D.W., 2009a, pp. 40-42.

135" Conti Rossini, 190910, p. 7; Muir, 1912, p. 480; Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, II,
pp- 136-40; Monneret de Villard, 1938, pp. 21-31; de Contenson, 1963; Anfray, 1965, p. 5;
Sergew Hable Sellassie, 1972, p. 186; Phillipson D.W., 1995, pp. 30-32; Phillipson D.W.,
1997, pp. 169-78; Phillipson D.W., 2003, pp. 46-53; Phillipson D.W., 2009a, pp. 37-40;
“Aksum Soyon” in EAe, vol. I (2003), pp. 183a—85a (by Stuart C. Munro-Hay); Munro-Hay,
2005, pp. 153-65.

16 Sernicola, 2017, pp. 77-87.

17 The largest stelae at Aksum show clear signs of intentional destabilization, consistent with the

local tradition of their deliberate dismantling; see Francaviglia, 1994; Phillipson D.W., 1995,
24-25; Watts, 2000, pp. 147-48; Poissonnier, 2012. Ethiopic sources, survived only as later
copies, record activities of a queen known as dsato (or Gudit), who destroyed several Chris-
tian sites in the aftermath of Aksum’s decline, as well as had the stelae toppled to assert her
authority and mark a definitive break with the previous ruling line and religious ideology. On
this topic, see e.g. Huntingford, 1965; “Hdsato” in EA4e, vol. 11 (2005), pp. 376a—77b (by Ste-
ven Kaplan).
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At Mika’el Ayydrawi, remnants of the ancient church remain visible with-
in the later church complex.!'® These include traces of pillars, gargoyles with
leonine protomes, and various decorative elements, among which is a stone
block carved on three sides with a Greek cross set within an arch supported by
two columns. This motif, albeit with some variants, appears on coins of King
Zaya“abboyo Laméadhon Nogu$/WZN (Wazena)'® as well as on coins of Ziya-
‘abboyo Lamadhon Nogu$ (Anonymous)® and Ziya“abboyo Lamédhon No-
gus/AGD.2! All these coin issues are generally dated to the late sixth or early
seventh century CE. Taken together with the ceramics identified on the sur-
face, this evidence indicates that the old church was in use from the sixth cen-
tury onwards, before being replaced by a new structure in the modern era.

Similar evidence of architectural remains can be observed at Beta
Giyorgis Superior.”> Here, in addition, Post-Aksumite (or later) graves docu-
mented both within and outside the remains of the church bear witness to the
final stage of a long transformation in funerary practices: whereas earlier buri-
als had been placed in large cemeteries marked by funerary stelae, the shift
toward interments around churches—initiated a few decades earlier—here ap-
pears fully accomplished.?

Other churches and monasteries still in use today, such as Abba Pantale-
won and Abba Liqanos, located on hills in the peripheral area of Aksum, also
preserve sparse and contextually isolated ancient elements, as well as a long
tradition of existence based on oral and written sources. They were likely ac-

8 Fattovich and Tekle Hagos, 2006, pp. 173-74.

19 Munro-Hay 1984, p. 144; Munro-Hay and Juel-Jensen, 1995, pp. 214-16, P1. 117, 117i.

20 Munro-Hay 1984, p. 142; Munro-Hay and Juel-Jensen, 1995, pp. 224-25, Pl. 125, 125i.

21 Munro-Hay 1984, p. 143; Munro-Hay and Juel-Jensen, 1995, pp. 226-29, P1. 126, 126i, 126ii.
22 Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, I, 125-7; Ricci, 1974; Ricci and Fattovich, 1988.

Analyses of human skeletal remains suggest that this transformation might have affected not
only the location of burials, the mode of interment, and the use of grave goods, but also the
treatment of the bodies themselves. While in pre-Christian—both pre- and Aksumite phas-
es—bodies were typically buried immediately after death and often subject to subsequent
manipulation and reburial, as shown by skeletal evidence from Seglamen and Aksum , Post-
Aksumite burials at Mifsas Bahri indicate less post-mortem processing of the bones and that
the deceased remained for a relatively extended period—approximately six to seven days—in
a humid environment, likely an underground chamber, perhaps within the church itself, be-
fore being finally interred in their grave; see Basanti, 2025. Further analyses will be needed to
clarify whether the pattern observed in the Christian Post-Aksumite burials at Mifsas Bahri,
in southern Tigray, also applies to Aksum and other areas of Tigray and Eritrea, or whether it
represents instead a local funerary practice.
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tive during the Aksumite and Post-Aksumite periods, and, in the case of Abba
Pantalewon, even earlier.2

The rural churches, scattered across the hills, were integral to small com-
munities inhabiting villages, hamlets, and isolated homesteads, whose distri-
bution and material culture offer further insight into economic and social life
in the Post-Aksumite period.

As in the previous phases, Post-Aksumite settlements were concentrated
primarily at the base of the hills of Beta Giyorgis and May Qoho—where the
urban center of Aksum developed—and on the hill of Beta Giyorgis (Fig. 2).%
In this period, however, a process of reoccupation can be observed on the sur-
rounding hills that frame the Aksum plain,*® areas which had progressively
been abandoned between the fifth and seventh centuries CE. The large plain
between the urban area and the peripheral hills always remained largely unin-
habited, serving throughout all phases mainly agricultural and grazing purpos-
es. Another element of continuity with earlier phases is the location of rural
settlements in relation to essential natural resources. Site-catchment analysis
has shown that, as in earlier phases, rural sites were still situated no more than
250 meters from a water source and immediately adjacent to the most fertile
agricultural land, as well as to open grasslands.?’

On the contrary, the total number of settlements increased compared to
the final phases of the Aksumite period. This trend, as will be discussed below,
may be interpreted as evidence of demographic expansion and as an indication
of a shift toward a new pattern of territorial occupation, as reflected in the con-
traction of the urban center and the re-emergence of rural settlements on the
surrounding hills. Investigations at Seglamen, located approximately twelve
km southwest of Aksum, support the idea of a revival of a more rural-oriented
settlement pattern during the Post-Aksumite period. Excavations at site SG 1%°
have revealed that Seglamen was intensively occupied during the first half of
the first millennium BCE, in the Pre-Aksumite period. The site was abandoned
around the mid-first millennium BCE and shows only sporadic evidence of ac-
tivity dating to the fifth/sixth century CE. It was later reoccupied more perma-

24 Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, II, pp. 90—4; Phillipson D.W., 2009a, p. 42.
25 Sernicola, 2017, pp. 102, 103, fig. 81.

Sernicola, 2017, pp. 102, 103, fig. 81.

Sernicola, 2017, pp. 62, 66, fig. 53.

For an overview of the results from the first seven seasons (2010-2016) of research at Segla-
men, see Sernicola 2019, pp. 11-38. Comprehensive reports of each field season from 2010
to 2019 are published online in the Newsletter di Archeologia CISA.
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nently during the Post-Aksumite period, when evidence indicates rural dwell-
ings, the reuse of earlier structures, and burials. Radiocarbon analyses of char-
coal and osteological samples offer reliable chronological indicators for this
phase of re-occupation, situating it in the eleventh—twelve centuries.

In this context of rural occupation, Post-Aksumite houses had two or
more rooms and were generally rectangular in plan.”® The material assemblag-
es are dominated by a distinctive type of ceramics characterized by dark-grey
to grey ware color, organic fabric and incised, punctuated or rarely moulded
decorations depicting geometric motifs and crosses.*® The predominant forms
consist of rounded or carinated bowls with short, inflected rims; plain round
cups; dishes; trays; and jars with wide necks. The significant changes in ce-
ramic production, including variations in color and clay composition com-
pared to those attested in the Aksumite period, point to significant cultural
shifts relative to the preceding phase. These transformations, in addition to in-
dicating ideological changes related to the spread of Christianity and the use
of the cross as a primary decorative motif, may reflect the adoption of differ-
ent raw materials—linked to changes in land use and settlement strategies—
but also socio-economic shifts in the patterns of vessel production and distri-
bution.

Lithic tools were still in use and included flakes and scrapers, although
these were noticeably less standardized than in earlier phases.*' This suggests
a re-diffusion of lithic technology, likely due to reduced access to imported
metals. The decline in standardization and formal production of lithic tools al-
so indicates a loss of technical knowledge and craftsmanship in stone-
working. Imported materials are rarely attested in domestic sites, suggesting
that exotic objects circulated only to a very limited extent among the general
population; they were, however, likely more common in church treasuries,
which concentrated prestige goods at this time.*

As in previous periods, the subsistence economy was based primarily on
animal husbandry and ox-plough agriculture, with the cultivation of a diverse
mixed C3-C4 crop repertoire, including both African and Near Eastern do-
mesticates. These included wheat (Triticum spp.), barley (Hordeum vulgare),

2 See, e.g. Ricci and Fattovich, 1988, pp. 120, fig. B, p. 145, fig. C.

30 Wilding and Munro-Hay, 1989, pp. 301-11; Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi, et al., 2000, pp. 71-72;
Bard, Fattovich, Manzo, et al., 2014, p. 294.

31 Phillipson L., 2009, p. 116.

32 «Post-Aksumite Culture” in Ede, vol. IV (2010), pp. 187a—89b (here p. 188a) (by Rodolfo
Fattovich).
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finger millet (Eleusine coracana), tef (Eragrostis tef), sorghum (Sorghum bi-
color), oat (Avena sativa), lentils (Lens culinaris), and other large-seeded leg-
umes, as well as a variety of oilseeds such as linseed (Linum usitatissimum)
and noog (Guizotia abyssinica), and fibre crops such as cotton (cf. Gossypium
sp.), as suggested by archaeobotanical evidence from Aksumite and Post-
Aksumite contexts.® Wild species were likely exploited for dietary, medicinal,
fodder, and various other purposes. This crop repertoire is attested in its main
components from the beginning of the first millennium BCE, as evidenced by
botanical remains from Pre-Aksumite contexts at Aksum and its immediate
vicinity.** It remained largely unchanged in the following periods, with only a
few additions, including the cultivation of the vine (Vitis vinifera), which is
documented from the early first millennium CE onwards but is absent from
the botanical record in the Post-Aksumite period. Taken together, these data
indicate a remarkable continuity in cultivated crops from Pre-Aksumite
through Aksumite to Post-Aksumite periods, illustrating long-term stability in
agricultural practices in the region. The only noteworthy change is the general
absence of grape remains in Post-Aksumite contexts, which can be interpreted
as a consequence of the prolonged arid phase that characterized this period, as
well as the result of broader economic and social transformations.>* The con-
sumption of wine appears to have been primarily associated with the expand-
ing elite of the Aksumite period, who imported it and possibly—although this
hypothesis still lacks conclusive evidence—began cultivating vines and pro-
ducing wine locally. This practice may have formed part of a power-ideology
discourse, reinforced by parallels from the Mediterranean world.?

33 Bard and Fattovich, 1995; Bard and Fattovich, 1997; Fattovich and Bard, 1997, p. 70; Fatto-
vich, Yaqob Beyene, D’Andrea, et al., 1999, pp. 56-57; Bard, Coltorti, DiBlasi, et al., 2000,
Boardman, 2000, pp. 365-68, 412—14; D’ Andrea, 2008.

3+ Boardman, 2000b, pp. 363—65; Sernicola, 2019, pp. 28; Sernicola, 2021, p. 149.

35 However, the absence of vines in this period cannot be definitively established, as it may also

reflect the limited number of samples available for this phase.

36 Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, II, pp. 74-7; Casson, 1989, VI, p. 53; Sutton, 2008;
Bernand, Drewes, Schneider, 1991, I, pp. 241-42, 363—64; Phillipson D.W., 1997, pp. 162—
65; Phillipson D.W., 2000a, p. 373; Phillipson D.W., 2012, pp. 116-17; Manzo, 1999a; Man-
zo, 2005; Manzo, 2020, p. 10; Marrassini, 2014, pp. 220-24; Drewes, 2019, pp. 197-98.
Alongside written sources, material and botanical evidence from archaeological deposits—
together with the occurrence of rock-cut tanks at “Addi Séhafi, north of Aksum, interpreted as
wine presses—indicates the diffusion of a wine culture in the Aksum region. Further support
for this comes from vine motifs carved on the stone plate at the base of stela n. 3 and on ivory
objects buried in the most elaborate Aksumite tombs; see Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke,
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With regard to animal husbandry, in the Post-Aksumite period, cattle and
sheep/goats remained the principal livestock; donkeys (Equus asinus) is also
part of the assemblages, complementing the traditional livestock, while other
domesticates such as chickens continued to be maintained.’” Viewed from a
longer-term perspective, also in this case the pattern represents a continuation
of a livestock economy established since the early first millennium BCE, with
minimal but remarkable variations through time. Across Pre-Aksumite and
Aksumite phases, faunal assemblages were consistently dominated by cattle
(Bos taurus, occasionally Bos indicus), followed by goats (Capra hircus),
sheep (Ovis aries), and other domesticates including dogs (Canis familiaris)
and chickens (Gallus domesticus).*® In contrast, the Post-Aksumite period is
characterized, at least on the hill of Beta Giyorgis, by a relative decline in cat-
tle, accompanied by a slight increase in caprines (sheep and goats) and a
greater visibility of donkeys.*® This likely reflects the impact of climatic dete-
rioration, marked by a shift towards more arid conditions. Cattle, being partic-
ularly sensitive to dryness, require more stable, humid environments with
abundant water resources and greater food availability than caprines and don-
keys. The decline in cattle at Beta Giyorgis may reflect a broader regional
trend, or it may instead represent a local response to reduced rainfall, with the
hilltop’s limited water availability prompting herders to favor more drought-
tolerant species compared to the surrounding plain. Again, the data demon-
strates a remarkable continuity across nearly two millennia, while also high-
lighting the adaptations in animal husbandry that occurred in response to envi-
ronmental and cultural changes following the decline of Aksum.

More significant transformations seem to have taken place at the political
and economic levels. The contraction of Aksum’s city centre, the progressive
abandonment of elite palaces and monumental areas, the changes in settle-
ments distribution, all point to a drastic shift from previous trends. When con-
sidered together with the cessation of coinage towards the end of the seventh

1913, 11, pp. 21-22, pl. VI; Phillipson D.W., 1997, p. 32, fig. 35; Phillipson D.W., 2000b, pp.
116-18; Phillipson D.W., 2012, pp. 116—17; Manzo, 1999a, pp. 348, 354-55, fig. la-b.

37 «“post-Aksumite Culture” in Ede, vol. IV (2010), pp. 187a-89b (here p. 188a) (by Rodolfo
Fattovich); Chaix, 2013; Phillipson D.W., 2012, pp. 111-15.

38 Cain, 2000, p. 369—72; Chaix, 2013; Sernicola, 2019, p. 28; Sernicola, 2021, p. 149 based on
Helina S. Woldekiros, unpublished report on the analysis of faunal assemblages (2010-2013)
from site SG 1 at Seglamen.

3 Chaix, 2013, pp. 21214, fig. 3, pp. 229-30.
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century CE,* this evidence suggests a phase of economic reorganization—
affecting primarily long-distance exchange networks rather than local subsist-
ence systems—accompanied by a reduction in political influence.

These transformations are evident in settlement patterns and spatial or-
ganization, and their long-term analysis may help refine our understanding of
Post-Aksumite Aksum as a society in transition.

3. — Shaping space, shaping society: Aksum landscape from Pre-Aksumite
to Post-Aksumite times

The study of settlement patterns and the use of space—encompassing
both constructed structures and open areas, as well as their administration,
whether private, public, or communal—offers an especially effective lens for
understanding changes and continuities in the social organization of ancient
communities. Examining spatial patterns in the Aksum area, from the first evi-
dence of permanent settlements in the early first millennium BCE through the
Post-Aksumite period, makes it possible to trace trajectories of social devel-
opment and to identify features that laid the foundations for subsequent trans-
formations.

While a comprehensive study of Aksum’s ancient settlement pattern has
already been presented by the author,* this paper revisits it with a particular
focus on the Post-Aksumite period. It also expands the study through addi-
tional spatial analyses and by incorporating aspects of land management,
while reassessing the overall framework in light of recently acquired archaeo-
logical evidence.

The area under consideration, measures approximately 100 km? in total
and includes the Aksum plain, dominated at its center by the hills of Beta
Giyorgis and May Qoho, as well as the surrounding hills that physically de-
limit the plain and constitute Aksum’s peripheral zone (Fig. 1).#> The analysis

40 Munro-Hay, 1984; Munro-Hay and Juel-Jensen, 1995.
41 Sernicola, 2017.

42 This is, of course, an a posteriori and arbitrary definition of ancient Aksum’s physical space,
based— in the absence of clear archaeological or historical evidence—primarily on the phys-
ical characteristics of the landscape. We do not, in fact, know how the territorial boundaries
of the city of Aksum were perceived and defined in antiquity, nor how they may have
changed over time. They are inferred here from the physical features of the landscape and
from how these may have been economically exploited over time in ways that justify their
adoption as a unit of study while still envisioning adjacent areas of permeability and blurred
boundaries. The very few inscriptions marking land borders, which we will discuss later,



246 LUISA SERNICOLA

is organized according to the chronological and cultural periodization of the
Aksumite culture proposed for the Aksum region.* This periodization deline-
ates five principal phases in the development of the Aksumite civilization:

1. Proto-Aksumite Phase (360 BCE (?)-120/40 BCE);

2. Aksumite 1 (Early Aksumite) Phase (120/40 BCE—CE 130/190);

3. Aksumite 2 (Classic Aksumite) Phase (CE 130/190-360/400);

4. Aksumite 3 (Middle Aksumite) Phase (CE 360/400-550/610);

5. Aksumite 4 (Late Aksumite) Phase (CE 550/610—800/850).

Based on the currently available archaeological evidence, the earlier Pre-
Aksumite occupation in the Aksum area is dated by radiocarbon between the
eighth and the fifth centuries BCE,* while the Post-Aksumite phase tentative-
ly extends from 800/850 CE to approximately the thirteenth century CE.

Over the course of two millennia, settlement dynamics in the Aksum area
reveal a long trajectory of expansion, urban concentration, decline, and a sub-
sequent renaissance, albeit one of a different nature.*

The earliest occupation, during the Pre-Aksumite period (ca. 800-360
BCE), was characterised by isolated compounds, hamlets, villages, and tempo-
rary dwellings, totaling around two dozen settlements (Fig. 3). During this
phase, no monumental structures—whether religious or secular—have been
recorded within the Aksum area, and no Pre-Aksumite cemeteries can be
clearly attributed so far.

The subsequent Proto-Aksumite phase (ca. 360—-120/40 BCE) brought a
profound demographic expansion, as the number of sites doubled and settle-
ments extended across both the core area and the peripheral zone (Fig. 4).
Monumental palaces and cemeteries emerged at key locations (e.g. “‘Ona
Négist and “Ona Hnda Abboy Zag“e on the hilltop of Beta Giyorgis),* signal-
ing the rise in the area of leadership(s) manifested also in the use of space.

seem to refer more to lineage possessions than to political or administrative territorial bound-
aries.

43 Bard, Fattovich, Manzo, et al., 2014.

4 Phillipson D.W., 2000a, pp. 372-74.

45 For a detailed discussion of sites density and distribution in the area of Aksum throught Pre-,

Aksumite and Post-Aksumite periods, see Michels, 2005; Sernicola, 2017.

4 For a description of the research conducted at “Ona Nigist and ‘Ona dnda Abboy Zig“e see

Fattovich, Bard, Ricci, 1991; Fattovich, 1992; Bard and Fattovich, 1993a; Bard and Fatto-
vich, 1993b; Bard and Fattovich, 1995; Bard and Fattovich, 1997; Fattovich and Bard, 1993;
1994; Fattovich and Bard, 1995; Fattovich and Bard, 1997; Bard, Di Blasi, Fattovich, et al.,
1996, 1998; Bard (ed.), 1997; Bard, Fattovich, Manzo, et al., 1997, 2014; Fattovich, Yaqob
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This expansion accelerated during the Early Aksumite phase (ca. 120/40
BCE-130/190 CE), when settlement numbers grew nearly fourfold, illustrat-
ing intense population growth. Bieta Giyorgis emerged as the densest occupa-
tion zone, while peripheral areas along river valleys also intensified, reflecting
an increasing strategic importance of regional connections (Fig. 5). Extensive
settlement also began on the plain at the foot of Beta Giyorgis and May Qoho
hills, where the monumental urban core of Aksum eventually developed.

During the Classic Aksumite phase (ca. 130/190-360/400 CE), this pat-
tern consolidated: although the total number of sites slightly declined and pe-
ripheral zones were progressively abandoned, large satellite settlements ap-
peared immediately to the south-west, south-east, and possibly north-east of
the urban core, which extended for about 85 hectares (Fig. 6).

This trend continued in the Middle Aksumite phase (ca. 360/400-550/610
CE), when peripheral areas experienced dramatic depopulation: rural settle-
ments declined sharply, yet the city itself expanded to its greatest extent (>100
hectares) and the outlying satellite settlements around it continued to exist
(Fig. 7).

In the Late Aksumite phase (ca. 550/610-800/850 CE), this process of
settlements contraction continued, this time affecting both urban and rural are-
as. The city core shrank to approximately 80 hectares, the large satellite set-
tlements disappeared, and isolated compounds and hamlets sites diminished in
number and size, reflecting a drastic demographic decline (Fig. 8).

The Post-Aksumite period marked a partial recovery in site numbers, with
reoccupation of peripheral hills, although the urban core continued to contract,
stabilizing at roughly 40 hectares (Fig. 2). As noted above, this reconfiguration
reflects a demographic increase, coupled with a rural-oriented settlement sys-
tem and a fragmented landscape of communities.

Across all periods, despite variations in settlement density and distribu-
tion, sites were predominantly situated near fertile soils and reliable water
sources, typically 250-500 meters away.*’ This pattern reflects a subsistence-
based system in which agricultural potential and access to water dictated site
selection.

Building on the quantitative assessment of site density and distribution,
geostatistical methods provide further insight into the spatial arrangement and
clustering of settlements. Average Nearest-Neighbour (ANN) index was em-

Beyene, D’ Andrea, et al., 1999; Fattovich, Bard, Petrassi, et al., 2000; Fattovich, Bard, Ricci,
2002; Fattovich, Bard, Manzo, et al. 2003. 2001.

47 Sernicola, 2017, pp. 57, 62—66, figs 47-53.
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ployed to explore the spatial correlation of sites across the study area through
the Aksumite and the Post-Aksumite periods. This quantifies the degree to
which settlements are clustered or dispersed, offering insights into spatial or-
ganization and potential shifts in social, environmental, or economic dynam-
ics.

As shown in Table 1 and Fig. 9, the Pre-Aksumite period does not differ
significantly from a random distribution, suggesting that during this earliest
occupational phase, the spatial arrangement of sites in the Aksum area was
largely unstructured, with only minor clustering. From the Proto-Aksumite to
the Post-Aksumite period, all NN Ratios fall well below one, accompanied by
markedly negative Z-scores, indicating a persistent and statistically significant
tendency toward spatial clustering. The highest degree of clustering is ob-
served during the Early and Classic Aksumite periods, when the observed
mean distances are substantially lower than the expected values under spatial
randomness, reflecting a pronounced concentration of sites within limited are-
as. In the subsequent Middle and Late Aksumite phases as well as during the
Post-Aksumite period, the degree of aggregation decreases slightly, although
the overall pattern remains distinctly non-random and clustered.

In an archaeological and spatial perspective, these results point to a pro-
gressive transformation in settlement organization. The Pre-Aksumite period
appears to reflect a loosely distributed or non-centralized occupation pattern,
whereas from the Proto-Aksumite onwards a clear trend toward spatial con-
centration emerges. The Early and Classic Akusmite phases mark the apex of
this process, possibly corresponding to periods of socio-political centraliza-
tion, economic intensification, or environmental constraints promoting closer
settlement clustering. The gradual attenuation of clustering observed after the
Classic Aksumite phase may indicate a phase of decentralization, spatial ex-
pansion, or reorganization of settlement systems.

The ANN index provides an initial measure of clustering or dispersion by
quantifying the average spacing between sites, yet it remains a global statistic
summarizing the overall pattern in a single value. When complemented with
Ripley’s K function, spatial structure can be examined at multiple scales, re-

48 The Average Nearest-Neighbour index is calculated as the ratio between the observed average
distance to the nearest neighbour among a set of points and the expected average distance if
the same number of points were randomly distributed within the same area. Values around
1.0 indicate a random, homogeneous distribution, values greater than 1.0 suggest spatial seg-
regation, and values below 1.0 reflect a concentrated distribution with a high degree of spatial
aggregation.
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vealing whether clustering or dispersion occurs at specific distances.*® Togeth-
er, these approaches allow not only an assessment of settlement aggregation
but also the identification of the scales at which such aggregation is most pro-
nounced, thereby refining interpretations of spatial dynamics across the
chronological sequence.>

Results of Ripley’s K function analysis on settlement distribution in the
Aksum area demonstrate that, at very small scales—up to around 900 me-
ters—all phases show local micro-clustering of sites, although the intensity
varies (Table 2, Fig. 10). The Pre-Aksumite period and Proto-Aksumite phase
display slight to moderate clustering, indicating small local concentrations of
settlements, while the Early and Classic Aksumite phase exhibits moderate to
strong clustering, suggesting a more pronounced aggregation of local settle-
ments. Middle, Late, and Post-Aksumite sites also show moderate clustering at
this scale, though it is less intense than in the Early and Classic Aksumite
phases, indicating a peak of local clustering during the latter periods. At in-
termediate distances, roughly between 1300 and 2500 meters, the pattern
shifts: Pre-Aksumite sites fluctuate between near-random and slight disper-
sion, Proto-Aksumite sites begin to show dispersion more clearly, and Early
and Classic Aksumite sites still retain clustering but with decreasing intensity.
Middle, Late, and Post-Aksumite sites show reduced clustering, trending to-
ward a more uniform or random distribution at these intermediate scales. At
scales beyond 2,500 meters, Pre- and Proto-Aksumite sites show increasing
dispersion at greater distances; Early and Classic Aksumite sites exhibit signif-
icant aggregation up to 4,100 meters, followed by a tendency towards disper-
sion at larger distances; and Middle, Late, and Post-Aksumite sites display
strong and pronounced dispersion, reflecting a progressively more even distri-
bution across the study area. Overall, while all periods exhibit local micro-

4 Ripley’s K function analysis measures the degree of spatial dependence among points by
comparing the observed distribution of inter-point distances with that expected under com-
plete spatial randomness, thereby identifying the scales at which statistically significant clus-
tering or regularity occurs.

30 For the Ripley’s K function analysis, parameters were defined as follows: the study area co-

vers approximately 100 km?, representing the spatial extent within which point distributions
were analyzed. The analysis employed 15 distance bands, a number chosen within the com-
monly recommended range of 10 to 20 intervals, to ensure adequate resolution across multi-
ple spatial scales. Each band was set at 400 m intervals, allowing the analysis to extend up to
approximately 5 km. The choice of a roughly 5 km distance is justified by the 100 km? size of
the study area, which suggests extending no further than roughly one-half the smaller linear
dimension to minimise edge effects.
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clustering, the Early and Classic Aksumite phases represent the peak of both
local and large-scale clustering, whereas the later phases display a more regu-
lar and evenly dispersed pattern across a broader spatial scale.

Both the Average Nearest Neighbor (ANN) and Ripley’s K-function anal-
yses reveal a consistent overall trend across the Aksumite sequence, yet they
capture spatial patterns at different scales.

In the Pre-Aksumite period, ANN results indicate a nearly random pat-
tern, showing no statistically significant clustering. Ripley’s K-function re-
fines this picture by revealing localized clustering at small scales (up to ~900
m) but progressive dispersion beyond 2500 m. This suggests that while some
settlements were grouped locally, overall spatial organization remained rela-
tively diffuse across the region—a pattern consistent with the ANN’s near-
random outcome.

During the Proto-Aksumite phase, both methods converge more clearly.
The ANN result indicates significant clustering, while Ripley’s K shows local-
ized clustering at fine scales and a marked shift toward dispersion at larger
distances (>2500 m). This combination implies a dual pattern of spatial organ-
ization: tightly grouped local clusters within a broader, dispersed regional
framework. Such a pattern may reflect the emergence of local centers or
communities that were spatially distinct from one another.

The Early and Classic Aksumite phases show the strongest clustering in
both analyses. The ANN confirms pronounced aggregation, while Ripley’s K
reveals moderate to strong clustering up to ~4100 m, tapering off toward mild
dispersion only at the largest scales. These results together indicate a highly
centralized settlement system, where sites were densely concentrated within
subregional zones—possibly reflecting growing sociopolitical integration or
environmental concentration of resources.

In the Middle Aksumite phase, the ANN still suggests clustering, though
less intense than in the Early period. Ripley’s K similarly indicates clustering
at small scales, transitioning to near-random or dispersed patterns beyond
~2500 m. This alignment suggests a loosening of settlement concentration,
with local clusters persisting but overall spatial cohesion beginning to dimin-
ish.

The Late Aksumite period continues this trend. Both ANN and Ripley’s K
show moderate clustering at fine scales followed by progressive dispersion at
larger distances. The results imply a decentralization of settlement, possibly
due to demographic or political shifts leading to more evenly spaced site dis-
tributions.

Finally, the Post-Aksumite period maintains similar dynamics: the ANN
points to significant but weaker clustering, while Ripley’s K reveals moderate
clustering at small scales and clear dispersion beyond ~2900 m. Together, they
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indicate a residual pattern of localized clustering within a more spatially dif-
fuse system, consistent with a phase of regional reorganization or contraction.

What do the results of these analyses tell us, and how they are integrated
with the other information in our possession?

Considered alongside quantitative, typological, and distributional settle-
ment data and broader archaeological evidence from the Aksum area, the spa-
tial analyses collectively reveal a long-term pattern of territorial occupation
strategies shaped by changing social, environmental, and economic conditions.

The Pre-Aksumite landscape at Aksum appears to have been sparsely oc-
cupied, characterized by villages, hamlets, and isolated compounds oriented
toward the exploitation of local resources—fertile soils, grazing areas, and wa-
ter sources—primarily located near arable plains, with only minimal settle-
ment on hilltops. A religious site was probably located on top of a prominent
rocky pinnacle approximately three km east of central Aksum, where the mon-
astery of Abba Pantalewon was established in Christian Aksumite times.5!

There is no evidence for formal land administration or urban hierarchy;
localized clustering of settlements seems to reflect pragmatic concerns such as
mutual support, cooperation, and security, rather than any structured centrali-
zation. Based on the available data, socio-economic complexity can only be
tentatively hypothesized, primarily from the varying wall sizes of the partially
excavated domestic dwellings at Kidand Mohrét,> which suggest that some
houses were larger than others, and from the presence of seals at the same
site,”® indicating an organized system of access to resources. These elements
point to the incipient process of social stratification involving an increasing
degree of status differentiation, ultimately leading to the emergence of elite
individuals or groups endowed with superior economic, social, symbolic, and
possibly, but not necessarily, political power and wealth.

Beyond Aksum, forms of leadership are evident in some areas, as sug-
gested by archaeological evidence and inscriptions in South Arabian language,
which are dated paleographically from the eighth/seventh century BCE and
attest to the presence of “kings” within highland Tigrayan communities during
the first half of the first millennium BCE.>* At site SG 1 in Seglamen, not far

31 Littmann, Krencker, von Liipke, 1913, II, pp. 90—4; Phillipson D.W., 2009a, p. 42.
32 Phillips, Reynolds, Spandl, 2000, pp. 280-301.
33 Phillipson D.W., 2000c, p. 350.

5% For an overview of the first millennium BCE in the highlands of northern Ethiopia and south-
central Eritrea see Fattovich, 2009; Phillipson D.W., 2009b; D’ Andrea, Welton, Manzo, et al.
2023.



252 LUISA SERNICOLA

from Aksum, tomb types, burial practices, grave goods, and variations in
buildings dateable to the tenth/ninth centuries BCE indicate that the emer-
gence of socio-economic complexity in this area predates the appearance of
written records.” In this context, ritual practices appear to have focused pri-
marily on tombs, stelae and funerary platforms—manifestations of ancestor
veneration and lineage construction—rather than on the worship of deities. It
is worth noting that the cultural traits related to burial practices attested at
Seglamen at the very beginning of the first millennium BCE continued in the
Aksum area during the Proto-Aksumite period, indicating a certain degree of
cultural continuity among the two areas.’® Subsequently, alongside the intensi-
fication of economic interactions across the southern Red Sea and the appear-
ance of the first inscriptions in South Arabian language in Ethiopia and Eri-
trea, temples dedicated to South Arabian deities began to emerge. The spread
of South Arabian-style temples and other buildings, deities, inscriptions, and
some elements of material culture appears to reflect an effort to unify certain
areas of central and eastern Togray—Ilikely those most involved in long-
distance trade along major river valleys—under a central authority, likely cen-
tered at Yoha.?’

This initiative seems to have been short-lived, spanning roughly from the
eighth/seventh to the fifth centuries BCE, and apparently bypassing Aksum
itself, although it seems to have included areas a few kilometers to the south-
east and south-west of it. While the nature of interactions between South Ara-
bians and the Tigrayan highland populations remains a debated issue beyond
the scope of this study,*® this brief overview of the social and cultural dynam-
ics beyond Aksum during Pre-Aksumite times provides essential context for
the subsequent long-term reconstruction of patterns of social complexity in the
region.

35 Sernicola, 2021, pp. 152-54.
36 Sernicola, 2021, pp. 150-52.
57 Fattovich, 2010.

58 The nature and scale of the interactions between the communities of northern Ethiopia and
central-southern Eritrea and those of South Arabia have been the subject of extensive debate
and repeated reassessment. Interpretations have ranged from the hypothesis of a South Arabi-
an colonization of the northern Horn to the various models of acculturation proposed from the
1960s onward. For a synthesis and most recent contributions to this topic, see Fattovich,
2009; Fattovich, 2012; Manzo, 2009; Phillipson D.W., 2009; Gerlach, 2013; D’ Andrea, Wel-
ton, Manzo, et al., 2023.
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Returning to Aksum, during the Proto-Aksumite phase, spatial analyses
reveal the first significant local-scale aggregation in the Aksum area, accom-
panied by demographic growth and the spatial expansion of settlements, most
of which were situated on hilltops, with only a few at their bases. The onset of
a prolonged humid climatic phase likely favoured agricultural intensification
and supported population growth. Environmental factors associated with this
wetter phase may also have encouraged a shift in settlement location from the
margins of the plains to the tops of hills, possibly in response to changes in
drainage, site salubrity, or soil conditions. However, concerns related to secu-
rity and territorial control should not be excluded as additional motivating fac-
tors. Land administration systems are not visible in the archaeological record,
and inscriptions are not attested for this phase. Nevertheless, social complexity
and economic inequality became clearly visible through the appearance of
monumental buildings and elite burials. Large storage facilities within large,
monumental buildings® further suggest forms of resource management and
control, whether communal or under the supervision of elite households. No
temples are attested for this phase; similarly to what occurred in the earliest
phases of Pre-Aksumite Seglamen, the ritual sphere appears to have focused
primarily on funerary features such as tombs, stelae®® and associated plat-
forms—manifestations of ancestor veneration and lineage construction that
likely reinforced claims to land and resources—as well as on the commemora-
tion of clan or lineage chiefs, rather than on the worship of deities. The exact
nature of these early leaders remains unclear: they may have played primarily
ritual roles, ensuring community survival through ceremonies and rituals,
while political authority could have been exercised through other, more diffuse
social mechanisms. Agent-based simulations conducted on data covering Ak-
sum’s Pre- to Proto-Aksumite periods demonstrate that, given the available
natural resources and population size, social structures led by leaders without
formal political authority could have sustained community survival through
cooperation.®' The settlement pattern of this period also supports such an in-
terpretation.

39 Fattovich and Bard, 1995, pp. 66-69; Fattovich and Bard, 1997, pp. 61-62.

% The connection between stelae and the cult of ancestors is expressed by the inscription on a
stela from Matara: “This is the stela that °“GZ had made for his parents. It was carried by his
friends, "W¢, °LF and SBL” (RIE 1 223: Bernand, Drewes, Schneider, 1991, I, pp. 318-19;
Drewes, 2019, pp. 318-22).

61 Vasellini, Ferrandino, Sernicola, ef al., 2025.
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The Early and Classic Aksumite phases (ca. 120/40 BCE-360/400 CE)
mark the apex of demographic growth and spatial concentration. Settlement
patterns reflect both population increase and the aggregation of villages,
alongside the expansion of elite complexes. The plain at the base of the hills of
Beta Giyorgis and May Qoho began to be occupied and monumentalized, ex-
tending over c. 85 ha and forming the urban core of the area. Settlements were
still closely linked to fertile soils and water resources, but peripheral areas un-
derwent relative depopulation—interpreted not as decline but as a symptom of
urban concentration and socio-economic centralization. The ANN and Rip-
ley’s K analyses indicate the highest degree of clustering for these phases, re-
vealing a strong centripetal dynamic in which the expanding urban core of Ak-
sum acted as an economic, social, and ideological attractor. Beyond Aksum,
the diffusion of Aksumite-style monumental architecture illustrates its expand-
ing influence in parallel with its increasing role within wider exchange net-
works.

The rise of coinage, the appearance of royal inscriptions—although very
limited in both quantity and content—and the development of monumental ar-
chitecture all indicate a shift toward a more centralized political authority, ca-
pable of managing land, resettling human groups, and mobilizing warriors
across long distances to secure exchange routes. However, landscape-scale
settlement pattern analyses in eastern Tigray reveal no conclusive evidence of
site-size hierarchies, suggesting that—at least in this region—areas under Ak-
sumite influence may not have been characterized by clearly defined settle-
ment ranks.®? This suggests that in this phase Aksum may have exerted a broad
cultural or economic influence, but not a fully institutionalized political or
administrative control over the region.

In this same period, the first evidence of land tenure appears in the form
of boundary inscriptions carved on natural rock outcrops, such as those at Hn-
da “Hdsold and ‘Addi Séhafi. These inscriptions express the familial association
with specific portions of land, either by citing gentilic/personal names
names—as in the case of the inscriptions at Hnda ‘Hsold®*—or by using the
more generic expression “of the house” (this [land?] belongs to the house),
such as at ‘Addi Sahafi respectively.* They suggest a likely long-standing tra-
dition of lineage- or clan-based tenure systems and land transmission, which

62 Harrower and D’ Andrea, 2014.
63 Ricci, 1990, pp. 129-30; Fattovich, Bard, Ricci, 2002, pp. 22-23.
4 Phillipson L., 2000a, pp. 42324, figs 375d, 376a—d.
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aligns well with the cult of ancestors documented in the region since at least
the early first millennium BCE.

The veneration of ancestors seems to continue also during these phases
through progressively more standardized burial and post-burial practices and
rituals: libations and offerings (and sacrifices?) taking place on the base plates
of funerary stelae®® and post-burial manipulation of bones®®—both attested at
elite burial sites—may testify to the persistence of ancient ideological and so-
cial structures within an increasingly stratified and centralized polity.

The occurrence of monumental structures with ritual features such as the
Maostah Wirqi-type structures®’ and buildings at Wassatd Golo,*® Gorat Abba
Qali*,* and Miqayoho,” suggests the reappearance, during this phase, of ritual
spaces distinct from the cemeteries, as had previously occurred outside Aksum
in the late Pre-Aksumite period. This runs parallel to the epigraphic evidence
which attests to the presence of deities within the pre-Christian Aksumite reli-
gious sphere,”! suggesting that these buildings may have been somehow linked
to cults related to the veneration of such divinities. During this phase, Christi-
anity was officially introduced, quickly becoming a defining feature of Ak-
sumite kingship as suggested by coinage and inscriptions. Christian churches
appear in the archaeological record only at a later stage, while non-Christian
ritual practices persisted well beyond the fourth century. Nevertheless, as will
be discussed below, its introduction substantially reshaped ritual and social
structures.

In the Middle Aksumite phase (ca. 360/400-550/610 CE), spatial cluster-
ing remains pronounced but begins to loosen. Although the overall number of
sites declines significantly (-68%), the urban core of Aksum reaches its maxi-

65 Manzo, 2014; Manzo, 2020.
66 Basanti, 2025.

7 Anfray, 1965, p. 5, pl. I fig. B; Phillipson L., 2000b, pp. 421-23; Tekle Hagos, 2001, pp. 38—
39; Tekle Hagos, 2003, p. 67; Fattovich, 2005, pp. 24-27; Sernicola, 2017, p. 50. On the
still-debated function of these enigmatic structures, see Phillipson L., 2006; Sutton, 2008;
Sernicola, 2017, p. 76.

68 de Contenson, 1961.

9 Fattovich, Manzo, Sernicola, 2008, pp. 7—13.
70

Fattovich, Manzo, Sernicola, 2008, pp. 2—7.

"1 For an overview of non-Christian Aksumite deities and religion, see Conti Rossini, 1928, pp.

141-43.; Manzo, 1999b, pp. 123-27; Manzo, 2014; Marrassini, 2006; Marrassini, 2010; Mar-
rassini, 2012; Marrassini, 2014, pp. 41-53; “Aksumite religion” in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp.
360a—61b (by Serguei A. FrantsouzofY).
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mum extent—approximately 180 hectares—indicating demographic concen-
tration and growing social cohesion. Peripheral areas experienced marked de-
population, yet the persistence during this phase of large satellite settlements
near the core area suggests population redistribution and a diversification of
settlement strategies rather than demographic decline. Isolated compounds
with granaries (e.g. Tukul Hmni II, Qalqal ‘Asba, Qube 05/74)7 attest to fami-
ly-based modes of land use and crop storage, while terraced fields and small-
scale water management systems provide evidence of localized land mainte-
nance strategies.”? The absence of inscriptions commemorating such works
supports the hypothesis that these infrastructures were likely the result of col-
lective, cooperative, and locally organized initiatives. Conversely, the first at-
testations of royal land donations appear to coincide with the spread of Chris-
tianity and the establishment of ecclesiastical institutions in this period. Epi-
sodes such as those recorded in the traditions of the martyrdom of Areta—
where King Kaleb donates parcels of land to the church of Nagran, rebuilt fol-
lowing his military intervention to avenge the persecution of Christians by the
Jewish king YWS!F °S"R YT°R"™—attest to the control of land by Aksumite
rulers of this period and to the institutionalization of land rights under political
and religious authority.

The same sources indicate that, in this same period, systems of ‘delegated
power’” emerged, such as the appointment of local governors, indicating the
development of more hierarchically structured control mechanisms and to a
much more institutionalized political/administrative control over the regions
under Aksum’s influence. These developments point to a growing centraliza-
tion of social structure, administration, and governance, marking a profound
shift in the ideological and social foundations of authority. Communities that
were once led by ritual leaders in the late first millennium BCE gave way to
rulers with a more pronounced political power by the mid-first millennium
CE’—though this system faced strains in the subsequent centuries.

The Late Aksumite phase (ca. 550/610-800/850 CE) is marked by demo-
graphic contraction and ecological stress, consistent with the onset of a pro-

72 Fattovich, Bard, Manzo, et al., 2003, pp. 29-31; Sernicola, 2017, p. 109.

73 Bard and Fattovich, 2001; Fattovich, Bard, Ricci, 2002, pp. 17-18; Fattovich, Bard, Manzo, et
al., 2003, pp. 28-29; Ciampalini, Manzo, Perlingieri, ez al., 2008.

4 Bausi and Gori, 2006, p. 87 (§38, Is 25-27), p. 301 (§38, Is 5-8).
75 Gavrilets, Anderson, Turchin, 2010.

76 See also Fattovich, 2018.
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longed arid phase and possible demographic shocks. The settlement pattern
reflects a clear decline in both urban and rural occupation, with an overall re-
duction in site density (-18%) and a loosening of spatial clustering even at
small scale. The monumentalized core of Aksum contracted to approximately
80 hectares, while peripheral hills were largely abandoned. The large satellite
settlements in the neighbourhood of Aksum’s urban core disappeared, and oth-
er settlements diminished in both number and size reflecting demographic de-
cline, environmental stress, and social reorganization. The abandonment of
monumental complexes, the interruption of coinage and the lack of inscrip-
tions from this period further suggest economic contraction and political in-
stability, indicating a stop in the path towards centralization initiated in the
previous phases. Some peripheral hills were partially reoccupied by small ru-
ral dwellings, occasionally clustered around churches, reflecting the growing
prominence of Christian institutions and the diffusion of a new belief system
that came to dominate the landscape. Beyond Aksum, major Aksumite sites
such as Adulis and Matara were abandoned,” suggesting a general demo-
graphic decline, a contraction of the area under Aksum’s influence, and re-
duced control of long-distance trade networks. The causes of this weakening
have been widely debated. Explanatory models emphasizing external factors
point to the progressive decline of Aksum’s involvement in international ex-
change networks, following a series of political and military events on the
Asiatic shore of the Red Sea, as a key driver of the kingdom’s collapse.” In
contrast, endogenous explanations focus on internal ecological and social
pressures, including overexploitation of natural resources and long-term cli-
matic changes,” and the spread of epidemics.*

The Post-Aksumite period (from ca. 800/850 CE onward) reveals signs of
demographic recovery within a fundamentally transformed sociopolitical
framework. Settlement numbers increased again (+98%), while the urban core
continued to contract to approximately 40 hectares. Spatial analyses (ANN
and Ripley’s K) indicate residual micro-clustering at the local scale within a
broader, fragmented territorial structure. Peripheral hills witnessed reoccupa-
tion, and settlements became more dispersed and increasingly organized
around rural churches, reflecting the central role of Christian institutions as

77 Anfray, 1974.

8 For a discussion on this topic, see Lusini, 2022.

7 Butzer, 1981.

80 Yohannes Gebre Selassie, 2011; Sernicola, 2017, pp. 100-02.
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focal points of community life. Economic resilience persisted, but social struc-
tures and political authority appear to have undergone significant change, be-
coming increasingly decentralized. Environmental aridity continued to shape
subsistence strategies, as evidenced by changes in livestock composition, with
greater reliance on sheep, goats, and donkeys. Overall, the Post-Aksumite
landscape at Aksum reflects adaptation and reorganization: a return to a less
centralized social order emerging under ecological and economic constraints.

4. — Resilience, Continuity and Changes in Post-Aksumite Society

In light of the archaeological evidence examined above, the Post-
Aksumite period in the Aksum area emerges as a complex and dynamic phase
rather than a simple epilogue to the Aksumite civilization. Available evidence
clearly indicates that, between the end of the first and the beginning of the
second millennium CE, a shift occurred in processes that had been set in mo-
tion several centuries earlier. Whatever the causes of this transformation—
whether internal structural factors or external pressures—it would nevertheless
be misleading to interpret the Post-Aksumite as a time of decline or as a “dark
age” in the history of Aksum and of Ethiopia more broadly.

When examined through the lens of archaeology and other material-based
approaches, the Post-Aksumite period reveals itself as a time of consolidation
and refinement of practices rooted in earlier centuries. Agricultural and animal
husbandry strategies, for instance, appear to have been adjusted and optimized
to meet changing environmental conditions. Similarly, elements of continuity
can be traced in systems of land tenure that remained fundamental to Ethiopi-
an society from the early medieval period through the modern era. By the late
Post-Aksumite period, key institutions such as rast and g"alt were fully estab-
lished, the first guaranteeing the inalienable right of farmers to cultivate spe-
cific plots and to transmit those rights to their descendants, the second con-
versely, referred to grants of land made by kings to monasteries, churches,
military personnel, and other individuals, conferring upon holders the right to
collect tributes.®! These arrangements effectively structured social hierarchies,
distinguishing between landholding elites—those benefiting from g"alt
grants—and farming communities whose access to land was hereditary but
economically dependent. Although the earliest written references to rast and
g"alt date to the eleventh—twelfth centuries, their roots, as noted above, can
already be discerned in Aksumite written sources and patterns of land use.

81 Crummey, 2000; “Land tenure” in E4e, vol. IIT (2007), pp. 496a—99a (by Donald Crummey).
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From this perspective, rather than a moment of rupture, the Post-
Aksumite period should be seen as a phase of re-adaptation and resilience
within a system characterized by a metastable equilibrium in which exogenic
and endogenic stimuli lead to long-term directional changes, readjustments
and jumps in equilibrium level.®? This interpretation aligns with David Phillip-
son’s®? observations on the substantial continuity between the Aksumite and
medieval periods at a broad territorial scale, as revealed through the study of
religious architecture.

The crucial question, therefore, is not whether continuity existed, but how
it operated—what ecological and cultural forces determined this evolution and
allowed the reconfiguration of older structures into new forms of organization.

From a broader chronological perspective, the evolution of Aksum’s soci-
ety can be better understood as part of a long-term process of social transfor-
mation that began in the first millennium BCE. In its earliest phases, leader-
ship within the Aksum region appears to have been grounded primarily in ritu-
al authority rather than in administrative or political control. Chiefs may have
acted as mediators or arbiters of conflict, as observed in other complex yet
non-state African societies.’* At a regional scale, an effort to establish a more
centralized and territorially expansive political entity seems to have taken
place between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE, coinciding with the inten-
sification of exchanges across the Red Sea with South Arabia. However, this
development was short-lived, and a fragmented social and political landscape
soon re-emerged. From the early centuries of the first millennium CE, a grad-
ual process of political and administrative centralisation became evident, this
time centered at Aksum. This is reflected in the introduction of coinage, in ep-
igraphic references to tribute collection and royal land control, and in settle-
ment patterns indicating the emergence of more centralized authority. Such
developments reached their peak in the Middle Aksumite phase. Evidence
from the sixth—seventh centuries indicates increasingly powerful rulers, alt-
hough it remains uncertain whether Aksum ever attained the level of bureau-
cratic centralization typically associated with the notion of a “state” or a
“kingdom” in the Western sense.®

82 Butzer, 1982, pp. 279-94.
8 Phillipson D.W., 2009a, p. 3; Phillipson D.W., 2012, pp. 227-43.

8% See e.g. Donham, 1986; Southall, 1988; Shipton and Goheen, 1992; McIntosh, 1999; Stanish,
2017.

85 Note that Weissleder, 1965, had already defined the Amhara domination in Ethiopia as a form
of segmentary state, i.e., a state held together by ritual suzerainty, with a centralized core and
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Agent-based modeling simulations of the Aksum region indicate that de-
mographic expansion was likely a major driving force behind the shift from
complex but largely horizontal forms of social organization to an increasingly
centralized political system®—a pattern consistent with other examples both
within and beyond Africa.’” At the same time, growing participation in long-
distance exchange networks also contributed to the emergence of hierarchical
authority. Political centralization, which can facilitate exchange both within
and across borders, has likewise been observed to develop as a means of man-
aging trade beyond a polity’s boundaries.®® The adoption of Christianity fur-
ther contributed to this process. More generally, anthropologists have often
interpreted the adoption of a new religion and different non-indigenous prac-
tices by elites as a strategic means to further separate themselves socially from
the rest of the community, to transform themselves into new elites with in-
creased social influence, new economic privileges and consolidated political
authority.®® This occurred both during attempts at centralization in Pre-
Aksumite times and in the Aksumite period. In the latter case, the adoption of
a monotheistic, text-based religion such as Christianity further strengthened
the idea of a single sovereign as the earthly counterpart of a monotheistic deity
and promoted, within a traditionally oral society, the diffusion of literacy as a
tool for ideological and administrative cohesion.”

Yet this system proved vulnerable to environmental and economic stress.
Episodes of drought, possible epidemics, and shifting trade dynamics under-
mined the foundations of Aksum’s political authority, leading to a phase of
fragmentation and regional reorganisation. Nevertheless, the institutional and
ideological processes initiated during the Aksumite period did not vanish.

only tenuous unity (Southall, 1988). Regional chiefs replicated the king on a smaller scale,
and there were usually minimal formal lines of communication between the king and the re-
gional chiefs. The king traveled throughout the kingdom at regular intervals to collect the
tributes gathered by the regional chiefs.

86 Vasellini, Ferrandino, Sernicola, ef al., 2025.

87 Stanish, 2017, pp. 185-268.
88 Sahlins, 1963.

8 Donham, 1986, p. 76; Watson, 2009, pp. 128-29.

%0 Note, moreover, the emphasis on biblical quotations in royal inscriptions such as “I will give

you this land so that you may rule over it” (Kaleb in RIE I 195: Bernand, Drewes, Schneider,
1991, 1, pp. 284-88; Marrassini, 2014, pp. 253-58; Drewes, 2019, pp. 279-85), perhaps used
to underscore and legitimize an increasingly assertive control over the territory and an ever
more centralized authority.
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They were reconfigured and persisted in new forms during the Post-Aksumite
centuries, showing that centralisation and decentralisation were not a linear
process nor mutually exclusive, but part of a cyclical dynamic of adaptation. It
is precisely this fluidity that ensured resilience over time and that, in the case
of Aksum and its successors, allowed continuity amid transformation.

In this sense, the Post-Aksumite period should be regarded as a pivotal
stage within a broader and dynamic historical process in which elements of
continuity coexisted with profound social and cultural transformations. It was
a time of transition marked by the decline of Aksum as a political and eco-
nomic hub, the shift to drier climatic conditions, and the progressive weaken-
ing of its long-distance trade networks. At the same time, it witnessed the con-
solidation and diffusion of monotheistic revealed religions based on scriptures
and divinely inspired texts, which deeply reshaped systems of belief, modes of
authority, and the transmission of knowledge. These factors did not operate in
isolation: they interacted within a long, non-linear process rooted in the social
organization of local communities. The resulting landscape reflects both rup-
ture and resilience—an adaptive reconfiguration of practices, institutions, and
ideologies that had taken shape during the Aksumite centuries. Certain institu-
tions, such as land tenure system, reveal strong continuities with earlier tradi-
tions, showing that even amid ecological, economic and political upheaval, the
fundamental structures of production, inheritance, and tribute persisted in new
forms.

The Post-Aksumite period was not a moment of disappearance, but one of
reorganization. Its society, undergoing deep transformation in its social and
economic structures as well as in its symbolic and cultural system, laid the
groundwork for the emergence of future scenarios. Aksum’s legacy did not
vanish; it evolved, reinterpreted through new cultural matrices and new forms
of political and religious expression.

Much, however, remains to be understood—both at Aksum and in the
wider northern Ethiopian and Eritrean region. To comprehend this crucial
phase and the long-term processes it encapsulates, future research should fo-
cus specifically on Post-Aksumite contexts. Archaecology, in dialogue with en-
vironmental and textual studies, can play a decisive role in constructing a pre-
cise chronological and spatial framework, allowing the integration of well
grounded local data into broader regional patterns. Only through such ap-
proaches will it be possible to fully appreciate the Post-Aksumite period not as
an epilogue, but as a formative chapter in the making of medieval and modern
Ethiopia.
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N :
A 1:125.000

Fig. 1: Map showing the localities in the Aksum area mentioned in the text (by Luisa
Sernicola). 1 = G¥ang“a “ddaga; 2 = Maraf, Kidani Mohrit; 3 = Débtidra district; 4 = Gobo
Dura; 5 = Beta Giyorgis; 6 = Abba Pantalewon; 7 = Abba Liganos; 8 = May Qoho;

9 = dnda *dsold; 10 = ‘Addi Séhafi; 11 = Wassatd Golo; 12 = Garat Abba Qali‘, Méqayoho;
13 = Tukul 3mni; 14 = Qalqal “Asba; 15 = Qube.

N ;
A 1:125.000

Fig. 2: Map showing the distribution of Post-Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size.
Aksum urban area is in red (by Luisa Sernicola).
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A 1:125.000

Fig. 3: Map showing the distribution of Pre-Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size (by Luisa Sernicola).

N
AllZ&WO

Fig. 4: Map showing the distribution of Proto-Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size (by Luisa Sernicola).
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N
A 1:125.000

Fig. 5: Map showing the distribution of Early Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size.
Aksum urban area is indicated in red (by Luisa Sernicola).

N
A 1:125.000

Fig. 6: Map showing the distribution of Classic Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size.
Aksum urban area is indicated in red (by Luisa Sernicola).
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N .
A 1:125.000

Fig. 7: Map showing the distribution of Middle Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size.
Aksum urban area is indicated in red (by Luisa Sernicola).

N
A 1:125.000

Fig. 8: Map showing the distribution of Late Aksumite settlements in the Aksum area.
Symbols are graduated according to site size.
Aksum urban area is indicated in red (by Luisa Sernicola).
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Fig. 9: Diagram showing NN Ratio and Z-Score in settlement distribution from
Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times (generated by Al using data provided by the author).
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Fig. 10: Diagram showing observed K function at different space intervals from
Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times (generated by Al using data provided by the author).
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Period NN Ratio  Z-score P-value Interpretation
Not significant — nearly random pattern,
Pre- 0.87 -1.09 0.28 with a slight but non-significant tendency
toward clustering.
Significantly clustered — strong spatial
Proto- 0.64 -4.27 0.001 .
aggregation.
Early 0.61 -11.02 0 Highly clustered — very dense clustering.
Classic 0.51 -13.31 0 Highly clustered, even more pronounced.
Middle 0.56 -6.75 0 Clustered, clearly non-random pattern.
Clustered, similar to the Middle Aksumite
Late 0.53 -6.27 0 .
period.
Post 0.62 -7.17 0 Clustered, though slightly less intense.

Table 1: Table listing NN Ratio, Z-Score, p values, and basic interpretation from

Radius (r)

100

500

900

1300
1700
2100
2500
2900
3300
3700
4100
4500
4900
5300
5700

Pre-
Aksumite K

0
640.494
1062.139
1280.988
1724.582
2050.581
2309.333
2541.881
2791.848
3054.961
3234.335
3389.175
3608.999
3762.049
3882.787

Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times.

Proto-
Diff AKsumite
K
-100 166.861

140.494  646.251
162.139  972.960
-19.012  1270.778
24.582 1520.179
-49.419  1843.044
-190.667 2136.868
-358.119  2446.667
-508.152  2777.126
-645.039  3099.312
-865.665 3366.301
-1110.825 3559.274
-1291.001 3697.400
-1537.951 3848.677
-1817.213 4004.672

Diff

66.861
146.251
72.960
29222
-179.821
-256.956
-363.132
-453333
-522.874
-600.688
-733.699
-940.726

Early Classic
Aksumite Diff Aksumite Diff
K K

278.982 178982  273.214 173.214
1080.493 580.493  1127.930 627.930
1662.936 762.936  1690.296 790.296
2200.461 900.461  2203.704 903.704
2711.580 1011.580 2664.180 964.180
3176.803 1076.803 3054.449 954.449
3607.204 1107.204 3423.994 923.994
3960.169 1060.169 3757.368 857.368
4207.213  907.213  4001.781 701.781
4441.199 741.199  4180.407 480.407
4627.157 527.157  4329.025 229.025
4774291 274291  4431.764 -68.236

-1202.600 4860.094 -39.906 4475246 -424.754

-1451.323 4935.695 -364.305 4512.679 -787.321

-1695.328 4991.999 -708.001 4534.800 -1165.200
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Radius (1) Middle Diff Late Aksumite Diff Post- Diff
Aksumite K K AKksumite K
100 139.926 39.926 222.387 122.387 301.726 201.726
500 787.407 287.407 822.129 322.129 841.474 341.474
900 1176.265 276.265 1376.883 476.883 1280.116 380.116
1300 1549.749 249.749 1908.729 608.729 1772.241 472.241
1700 1842.210 142.210 2307.541 607.541 2181.583 481.583
2100 2253.342 153.342 2677.890 577.890 2610.121 510.121
2500 2523.843 23.843 2964.229 464.229 2913.217 413.217
2900 2790.343 -109.657 3222.689 322.689 3202.660 302.660
3300 3017.342 -282.658 3401.862 101.862 3420.304 120.304
3700 3191.823 -508.177 3532.613 -167.387 3658.928 -41.072
4100 3365.016 -734.984 3654.186 -445.814 3854.152 -245.848
4500 3433.177 -1066.823  3732.300 -767.700 4039.327 -460.673
4900 3481.315 -1418.685  3821.774 -1078.226 4201.357 -698.643
5300 3532.493 -1767.507  3913.416 -1386.584 4344.579 -955.421
5700 3576.559 -2123.441  3980.245 -1719.755 4463.442 -1236.558

Table 2a-b: Table listing Ripley’s K Function data at different scale intervals from
Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times.






NAFISA VALIEVA

“Introduction” to the gadl:
General Overview with a Focus on the Life of Lalibila

1. — Discussion of the ‘Introductions’

Ethiopian Lives of saints (gddlat) are usually preceded by a more or less
lengthy preamble (mdgdom), often referred to in European literature as an “in-
troduction”. I do not find the term “introduction” very fortunate, because some
of the preambles do not introduce the subject of the Life at all. I understand a
preamble as a text that immediately precedes the Life. Since the borders of a
preamble are sometimes fluid, for the dossiers different than the “Gddld
Lalibdla collection”, 1 decided to mark the beginning of a preamble by the
Trinitarian formula and its end with the phrase that introduces the saint’s birth
or with a phrase beginning with “Listen to”, “Let’s start”, “Let’s turn to”, or
any other similar phrase aiming to catch listeners’ attention. Accordingly, the

rhymed preamble of the Life of Gébrda Ménfds Qaddus reads as follows:

0NaD : A : OOAL : @aVFLN = PS5
Nt Ach%- 1 A9°AN =

0Nav : A% ANdC ¢ AN ¢ HA LTBA
T : A9°VARY- =

oNae : A A NhC : OAL : HA L
TLAT ¢ RI°hOT ¢ AU~ =

oNNav : AMANNC ¢ 7Nt P5
0z Al-PO.mn 1 THH ¢ (A 1 TR
+ AN~

HANT74.0 1 ao- £ (190,10~ VANT74-
0 AdU- =

o+A@-m : Qav- 1 (APC LAV 1 hao :
LONh- : ®7LA : AU~ ¢

®1& 07 : 5.0~ = hav : LT = A4
AT- =

" : @kl AdvG @ A9°AN 1 Pohe «
N~A0Y- =

In the name of the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit, one God.

In the name of the Lord Father, who
does not change from His essence.

In the name of the Lord Son, who does
not separate from the womb of His Fa-
ther.

In the name of the Lord Holy Spirit,
the Paraclete, the comforter of all in
the completeness of His Trinity,

who breathed into His prophets with
the breath of His mouth,

who poured Himself out on His apos-
tles so they could preach the Gospel of
His grace,

and who was carried upon them so
they could become His chariot.

This is indeed the one God, unique in
His Trinity,
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HALTN0L ¢ NIRARV- = HA.LAAh: who does not change in His persons,

K VA whose union is not mixed,

HOh U~ ¢ A9°7i0LU- ¢ @-50.U0- : &4  whose glory is from Him, whose praise

I°H.AU- : is His,

OG- £ 5.0 : a0 F G- = whose judgment rests on His shoul-
ders,

AR : GA9° : 5.0 : AU : whose hand fills the world,

ONANT : A : -0 : AHLY- ¢ in whose ears are the supplications of

all,
O oMl 1MN@A1: (mech : P& before whose eyes the mystery of our

av : ROLr U = sins is evident,
Howk: : Ot £ A9°7I0 : F77 « apA to whom glory [is given] by His watch-
anty-: ful angels

A9°7I0 1 P57 AMNCEU- : A%Aav ¢ and His holy servants, forever and ev-
%909° : K727 = (end of the preamble) er. Amen. (end of the preamble)
(beginning of the Life) 71@P7 : 1L = (beginning of the Life) Let us begin the
AP%0: A Life (gdidl) of the holy father...?

The first to discuss the “introduction” as part of the characteristics of
Go"oz hagiographic literature was Boris A. Turaev. His analysis suggested the
following main features: stylistic resemblances to Copto-Arabic literature, ty-
pology of content (trinitology, glorification), variety in length, and optionali-
ty,? noting:

[...] introductions to some Ethiopian hagiographies, presenting lengthy,
sometimes endless eulogies or dogmatic excursions in honor of the Holy
Trinity, also find their prototype in Copto-Arabic literature, such as in the
history of the visions of bishop Theodosius.

These lengthy introductory praises have evolved from the customary “In
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, one God, we
begin,” etc., and in length, they vary between a few lines and several dozen
pages.[...] Praising each Person of the Holy Trinity separately, the hagiog-
rapher sought to distinguish himself with his theological erudition and re-
sourcefulness and to shine with the ability for versification [...]. However,

! Marrassini, 2003, pp. 1-2 (text).

2 English translation has been generated by ChatGPT 4o from the Italian translation by Mar-

rassini, 2003, p. 1 (trans.).
3 See Turaev, 1902, pp. 30-31.
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not all authors of hagiographies limit themselves to these introductions, and
not all resort to them.*

Half a century later, while analysing various “introductions”, in his Storia
della letteratura etiopica Enrico Cerulli introduced the concept of the use of
“rhymed prose”,’ in which he saw an “imitation of the Arabic style”.® He ar-
gued that the more or less abundant use of rhymed prose should be considered
a characteristic of the fifteenth-century style.” He observed that the content of
such prefaces does not have any particular connection to the biography and, as
such, could be shifted from one biography to another. Additionally, he noted
that there are often two “introductions”: a proper, simple “introduction” to the
Life and a rhymed “introduction” with an “indefinite” meaning. He described
the style of the latter in various ways in Italian,® but in French he called it /e
style ‘fleuri’.® In his further works he used the presence of the rhymed prose as
one of the elements for dating a gdd! to the fifteenth century.'

When Cerulli first used the concept of le style ‘fleuri’ outside his Storia in
the introduction to his edition of the Life of Krostos Samra,'! he referred to the
Storia.> However, a few years later, in the introduction to the Life of Iydsus

4 Turaev 1902, pp. 30-31: “HakoHem BCTyIUIEHMS K HEKOTOPHIM J(HUONCKHM JKHTHAM,
HPEICTAB/SIOIME JUIMHHBIC, WHOTAA OCCKOHEYHBIC CIABOCIOBUS WIH JOTMAaTHYCCKHE
OKCKYPCHIl B 4ecThb CB. TpPOHMIBI TaKkkKe HAXOOIAT cebe NPOTOTUII B KONTO-apabCKoi
auTeparype, XoTs Obl HapUMep B MCTOPUM BUjeHMA emuckomna deogocus. DTU ATUHHBIE
XBaJIeOHbIE BCTYIUICHHS PA3BWIIHCh M3 OOBIYHOIO B KHHMIax HayajubHOro: ‘Bo ums Orma u
CpiHa u Cs. [lyxa, Exgunoro bBora, HaumHaem’ WT.I., W N0 JJHMHE KOJEOIIOTCS MEXITy
HECKOJIBKUMH CTPOYKAMH W HECKOIBKHMHU JeCATKaMH cTpaHHI] [...]. ClaBocioBs Kaxkmoe
Jluno Cs. Tpouupl otaensHO, armobuorpad crapancs OTIMYMTBECS CBOCH OOroCIOBCKON
HAYUTAaHHOCTHIO M HaXOJYMBOCTBIO M OJIECHYTh CIIOCOOHOCTBIO K CTHXOCHIOXEHHIo [...]. Ho
HE BCE aBTOPBI )KUTHH OrPAHUYMBAIOTCS STUMY BCTYIUICHHSMU U HE BCe K HUM IpUOeraT.”.

Cerulli, 1956a, p. 84: “prosa rimata”.

Cerulli, 1956a, p. 85: “stata una imitazione dell’arabo”.
7 Cerulli, 1956a, pp. 84-85.

8 Cerulli, 1956a, pp. 57, 78, 84-85, 95.

°  See the introduction by Cerulli to the edition by Stanislas Kur (Kur, 1965 and Cerulli, 1956a,
p. 95).

See Cerulli, 1956b, p. xvi: “D’altronde a queste considerazioni storiche va aggiunta quella
dello stile dell’opera, che, come era caratteristico uso del secolo XV etiopico [...], € preceduta
da una lunga e retoricamente elaborata introduzione in prosa rimata, dove 1’autore fa largo
sfoggio della sua abilita scolastica”.

Cerulli, 1956a.
12 Cerulli 1956b, p. xvi.

1
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Mo’a of Stanislas Kur’s edition, Cerulli refers to le style ‘fleuri’, “typical of
Ethiopian literary works from the second half of the fifteenth century”,"> with-
out any reference or explanation.

For a certain period, the notion of le style ‘fleuri’ seems to have been
commonly accepted by the editors of gddlat and used without any reference to
Cerulli’s work, although the use varies, for Stanislas Kur refers to le style
‘fleuri’ of the “introduction” only'* whereas Gérard Colin refers to le style
‘fleuri’ of the gddl in general.!?

Paolo Marrassini adopted Cerulli’s idea about rhymed “introductions” as
a marker of style and extended it further to other gddlat datable to the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries in the introduction to the Life of Yohannos
Maosraqawi, but developed it too little to be clear. Additionally, he introduced a
different way of describing the “introductions”: the number of lines and the
last syllable/vowel.'® However, in his further works Marrassini did not use the
notion of le style ‘fleuri’ and to my knowledge did not discuss “introductions”
to the gddlat any further.

The last European scholar to challenge Cerulli’s interpretation of the
rhymed “introduction” was Joseph Tubiana. Driven by his interest in the Agaw
language, he developed an interest in King Lalibéla’s history and delved into
the “Gddld Lalibdila collection”. Upon familiarizing himself with Ga‘az poetry
and mastering the art of reciting Go°az texts in the Ethiopian manner, Tubiana
came to the realization that the beginning of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection” is
rhymed, suggesting that it might be a poem of an unknown genre. Marcel Co-
hen, on Tubiana’s behalf, corresponded with Cerulli seeking his opinion, to
which Cerulli reiterated his previously stated view: it is not a poem but
rhymed prose, imitating Arabic. Tubiana remained unconvinced. Without ac-
cepting or rejecting Cerulli’s verdict, he proposed continuing the research to

See the introduction by Cerulli to the edition by Stanislas Kur, in Kur, 1965, p. iv: “La longue
introduction aux Actes, écrites dans le style ‘fleuri’ typique des ouvrages littéraires éthiopiens
de la deuxieme moitié du XV* siécle suggere déja de dater notre texte de cette période”.

Kur, 1968, p. xii: “3. Nos Actes ne contiennent pas 1’introduction en prose rimée dans le style
‘fleuri’, typique des ouvrages littéraires éthiopiens de la deuxiéme moiti¢é du XV¢ siecle”.
Note that the text actually does contain a rhymed introduction, see Marrassini, 1981, p.
XLVIL

Colin, 1987, p. xii: “‘caractere du gadl’: Il est un des meilleurs représentants de ce style ‘fleu-
ri’ qui s’épanouit au quinziéme siécle dans les biographies de moines”.

Marrassini, 1981, p. xlvii.
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ascertain whether “there is no poem in a freer form than the simple gane”,"”
which he believed could be applicable to the beginning of the “Gddld Lalibdla
collection”.

What can be concluded thirty years later? A swift analysis of 30 scholarly
introductions and what I prefer to call preambles to gddlat'® (instead of “intro-
ductions”) leads to the following conclusions.

1. Editions that appear starting from 1990 do not contain any discussion
of preambles to gddlat. The latest discussion I could trace takes place in the
1987 edition of the Life of Giyorgis of Sdgla by Colin."”

2. Among the consulted texts, only translated texts appear to lack pream-
bles. This makes preambles preceding Go‘oz Lives seem more like a peculiari-
ty of Goaz gddlat. Further analysis is required to ascertain whether all pream-
bles consistently include rhyme or not.

3. Preambles indeed do not have any particular connection to the saints’
biographies and, as such, could be shifted from one saint’s biography to an-
other. However, the only “shifted” preamble I have identified is the preamble
to the Life of Krastos Simra.? It is shorter and differs in gender (but not al-
ways), yet everything in it finds a correspondence in the Preamble?' of the
“Gadld Lalibdla collection”.?? The rest of the consulted preambles are similar
in content but still differ in their choice of vocabulary, which stresses the par-
ticularity of the connection between the preambles of the Life of Krostos Sim-
ra and of the “Gddld Lalibdila collection”.

4. The length of preambles can range from a few lines to eight pages.?
The Life of Lalibéla is the only one that is preceded by a “dozen pages™* or
some 35 folia and will be discussed below.

17 Tubiana, 1994, p. 297.

18 Allotte de la Fuye, 1958; Bausi, 2003; Cerulli, 1943; Cerulli, 1956b; Colin, 1987; Colin,
1990; Colin, 2010; Conti Rossini, 1896; Conti Rossini, 1901; Conti Rossini, 1910; Conti
Rossini, 1912; Conti Rossini, 1938; Getatchew Haile, 2006; Kur, 1965; Kur, 1968; Kur,
1972; Lusini, 1996; Marrassini, 1981; Marrassini, 2003; Raineri, 1983; Raineri, 1998;
Schneider, 1972; Tedros Abraha, 2007; Turaev, 1905; Conti Rossini, 1955.

19 See Colin, 1987.
20 Cerulli, 1956b, pp. 1-3.

Perruchon, 1892, pp. 1-7 (text), 65-72 (transl.) or Valieva, 2019, pp. 262—88. On what is the
Preamble of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection” see further in this article.

22 See Valieva, 2019, pp. 185-89.
23 See Turaev, 1955.
24 Turaev, 1902, pp. 30-31.

=]
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5. T cannot pass judgment on whether rhymed preambles should be re-
garded as rthymed prose, as argued by Cerulli,”> or as poems, as suggested by
Tubiana.?* At times, when the thyme appears and disappears, it seems we are
dealing with poems incorporated into the prose. Cerulli’s hypothesis that the
more or less abundant use of thymed prose should be considered a characteris-
tic of fifteenth-century style?” appears to be outdated.

2. — First six textual units of the “Giadla Lalibéla collection”

What exactly precedes the Life of Lalibdla proper in the “Gddld Lalibdla
collection”? In the introduction to his Vie de Lalibela, roi d Ethiopie, based on
MS London, BL Or. 718, nineteenth century, Jules Perruchon noted the fol-
lowing:

This Life of Lalibéla is composed of several detached chapters, written in
the form of sermons or edifying conversations, as the author himself de-
clares at the end that he has composed this story solely to edify the faithful
and strengthen them in faith. This manuscript begins with two true ser-
mons, which serve as an introduction. The first, starting with a long invoca-
tion to God, contains considerations on the great sanctity of Lalibéla,
whom the author, in his hyperbolic language, calls a mountain of gold, a
mountain of silver, of fine pearls and sapphire, an admirable hill of myrrh
and incense; the second contains a profession of faith similar to our Apos-
tles’ Creed, and it is for this reason that I deemed it necessary to reproduce
it.28

¥}

5 Cerulli, 1956a, p. 84: “prosa rimata”.

¢ Tubiana, 1994, p. 297.
27 Cerulli, 1956a, pp. 84-85.

Perruchon, 1892, p. xxxii: “Cette vie de Lalibela se compose de plusieurs chapitres détachés,
rédigés en forme de sermons ou d’entretiens édifiants, car I’auteur déclare lui-méme a la fin
qu’il n’a composé cette histoire que pour édifier les fideles et les fortifier dans la foi. Ce
manuscrit commence par deux sermons véritables, qui servent d’introduction. Le premier, qui
débute par une longue invocation a Dieu, renferme des considérations sur la grande sainteté
de Lalibela que I’auteur appelle dans son langage hyperbolique une montagne d’or, une
montagne d’argent, de perles fines et de saphir, une colline admirable de myrrhe et d’encens;
le second contient une profession de foi semblable a notre Symbole des Apotres et c’est pour
ce motif que j’ai cru devoir la reproduire”.

S}



General Overview with a Focus on the Life of Lalibila 285

What Perruchon calls here “several detached chapters™ possibly corre-
sponds to my understanding of several textual units.” The textual units pre-
ceding the Life of Lalibila are distinct in terms of their content, mise en texte,
and sometimes include supplications at the end.*

Perruchon’s edition includes only two of these ‘detached chapters’, con-
tained in MS London, BL Or. 718 fols 1-8, while fols 9-34 were skipped.
These two “chapters” correspond to what I term as the first textual unit, or the
Preamble®' proper (Introduction in Perruchon,’? ao$€:9°, ie. “Preamble” in
the scholarly community of Lalibdla town’s edition),* and partially to what I
term as the second textual unit, or Jesus and His redeeming fire (Deuxieme in-
troduction in Perruchon,3* APL9° ¢ RAIrf-F : AR MANIC, ie. “First, |
thank God” in the scholarly community of Lalibdla town’s edition).** I cannot
fully agree with Perruchon’s suggestion to consider the first six textual units as
sermons, as they contain very few “edifying” elements, and instead represent
poetical compositions closely rooted in Scripture that celebrate Christian (or
sometimes more precisely royal) virtues of the king. Besides the sixth textual
unit, where the text can be divided into paragraphs each starting with the name
Lalibéla, in textual units 1-5 the name Lalibila is added or omitted in various
passages across manuscripts which suggests its auxiliary nature.

As I have evoked above, the first textual unit, the Preamble is in word-to-
word parallelism with the preamble to the Life of Krastos Siamra.>¢ In between
passages parallel with the preamble to the Life of Krostos Simra, §§ 2545

2 See Valieva, 2019, p. 17. I gave the following working titles: Preamble, Jesus and His re-

deeming fire, Teaching about saints, Eulogy of Lalibdla as the one who entered the Heavenly
Jerusalem, Eulogy of Lalibdla as the one who accomplished the Word of the Gospel, Praise
for Lalibdila. Note that they are slightly modified from what I offered in my thesis

30" For my definition of a “textual unit” and methodology I elaborated see my thesis, Valieva,
2019

In what follows, I will refer to the first textual unit of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection” with an
uppercase P in italics, Preamble, whereas general preambles will be referred to with a lower-
case p without any special formatting, preamble.

32 Perruchon, 1892, pp. 1-7 (text), 65-72 (transl.).

B Gédld Qoddus Lalibila, 2007, pp. 5-10; 2010, pp. 24-37.

34 Perruchon, 1892, pp. 7-10 (text), 7276 (transl.).

3 Gadld Qaddus Lalibéla, 2007, pp. 11-13; 2010, pp. 316-20.
36 Cerulli, 1956b, pp. 1-3.

3
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contain a clear allusion to Enoch,?” (noted by Perruchon as “considerations on
the great sanctity of Lalibdla, whom the author, in his hyperbolic language,
calls a mountain of gold, a mountain of silver, of fine pearls and sapphire, an
admirable hill of myrrh and incense”), which is interpolated with a comment-
ed quotation from the New Testament linked to Saint Lalibila.

The Preamble is what one might expect as the prelude of a gddl in Go‘oz
hagiography, which commonly begins with a rhymed piece on the creation of
the world and would correspond in the scholarly discussion to the “introduc-
tion”.

1. The Preamble of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection’® reads as follows:

(beginning of the Preamble) MNa® : Al : OOAL : ®av 4N : PNz B :
APAN : A0 1 P ¢ 048 HALBNLP : J0t 1 HABIFZ ¢ HUA- ¢
AI°PLI° « RINPRY-  WTH £ A LN0L = [..]

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, One God, One
Equal Trinity, Indivisible Trinity, who does not come to an end Who exist-
ed from the beginning, without being-altered from its essence [...]

And ends as follows:

ARl 2 AC 2 hov : QUMY ¢ AGY @ PO 2 har ¢ ARI°C ¢ HATO ¢ Ahop ¢
AT MAA : A 2 ANoe 1 A0h ¢ BANRL ¢ AN ¢ TR E £ 71 RSTU- ¢
AHATSIC ¢ OATEAV-=2 Adav: 1PV 714t ONPT 1 et e
Trmé s O0hk: AAnem- ¢ (AN e VAR @ ATH: AThaov :
07184 1 Adenov- 1 @NANE: : AN 7R NAN ¢ hh @ P0C 1 A0 ¢
HEVLEL : NCTr: NCT1: NART: WP = ATH: All: LLLh:
AOM.7 : NANL : ORTH : OAL = £R70 : MANTATAL = @AV} L.N = AT7H :
Lho-7 ¢ L2797 1 718A 1 PO NANTI AL 1 ONAGD : H AU~ 1 A7 %

Pray for me that He may give me a well instructed tongue, that I know
what to say, because I am of limited understanding, for until now I have not
touched (even) a corner of the account of the story, which I am going to
talk about. Because the account is long and the revelation of its mystery is
profound. But I will tell you to the degree that I am able, believing in the
power of your prayers and prayers of this man, the glorious morning star,

37 See Dillmann, 1851, pp. 28-29. For why “ Enoch” and not the “ Book of Enoch” see Erho,
2023. On Enoch in Ga‘az literature see forthcoming article by Ted Erho.

3 The Ga‘az text and its English translation of the “Gddli Lalibéla collection” are based on my
critical edition, which is in progress. I do not provide any paragraph reference or page for
they will be still altered
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whose light outshines the light of (all) other stars. While the Father helps to
begin with intelligence and the Son strengthens (it) in harmony with it, and
while the Holy Spirit thereupon becomes the perfection of the power of the
word by His peace. Amen. (end of the Preamble)

In what follows the end of the Preamble, instead the Life (gddl) starting

with 77Fav@ph, : 7l : P : 1L A £, “Let us turn to the beginning of the
life” of the Life of Lalibdla proper, one finds five other textual units. These
other five textual units do not exhibit any parallelism in any other gdd/, look-
ing mostly like eulogies. They are difficult to summarize, little (if at all)
known, and too long to be presented here (if we take MS London, BL Or. 718
as a reference, the first six textual units occupy 34 folia out of 115 (on f. 115rb
ends the Life of Lalibila). That is why, to give the first idea of their nature, I
will list them providing some lines from each of the textual units:

2. Jesus and His redeeming fire

APLI° ¢ AANTF ¢ AR MANDNC : QAT T ¢ AM.AY ¢ AN : NCOFN 2
HO-Al: ¢ OAS- : OPA- £ AL 2 HOWET £ AU £ LA 1 &4 t NIhT £ 0P
01 260 HOLL ¢ RI°ONT1.0T  hov « 2L : CM.F ¢ .01 Ah : BNA- ¢
0200t ¢ ACE @ ANPC ¢ OAAVITF ¢ ATHED ¢ OARTN : 40P ¢ a3l ¢
710 £ 0,010 : HELNEav-  hav 1 BAADL : A°M.A 1 ARTT £ (71.01h : @
Lt RT7R 1 T1BAN : @9« R&TY # A9PAD £ D PAT 1 TLmY 1 CMnav- ¢
AARLNC ¢ @LMEA: & 9° 7 rav ¢ WrFav- 1 AALOC ¢ Om N0, : R9°h
o) : M- SMFh- =[]

I shall begin by thanking God fort Our Lord Jesus Christ, Who is the Son
and the Word of the Father, Who in the womb of the Father came forth as a
fruit of praise, a physician, Who descended from the heavens to cast His
balm upon those who are wounded by the bites of beasts, oxen and cows,
male and female, sending the Spirit to his Prophets, Who makes them say
to Him, ‘O Lord, incline your heavens and descend, raise up your power
and come redeem us. Lord of Powers, restore us. Touch the mountains and
they will smoke’. What is this touching of mountains and their smoking?
Even they smoke, they vanish. [...]%

3. Teaching about saints

ONWEL 00 1 1 : Ce(] £ HRav- = AQNA = (HTC ¢ Pheav- : A0EP : &
10 2 9°0H : ONANA 2 hé1av- : TR  8.49 ¢ hPH =

3 Cf. Ps 44:26, Ps 104:32/Ps 144:5.
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Nhav : SA4hwt : Al 1 G ¢ 9°MN4- : FL4L 2 00 1 TIAG @ T+
OFLUN: Ah: HAhS- 1 00 1 Tt ¢ AA < HH 2 HLAU- ¢ 104U ¢ ®HH ¢ WA
U= ¢ ACALU- ¢ HH : H.AU- ¢ ADDAY- ¢

Nhav : LH00F : 1131 « G407 (0 1 aPOHY- : OO0 : ACALY- : O :
Y- =

&6t 087, NAA 1 ACALU- : OTAAY- : @aPONY- : WRTU- =

Gl MY NAR 1 ACALU- ¢ OATPAA Y- : @avOqY- i

&4 1 hChow : NAR 1 ACALU- : ®AIAAU- : @T)Hav : avOHY- =

&b 1 TavCTY, t DA 1 ACALU- : ®AIPANU- 1 @T)Hav : avOlY-

OGL 1 aAARTL t NAR 1 ACALU- : ®AIPAND- ¢

G646 : 0731t WAR 1 ACALYav- : OAIAA P av- =

OnN"-n « WPEL ¢ NAML ¢ A9°AN: AANA : A7H : 7+~ ¢ HFovd 1 @
94, :

ATH : A°MA : 1NCET : Htavha : 16 =

ATH f RN A 1 oo rF ¢ BEarOA 2 e 2 ]

And this green garden tree, named Lalibéla, flourished sweetly, being irri-
gated by the spring of their words. Enveloped by the strings of their
branches, he blossomed delightfully.

Likewise, the fruit of his great deeds will be revealed now, as we progress a
bit further. His fruit is not akin to that of a garden tree’s; it possesses its
own colour, shape, and cluster.

In the manner that the fruits of gardens are known each according to their
scent, shape, and colour.

Grape [vines’] fruit differs in its shape, freshness, scent, and aroma.

The fruit of an apple tree differs in its shape, appearance, and scent.

The fruit of an almond tree differs in its shape, appearance, taste, and fra-
grance.

The fruit of a date palm differs in its shape, appearance, taste, and scent.
The fruits of melons differ in shape and appearance.

The fruits of mandrakes differ in shape and appearance.

Similarly, Lalibéla, this man of God — although a king, acted like a serv-
ant;

although a lord of inhabitants, acted like an inhabitant;

and although a lord of judges, he acted as someone to be judged. [...]

. Eulogy of Lalibdila as the one who entered the Heavenly Jerusalem

ONTEY : M0 2 aONPA : b @Kk : AI°LPAP- 1 AI°AA : DA : @0 2 AP
409" ¢ A“LEPT + AN ¢ Nl : NCTT ¢ HALTIAG ¢ K7+ o-0vE
gt BAG : HA AN @ DAL« Al- £ Qoo PORT < 127997 « Ohh @ P~
Adel ¢ 160k £ NaePONT 2 2P F ¢ OUG-0 2 I 2 A 2 AANA £ AT
PL : hav : PNOCY : ALz 1 NCYTT 2 OhS 1 OOCT : OKACYTT : NPT 1 A
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Aav : NCTT : RN ANAC ¢ POCY : AL 2 @0CTT : 010~ : @-0vEF : 18
L 9PNA : ANPAY-: NCTSRET =[]

This Gébra Misqdl is one of those who entered the free heavenly Jerusa-
lem, land of light, through which those who are uncircumcised in heart by
the circumcision of faith, and not in body by circumcision of the flesh, will
not pass.*’ The city into which Lalibila entered does not require the sun or
the moon to shine upon it, nor the light of the stars, for the light of God il-
luminates it and the radiance of the Lamb abides there with its luminous
companions. [...]

5. Eulogy of Lalibdla as the one who accomplished the Word of the
Gospel

ONEA : NAA : AC ¢ bh 1 A% ¢ HO7O0 ¢ avAONT 1 KRPC ¢ m,
A 2 A9°MAG : HNF°LC = AAQD : L 9°°N08-T : HEIPHP = Aav7i.N «
AMANIC : ®AAN 2 Aav 1 ANA 1 a0 740 2 P50 2 A9~ 1 A9 hav & T
OAL : APNCw 1 PI°PT 1 ANOD ¢ A TLWY @ RI°PA 1 AORNGT ¢ HO-A
A AT 740 1 avAT 2 [

And this glorious Man, a shining star which adorns the top of heaven, hav-
ing annulled an earthly intelligence. None of his deeds inspired anger of the
Spirit of God, at no time was the Holy Spirit away from him, since he was
born from the womb of baptism, for he did not turn away from the word of
the Scriptures, which is an inspiration of the Divinity. [...]

6. Praise for Lalibdla

@OH : o : AANA = N0<0 = 7T 1 A ACKL : @9°Nch ¢ A £ AL P90 ¢
tavpeav- ¢ AT W18 = ANov i R ovN ¢ TPav ¢ AAOLTLU- ¢
ORL PN APLTOTY & OADLLGT ¢ AaPAThU-: AQD: &40«
a1 1 ARMANAC = @118 1 ARI°AN : PO$N = ohav : B, :
aolP°C 1 R LUT : FTPav: AWOLTTC i OALPA: APLTNTT ¢
O”OLFT: AvAFRe e ANh: Al : ovhg @ AR ANMDC =
OILC s ARICAN: POBN = @G i ROLTTLU-: OHPt: A7N00:
HA LIRS : 190~ : (have : B0, : M8 : ORICH- : AF00P ¢ PN+
Nhav : A < .. ]

And in this, Lalibédla, blessed king of Ethiopia and glory of all its confines,
became similar to the vigilant ones of the heavens. For he allowed no sleep
to his eyes or slumber to his eyelids, no rest to his cheeks until he found a
place for the Lord, a dwelling for the God of Jacob. As the psalmist says, ‘I

40 Cf. Ezek 44: 9; Jer 9:26; Rm 2:29; Eph 2:11.
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will allow no sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids, or rest to my
cheeks, till I find a place for the Lord, a dwelling for the God of Jacob’.*!
His eyes became a well of tears which did not reduce its flow, as the proph-
et says, ‘I put my tears in front of You as You ordered’. [...]*

Only after the end of the Praise for Lalibédla we finally read the long ex-
pected 7Faveph, : i : PHE : 1L A ¢, “Let us turn to the beginning of the
life ...”.

3. — Conclusion

Although preambles are common in Go“az hagiographic literature and be-
yond, the textual units that precede the Life of Lalibila, besides the Preamble
and probably partially Jesus and His redeeming fire (parts edited by Perruchon
as first and second introductions, and as such, formed our understanding of
preambles) seem to be very different from all other known preambles. Their
closer examination should help to better understand the level of intertextuality
of these ‘historically irrelevant’ texts, revealing the writers’ background. For
the moment, two hypotheses can be formulated:

Hypothesis 1: Textual units 2—6 of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection” repre-
sent an adapted re-elaboration based on texts that ceased to circulate or are
to be identified.

Hypothesis 2: Textual units 2—6 of the “Gddld Lalibdla collection” repre-
sent a form of Go'az composition that did not enjoy popularity in later
times.

Further analysis is required to suggest any diachronic development of
preambles or their atemporality and, consequently, their use for dating gddlat.
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MASSIMO VILLA — RAFAL ZARZECZNY

Again on MS EMML 8509 from Tana Qirqos:
Unconventional Orthography and Textual Content

1. — Introduction

MS EMML 8509 is a large-size parchment codex transmitting an archaic
form of hagiographical-homiletic collection, among which the earliest original
productions of Ethiopic literature are found.' Although widely known to spe-
cialists, the manuscript is very little explored. The dating of the manuscript is
unknown.? On the grounds of textual, paleographical, and orthographical evi-
dence, it can be attributed to the thirteenth century or earlier.

At the time of its discovery and documentation, the manuscript was pre-
served in the monastery of Tana Qirqos, located on an island close to the east-
ern shore of Lake Tana (Figs 1-2).3 It was microfilmed in April 1986 by the
Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library project, thanks to a grant from the

' Dimensions: 40.5 cm x 30.5 cm; 172 leaves (Sergew Hable-Selassie, 1987, pp. 9-10). A digi-
tal description of this manuscript is also being developed by Marcin Krawczuk on the basis of
secondary literature in Alessandro Bausi, ed., Die Schriftkultur des christlichen Athiopiens
und Eritreas: Eine multimediale Forschungsumgebung / Beta masahoft, accessible here:
https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/ EMML8509/main?hi=8509 (accessed: 23 October 2025).

Several datings have been proposed over the years, none of which grounded on convincing
arguments. Sergew Hable-Selassie dated the codex to the eleventh—twelfth cent., taking as a
terminus post quem the then presumed (and now no longer accepted) dating of the Gospel
books of Abba Gérima, which Jules Leroy had attributed to the tenth—eleventh cent. (Sergew
Hable-Selassie, 1987, p. 23). A few years later, Gianfranco Fiaccadori proposed the first half
of the fourteenth cent. (Fiaccadori, 1993, p. 150), based on the age of the other archaic
homiliaries, on which see below. Getatchew Haile claimed that “Sergew’s analysis of MS
EMML no. 8509 leaves no doubt that the manuscript is of the Aksumite era” (Getatchew
Haile, 2016, p. 22).

The monastery flourished in the fourteenth century under King “Amdé Sayon, but its founda-
tion was certainly earlier. Local traditions claim that the island was the oldest Christian site of
the area and home to the Ark of the Covenant for six centuries before being brought to Ak-
sum, see “Tana Qirqos” in EA4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 857b—58b (by V. Six).

2

3
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Ford Foundation for the period 1984 to 1986.* Soon after microfilming,
Sergew Hable-Selassie dedicated a special contribution to the manuscript, is-
sued in the Quaderni di Studi Etiopici.’ In providing an essential sketch of the
textual contents of the book, Sergew Hable-Selassie paved the way for a com-
parative study of this typology of collection. MS EMML 8509 was in fact the
third exemplar to be reported of an archaic and rare type of homiliary that al-
ready included MS EMML 1763 from Dabra Hayq dstifanos (early fourteenth
cent.), extensively studied by late Getatchew Haile,* and MS London, BL Or.
8192, commissioned by King Dawit I (r. 1380-1413) for the church of
G%ondg“¥oni in Eritrea.” These three codices, defined trigemini by Delio Vania
Proverbio,® have been further supplemented by the discovery of similar mate-
rial in other fragmentary manuscripts, digitised in the church of “Ura Qirqos
(Togray),’ and by the recent documentation of the homiliary of Dabrd Soyon
Abund Abroham in Gér‘alta (Togray).'* In the last decade a new awareness has

4 Stewart, 2017, p. 461.

Sergew Hable-Selassie, 1987. The scholar drew attention on the peculiar paleographic features
of the book, which matched those independently recorded by Donald M. Davies in some early
manuscripts (Davies, 1987) and more thoroughly documented in some recent contributions by
Denis Nosnitsin, also in cooperation with other scholars (see fn. 18). Such features have been
extensively described and do not need further comments here.

Getatchew Haile and Macomber, 1981, pp. 218-31. Numerous energies were invested by
Getatchew Haile since the late 1970s in exploring the textual content of EMML 1763 and re-
sulted in editions of numerous homilies, in particular of early native pieces of Ethiopic litera-
ture; see Getatchew Haile, 1979, 1980, 1981a, 1985, 1990, 2017, 2018.

7 Strelcyn, 1978, pp. 89-92. A first notice is found in Strelcyn, 1974, p. 34.
8 Proverbio, 2001, p. 518 n. 3.

9 MSS Ethio-SPaRe UM-030, UM-037, UM-045, UM-046, and UM-050. They mostly consist
of loose and disarrayed leaves belonging to several books mixed together. It is certain that
they included more than one homiliary. A virtual reconstruction of the contents and original
sequence of leaves of one pre-fifteenth-century homiliary is proposed in Villa, 2025. The re-
constructed manuscript has shelfmark UM-050b and the new foliation is given in brackets in
the commentary to the content description below. The reconstruction is now incorporated in
the Beta masahoft research environment and the images are available in high resolution in the
viewer at https://www.betamasaheft.ew/ESum050b. It is hoped that the philological recon-
struction will be followed at some point in the future by the physical reassembling of the
textblock.

MS YC-001. Fifteenth-century manuscript, executed by a certain Gébrd Maryam and com-
missioned by Abund Abroham himself (cf. subscriptio on fol. 170rb). The numbering of the
folios follows the order, certainly disturbed from the original one, in which it was photo-
graphed. It is not known whether the manuscript is complete or not.
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emerged towards this typology of multiple-text manuscripts, which are at the
same time unique pieces and homogenous representatives of a specific corpus.
Each of these books hosts a non-canonized but variable number of works of
homiletic and/or hagiographical content selected and arranged in a “modular”
way as to cover the most important festivities of the liturgical calendar.! With
86 texts, MS EMML 1763 is the largest collection of the list, then followed by
Débrd Soyon, YC-001 (no less than 64 texts), EMML 8509 (58 texts) and
London, BL Or. 8192 (37 surviving texts); the number of texts of the “Ura
Qirqos collection is difficult to ascertain given the current condition of preser-
vation of the parchment materials. Also, this specific form of collection has
received growing attention in recent times because it shows a dynamic attitude
towards the ancient Aksumite heritage and witnesses a process of reworking of
Late Antique excerpts within literary forms typical of the medieval period.

The manuscript is currently hardly accessible in its physical form, which
makes it impossible to survey many of its material characteristics.'> Despite its
importance for the study of early Ethiopic literature and scribal practice, it has
tangentially figured in few studies and has been very rarely consulted for criti-
cal editions. Therefore, this contribution intends to fill a long-standing gap in
the field and provide a precise identification of the texts transmitted.'> Such an
overview might serve as a basis for future editions and stimulate reflections on
the distribution of these texts.

11 Bausi, 2010.

12 The codex can only be observed in surrogate form at the National Library & Archives Agency
of Ethiopia (NALE) in Addis Ababa, while no updated information is extant on its present
condition. According to a recent visit by Rafal Zarzeczny, in 2016 the manuscript was still
located in the library of Tana Qirqos (Figs 3—4). It is to be hoped that digitisation initiatives
of Tana Qirqos’ library holdings will enable this important artefact to be more properly doc-
umented, also in view of the fact that microfilms tend to deteriorate over time.

The ‘Clavis Aethiopica’ (CAe) repertory, developed by the Beta masahoft project, is particu-
larly valuable in this respect. The collation of the incipits has facilitated precise correspond-
ences with works already recorded and indexed in the Beta masahaft database, while the col-
lation of the explicits has made it possible to verify whether the texts were complete or in-
complete, a circumstance which has brought the total of texts to 58 compared to the 57 count-
ed by Sergew Hable-Selassie. The last text to be identified is a fragmentary copy of the Gddld
Azqir (Bausi, 2022, p. 136 fn. 53), which stands out as this text is traditionally transmitted
within another archaic collection, that of the Gddld sdma‘tat, or ‘Acts of the Martyrs’. The
compresence and distribution of homilies and hagiographies in ancient books is a phenome-
non which claims for further investigation.
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2. — A conservative cursus of homilies

Like EMML 1763, the present manuscript documents different and paral-
lel phenomena of conservation of ancient, i.e. Aksumite, material. Both
homiliaries include texts also regularly copied in the Qerallos, that is the pa-
tristic collection translated in Aksumite times (texts nr 5, 42). In addition, both
homiliaries accommodate pieces recognized or suspected of being excerpted
from early Greek-based works which disappeared at a later time (texts nr 9,
10).4

Also, it can be noted that native homilies are statistically more frequent in
EMML 8509 than in any other homiliary,'> and that the overall number of texts
is higher in EMML 1763 due to the greater presence of translated homilies
(e.g. by John Chrysostom and Ephrem), not local productions. This can be in-
terpreted assuming that the Tana Qirqos homiliary was produced before some
newly translated homilies began to circulate in Ethiopia and paralleled (and
eventually replaced for specific liturgical “slots”) some local productions.

The same phenomenon can be observed through the lens of Chrysostom’s
popularity in the early homiliaries. Chrysostom knew an extraordinary fortune
in Ethiopia and was widely translated from Arabic from the fourteenth century
onwards.'® Yet, he is represented irregularly in this early generation of
homiliaries. Contrary to the other collections, EMML 8509 has only one text
attributed to the prolific author (nr 41)."” A plausible explanation is that

14 This has been positively demonstrated for text nr 9 (anonymous homily on Peter, Archbishop
of Alexandria, see Bausi and Camplani, 2016; Bausi, 2019, pp. 73—74) and has been hypothe-
sised for text nr 10 (anonymous homily on Frumentius, bishop of Aksum, see Villa, 2017).

I3 A quick survey shows that genuine productions, penned by native scholars (i.e. the Ethiopian

bishops Menas, Tewofolos, Elyas, Lulayanos, Yohannss, and the elusive “Orthodox™) or
transmitted anonymously but centered on a local saint, are the majority in EMML 8509, con-
trary to EMML 1763. As known, the “Orthodox” (Ratu‘a Haymanot) indicates one or more
likely several authors who, as stated in the incipit of text nr 20, did not give their real names
for reasons of modesty. This or these author(s) was/were certainly different from the compil-
er(s) of the texts transmitted in a later homiletic collection also called Ratu‘a Haymanot and
datable, at least in its primitive nucleus, to the second half of the fourteenth century; see Get-
atchew Haile, 1981b, pp. 112—13, “Rotu’a Haymanot” in EA4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 382b—83b
(by Getatchew Haile), and now Erho, 2024.

Lusini, 1988a. Detailed overviews of the homilies transmitted in Go‘az sub nomine Chrysos-

tomi are offered in Proverbio, 1998, pp. 59-90, and in “John Chrysostom” in Ede, vol. Il
(2007), p. 294b nr 33 (by W. Witakowski).

It is the “Homily by John Chrysostom on Mt 26:39 (Pater si possibile est)”, also attested in
the Mdshafi gobrd homamat or the Lectionary of the Holy Week (Proverbio, 1998, pp. 71—
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EMML 8509 predates the other homiliaries or that certain monastic communi-
ties, in particular Dabra Hayq dstifanos, were more exposed to new influences
than Tana Qirqos. In general, the Tana Qirqos homiliary seems somewhat
conservative in various respects as compared to the other homiliaries.

3. — Unconventional features and non-standard forms

A peculiar feature of MS EMML 8509 is the presence of hundreds and
hundreds of unconventional or even ‘odd’ spelling forms, deviating from those
of the standard Go‘az language (= SG). Such phenomena mostly involve ir-
regular or defective vocalization. In this respect, the Tana Qirqos homiliary is
not a unicum. Several manuscripts with a high density of unconventional or-
thography have been brought to light and studied in the recent past.'® All of
them come from Togray and certainly are of considerable age. However, as
compared to the other small-size and fragmentary sources, EMML 8509 un-
doubtedly appears to be the most extensive repository of such ‘idiosyncratic’
forms, and, despite the difficulty of research, a promising candidate for an in-
depth statistical study of these scribal phenomena.

Given the density of these non-standard forms and the existence of certain
serialities—to be verified with precision—it does not seem appropriate to re-
ject them as mere scribal errors. It is clear that an interpretation of these dis-
crepancies is challenged by numerous difficulties. First, the evidence is often
contradictory since the orthographic practice is not consistent throughout the
manuscript.'” Also, any explanation depends on whether the deviation is inter-
preted paleographically, or linguistically, or again as a mere sight error.

72). Text nr 36 is also attributed to Chrysostom in EMML 8509, while all other homiliaries
ascribe it to Ephrem (see the section on the textual content below).

18 Like the Dibri Ma‘so fragment (added as a flyleaf to the later MS Ethio-SPaRe MY-002, see
Nosnitsin and Bulakh, 2014), the fragment of a chant manuscript from Ma’asar G¥ohila
Mika’el (Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014), and the fragments of a chant manuscript from Ag“iza
Dibri Sahl in Gir‘alta (Nosnitsin, 2016; Nosnitsin, 2018). A detailed survey of the archaic
linguistic features attested in the Aksumite Collection (MS UM-039) has been recorded in
Bausi, 2023.

A marked discontinuity in the distribution of certain features implies, as emphasised in Bausi,
2023, pp. 163—64, that they are not due to the copyist’s initiative (the patina), but are inherit-
ed (fonds). In fact, if such features had been added by the copyist of EMML 8509, they would
be present with a certain degree of homogeneity throughout the codex. On patina and fonds
(or core), see Trovato, 2017, p. 231.

19



298 MASSIMO VILLA — RAFAL. ZARZECZNY

In order to illustrate the most salient features of the manuscript and for-
mulate hypotheses on their linguistic implications, a preliminary analysis was
conducted on portions corresponding to the incipit and explicit of all texts and
the full text of some sample homilies.?

A form like @17"1Ah- for SG @-7"1ah- (twice in nr 56) might well be
rejected as a scribal error. But it can also be better explained palaecographically
as one of the many examples of “partial vocalization”, that is an intentional
use of the first order for the others, as attested in several inscriptions and early
manuscripts.?! MS EMML 8509 offers abundant examples of “partial vocaliza-
tion”, with a statistical preference for the first order of @® for any of the others,
in particular in the preposition m-, which is often rendered as aav.

Again, a form like 7hVA nokahl for SG FAVA nokhal (nr 16) might also
be considered a sight error. But such a form matches with the common—yet
not systematic—spelling form N0t sabaht instead of SG A l-ht sabhat (nr
2,4,5,6,8,14,15,16, 17, 18,19, 21, 22).22 Such a metathesis between a and
the laryngeal #/h can be treated phonologically and possibly originates from a
substratum effect of the scribe’s language, in which the laryngeal was proba-
bly very weakly or no longer pronounced, like in several modern Ethio-
Semitic languages.

Again, cases of missing status constructus such as @717 : 1.9 (nr
1, 2, 4, 15, 49) and A% : 4247 (nr 5, 8, 9, 56) can be interpreted palaco-
graphically as a consequence of insufficient distinction between the first and
sixth orders of certain graphemes like ¢ and -I. Such a neutralization is attest-
ed in very early manuscripts like that of the Aksumite Collection,” but it is not
typical of EMML 8509, where all orders are well marked. Numerous other ex-
amples leave no doubts that another explanation is required in the domain of
the syntax. It seems that the status constructus was left intentionally unmarked
in certain syntagmata perceived as unitary and therefore not in need of a spe-
cial marking.

20 Homilies nr 6 (homily by Menas, bishop of Aksum, on 4bba Yohanni), 9 (anonymous homily
on Peter, Archbishop of Alexandria), 10 (anonymous homily on Frumentius, bishop of Ak-
sum), 40 (homily by Philo of Carpasia on the Pascha), and 56 (homily attributed to Astona,
bishop of Rome, on the observance of Sunday).

21 Such as the Débrd Ma‘so fragment (Nosnitsin and Bulakh, 2014, p. 577).
22 Also with suffix Méhrt:U- (16 twice) and Nlh-LPae-01 (20). To these, one can also add &2

Ol aga‘ze (10) instead of the expected agazi. Numbers in brackets indicate the text in which
the form is attested; see below the section on the textual content.

23 Where the head of the leg is slightly inclined leftwards in all orders (Bausi, Brita, Di Bella, et
al., 2020, p. 149).
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Other phenomena could be due to the interference of local varieties spo-
ken by the scribe or by the authors of the text/translation of the text. Could
these varieties be the ancestor of Tigrinya or Amharic? This would explain the
occasional presence (and coexistence) of Tigrinisms or Amharisms in the
manuscript. Amharisms are for instance the pronominal form (cf. fn. 33 be-
low), several occurrences of “?r+ mannu instead of @°% mdnnu “who” (nr 16,
17, 25, 30, 47, 53, 54); the form #4 “he knew him” in nr 13 (in early Ga‘oz,
‘wgq is restricted to imperatives and other non-indicative usage). Potential Ti-
grinisms are the negative form A£- (nr 6, on this form see below), the form
Chiv ra‘eku (nr 20), several forms of T-stems of the pattern &0
yatnabbdb (nr 21).24

Instances of multiple interpretation are not uncommon and require a criti-
cal evaluation of the non-standard forms. Beyond recording all forms, it is
crucial to establish correlations between them, in order to determine the most
likely underlying principle. Some phenomena deserve to be discussed in de-
tail.?s

3.a. HaC-> HaC

Enno Littmann already noted that in Epigraphic Go‘az (EG) the shift @ > 2
appears sporadically in a closed syllable after °, and documented forms of
“broken” plurals such as %hzab, >hmar, ‘shgur, plus “ongibenawe.”® Such a
shift, considered as a regional feature, has also been detected occasionally in
two early parchment fragments.?’ Although the graphic difference between A
and A is sometimes quite subtle, EMML 8509 provides many examples of ‘aC

> %C in closed syllable.?® The phenomenon also involves other laryngeals: in

24 Bausi 2023, pp. 165-66. Is it possible to correlate the presence of linguistic influences with

the provenance of individual texts? For instance, can it be that Tigrinya influence is restricted
to texts composed in Aksum? It is noteworthy that the ‘ay-negation is documented only in
one original composition, the homily by Menas of Aksum for the commemoration of 4bba
Yohanni.

25 We will avoid presenting widely known phenomena such as forms with archaic -e endings

(scarcely attested in this manuscript) or the non-application of the known rule of the larynge-
als -oHa- > ~dHa-.

26 See Littmann, 1913, p. 31; Drewes, 1991, pp. 387—88; Bausi, 2005, p. 153.

27 In the Ma’sar G¥ohila Mika’el fragment (AQ-F”7AA in Nosnitsin and Rabin, 2014, p. 73) and
in the Dibrd Ma‘so fragment (AAQ twice in Nosnitsin and Bulakh, 2014, p. 572).

2 Here some sample cases: @AT& h (6) instead of SG WATA h; AP (6) instead of SG AT
P©; NAI°M7 (6) instead of SG NAIMNY; AA (6, 14, 42, 47) instead of SG AA; AOTI-LPav-
(6, 10, 20), in one case (6) preceded by the erroneous reading AN which presupposes scrib-



300 MASSIMO VILLA — RAFAL. ZARZECZNY

text nr 6 the name of 4Abba Yohanni is systematically spelled $-eh'.; several
verbal forms follow a peculiar pattern when the third radical is a laryngeal,
like N& -t (nr 43) instead of SG N& vt and @P& A~ (nr 47) instead of SG
avht. One is tempted to explain all these forms with a single phonological
rule HaC- > HaC operating in closed syllable. However, this is not the only
possible explanation: since the manuscript also contains numerous forms of
change a > 2 in open syllables and/or in syllables containing no laryngeals,? it
remains to be verified whether this is a general phenomenon of sporadic
change a > 2.3°

3.b. The negative prefix

The SG negative prefix is obviously %- in all positions. Among the
spelling forms exhibited by EMML 8509 there are forms that can be explained
as an effect of a partial vocalization, where A stands for A.. Some case are less
clear: those with A.8- %y- (like @A LN"100-0v- and OALN"IONI>- “you
have not heard”, nr 56, for SG A.A"10hav-), and especially those with A8-
‘ay- (like in AR, nr 6, for SG A.ch'tA “he did not build” and AL0A, nr 6,
for SG A.0A)3! It is very attractive to correlate these latter forms with the
negative prefix ‘ay-, which is not unknown in Ethio-Semitic. Not only is it
found in Tigrinya, as part of the circumfix ha ‘ay-...-n, but is also attested in
the EG corpus. In the inscriptions, in fact, the negative is expressed with both
%i- and its allomorph * ‘ay-, the latter only before ya-, the 3rd sing. masc. prefix
of the imperfect and jussive forms.?? In our restricted corpus ‘ay- occurs be-
fore a perfect. Therefore, despite the formal identity, it remains dubious
whether it represents a late survival of the ancient epigraphic ‘ay- or rather a

al uncertainty due to the presence of a »-form already in the antigraph; @AN"I® (9) instead
of SG @A h®; ®RT1#7 (10) instead of SG MATIP; Aav (14,21, 38, 43) instead of SG
Aav; HR20N (55) instead of SG HAIN; @A77 1av-( (56) instead of SG AT Tav-(\; ACh
L£1av- (56) instead of SG ACAHLNaAD-,

2 E.g. £ 4A (7) instead of £&A; 9°74.00 and TN4Pav- (8) instead of @ 74.01 and -TN&Pav-;
A PGA (9) instead of A MG hH; PP (15) instead of PGUIPT; P47, &2, “Trt
(16) instead of P4, &2, Trt; & €PN, (24) instead of LPN..

Whatever phonetic explanation is put forward, the phenomenon itself is remarkable and must
have been rather widespread, since it most probably accounts for the modern Amharic $49%
‘Saturday’ instead of the expected & P92. I am grateful to the reviewer for his/her precious
comments on this topic.

30
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Spelling ‘iy- for ’i- may well be the result of the same phenomenon mentioned below in fn. 37.

The two forms were then leveled: Tigre and SG only have %-, and Tigrinya has ay-...-n (Bu-
lakh, 2012, p. 391).
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potential Tigrinism (see fn. 24), or again an archaizing restitution of a marker
perceived as erudite.

3.c. Prepositional and suffix pronouns in 2

Several texts display a series of personal pronouns of the first and second
person which are based on a A- [o- prepositional stem instead of A- /i- or A.-
li-. These forms seem to have a certain frequency throughout the corpus con-
sidered.** Also, the pronominal suffix for “us” or “our” appended to nouns and
prepositions is sometimes -7 -n2 instead of - -nd.>*

3.d. Consonantal orthography

As known, the most conspicuous feature in the evolution of the Go‘az
consonantal system affects the transmission of laryngeal and sibilant pho-
nemes, which merge in the latter stage of the language. As a consequence, in
almost all the manuscript corpus the following sets of graphemes appear inter-
changeable: #/0, U/dh/71, ®/0, /0. While some early manuscripts seem to pre-
serve an accurate memory of the ancient orthography, consistent with the EG
data pool and corroborated by etymological comparison,® this is not the case
of EMML 8509, where fluctuation and inconsistencies between the said sets of
consonants are the norm. Obviously, any text of the collection must be consid-
ered in itself. This stands true not only because each text might have inde-
pendently inherited its specific orthography from its own antigraph, but also
because preservation of the ancient consonantal orthography only makes sense
for texts tracing back to the Aksumite age (fourth—seventh cent.): it is not sur-
prising at all to find inconsistencies and exchanges in texts translated from Ar-
abic (which, as much old as they are, are all post-Aksumite), while a con-
sistent and etymologically reliable orthography might potentially be sugges-
tive of a very old age, for instance, for native homilies like those transmitted
under the authorship of one of the bishops of Aksum.

Finally, no surprise if the EMML 8509 extensively displays neutralization
between the first and the fourth orders after a laryngeal (e.g. alternation -1/

3 N\ (17, 23, 38 twice, 50) for SG A'r; ®ANGP- (29) for SG MANGP-; MM (32) for SG MA,
+0; Ahav- (37, 57) for SG Ahav~; A (40) for SG Al AYL (25, 40) for SG ATL.. These lo-
forms call to mind the Amharic prepositional suffix pronouns appended to verbs.

M ORIEAT (6, 38) for SG NAFEAT; NPT (27) for SG N7 A“MATYL (28) for SG A“M.A
7L; 0.A7 (32) for SG H.AY.

35 As shown, e.g., in the Dibri Ma‘so fragment (Bulakh, 2014, p. 205) and in the Abba Gérima
Gospels (Bulakh, 2024).
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2N0), for the well-known rule Ha/Ha > Ha was already operative as early as the
sixth century.3

4. — Preliminary conclusions

In conclusion, a major challenge is to disambiguate as much as possible
truly orthographic phenomena like “partial vocalization™’ from linguistic
phenomena due to the influence of either the substratum or the contemporary
pronunciation of Gao‘az, which at this period appears to be largely reflected in
the writing. Another challenge is to distinguish what is patina, that is the for-
mal layer due to the initiative of the copyist who applied his own writing and
formal standards, and what is fonds (or core), that is the layer transmitted and
inherited from the ancestors of each single text.

Extensive fluctuation and heterogeneity in the spelling inform that this
manuscript predates the establishment (or re-establishment) of a codified or-
thographic standard, which will be adopted exclusively in the scribal tradition
from the fourteenth century on. This standard, represented by MS EMML
1763, possibly was the result of institutionally encouraged homogenisation. It
is therefore likely that the Tana Qirqos homiliary is the earliest known witness
to this typology of homiletic collection and that the manuscript is dated to the
thirteenth century at the latest. The manuscript is, together with the codex of
the Aksumite Collection, one of the largest ancient (pre-fourteenth century)
non-biblical codices known so far. Contrary to the Aksumite Collection, the
Tana Qirqos homiliary also contains a number of original Go°az pieces for
which it is the earliest witness survived to us.

However, orthography does not support an exceptionally old age of the
manuscript, since all phonological phenomena of late Go°az, like consonantal

36 On this rule, see Diem, 1988, pp. 252-54. Interestingly, the same fluctuation seems to affect
to a certain extent w: HP?-0h (1) for SG HOUNN “that he granted to you”, @PUNT “he gave
us” (35) for SG @@UNY, &.'1P “he sent” (56) for &.10. Since in almost all cases it is the verb
wdhabd “to give”, with a laryngeal as second radical, one might assume that the spelling P is
used to mark a regressive assimilation of the vowel across the laryngeal (wdhabd > wahabd,
spelled as <wahaba>). The last example &7P “he sent” seems to contradict this hypothesis,
although the chain &¥P = A°M.A : 1hC, with °immediately after the verb, leaves open the
possibility that the laryngeal played a role here too.

37 A different orthographic phenomenon which deserves further investigation is the employment

of y and w in correspondence of stressed i/e and u: e.g., &L "16L-1 (23) instead of SG NL>
&t A N@-£ (45) instead of SG NANY. See also the negative prefix %y- for %- mentioned
above in @A LATION-aD- and OA LATIONAP- “you have not heard” (nr 56) for SG
A.0770 nav-,
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merging and neutralization of the vowel length, are widely attested. In addi-
tion to these, the manuscript displays certain tendencies which will be later
abandoned in medieval Go°az, like the sporadic passage a > a2, the pronominal
series in /a-, and perhaps the presence of the allomorph ‘ay- as a negative
marker. It is not clear at this stage whether these tendencies are to be consid-
ered as regional or archaizing features.’

5. — Description of the textual content

The manuscript contains 58 textual units. Clavis identifiers,?® incipit
(Inc.), explicit (Expl.) and a short note containing textual witnesses and bibli-
ographical references are provided for each textual unit. The bibliography has
been kept to a minimum and mostly provides references on the edition and
translation of the Ethiopic text. Bibliographic references on the Classical and
Oriental versions of individual texts, which require separate study, have not
been considered or have been considered exceptionally. No information has
been provided on the structural features of the manuscript. Their description is
dependent on direct examination of the artefact, which is impossible without a
research stay in Tana Qirqos. To date, scholars must still rely on the prelimi-
nary information provided almost forty years ago by Sergew Hable-Selassie.*

Editorial signs used in the incipit/explicit are the following: \\ text illegi-
ble due to erasure or general damage; ...] text is present but illegible in the
microfilm; [text] text reconstructed by the cataloguers; a*** text added supra
lineam.

1. Fols lra—4rb: Homily by the “Orthodox” on John the Baptist (CAe
6600).

Inc. ex abrupto from fol. 1va (fol. 1r is nearly illegible): ... ®AI°L14 : 1
Ah : aPOA : 070 : ANLT : ONN T £ CAA : & : Ad-4"1 2 Adav : AVP
2 Bhel ¢ ONCANALY ¢ Adov : 070 : AOTE- ¢ ANTTY : Q. ¢ hooly- ¢
ALY AMLA  NchC 2 AP i h@RAY, : ST : H7L T A 9°001A : 0005
N : OCH : QAAALT : &7H : 0701 : L& ¢ 1410 : TNCAA : P°ALN « h9°

3 On the variety of plausible explanations, see Marcel Cohen in Grébaut, 1931-1934, p. 27,
Bausi, 2023, p. 167.

39 Next to each title is provided the ‘Clavis Aethiopica’ (CAe) reference number and, when ex-
isting, the ‘Clavis Patrum Graecorum’ (CPG) reference number. The former allows to find
the corresponding work record in the Beta masahoft database (see <https://betamasaheft.eu/
works/list>).

40 Sergew Hable-Selassie, 1987, pp. 9-10.
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20 ¢ (from now cf. EMML 1763, fol. 5ra) 4°M.A : NduC = 710 = “76.£9° : OH
Al N 2 PSP« LAVS 1 ThT0 : AALAN 2 0PPOHA 1 T01E: : NavHav-
Gt BYC « ONA7 N : QYA £ HETRN 1 P90 : Na0 711 47101 1 AN
av : NCOEN : Tr f A710T F 09PLC

Expl., fol. 4ra: Qhav : SAA : aF hG : MTOLOFav- : AR P77 : S1é,
v 2 hehA 2 Hav'rH = RAOC £ P70 : (fol. 4rb) A°MLA £ NehoC £ A7H, ¢
ra-: 949° : Ach%- ¢ A0t Hoel: 2 O @ ORDEBT 2 909° @ 9A9° 1 A7D
7 O8AA : 0 ATLT : OATLT =

Cf. EMML 1117 (varia, 2), pp. 3—11; EMML 1763 (1), fols 3ra—vb, 5ra-9rb;
Paris, BnF Eth. Abb. 54 (= Conti Rossini 169) (VLb), fols 110ra—117rb (Conti
Rossini, 1913, p. 42, nr 169); London, Eth. Windsor II, fols 33r—104r (Ullendorff,
1953, p. 74); Ethio-SPaRe UM-045 (II-1), fols 4ra—vb and 6ra—11vb; Lucchesi 52
(2), fols 16ra—24rb (Zarzeczny, 2020, p. 638); YC-001, fols 2ra—4vb.

2. Fols 4rb—6va: Homily by Menas, bishop [of Aksum], on the True Cross
(CAe 6513).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 4rb): # 1-N%A : aPNPA :

Inc.: &CA7 : B0 : RAN : TIC : QA7 : AN-C 2 aond 2 0100 : Ao-A-
N: hPsL : &M : SIRC : A7t : A%M.A : NduC : Al 2 AFEC : O lA : @
LGt RPE 2 ACAP ¢ HAOAT ¢ NPME : OAL : A°MLAT ¢ SR ®-FT : (AT«
NAleLT : ®0N0hT £ hoo : 14,7« ARMLA ¢ (¢

Expl., fol. 6va: ®A°M.A : G £ 0171LA 1 aoOPh- = SOACHT : A AT : @
LN : Rl 2 R P72 hav 1 BAGAT : av 31t : AT1.0F : (NGO = ALK
0 2 A9MAYT  Hoel: £ Q0T 2 OATLH ¢ @BARY, ¢ 9°0A ¢ P50 : a0 : 08
AL : OHATY, : WAGAI® : GA9° = K0T =

Cf. EMML 1763 (3), fols 10rb—vb, 4ra—vb, 1lra—14ra; EMML 9185, fols
23ra-b, 25ra—26rb; Paris, BnF Eth. Abb. 54 (= Conti Rossini 169), fols 118vb—
125va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045 (II-7), fols 77rb—78vb, 12ra—15vb, 76ra—vb, 75ra,
leaves in disorder; YC-001, fols 7ra—9vb. Ed., tr. in Getatchew Haile, 2018, pp.
112-25.

3. Fols 6va—9vb: How Helen found the true Cross (CAe 6171).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 6va): 0aM7 : 9770 :

Inc.: @y 1 NaPPOA 1 POAPTPTN 2 AL ¢ T/t NAN, 2 4.8 + Ao,
At NduC : ORI 77T 1 @G 1 ANLA b OBAT ¢ AAT 1 N
9 : @H-"1: DAL (1AD 2 A : 5P Dwpofo: Ad) ¢ (F-1 : HAMLA £ N
duC 1 AN ¢ @-0vE-l ¢ @DV ¢ ORI ¢ OANTAHTLT] : Hhao : Tho-F :
ONA = A°MMAT : A.C0N = NCAFN «

Expl., fol. 9vb: ARA = BRI : (ACHFN : L@~ : ORTINF ¢ BVN4- ¢ T
HO 2 AAN 2 ONOCTT 2 ACT0N ¢ hov : ool d-ov- : ARA @ LLNCY ¢
AAAN : £LNN- : NFA : 9°0A : @A : ARMLAT ¢ AYA9° £ FAT° : hLT =
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Cf. EMML 1763 (6), fols 23ra—27ra; EMML 9185, fols 19rb—23ra; Ethio-
SPaRe UM-045 (11I-6), fols 75ra—vb and 79rb—vb; YC-001, fols 9vb—13rb. Ed., tr.
in Getatchew Haile, 2018, pp. 150-61; cf. also Witakowski, 2001; Guerrier and
Grébaut, 1925-1926.

4. Fols 9vb—15ra: Homily by Menas, bishop of Aksum, on the 70
Disciples and 318 Holy Fathers of Nicea (CAe 6514).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 9vb): # MNH->7 : o030 :

Inc.: &CAT : K50 = RAN : AN 2 TGN : HANOY® : OATF 1 A NG : AC
LRt OORFT ¢ P5OT : AOO- 2 AA 2 03PF ¢ I NA : CEF0L : R34
BC 1 QRS : WARU- ¢ H A= = A°M.A = chC : A 2 (fol. 10ra) GR& @ I~
A A 2 P2T7 2 OONF 2 ARTLE £ 12719 : £1M0A £ 4590 £ AGA9° : P
Mt WA : hav 2 (- HEBAI®T : (VE 2 AT FA : A2 LNk hlo
T« HA%A9® ¢

Expl., fol. 15ra: ®NC9L" « BNGAT : AAT : a0 71t 1 A0 : 19°1
t ONAFPET + O0A : ARMLAYT ¢ AP0 : NCOFN @ HAE: 2 9°0A ¢ Al
U= : DO 2 OADH ¢ OFPNA ¢ a0 740 PGN 2 OLARLYL ¢ OHATY, ¢ OAGI° :
WG° : K7L =

Cf. EMML 1763 (7), fols 27rb—33va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045 (II-9), fols 80ra—
vb, 81ra-b; YC-001, fols 13va—17vb.

5. Fols 15ra—16ra: Homily by Cyril, archbishop of Alexandria, on the
sons of Zebedee (CAe 6598, CPG 5246).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 15ra): 0& ¥ : HNS.9N :

Inc.: £CA7 : HPCAN = AP : RAAT : HAA : DNZLCE : OAF £ 094« ¢
AN 2 OTVAR 2 AP av 1 DA : POk 2 HCESYT £ 1871971 : RAAT : haoh
Cav- : @paeNhfao- : APG-AT : Q- 1 7IC 1 BO-HE : ANoP 1 e < 47
7 @0t 1 GA9° 2 OTLCOP- : TIC ¢ WL 2 (NoP 2 X chG 2 OO0, LT
% 1 P57 : aAPC : LA AN A 2 TICAaD-

Expl., fol. 15vb: B2 t RAI°L-LT : adPoYLav- : ADAPT : OLNAR ¢
Ot 2 Hh7 2 aoCh s HGAL : 1871 « HA L P + (NCHFN : Hoerk: ¢ N0
+: A9Aav : (fol. 16ra) 909" : A™27 : @SNA-: A W : A7 ¢ OA
T =

Cf. EMML 1763 (8), fols 33vb—34vb; YC-001, fols 17vb—18va. Also found
in the Aksumite patristic collection called Qerallos; ed. in Weischer, 1979a, pp.
54-61; for a more extensive bibliography, see Zarzeczny, 2020, pp. 434-35.

6. Fols 16ra—17rb: Homily by Menas, bishop of Aksum, on Abba Yohanni
(CAe 4051).
Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 16ra): HAQ = $-ch's, ¢
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Inc. L2CA7T < 000 : P50 = 7150 : AAN « $AN : HANGY® : VA7 P
L0 : @000 : A0 : b = 0N : HOC ALY £ A 2 av9OC 2 5L : TP
é 2 N0 + % 1 hB@Fav- : (\A™T7 1 't HH, 1 2400 ANar : (), : 1avAp,.P
4t A7 : HDL ¢ AL P 1 9°NA 1 @-50, : @LAINC : ANav : HEHAE v <
&t ACAY : AP°PS-NT : aPRAWGT ¢

Expl., fol. 17tb: @7h@-C : NavGHpav- : APS-A47 : hav : ICHA 2 “1VA :
O WET : NOAF = T3 ¢ NALHN : NCATN ¢ HAE: 2 NOhT ¢ AR 2 OOA
£t @avaN : P50 : o(fol. 17rb)Aanh : AZAI° : IA9° : A727 : @LA- £ i~
O il 2 AT ORTLT

Cf. EMML 1763 (10), fols 35vb—37va; EMML 7602, fols 108ra—109ra;
EMML 9185, fols 34va—37ra; Paris, BnF Eth. 132, fols 42ra—43rb; Roma, ANL
CR 125 (XII1.4), fol. 5ra (fragm.); Ethio-SPaRe UM-046 (I-37), fols 191va-
194vb; Ethio-SPaRe ADMY-003, fols 3ra—7va; YC-001, fols 18va—19va. See
Nosnitsin, 2018, pp. 299-300.

7. Fols 17rb—19rb: Homily by the “Orthodox” on Michael the Archangel
(CAe 3962).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 17rb): = MLhi.A =

Inc.: &CAY : HCR0 2 1871571 « H& LA « OATF £ N0-0 : @P50 : “Lhk,
A AP aPARDT ¢ oP@-y, 2 RDOC 2 THNC ¢ 0% AR 2 @7LGT ¢
HOA £ : ONNC : @999° : Hovpd s P50 : Adov @ (04T = 2740, ¢
T4 ¢ A2 SPCE: HO 2 A0 @ OHNILC ¢ OHavFRYE 2 °2C ¢
ANap : B, 1 av &5 IO7LA £ (lhov £ A“1L 1 W70 : N9°LCYh. «

Expl., fol. 19tb: ®AL 1Yt : ®AAR: : MR LAT : hov : TNI°C : AA“MLA ¢
N ¢ @TCHN 2 T~ 2 OD00- 2 WBAT:  OAT  9°0A = Ao~ 1 PG4,
V- Hoel: 2 Ol : NG : DA : OOAL : @av L0 2 P50 : OLARILY :
OHAFL, : NGO : F0I° : W7LT

Cf. YC-001, fols 72ra—76vb. The homily has a wide circulation as it is
traditionally transmitted in the Darsand Mika’el collection, mostly as monthly
reading for 12 Miyazya and occasionally for 12 Tah$a$§ (cf. Vatican City, BAV
Aeth. 121 (3), cf. Grébaut and Tisserant, 1935, p. 489). Ed., tr. in Budge, 1894 ¢ in
Tisfa Gibri Sollase, 1954 E.C., pp. 107—14; cf. also Marrassini, 1987, p. 83.

8. Fols 19rb—21rb: Homily by the archbishop Doroteos/Doratewos on
Menas the Martyr (CAe 1616).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 19rb): 1“5 :

Inc.: MN@® 1 A : OOAL : O340 ¢ PG50 2 SCAT 2 HNO6 : L olif
0z AP ARAF : QA7 £ 000 2 TLT0 £ W10 < 000 : hPLE : Aa-fen ¢ &
¥IC « @0, ¢ (fol. 19va) VA®- : AA 1 FAIr ¢ FOLPav- 1 TPP : HA LOTE
At A9T7 : aTNC 1 AMLA £ NG : 0400, ¢ PS-ALU- £ ANae : NADAT av-
LG avFea : P50 ¢
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Expl., fol. 21rb: @FdC4.0m- = HN : N A- = A9°AN : A°M.A ¢ chC ¢ A,
A7 a3y 2 RPPNA- ¢ a0 TNPLY- : ANSNT ¢ 07N DA AR
A : NOCFT : OFTRN T : AR : OOAL : @aPTE0 : P50 = Haok: 2 LA ¢
N0ht ¢ 0NN 2 oAb 1 0908 : Hiek @ OO : ASA9° ¢ A9° = AL
7t ALY

Cf. EMML 1763 (13), fols 57vb—60rb; YC-001, fols 29ra-30vb (here
attributed to Dorotewos); EMML 9185, fols 42va—44rb (here Doratoyotas). Cf.
also Zarzeczny, 2025, pp. 143—44.

9. Fols 21rb—22rb: Anonymous homily on Peter, Archbishop of Alexan-
dria (CAe 6522).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 21rb): # N&APCH = @N"I4
$0 :

Inc.: &CA7 : ZA PN : @480 : @TLAR : TV : LTLN : Heh®l : hav :
TP : OTLAL 2 (A 2 A AN7LELEL MO0 2 971 : ARA=N : @¥4av 1 R
LN : RAN 2 AN 1 O922CE 2 ONAKE ¢ PAD-NT ¢ OON0E 2 LEPGT ¢
ooV~ : Wik : ACYT ¢ hovhae : P : KRN0 1 $R0 : HAAOMNZLLE ¢ LF
2Nk ¢ PAO-NT 1 OAH ¢ hCEP ¢ (1Aoav- ¢ Aav@-(Efav- ¢ £04- 1 AdA,
U : A%PW0Par- : N1 L7197 : ARMLA & hC ¢

Expl., fol. 22rb: @h% : 471071 : (PLav : (14 : ®hPF : 00k : AN0-0 ¢
APCN: AP : AT : oav (), 1 VLTITT : 00l 2 PR G WSOT ¢ BT
Tt AFPER £ A%09° £ IA9° : ONH : LR RY, : GAI° : hOLT = ==

Cf. EMML 1763 (18), fols 79rb—80va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fols 125va—
126vb (inc.) and 105r-v (expl.). Ed., tr. in Getatchew Haile, 1980. The text “proves
to be nothing else but a collage of excerpts” from a portion of the History of the
Episcopate of Alexandria, a historiographical text translated from Greek in the
Aksumite age (Bausi and Camplani, 2016, p. 253). On the role of this text for un-
derstanding how an Ethiopic corpus of literary productions emerged in the post-
Aksumite age, see Bausi, 2019, pp. 71-74.

10. Fols 22rb—23rb: Anonymous homily on Frumentius, bishop of
Aksum, concerning the introduction of Christianity into Ethiopia (CAe 1612).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 22rb): QAN = AA“7 :

Inc.: £CAY £ KPS0 : ON0-0 : F&ULTMA = RAN : BAN : HANGY® : BV
® : by, : A71e-Tnav- 2 (H 2 by 2 PCOES ¢ NduCav- 2 (1NaP £ & ch§ £ (M ¢
0y : A 2 0A@-CTNov- : NCNHELT + Advd-h £ AN, @ MNGv- 1 TLLAEN < A,
P : POOE : AVPA 2 BCAS : A 2 vl : AION, ¢ ORIK A £ °00U- 1 1
Ahol: : &bd : RPPRNTTLY ¢ ORNTILP v 1 ARG @ FL7LTPEN : oAhA
At KNP0 2 ON& h 2 havCav- 1 hLP 2 OMMC ¢ CRS : A 1 HéAo : 01N
hC : A0, ¢
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Expl., fol. 23rb: QA7 « Wrk: : ADRL : Th¢- : AdA-E : N4 : oA
nav- : ThA7 1 @90.°7 : FVE 2 AOAT ¢ UG : AN6-0 : @PSN : AT D
av : 908 : N9 : TMC £ hov : LR hY : Ak : AVE 2 AU 1 AR“MLA
7 £ AP0 NCOFN 2 9°NA £ 0740 1 PG0 : AGAT° £ GAI° £ RTLT = =

Cf. EMML 1763 (21), fols 84va—86ra; YC-001, fols 48vb—49vb; EMML
6620, fols 12v, 18, 23, in scriptio inferior (Erho, 2025a, p. 420). Ed., tr. in Get-
atchew Haile, 1979; a new edition is under preparation by Aaron Butts. On the re-
lationship between this text and other accounts on the Christianization of Ethiopia,
see Marrassini, 2014, pp. 55-56; Villa, 2017. In all likelihood the homily relies on
an Aksumite translation of an excerpt taken from Socrates Scholasticus’ Historia
Ecclesiastica (Villa, 2017).

11. Fols 23rb—24vb: Homily by Jacob [of Serug] on the Annunciation and
on the blessed Virgin Mary and Elizabeth, for the First Sunday of Advent or
‘the preaching of Christmas’ (CAe 1633).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 23rb): NA-0t : 1G =

Inc.: QNa® : A : OOAL : @aPFLN 1 P50 2 LCAT 1 HAO : Lo$0: N
A7t AOE 2 LT 2 OORTT 2 T1LLI° ¢ ORAANT : OAL : A°NMLA ¢ ch
C: Nkl : PO HASTTIC : U0 ¢ PA : HEHIOC : O-hth : 0N01%A 2
(A : HAY°L 2 Sn0E : WOt @ QA0AS : CAND : hav : Ad0h : BSh @ WA :
0PN 1 AO-A : 070 : AN : ORAD-LN : -0 1 KATE ¢ BY9IC + héC : NP
A 270 HAYPO : ALE £ W70 2 ARl : N : OAL : RA%MLA £ (¢

Expl., fol. 24vb: @ACTST ¢ G571 : NAANULT ¢ NA AT : I ¢ TLA
Lt avNd 2 YL NOLA 2 LN TN T16L9° 2 ORRICL : av s I
Q- : HENA : aPAAN : Aov-T 2 @Ak AGAN ¢ OAGAT° : F09° 1 A7LT 1 DA
“Pr =

Cf. EMML 1763 (19), fols 80va—82rb; EMML 9185, fols 15ra—16ra; London,
BL Or. 774 (1), fols 6ra—7vb; London, BL Or. 775 (1), fols 2ra—4vb; Gundd Gunde
64 (1), fols 1ra—3va; Gundd Gunde 158 (1), fol. 1r—v (fragm.); UNESCO X.80,
from Dima Giyorgis, fols 1ra—2vb; Ethio-SPaRe AP-005 (I-1), fols 3ra—4rb; Ethio-
SPaRe MGM-003 (I-1), fols 1ra—3rb; YC-001, fols 45vb—47ra. Ed., tr. in Tedros
Abraha, 2019, pp. 82-93. Tedros Abreha rightly observes that, given the age of the
surviving witnesses, Guidi’s proposal to date the translation of Jacob of Serug’s
homilies to the age of Zér’a Ya“qob should be backdated by at least a century, and
most likely even more.

12. Fols 24vb—26vb: Homily by Jacob [of Serug] on the Visit of Mary to
Elizabeth, for the Second Sunday of Advent or ‘the Light’ (CAe 1683).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 24vb): 0-1CY7 :

Inc. &CO%Y : HAN : LOP : HOCYTT : @bl 2 TLAL ¢ AALLT & AN
NAT : 070 ] ANaD  RTTIN ] PA : HAGT 1 RA9°AAY ¢ T¢-00 : 10L
CEP7 : LN : OAL LT 2 NLA £ ZN\eh : @906 & 1N 2 N\TARI® - ¢
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LFON 2 BOh 2 NWFRTN £ 040G 2 B LP 1 OANANT : AFD 2 19°06-1 ¢ WFHR
@-C : P NCTT7 1 \NPR A 2 B eh 2 O TAOON : AaPHLA 2 OLF0

Expl., fol. 26vb: @A BLA- : ALPNNT : ORTL: ¢ T FARN : (7]~
AD-4 : ORT 1 2NN ALNA : ACAL 1 RN t hav- : AT 1 PLTIC 1 HAA
ot Hoel: 2 NN £ A9A9° 2 GA9° 1 W07 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (20), fols 82rb—84va;, EMML 9185, fols 16ra—17va;
London, BL Or. 774 (2), fols 7vb—10ra; London, BL Or. 775 (2), fols 4vb—8va;
Gundé Gunde 64 (2), fols 3vb, 48ra—49vb, 4ra—vb; Gundi Gunde 158 (2), fols 1v-
4r; UNESCO X.80, from Dima Giyorgis, fols 2vb—5ra; Ethio-SPaRe AP-005 (I-2),
fols 4va—6rb; Ethio-SPaRe MGM-003 (I-2), fols 3rb—6ra; YC-001, fols 47ra—
48vb; BAYV, Pont. Coll. Et. 1 (4), fols 28ra—29rb (fragm.). It is the second part of
the preceding homily; ed., tr. in Tedros Abraha, 2019, pp. 94—-109.

13. Fols 26vb—28va: Homily by Jacob [of Serug] on the Vision of Joseph,
for the Third Sunday of Advent or ‘the Shepherd’ (CAe 1666).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 26vb): = N15°AY. «

Inc. &CA7 : HAN ¢ Lo : FNLT & T9M0A £ (L3 : ONLLI° : hav &
Al WPk AN : (& ch ¢ L ¢ TOAL 1 NAT 1 APPAPLET ¢ TN :
LG : OARGPL : Naw : §TVEF 1 T1LL09° : L7910 £ N\ &P 1 (16-AP 2 W50 2 ORT
[NL)T 1 &7 ¢ TRt 1 O[ATAT : PLNT : OACKALYT : [N]NC ¢ @Fch
b2 91497 1 NN 04V : ONLTAG : N[C]N0-T : DANTIY :

Expl., fol. 28va: @ao°)), : PP : GAI° : hav : AL : A°M.A ¢ (¢
O-xk : (FN: @Ak WA HFONT : hov @ PanBP 1 ARSI° 1 Hivt: 1 O
At : OReBT 1 9P0A 1 AY- 1 @0F40 1 P50 1 OLARLY ¢ OHALYL : OAY
(VA T VAR N ¥

Cf. EMML 1763 (23), fols 88rb—90va; EMML 9185, fols 17va—19rb;
London, BL Or. 774 (3), fols 10ra—12vb; London, BL Or. 775 (3), fols 8vb—12rb;
Gundd Gunde 64 (3), fols 4va—7vb; Gundd Gunde 158 (3), fols 4rb—6va;
UNESCO X.80, from Dima Giyorgis, fols 5rb—7rb; Ethio-SPaRe AP-005 (I-3),
fols 6ra—8ra; Ethio-SPaRe MGM-003 (I-3), fols 6ra—8vb; YC-001, fols 51va—53ra;
BAV, Pont. Coll. Et. 1 (5), fols 29va-31rb (fragm.). It is the third part of Jacob of
Serug’s homily on the Annunciation; ed., tr. in Tedros Abraha, 2019, pp. 110-25.

14. Fols 28va-30rb: Homily by the bishop Basil concerning the
Archangels Michael and Gabriel (CAe 4116).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 28va): N NCH-A :

Inc.: &&=t : “LhkA : @VNCHA : AP 2 avARRT 1 (fol. 28vb) £°CA7 ¢
HOAALN 2 NN 2 RN 2 HCRO ¢ 1867157k : QA7 T @ avARNT : wavAlet :
NA7T : 127997  : AAD : Ao : N0 : (LT 2 NCOEST 2 R7H « hovll « PA
Ff ATH : \NTLC £ FAA, 2 HavpN = PO\ HBOA A LAPAR 2 ANT : (AR
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TUA MG :NCT = OhOA = TLLAT 2 AT 2 ooy 2 @Ak AMLA : NhC
Al 2 aomy : TA 1 7ehY £ ANaD : HOTANDA : 4978 : 09°LC -

Expl., fol. 30rb: @Al A- : MU ¢ L1 7F : RO0N : NCOEN : AN 2 ap
Ml Hael: 2 Q0T = OahebT : 000 : OT1-£:4 : @avADT = 19°LCYh, -
NA72.0F : NOMCEL : ONPALT : AOAI® : 09" : A7 =

Cf. Paris, BnF Abb. 54 (CR 169) fols 91vb—95vb; EMML 1763 (22), fols
86ra—88ra; YC-001, fols 50ra—51rb; EMML 6620, fols 17, 24, 83, 85, 88, 90, in
scriptio inferior (Erho, 2025a, p. 420).

15. Fols 30rb—34vb: Homily by the “Orthodox” on the Nativity (CAe
6550).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 28va): 1.5 ¢

Inc.: &CA7 : N9A £ 1T : PLOTF : A7F : Bl 1 ALk AP D1 ¢
AL 2 NCOFN 2 HELN £ G 187k : \8AL : OAT : "7 2 9ol ¢
OILA 1 GRS 2 ON%GA 2 ORIV HANA ¢ NhC 2 HovPlA : A0 ¢ HD
av : 3,107 : L5t 2 Thlet : ARIP : Al : 08T aOPH, £ 0.P ¢ T
Lt : B10 : ORI LRI, : UE ¢ a7V 2 10T ¢ SO IOT ¢ Ahaw ¢ Hav
Pris. : ANA = ANNT ¢ M0k @ ADLD- : ®NOLE: ¢ -TAHNH ¢ O1TNL ¢ AavTy
T 1 PSTIP : NAA, -

Expl., fol. 34vb: ®O19A9°Y, : H&EAPK & : ANAA : @O0 : @AV 7)ot 2 (1
M0 £ HAGAP® : A : N6 : Na0R At : HAU- : 0 At(fol. 34vb)U- ¢ AL ¢
OOAL : @GN + P50 1 Haerk: : NN 2 7] LA : ©ONL : ®LRILY : OHA
b1 1 AGAT° : GAT° 1 RTLT

Cf. EMML 1763 (24), fols 90va—96va; EMML 9185, fols 122rb—126vb; YC-
001, fols 95ra—99ra; EMML 6620, fols 130, 133, 140, 143, 169, 170, in scriptio
inferior (Erho, 2025a, p. 420).

16. Fols 34vb—36va: Homily by Theophilos/Tewofalos, [bishop] of
Aksum, on the Nativity (CAe 6517).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 34vb): # MN73- : 1.5 «

Inc.: &CA7T : Hhdofio 1 NN 2 BAN 2 HANMI® £ 977 1 BNIC 2 T18A ¢
AM.A ¢ NhC : OLMC ¢ hav 1 BN10 : 0 : N NATU- 1 AL 2 A07 : £h
A 7P 2 O0LL = NOhTU- 2 ARMLA : NchC ¢ "%k = HIE 2 0404 : AN
A P9 RTH 2 AAD : GPLT £ Achh £ NAN 2 NATAAY- : @R : LAY : @
oY : &I ST ¢ AovPL 1 OHALTINT : OANA- ¢ HUA- @ @-0r] 2 P
C £ LOF : a7 2 RINE 2 @0 2 Vet hoo @ ROMLA : choC 2 GO ¢

Expl., fol. 36rb: @AGEEE: ¢ ARMA : NhC ¢ @NA : hov : (R
ThWA : hav : H991av : OF A-k: ¢ (104 ¢ (fol. 36va) 1& « 7~ : @7CHAN :
PIUA : OD0LY- 2 Ado @ SavR R : MNOED- ¢ B0T7 1 W PPy ¢ Oav@-37 ¢ fe
&k : AT : OAGTC  GAI° : AT

Cf. EMML 1763 (26), fols 100ra—102rb; YC-001, fols 100va—102rb.
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17. Fols 36va—39rb: Homily by Jacob [of Serug], the “Orthodox”, on the
Nativity (CAe 6605).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 36va): 095 :

Inc.: &CAT £ HCEO < 1871971  HAO ¢ L0801 : HRLN : MA7H : ALk«
Ao e 2 ALMN : NCO-FO 1 avTd : 0L : M 2 RMLA : G 2 1AL
At ONS- : HavR & : AN L2877 £ 909° 1 v TSV L7900 2 AloA-:
ANCA : 1A : AhN : @77 1 LAA : 19167k : HALTSTV. : A0 : 0TVt @
AL @ 1 hPdU- : ONRTT : Wk : A 2 a70C : @Ak 2 AH ¢ A ¢ Rav
P £ ANE : OONGT £ “18L ¢

Expl., fol. 39rb: ®0héT = HOALA : T14.89° 1 hrotédich : OANCY : NG
A9° : NOMT 2 AL HES® 1 At : OAL < hao : BhLo : Uk : A= 1 GA9° ¢
OLARLYL : OHALYL : ®AGAI® : GAT° : A7 : OLANA 1 1A 2 WU A7 ¢
DARTLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (27), fols 102rb—106ra; EMML 9185, fols 117ra—119vb;
YC-001, fols 102rb—105ra.

18. Fols 39va—42va: Homily by the “Orthodox™ on Stephen the Martyr
(CAe 6579).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 39va): NANT4EN :

Inc.: &CA7 ¢ HC-E6 £ 187197 : H&CO 2 ORA 7T @ P50 1 0060 : 4770
Tt AOPES N 2 P57 2 A7107T ¢ 000 : AD-AN 1 hPLE : TPL : 14-L 1 L
TG R 2 BOA 2 APLIC 2 RAlebt : ARMLA : NhC 2 OR7 T 2 A°NA
7 ¢ ALON : NCOFN 2 OOATT 2 I Aeao- : 50T 2 ANow : -HA9°0 : V&7 Fn
av- : @0k : (A QAO-CT 2 Nhee @ B, 2 (h° 2 AI°PLaD : G0A9° : AchL
% : HA70A : ARN : FA-AY : WGTT : AA : LAAD- : APS0 : a0 oPHT

Expl., fol. 42rb: @7n% : NSAL: ¢ 00T : “ICI°T = 9°NA : IF-A=av- : KA :
PP : PRAT : LAY : @BRAD-0P : AR MA ¢ NhC ¢ AI°ANT : HA~E: £ 0
Wht : OR770 1 AR : OOAL : @APFLN : P50 1 OLRNLY : OHATY, ¢ (fol.
42va) AGA9° : MAGAI° = FAI° : ALT7 ¢ OLAA : (A ¢ N : A707 ¢ OA
TV =

Cf. EMML 1763 (28), fols 106rb—110rb; YC-001, fols 105ra—107vb; ed., tr.
in Labadie, 2024, pp. 133-44.

19. Fols 42va—45ra: Homily by Abba Elyas, bishop of Aksum, on Abba
Maita‘ or Libanos (CAe 1294).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 42va): # QA0 = ava)y : 9°7%
a1 «

Inc.: &CA7 £ H00-0 : KN 2 B8N 2 AN 2 RALH : WATT 2 N00 = avFh-
Nz Al : o0M) : HO-Hk: 2 ANTN : AN, : A%M.A 2 NG 2 TN : AP,
7: OoHhov : hSP : @0t : 9°LC : wHhor : Y0 2 @-0vF : PLC ¢ Hav)
0 : 01 1 7BC  NAN, : aOHYT7L 2 AP0 AMLA ¢ NG (9P 2 (0
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k2 @Oav 1 R(FY- © AOCTI° : ©oNav : Rav- : 79 27F 2 ANONT : PP 145.0 ¢
oL+ ATIAC ¢ Ak 2 9°C T ¢ ROCYI° 1 AN0-0 : ANTN 2 DAC ¢ Aol 2 FF ¢
T = L7791 :

Expl., fol. 45ra: 060 : avM : HAG\NLY, ¢ A PC = Rl ¢ A9MLA £ N
dC : DA 2 QWA : 0L : OaPFU2N £ PIVA ¢ OI° KA 2 DAV ¢
ONI°LC : MK 2 AL : OOAL : ®AVFLN = PG0 : OLARLY : OHAGY, :
DMAGAI° : GA9° : ATLT 1 OATLT : NP 2 ACHTL : NCOTN £ A727 : OA™LT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (29), fols 110rb—113va; EMML 7602, fols 126ra—128ra;
EMML 9185, fols 120ra—122ra; Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fols 168ra—173vb; EMML
6620, fols 81, 92, in scriptio inferior (Erho, 2025a, p. 420). Ed., tr. in Getatchew
Haile, 1990, cf. also Bausi, 2003, p. xxiv.

20. Fols 45ra—50ra: Homily by the “Orthodox” on the Incarnation, for the
Epiphany (CAe 6580).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 45ra): NA&4-%2.°

Inc.: &CA7 : 0N9A : AA470 : A7 2 Bacl : ANECAS : ChR0 : 0~
2 (A £ HRALN : B : 187ITT : ®hNavP : (av- : ATEE ¢ FhTT : @
ANEFL : TO5.0 : Adav : (v : PLaAvTY, : PGOT 1 AA ¢ A Aché : AOTTTLP
av- : ONhLPav-0 ¢ HHovS- @ aPHav-C 2 AR“MLA ¢ NchC : HOE : avav-( ¢
ORTH : ALNAL A~ : HAIA, ¢ HLav4- : I°NA : HETP@F : avfav-C : 9°0A : A
Ak : HOOE : @iy : a- : Lov-C 2 B : avfov-(

Expl., fol. 50ra: ®Ch. - = av34.0 : 5N : hav : C0 : OLL : RI°ON"T
L2 0L 50U AASL @ Chll : ORT : 4710k : hav = Wk : @Ak : OA
£t A9MLA : N 2 Hael: 2 Ol-hT 2 @18 1 @av 7T ¢ 107185, : oNg°
L£CL 1 A%09° : AT : I0NT° : A7LT =

No leaves are missing between fols 47v and 48r, contrary to what stated in
Sergew Hable-Selassie, 1987, p. 10. Cf. EMML 1763 (31), fols 114vb—121vb;
Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fols 173vb—180vb, 182ra—194vb; YC-001, fols 107vb—
113ra.

21. Fols 50ra—51va: Homily by Theophilos/Tewofslos, bishop of Aksum,
on the Wedding in Cana of Galilea, for the Epiphany (CAe 6518).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 50ra): 1073~ ¢ AA4-1.° ¢

Inc.: £2CA7 : (N%A : ARGLE ¢ 0PT  WIAA £ HEFT00 : HACA : HEP-6
Ol 2 A0 2 AN 2 HANA-9® =2 A9°0- : GReT 2 AONLN : CAP £ 009 £ AIU- ¢
ARI°ANT : H7A-ch ¢ AI°1L : AV ¢ OCAKY ¢ (Fé-bo? ¢ MI°AA 1 av74.0 ¢ A,
A NG AU : @FRL 2 R Wl 2 OANTCHSE ¢ APAHL : Ad(fol. 50rb)
AL : AMA & NchC : ®LACTT : OLHTP : AL S4ANI° ¢ Z7HH = S04 : A
CL t A0CY : A94ANI° : & ch £ NCTTH,
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Expl., fol. 51rb: @904 : .00~ : ANOP : AdhS- : NNEOP- : DAL : 18
Qeav- : @aPF R ¢ PO AI°NT1S ¢ H LA : Witk : @At : OAL? ¢ Hh(fol.
51va)éd.PC : ®h, LU~ : AaCh- : HAel: < NOMT £ AGAT° : GAI° 1 A7LT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (32), fols 121vb—123rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-30, fols Sra—7rb
(end); Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fol. 197va—b (beginning); YC-001, fols 113ra—
114ra.

22. Fols 51va—52va: Homily by Athanasius, patriarch of Alexandria, on
the Incarnation of the Word, on the third (Sunday?) of Epiphany (CAe 6370).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 51va): NAA-N ¢ AR4-1.° ¢

Inc.: &CA7 : OPAPT : AR41.0 : HATTOLN AP 2 RAAT : HAADN7.2°C
£ MRrE: TOE : ARMA @ NhC 2 PO TRT™T 1 OAL = AMLA 1 b
C : RI°PLav : GA9° : HAHA 1 aPOA : AT A : HTOAL : ONL 2 a»P
OA : (A7t : a1 T : LAY : RI16E9° : &7 : - TOAL : (170 : (lhav :
PG50z hPLEL 2 LTLVE : WTH 2 LA 2 O 2 (R ch £ 0L 1 aPPOA £ 250
A%M.A ¢ NchC : OAL : ONPT : A NANT ¢ OO-Rkov @ @Rk : A°MLA ¢
Nh( : OAL ¢

Expl., fol. 52rb: @A FN1L : hav : HAMLA : AL ¢ A°M.A : (¢
/270 1 ARATE £ A ¢ J@°MHav- 1 PEO « AT 1 MIAYL : Ao 1 hPé(fol.
52va)fqt ¢ (bt : NCOELT : ThavG : ARG ¢ hPCE : A7FH 2 LONN : KTV
flav- 1 RovH[ ] “WCh-Nov- : @FH : ALBNT ¢ HAerl: ¢ NOhE 2 A9A9° : A
“Pr =

Cf. EMML 1763 (33), fols 123rb—124va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-030, fols 7rb—
9va; YC-001, fols 119vb—120va. Ed., tr. in Getatchew Haile, 2017. The homily is
an elaborated version of the letter Ad lovianum de Fide by Apollinaris of Laodicea
(Ps.-Athanasius), CPG 3665 (PG 28, cols 25-29), also found in the Qerallos; ed.
in Weischer, 1993, pp. 120-26. Another Ethiopic recension of the same text is
transmitted in the Haymanotd Abdw (“Fides Patrum”), see Zarzeczny, 2020, p.
378.

23. Fols 52va-56vb: Homily by Menas, bishop of Aksum, on the
Dormition of the Virgin Mary (CAe 1646).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 52va): : 177629 : 1ch,2 £ :
£CAa7 s

Inc.: &CAY : 000 = ”hAN : AN 2 “LTN0 : HANNI® : OAFT : PO«
@AG T 1 RIPAN : 70N 2 T1LL9° 1 00 ¢ hPLE : RAo-AeD) £ TPE 2 140 ¢
®OFP5N : @ARN : OFLA  avAbh-l: 1 17480 2 P50 1 TG 2 he 2 HAL £ DA
WA i NchC : @000 : B, i T2 : ONNARTY : LA 2 HAL. : Téroch- t
OHAA : BCYT : HAL. : AAR : @14 2 ARINE ¢ avGF@ @ AT : HAG. ¢ 7T
&P1eh f NAMLA £ NchC 2 FRETEC : L4 1 ANo0 2 NLAT : W : 019N = 9
0.2 : O : NCVT- ¢
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Expl., fol. 56vb: @G0T : 187157  « $N9°C : NP7V : (-A- : aoP
00 : ML T : hov : TG 1 PIVA ¢ @ WL 1 N7 16081 « dAT & “ICI* T :
9°0A : i Aeav- 1 P5-AT : NAMAYT ¢ ALAN : NCAFN ¢ HAe-t: ¢ AT 2 900
A2 AR~ £ A7LH 2 ©0lchl 1 @O0 2 9°0A 1 av74 1 P50 1 OLARLY, : Ol
ALYt OAGATI° : FI0I° : ATLT =

Cf. EMML 543 (68), fols 149ra—150ra; EMML 1763 (34), fols 124va—129rb;
EMML 2461 (1.66), fols 238vb—240rc; EMML 3873 (13), fols 108vb—109®vb;
EMML 4279 (6), fols 30rb—33rc (expl. ex abrupto); EMML 4355 (6), fols 58ra—
791b; Ethio-SPaRe UM-30, fols 9va—12vb (beginning), 53va—rb (fragm.); Gunda
Gunde 29 (3), fols 24r-30r, 37r—v, 42rv, 76r—77v, 83r—v; Lucchesi 1 (69), fols
147ra—148ra (Zarzeczny, 2020, p. 289); YC-001, fols 141va—145rb.

24. Fols 56vb—59ra: Admonition by bishop Theophilos/Tewofslos on fast-
ing, for the Sunday before Lent (CAe 6621).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 56vb): # 1L ¢-4 ¢ A9° :

Inc.: (844 2 A9° = PO\ 1 -TOK 1 HRLA 2 N0 1 -BFAN = AN : $AN =
OA7 1 : 29° 1 hav : FRI°4- : 711l nov- : @7 70Nas- : 0Tl Nav- : w1 ¢
KM i NG 2 HFAI°% : ROo0 1 FRI°4. : FANoD- : 2C%T : (T 2 NCH
107 : W1 AMA ¢ NhC ¢ OTRHRGO- ¢ APG-OF 1 hPLET ¢ I-ANav- :
Fh9°4 : NAN : ORI : Adov : [FARev- : OAL : A°N.A : hC : Nhav :
L0, £ ANLA 2 0L 5 i Aea- 1 & kPh, @ avp-4T

Expl., fol. 58ra: haw : 7CHA : “1VA : @F° Wil ¢ hav 2 LavR R < (IN(1h
fU- ¢ Hoek: £ O 2 @ATLE ¢ AL 2 OOAL 1 @av70 : P40 2 OLAKN
7.t ALY : OAYAP° : F09° : ATLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (37), fols 134vb—137ra; London, BL Or. 8192 (1), fols 2ra—
5rb; YC-001, fols 145rb—147rb.

25. Fols 59ra—62vb: Homily by the “Orthodox” on fasting, for the first
Sunday in Lent (CAe 6582).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 58ra): N+571L : AT :
AP
Inc.: NPSa0 L : AHVE : A9° ¢ &CAT : HPLOT 2 29° 1 40 HELN ¢
Ct:b 2 18719 ¢ AhTR 2 TIRIPGT ¢ RNOP : aOGFD @ TROVC : 16A : AR
9° : @NP%J : OHhov : P47 : 7 2 A°NLA ¢ NG : A°AN & 40 0-a- ;
ARA : &P 2 ARMLA ¢ chC 2 @71 2 RI° 7T Ad 2 A9°(fol. 58rb)>
0 : A°M.A ¢ NhC ¢ TTWEa- 1 hov : BT 2 RI°Cant ¢ ATL : AN : AA
Pavy, : 1A9° : ATH : L P18 : @8 hlav- 1 RIPNA- ¢ avOAHT ¢

Expl., fol. 62va: A0 : ARPCL ¢ ARMLA ¢ NhC 2 ONI : A 1 L4PCP
0 2 ARMLA : NchC 2 G2eh f Aeov- : G 2 00 2 BCAR: : HE TP 1 AR,
At NGt oo : B, 2 X hG ¢ RIPH: 10EL 2 OADDY, @ AANOY, ¢
(fol. 62vb) @ATTIVC ¢ “FrHUD =
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Cf. EMML 1763 (40), fols 139vb—143vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (2), fols Sva—
11rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-45, fols 45ra—50ra (= UM-050b, fols 1ra—6ra); YC-001,
fols 147rb—153va.

26. Fols 62vb—66vb: Continuation of the preceding homily, for the first
Sunday in Lent.

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 62vb): MhéN : AT : A9 :

Inc.: &l ¢ LLCUN : BCARY, : L éurche 2 1P = ON%E: ¢ P%AT 1 AP
LN £ Thé-Ewan- « @HDaD & PR 2 1290 1 0N ICI0T 1 AAIPAhaD- : O4
NTPEPav- 1 ANE19° : 0LNAP : @ LOP : TN, : OONL- : OFTHA : O5P
A ¢ Afar @ A 1 HBOT ¢ Y- 1 OHLAINCL : N9°R Aol : ANCOTN 2 AbL
av- 1 RCAP ¢ LT ¢ Nhov 1 B, 1 aPX & ¢ AAN : B ¢ A%MA ¢ b
C : HA. TV : AT O : $LIT ¢

Expl., fol. 66vb: ®BANRY, : ADPY : Teh'TL : TAI® : NFP LT : OFTRVP :
TOI°C = NRI° : hov : 7ChN : 00T : 9°0A = A=aD- : ZA : ANI°CP : AR,
At Nt OLATAT ¢ a3t 1 A710T : L CE : 9°0A « avARNT : h
av : 380 AE : AR ¢ OOAL: : @av A0 ¢ PSN 1 AGAT® : DASAY® : G
A9° : K77 ORTLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (41), fols 143vb—148vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (3), fols
11rb—17va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045, fols 50ra—vb, 51ra—56vb (= UM-050b, fols
6ra—13vb).

27. Fols 66vb—68ra: Anonymous homily for the third Saturday in Lent
(CAe 6623).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 66vb): OF : A70F : ALU-£ ¢

Inc.: &CA7 1 00 2 7HREL : Aav : HUIAN : A2 : OA7 T < HEA, : N7
DA A1 : @OA = ALON 2 @-NF 2 59 : Aov 4N s hov : P9PNE ¢ 4,010
et 2 7T 2 PCT 2 BARY, ¢ OF 2 NCOEET 2 HOON, ¢ PA- : AN ¢ PC
7 : hav : avGPC O] : TR®) ¢

Expl., fol. 67vb: M7&«h t AT  A7H 1 70PN ¢ %7 ¢ NFhch ¢ NAM,
At NhC : hor s oAk, 2 Cht : NPT 2 LOPNYT ¢ ANTE 2 hov : BO-1500
7 APt 2 ATLET 2 ANCHRN @ ACMLAT 1 H(fol. 68ra)dek: ¢ Nl-ht ¢ A
A9° : G09° : W7LT

Cf. EMML 1763 (43), fols 152vb—154ra; London, BL Or. 8192 (4), fols
17vb—191b; Ethio-SPaRe UM-030 fols 40va-b (= UM-050b, fols 14ra-b, end);
YC-001, fols 59ra—60ra.

28. Fols 68ra—71ra: Anonymous homily on Fasting, for the third Sunday
in Lent (CAe 6700).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 68ra): NF = 70 : ACHL
£



316 MASSIMO VILLA — RAFAL. ZARZECZNY

Inc.: 0@V : A : OOAL : ®aPFEN + P50 2 LCAT : HOVAF « 29° 0
g0 : ADPYL ¢ §keT: ONG 1 AT 2 NCOELET @ THIONGD- @ HOR Y ¢ A
9° : AOav : AT 2 FLE A 2 @Y 2 0P % 0L 2 0% 2 R T
£ ANaw : ROMATYL 1 @av L5 ¢ R OO0 2 NCAFN ¢

Expl., fol. 71ra: HAZ0A = ANA : NAM.A £ NduC 2 AN 2 AI°ANT : ONDOA
L1 ALMN: NCATN 2 hav 2 @Aty 1 CAL : 1ET : COTSA0T 1 AavFl
2 A00F £ NAMAY ¢ @av L3 2 AL 2 NCAN : Haek: ¢ A1ht 2 0F
70 1 A0 : YN 1 AOLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (44), fols 154ra—157ra (text on fol. 155rb—va has been
erased almost completely); London, BL Or. 8192 (6), fols 25rb—30ra; Ethio-SPaRe
UM-050, fols 59ra—66vb (= UM-050b, fols 17ra—23vb); YC-001, fols 153vb-
156ra.

29. Fols. 71ra—73ra: Homily by the “Orthodox” on Fasting, for the fourth
Sunday in Lent (CAe 6587).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 71ra): 018 = A70F :

Inc.: &CA7 + HCEO ¢ 187197  : OAFE = A9° : I : AA“ILAY : AL
N : NCOPN 1 OFPL 2 A9MLA 1 NehoC : OTLavCt : a7 1 P50 2 CUA- 1
°0A ¢ IFANaD- : ADRT 2 GReT 2 HFhIPS : THNCHoD- @ (A7 F : AT :
aPHA 1 P5AF 1 AR Pav ¢ 407 : @70+ : WTav- 1 ADPY : &€ (fol. T1rb)é-
7 HFAI°4 : THRACHID- : (AT : A0TE: 1 aoPOA : vl : AAPI® : 40,
h: @070 : Wrtov- 1 ROPY TP 0000 : SPT

Expl., fol. 72vb: Aav() : HE®IT : AR70 : P@-av : fA°M.A : (lhC : &
+PPm : AOLNT : -7 2 N3 AT 2 A hov : oARev- : PR : @107
(fol. 73ra)t: AU~ : ARMLAT: ALNN: NCOFN : CUA-: 9°0A ¢ AR
av~ ; K77 ¢ ORTLT &

Cf. EMML 1763 (47), fols 162rb—164rb (anonymous); London, BL Or. 8192
(8), fols 31va—34rb (anonymous); Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 69ra—73ra (= UM-
050D, fols 26ra—30ra); YC-001, fols 156ra—157va. Ed., tr. in Krawczuk, 2023.

30. Fols 73ra—75va: Homily by Gregory/Gorgoryos, the presbyter of
Antioch, on the Prodigal Son (Lk 15:11-32), for the fifth Sunday in Lent (CAe
6415).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 73ra): 0& : A70-F ¢

Inc.: &CAY : W0 : P00 : ATA0EL : OA7T ¢ 9°07 : HUA @ @0
2 VLA : QR ¢ HhCED® ¢ OAL : TLA ¢ Cdvd : HRCA = N"POA : A
API°: ARA : LNOA- : 0P : NCNELT : ovrt@-av : @14 : 100N : G
ot R MLA £ NduC 2 HAOA : O A £ ANGP & (V1 : 1che 1 07 Thon : 07N, ¢

Expl., fol. 75rb: ®AF27%9 ¢ ATr. : ATCE & 1Rt 1 RL® : AP+ : AT
a PP : @-{F7 : Nchéd S : HPE : At R77H 2 LACT @ AN(fol. 75va) : BN, :
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AFU- ¢ ARMOCTY- ¢ T, @ @-Afav- 1 RNCTEU- 1 WE-F : ARDT ¢ TR
H- &

Cf. EMML 1763 (53), fols 173vb—176va; London, BL Or. 8192 (9), fols
34rb—38rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 73ra—79ra (= UM-050b, fols 30ra—36ra);
YC-001, fols 159va—162ra. The text is a translation of a Greek homily attributed
to John Chrysostom, see CPG 4577 (PG 59, cols 515-22).

31. Fols 75va—77vb: Continuation of the preceding text, for the sixth
Sunday in Lent.

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 75va): [...]t : NCO1.£7 :

Inc.: R9°R ke : M7~ 1 RANN 1 PO : ORAN"P : OAI° R k- = A
(A : HAZ°A0A- : -TR1av : RI°K h- = ANA : HAIC-CHTN : TR0V : hP°h-h- ¢
ANA : HAT AT = o070 : OANNONDL : AANAL : AANA : Al : CAl: = AL
P AANAL : AH : Y000 2 AdLP : ANNONL = AH = L5711 ¢ OO & &PL
Tt AOCAD-P ¢ AH : (A LAY ¢ AACTIO-D-P 1 AGAI° ¢

Expl., fol. 77vb: @1PNA-L : 9°NA : (-1 : OPAAT : avD - : R7H «
Tedhe ¢ OTACTE ¢ O £ (RN HEAK A £ MNaP- 1 A%MLA ¢ NduC :
etz 1 Alhl 1 ONNC 2 1909° 2 G9A9° : R907 : OALT = = =

Cf. EMML 1763 (54), fols 176va—179rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (10), fols
38rb—41vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 79ra—84vb (= UM-050Db, fols 36ra—41vb);
YC-001, fols 162ra—164va.

32. Fol. 78ra—b: Anonymous homily on Mt 11:28-30 (“Come to me, all
you who are weary and burdened”), for the sixth Saturday in Lent (CAe 6745).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 78ra): N\ A70F ¢ ALU-£

Inc.: &CA7 : MR F  HEN, : O[T 2] 70" = “UMLY : 24hT7 i O[RT1:] A
0Cé.Nav- : avqPs 1 [A]NA @Ak : a0 €505 : O[N]A71HH « b : 04 : o)
[T]ov0f : HA7 2 ACAY : 4PN 2 A0A : (A = @Nhav : &, : h PLE = AD-
O i LLPE 2 BENTE : LR : -0 1 ARAIC : KL P ¢ OAN A= AA
Ut A0 : A7H : BAA : 70 : TI0LY : IANav- ¢ 247 ¢

Expl., fol. 78tb: A77H : 79°1C < 9°0A = AC7LEN 108 : 1P : A Advw-]- ¢
TAPE ¢ L1460 : @OA-T : O NA : Ataviit : @avHav-CA 2 BYIC ¢ Aot 2
FNYP 1 &40 1 ONTNO 1 FONGY, : 7770 : 0NCHRN « A LN £ AMLAY : H
Ak : bt 2 AGA9° 2 GA9° 1 RTLT = = =

Cf. EMML 1763 (55), fol. 179rb—vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (11), fol. 42ra—
vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 84vb—85vb (= UM-050b, fols 84vb—85vb); YC-
001, fols 65ra—va.

33. Fols 78va—80vb: Anonymous homily on the True Cross (CAe 1650).
Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 78va): # lavAPA : HAI® = av
700 ¢



318 MASSIMO VILLA — RAFAL. ZARZECZNY

Inc.: &CA7 : HP5-0 : aoOPA : W17 ¢ AT 2 7912 < (1o POA = P
NET T Wrk « £CA7T : L4301 « (1094 : avOPA : 09CVT : D01 ¢
@S 1 avgcolY ¢ ARSI ¢ OLNNF ¢ ANAN, = AU-P : HNao- @ dap-
A\t O @A Wy 2 oF 2 A9°AN £ AOG-AA ¢ 710 2 LAL « D
& :NChH :

Expl., fol. 80va: ®@AA ¢ Thay : NavAPA- : Aé-PoF : I°LC ¢ B7IH- 1 DA
AN : HEN NP-av- : @ PRI 4(fol. 80vb)ewar- : AGAY™ : HA>-E: : N0
T ONNC ¢ AL ¢ OOAL : ®avFLN 1 P50 : OLARLYL : OHALYL ¢ ®A%A
g°: GA9° 1 K707 =

Subscr., fol. 80vb: TdAav : (INP = LCA7 : HPSN : avQP « HRAI® : HD
2l (T T s AR hao ¢ BNCLL : AT DLhvh? 0108 @
LLI°CT : I°NA = AA : ANI°CP : O YL : NLR = At : Adov : (h&-F -
AARIPC £ AL 2 AOAEL 2 hav : Lav (Y, : (P : OONHEYL, : PAA : AC ¢
OACOT ¢ Nt NER ¢ N% ¢ UG ¢ NAA=Thav- = AGAI° 1 9A9° ¢ A
a7 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (48), fol. 164rb—166vb; EMML 9185, fols 27ra—29rb;
Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 150ra—152ra (end); YC-001, fols 157va—159rb. Ed., tr.
in Getatchew Haile, 2018, pp. 162-71.

34. Fols 80vb—82va: Homily by the “Orthodox” for Palm Sunday (CAe
6588).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 80vb): # MPA’G : a0 =

Inc.: &CA7 # HCE 127197  : HECO : NaPPOA : A& PI° : AN : HP
.00 1 ;w11 PA 0T AP : ADAP AR~ 1 R IV~ 1 AGPFAN £ PN 1 A
A : Ach%- 1 (00 = AZ°N7 : HEAA- £ Do : -F@-YNaD- : R0 : AN : AIPR : H
LU0 : AA- 1 ATH ¢ AT ¢ A9°HMN ¢ HA LA ¢ ORIPLALA ¢ HA L
O

Expl., fol. 82rb: HNVA : 0AN<L>LEN : TNL  HEN, : @~k = T/7h : &
1 : MRL 2 90 i HIPUCT 2 QAT = o(fol. 82va)lPOA : H.AU- ¢ hOm-
7 ¢ LAY : MNCOPN 2 AN = AMAY ¢ HAerl: ¢ A(lhT 2 ORTH @ AGA9° ¢
G09° : AT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (57), fols 182ra—184vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (13), fols
46ra—50rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 91ra—97ra (= UM-050b, fols 48ra—54ra);
YC-001, fols 67va—68vb.

35. Fols 82va—85ra: Homily by Ephrem for Maundy Thursday (CAe
6687); see Fig. 5.

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 82vb): # NAf=T : dhav-N :

Inc.: NaD 1 -] : OOAL : ®aPFLN : P50 1 LCAT : HAO £ hGLL9° «
HESHIA ¢ NAAT £ 71000 = Gpoch 2 Q0% @ THéch : O : oAt : 71
2 10, 1 bt « ARMLAN, « €224 2 HOATT ¢ HaPAA £ hav : 16240 1 8
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Florch ¢ AHIPL 1 (N4t ALA : ABA ¢ AI°h PO : ANLST = P hfav- :
NG 1 N& vt 2 70" 1 P 1ch : O : OTAOA : PAY : OANET 710 « O~
C 2 Ah™19° : B7H : 70A : 9°hétD : HAOR bl : AN7E : Gpoch

Expl., fol. 85ra: N1l ¢ Ak 2 AMAL : A°M.A ¢ N : HAFhT 2 CA
(- : HA7F : a0 2501 : @PUOT : Wit 2 2C%T Tt : oo Theo- <
& ¢ Hoel: @ Q0T 2 @RDeBT ¢ 9°0A ¢ ARD- ¢ @av 740 ¢ P50 : OLARY, ¢
MHALY, : AGAT° : F0AT° : K707 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (58), fols 184vb—187ra; London, BL Or. 8192 (14), fols
50rb—53vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 97ra—vb, 99ra—103vb (= UM-050b, fols
54ra—59vb). The homily is also attested in some manuscripts of the Gobrd
hamamat (e.g. EMML 2140, fols 66v—71r).

36. Fols 85ra—87ra: Homily by Ephrem (here said by John Chrysostom),
for Easter Eve (CAe 6689).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 85ra): vt : 4.0 :

Inc.: 0Qav 1 AN : OOAL 1 @avFeN : P50 1 LCAT : HUI(fol. 85rb) >t
@ : 40N : HLAY- ¢ AT : OCP 1 kT 2 (WL 00T« Gav s av €511 1 9°N
A : P37 : OPOAIV- 1 AhPPT : OOLE 1 \LhA 1 hav : BCAhT-av- 1 AP°D-
F7 : L 2 00T AN = ARSI° : BLL : DILU- : OF@-P : AASI° : @LAN.
Ao 2 AL s Y0l s A99° 5 hor ¢ B0LA- ¢ Ph.av- s F@-P : 9P 1 K590 : P
N ADAL ¢

Expl., fol. 87ra: Oll-hvk ¢ AALAN : NCOFRN 2 92717 : GA9° 2 HAO : aoOd
A1 AL, ¢ OAANRY- ¢ OAGPTEN 2 P50 2 OLARY, @ OHATY, ¢ OAGA° :
GA9° : A7L7 ¢ ORTLT : OLAN- : A : WU A7 ORTLT : NLE : L
Gh- =

Cf. EMML 1763 (60), fols 188vb—190rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (15), fols
54ra—56rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 103vb—107vb (= UM-050b, fols 59vb—
63vb). In all these witnesses the text is attributed to Ephrem.

37. Fols 87ra—92rb (olim 91rb): Homily by the “Orthodox” for Easter
Sunday (CAe 6589).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 87ra): 1N%A = 4-0h :

Inc.: £CA7 : 094 : 400 : PLOF : HRALA £ CE:0 2 VL7157 : AchHN £ C
497 + 1871t ¢ ARA ¢ PLA : NNCATN ¢ AL ¢ @100vR 1 $5.47 : @A
i a=av- : AA 1 LRO-0 : Nav- : AR“MLA ¢ chC 2 ARMLAT ¢ AL : NCOT
0 : O A- : NAh@O-C-LPav- : AYL : S°0APav- 1 AT19° : ANav- : @G 74 1 A
7°70 : A%MLA 1 NcuC £ AlFT 2 ORMLAT ¢ A LN 2 NCO-FN :

Expl., fol. 92rb (olim 91rb): @A L9°AN = hav : 0916 : @BNhP : h LT
oA : DTNV : O-AEL 2 RSTIAN 1 0TV @ FRPS- : 0T D : ATPOAD-
T OAAFPG 1 JIADN- £ A0A 2 N4 : & AFD- : Ahov- ¢ hor : Fano- :
OA Fchov- 1 WA A9°AN £ AIPA : OOAL : @avFEN 2 P50
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The sequence of the leaves is perturbed and some leaves have double folia-
tion: following the reordering of the leaves, a new numbering was added and the
previous numbering was crossed out. The sequence is the following: 89r (olim
90r), 89v (olim 90v), 90r (olim 89r), 90v (olim 89v), 91r (olim 92r), 91v (olim
92v), 92r (olim 91r), 92v (olim 91v). Cf. EMML 1763 (61), fols 190rb—195va,;
London, BL Or. 8192 (16), fols 56va—63vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 107vb—
118va (= UM-050Db, fols 63vb—74va).

38. Fols 92rb (olim 91rb)-96ra: Continuation of the preceding homily, for
Easter Monday.

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 92rb, olim 91rb): = QN7 3~ :
40 :

Inc.: ®HNa( 1 chav : OAL : A°M.A ¢ (s ¢ VATERT : 0PN 2 1~
AU hav : 45, 1 A2 R AT 2 051 1 AT Otk 2 ARGS9 AT : DS
U-: Bodn: AT: ALNT : M0 2 LH 2 PZov 2 ROMA 2 NG : RTE: A
av : Pchfav- 1 ARSI 1 DA PT :

Expl., fol. 96ra: @AI°VC : AHA : (0 : a9 et : WG L : hav : £HYA
% AMLA ¢ NchC  A7NC : OROP 2 01L71F7F : CHOT : A77H 2 H0CY = e
AT: TOC : O NAT 1 AR : OOAL ¢ O@aPFLN 1 P50 : OLARLY ¢ OHAT
1.t MAGAD° : GA9° : ATLT : KL

Cf. EMML 1763 (62), fols 195va—199rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (17), fols
63vb—69rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-050, fols 118vb—122va, UM-030, fol. 41ra—vb, UM-
037, fols 91ra—94va (= UM-050b, fols 74va—82va).

39. Fols 96ra—98va: Homily by Theophilos/Tewofalos on the Apostles
and on the Thief on the right hand (CAe 6524).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin, partially illeggible (fol. 96ra): [...]
40 :

Inc.: £CA7 £ H00+0 AN : -BGFAN : HOATT ¢ hPLET : OORTT 2 8.8
L : HAI°CTTT : & ch ¢ Hov'F = @(fol. 96rb)LH. ¢ @arGt@- : 70A : J°0A :
ANLN: L TFelch ¢ (A71L 1 @ TAHNS ¢ P°LC 1 @LTPOPN : AL
C: TE2at 1 OAD-ICY ¢ CEO : A0 @ 2 1Y0ea : R%MA : chC : Adh
HIl- ¢

Expl., fol. 98va: @7PTh : 01L915+F : @AY~ : AHN- : 3P : hov :
LNeAL : 00U~ : 195°19° : R Aok : 1RIU- £ AH : PPt : ©F772R 1 a5y,
¥ 1 AP0N : NCOFN 2 Haeok: ¢ A(lhE £ AR : OOAL : @avFLN : P50 @
LARYL : OHAFT, : OAIAI° : FAI° : hTD7 &=

Cf. EMML 1763 (63), fols 199rb-201vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (18), fols
69rb—72va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fols 94va—97vb (= UM-050Db, fols 82va—85vb,
beginning).
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40. Fols 98va—101vb: Homily by Philo of Carpasia on the Pascha, for
Easter Wednesday (CAe 4865, CPG 1925 = 4611).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 98ra): # N8 = 4.0 :

Inc.: £CA7 1 Héaltel 1 RAN ¢ $AN 2 HNAC ¢ PCROLH 1 £CAT : AT
+A9A 1 400 2 OAD : VLE T Ol 2 ARSI MR PEAP - @ SU-NP
av- : ARA ¢ LAI°0- ¢ T1BA : ARA ¢ OANTL0 @ GhGU- ¢ BTSN (A 2 L,
H : @CAI = AH : -(fol. 98vb) VA : ANav : Ah : (11 : TIC : A°M.A :
(¢

Expl., fol. 101vb: &7H  2*70C : 5.00- : AhAN = $A0 : hov : LCIL ¢
AN 2 AAAT° 2 ORI : FU-0T 2 ATL 2 WG 8 2 7che 2 Dav : av} ot 1 477
£ 1 740« ONCAFRN 2 HOvE: @ AD 2 0T 2 1P50 2 av740 : SRR, @ Ol
AGY, : OAYGAT° : G0NI° : K7L

Cf. EMML 1763 (64), fols 201vb-204vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (19), fols
72va—T77ra; Ethio-SPaRe UM-037, fols 98ra—101vb, UM-045, fol. 138ra-b (=
UM-050b, fols 86ra—90rb). Ed., tr. in Tedros Abraha and Raineri, 2003; on the
identity of the author, see Voicu, 2004.

41. Fols 102ra—106va: Homily by John Chrysostom on Mt 26:39 (“If it is
possible, let this chalice pass from me”) (CAe 2142, CPG 4654).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin, partialy illeggible (fol. 102ra): #
4.0 =

Inc.: &CAT : HEhHN = RAN 2 $A0 : HPAPTPTN : A-0-0 : DA T 2 H
L ¢ [ANHAYT ¢ ALMN : NCA[F]N 1 ARG @ LTAUA ¢ BN ¢ W7k &P
0 : Afav[N]A- : R7h : avg°0e T, N0 2 NCOEET ¢ HATOA 2 AR : GPC
T @05 RTH : A A7 1 OWTII° 2 Op2l-ch : OFPTPE 2 0T TS
N :0H: Jch: &b P : hoo : RPN : JP- : HATOA £ A7 :

Expl., fol. 106va: 0COt : avabht : ANTTINA : hav 1 AI°Ad-"71: ¢ PA
ot AdvegoT f @AIPHAT ¢ ORI°RT 1 HANGD- : N-hT 74 1 ARCHTNO :
(fol. 106va) @ LAY : ®HALL : ®AGAT® : G09° : KOLT =

Cf. EMML 345 (2), fols 179vb—183rc; EMML 1763 (65), fols 204vb—209rb;
London, BL Or. 8192 (20), fols 77ra—83ra; Ethio-SPaRe UM-040, fols 1va—2rb
(being in fact a bifolium re-used as endleaves in an Octateuch manuscript); UM-
45, fols 108vb—112va (= UM-050b, fols 99vb—103va). It is also attested in the
Mdshafd gabrd homamat as a lecture for the eve of the Good Friday, cf. London,
BL Or. 2083 (= Strelcyn 40), 54.2, fols 129ra—132vb. It circulates independently,
e.g., on Tanasee 37 (II.1), fols 110ra—112rb, and EMML 345 (2), fols 176v—184r.
On this text, see also Lusini, 1988a, pp. 485-86, Proverbio, 1998, pp. 71-72
(§13), 104; “John Chrysostom” in EAe, vol. III (2007), p. 294b nr 33 (by W.
Witakowski). Its Greek Vorlage is probably in CPG 4654 (PG 61, cols 751-56),
being in fact an elaboration of the homily by Amphilochius of Iconium (CPG
3237, cf. de Aldama, 1965, pp. 129-30 (355); Voicu, 1971, p. 91; Zarzeczny,
2020, p. 239).
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42. Fols 106va—110rb: Homily by Epiphanios bishop of Cyprus on the
True Faith (CAe 6594).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 106va): # 1%CN = 40 :

Inc.: &CA7 : HAR &30 : RAN0 : H1IC = AN : OATF : 1871971 : HTR
At CMN 2 @PLNE TN HERT: £ (Lt NCOEET @ TRICT £ ROMLA ¢
NhC : Al 2 OOAL : OVFLN 2 P50 A FRI° 2 OAL : GRI° 1 a0
N PGN : FRIC 1 UG 2 VAR 1 NAN 2 AL : HOATT : A9 A ¢ HTOA
£t a3 2 P50 2 RHNG @ A9°AN : OOAL : @0 : P50 2 RIH 2 Y
A- 2 HAS. 1 240, : ®AAD : HETRAD 2 AA : DAL : 1047 ¢

Expl., fol. 110rb: @ Fhavy : NA : OOAL 1 ®IPFLN : P50 1 AAN 71
@0 : @-0F : aADT 2 RA 2 2A0, 2 MATTT 2 FRIOT ¢ GRI° 2 Al GFAI° :
OAL : GRI° ¢ a0 ¢ PN AchS : aPADT ¢ A £ A9MLA 2 NG 2 H
o=t : )bt : ORI : @LARILY : OHATT, : OAGAI° £ F09° : AT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (66), fols 209rb—212vb. The text is also transmitted in the
Qerallos, ed. in Weischer, 1979b, pp. 26-47; it corresponds to chs 14-18 of the
Expositio fidei in the Panarion by Epiphanius (CPG 3765, PG 42, cols 877-85),
cf. Zarzeczny, 2020, p. 438, with bibliography on the other Oriental versions.

43. Fols 110rb—113va: Homily by Tewofslos, bishop of Aksum, on Easter
(CAe 6519).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 110rb): = 0% = 4.0h =

Inc.: &CAT : HPSN = @000 : KRN : $AN : LPFA=N 1 HANNI® 1 A7
A ¢ N9A 1 400 2 MR AT 1 0L 1 0T 1 @PL N ¢ ATPIRD- ¢ ANCORN £ AT
o2 90, @1 2 ADA 2 aPPON £ R 2 O 2 ACAP : A°MLA £ b ¢
Phét: NA0AT: OFPC: 2248 Art: OL: 9% : OL(fol
110va)™7 : ®ONA : A0 A7 : O« -«

Expl., fol. 113va: 7Chr01 : 1A £ Aav : 7Fé-D0 2 AH £ 7720 1 RI°0-F-
7 : LK H : £9.TT : WEPT : av@®-F7F : NCOTN 1 AL : A%M.A ¢ b
C t Howd: £ OAhF £ ao0A £ A : OOAL 1 @070 1 P50 1 @BRILY, : OHA
&1 : OANA = AYA9° : FAT° : K707 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (67), fols 212vb-215vb; London, BL Or. 8192 (22), fols
85va—89vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045, fols 112va—-118vb (= UM-050b, fols 103va—
109vb).

44. Fols 113va—115vb: Homily by Tewofslos, bishop of Aksum, for the
end of the Easter Week (CAe 6520).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 113va): # NPAPT : 194 :
40 :

Inc.: &CA7 : HNB-0 : PN : -BFA=N = KAN : AN : HANA-I® : HOav-
7 ¢ 400 = (P57 1 AHRGD- : R9MLA 2 NhoC 2 AZEP 1 ANGRA  £N4  N
90 : G0N : OA DT ¢ ATLA 2 POAST ¢ ®A DT : ONNC : HE A : A 2 0N
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Nht 1 A%MA ¢ NchC : OLM4 : N9A ¢ OLHNS ¢ 9°7TNE : VA7« H-h
Tt G ¢ MK ¢ HAHHOY- ¢ L4 ¢ 400 ¢ @BNLAov- 1 FThov- 1 |
-t £ 00T ATHAC ¢

Expl., fol. 115vb: 0\ ¢ 1£7759nav- : Hhav : -+Pavdav- : (1Nav : h
1Nt OOAL : @740 1 P50 Hiek: 1 LLA- ¢ Ale-bt : @ONL 1 ONNC : A
Al : OOAL : @aP LN 1 P50 1 AGAT° : OAGAT® 1 G09° ¢ R7LT 1 OLAA ¢
o N0 2 A907 : ORTLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (68), fols 216ra—218ra; London, BL Or. 8192 (23), fols
89vb-92vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045, fols 118vb—122vb (beginning), 33ra—rb (end)
(= UM-050b, fols 109vb—114rb).

45. Fols 115vb—118vb: Homily by Tewofalos, [bishop of Aksum], for the
midpoint of the Easter season (CAe 6741).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 115vb): # 0 : av 70 =

Inc.: (Nae : A : OOAL 1 @940 ¢ P50 2 LCAT : HPS0 ¢ TGFa-N «
Hovp . ¢ 71974 1 90.L : VG : -~k 1 GRETP : T T ¢ 0FL£4.L0 : -+
NP0 : AH : ATLE ¢ OTAOA : ANNA ¢ AI°LC : o-0rF : W76 : @ F{(fol.
116ra)[Nf~] AMNA : hav : S [avA]d= : AAILAT ¢ OA[Th] T : CAl-: hav :
AC[AL] : TN : OH7T £ ACA...] hPLE 2 hav & ThA, ¢

Expl., fol. 118vb: 7016 : NPV~ ¢ PN ¢ P50 : BN, : 70~ £ (F4-N'r £ NA
NO-L : Tor 2 a7t 1 HEAD- £ ANaD- : RI°PLrav 1 LFLPC : I09° :
Hawk: : O 2 AL 2 OO-AL : ©avF4N ¢ P50 : OAND : AGAT® : GAI° :
W7 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (71), fols 227ra—230ra; EMML 9185, fols 146ra—148rb;
London, BL Or. 8192 (24), fols 92vb—96vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045, fols 33rb—vb
(beginning), 123ra—128rb (end) (= UM-050b, fols 114rb—120rb).

46. Fols 118vb—124ra: Homily by the “Orthodox” for the feast of the
Ascension (CAe 6590).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 118vb): I-1%& : ACND ¢

Inc.: &CAT : N9 : ACNYG : A7T 2 Sl 0CTE : ARMLAT : A SN :
ncotn : o0k : W78 ¢ (fol. 119ra) [@7N4L]E: : 019777 = AN 2 I°[AOA T :
A : N9° : HB[AaP] L 1 HRLN : C-kO ¢ 1871 : (9°0- : Wl : [(]AR
av- 1 Wi ¢ O[AR|9°A-  ANer- : R[A 1 J)4PCP : ARMA ¢ [Nh]C ¢
OAA £ T4P5 ¢ [FR]I°4 1 °TN4 1 @T[AVU]E : HAA : aPOA[U-] £ “POC ¢ H
M0t A%MLA £ NG @0 GA9° : FA N~

Expl., fol. 124ra: AR LON = SAL ¢ Q- 2 NN : 10778 : 0N LC ¢
ol : PALT : O A 1 AT ¢ BTA9I°T 2 Nav : A 000 : NCOEN 2 A%MA = H
Aok 2 b 2 @ATeET @ ON0C : P04 A9MLA £ NchC : Al : OOAL ¢
®av 74N = P50 2 AGAT° 1 GAI° £ RTLT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (74), fols 240vb—245vb.
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47. Fols 124ra—126ra: Homily by Tewofalos, bishop of Aksum, for the
Sunday after the Ascension (CAe 6521).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 124ra): = QA0+ : &1 019
A ACNY :

Inc.: &CXYT : HP%0 = @000 : -BEFaeN ¢ AAN 2 $AN 2 HANN-I° : HAL
0 : AN%A : ACNY : B0 : AMLAT : MOTLA : T : RI°BNov- : AN, : HOVE: :
PRt ¢ A0 ¢ HEhT A0 ¢ A : 0000 2 AhY 1 L2 & ol @ (1915
9° : OMC : Sohr : BT e ¢ A0 : B4 : @lh0 : LR o : @0t ¢
@ INLY- : A = L4"1ch : @R A : (LA 2 LA@0 : AOCHEU- ¢

Expl., fol. 126ra: @& A 1 AN ¢ A LR A : (20T ¢ \HhHT ¢ A4+
hav : Z°NLA : NhC 2 OLFRNN ¢ 10 : HATO : @LCNNN : (A7 T AP
(-0 2 NCOFRN 2 AMLAT ¢ A7H : Do~ : B9 : @AAN : HEDAA : Bk : 0N
&t OAGAD° £ GAI° : ROV =

Cf. EMML 1763 (75), fols 245vb—247rb.

48. Fols 126ra—138vb: Homily by the “Orthodox” on the Pentecost (CAe
6585).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 126ra): [1-N]%A  >9°0 : av7
a1 =

Inc.: &CAY : MN%A : 59°0 : Cko : 18719 : ACESYT : 1S7I9T :
N ANGY 1 Gpoch : AT 1HTAC ¢ PATU- ¢ ARMLA ¢ NhC : @F°C = 910
LU 2 AALKEN : NCOTN : OAL : A°lHLA ¢ hC 2 ONOA : &IV~ 1 ATV74.
N : P50 : OARLTNGO- : 1 B0 ¢

Expl., fol. 138vb: @ARNA : AA“MA ¢ NhC : MAFT = A 2 9°Thi-T
V-t @PS-ALY- ¢ @734 1 NPT« O £ NCOEET £ Réo'r £ Aol £ AR ¢
OROC : At ¢ AR ¢ OOAL : @av 3N 2 P50 : OLAILY ¢ OHAGY, ¢
A%GAT° : GAI° : ATLT =

One leaf is presumably missing between fols 135v and 136r (Sergew Hable-
Selassie, 1987, p. 10). The homily consists of two sections, separated in the manu-
script by the words (I'HPN, ¢ €9 : accompagned by a small decorative element
(fol. 133rb). The two sections are transmitted separately in other homiliaries: the
first part (fols 126ra—133rb) corresponds to EMML 1763 (76), fols 247rb—253vb;
London, BL Or. 8192 (26), fols 99ra—107vb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045, fols 131vb—
132vb, 134ra—135vb, 34ra—vb, 136ra—137vb, 40ra—vb, 35va—rb (reversed order),
36ra—37vb, 41ra—vb, 38ra—39vb, 42ra (= UM-050b, fols 123vb—137ra); the second
part of the text (fols 133rb—138vb) corresponds to EMML 1763 (77), fols 253vb—
258rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (28), fols 113ra—119va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-045 fols
31va-b, 45ra—vb, 149ra—vb, 32ra—vb, 47ra—48vb, 133ra—vb, UM-046, fol. 217rb
(= UM-050b, fols 144va—151ra).
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49. Fols 138vb—139vb: Homily by Léliyanos, bishop of Aksum, on Abba
Gérima (CAe 1286).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 138vb): AN = 2£77 :

Inc.: &CAT ¢ HAO £ L7 £ H00:0 : OPSN 2 AN 2 $AN : AALTN 2 HA
NO-9° : HOAZ T ¢ ANO- 2 P57 1 NG 20 < FCA, £ £9° £ AT : AT : NCOL
£7 1 OChYT ¢ HIC + AN = AT = AT ¢ ANTTNAY ¢ AO (AT 2 A,
A NG A 2 S0N0h : A7MLA : NhC :

Expl., fol. 139vb: @-(vt : av 717t : A9  : ®BARY, : OHALL ¢ ®AG
A9° : GA9° : A7 AN, 1 ADPRP : [T0O-F]7 : MA@ : IT-ANov- 1 NAALON ¢
ACOTN £ AMAY : HAork: £ Dbt 2 AGA9° : GA9° 2 AT =

Cf. EMML 1763 (78), fols 258rb—2591rb (here the author is said Luloyanos);
London, BL Or. 8192 (29), fols 119vb—120vb (here the author is indicated as
Elyas); Ethio-SPaRe UM-046, fols 217rb—218vb (here Lilyanos) (= UM-050b,
fols 151rb—152vb). Ed., tr. in Getatchew Haile, 1985.

50. Fols 139vb-146ra: Homily by Menas, bishop of Aksum, on the
Apostles (CAe 6515).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 139vb): = NhPLLT :

Inc.: &CAF £ HP50 : @000 ¢ AAN 2 BA0 : TLTN : HANRI® : HOAHT ¢
P57 1 hPLET ¢ OO-50, 1 TINT ¢ AT ACPLLT ¢ ST : NOCaD- :
9" : HO7LARL7 = 9°700, : ANav : L), : OFTLAR : AAYE ¢ 97C1: : ONAA
At LyPav- :

Expl., fol. 146ra: ®BheAT : AAT : a0 711 1 A710T 1 1917 : DA
SEET : O NA ¢ ARMLAT ¢ ALKN : NCATN 1 HA>E: 2 9°0A 1 AU~ D1k
Tt A7, : O9POA 2 TN 1 PSN = OLRRLY : OHALYL ¢ OAIAI° : FA9° :
W7 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (79), fols 259rb—264rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (30), fols
120vb—128va; Ethio-SPaRe UM-046, fols 218vb—225vb, 228ra—232ra (= UM-
050D, fols 152vb—164ra).

51. Fols 146ra—151ra: Homily by the “Orthodox” on the Disciples of the
Lord (CAe 6586).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 146ra): H*?7I0C =

Inc.: &CA7 : HCEO £ 127197F : HECO : (AT : ACAL AT ¢+ AMLAT ¢
AP5AT ¢ ONIOF 1 HAT°P5-OT ¢ avRAGT ¢ VAT 1 O0Fav- ¢ 0% 1 1L
Aeav- 1 ANTI0F ¢ AP L av @ ARIBF ¢ ARMLA ¢ NG 2 DR 7T ¢ ANLAY ¢
AL 2 NCOFN : OORTT : -=av- @ ROov : 1920 « 1 L7715 a0 : @0t ¢
- : 949° :

Expl., fol. 150vb: ST : PAT : AA : &hGh- 1 A7H ¢ -1 : HA(fol.
151ra)am : +& G : ATH  AWMA 1 LCLH : OPN- = X706 : (TACT : HE
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T : Haek: @ Ot 2 @370 : AR : OOAL : ®av LN : P50 : OLKILY, ¢
OHAGFYL  A209° : DAGAI° : A7L7 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (80), fols 264va—268rb; London, BL Or. 8192 (31), fols
128vb—134rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-046, fols 232ra—233vb, 226ra—227vb, 234ra—
238rb (= UM-050D, fols 164ra—172rb).

52. Fols 151ra—152vb: Homily by Severus [of Antioch], the Orthodox, on
the Virgin Mary (CAe 1665).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 151ra): # 01774.£9" : HAL
9ot

Inc.: MN@® : A : OOAL : OaYEN 2 PGN 2 LCAT 2 HPL T T18°
9° 1 AL T : A9°AN : (AT LAY : HRLO : A0-CN £ G 1 1 8TITT : RDPY
FehA f OAAYT : ORFE : T16.09° : PLNE : LT7N : 0AS T : NCOHN : 07CH
L Ok 2 avpoPC 2 HIPTNAC : HHERI° : 1200 @ @9°0A : &CYTT 2 ONTR h
T TG 1 N9A £ 1a07EN : ONN0ATF ¢ ©1777 10T 2 Hav76EN : P50 : @av
NG 2 TAch :

Expl., fol. 152va: @9¢73 & ifa- : 71904 ¢ O-F : NCAEET : TNAA : 0P
O-F0P~0 : °nlt ¢ OPIIA : ONLLT ¢ DM AT ¢ OLARLY ¢ ADPP : bl
? : 790G : N9 : @TAC : 094 : A00AT 2 @010 : HavFaa 2 P50«
oLAal(fol. 152vb)a : @HATFL : ®AGAI° : FA9° = K787 =

Cf. EMML 1763 (82), fols 270vb—272ra; London, BL Or. 8192 (32), fols
134rb—136rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-046, fols 238va—241rb (= UM-050b, fols 172va—
1751rb); YC-001, fols 83rb—84rb. It is the Ethiopic version of the Homilia Cathe-
dralis XIV by Severos of Antioch, presumably translated directly from Greek
(Proverbio, 2001, p. 518). According to Witakowski, it may correspond to the Syr-
iac Homily 67, cf. “Severos of Antioch”, in EAe, vol. IV (2010), p. 639a (by W.
Witakowski).

53. Fols 152vb—153vb: Anonymous homily on Abraham and Isaac, being
a narrative on the Agedah or ‘Binding of Isaac’ (CAe 6599).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 152vb): HANCY9° :

Inc.: &CAY £ KPS0 : @006 : A1 : AOCTI® : ONTAch 2 P50 LN
hd : OAG- = LA, : AMA ¢ NchC : ANGPLU- 1 09 2 9Ch : N19°LC : 080,
AP : 1Y ANLA £ @B0LACav- 2 ROCTTLY ¢ @172k 2 ABNT : 000 2 P
£av : RMA 1 Nt @GN, 1 97T ¢ @Ak 2 (A £ hov @ FHAE : ORDA ¢
A h Py, :

Expl. ex abrupto, fol. 153vb: @&~ : ANCTI" : A9°hAD-0 : A9M.A 2 ()
Nhth 2 hoe : ATPPN : OBNA : A°MLA ¢ NG 2 AI°0 : FTPP 2 9°0
A0 2 AMNA 2 AF 2 apdPNTH : @B 2 ANCTD 2 avF 1 @Ak 2 aPOPA
GC 1 A[...
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The text concludes abruptly due to loss of leaves after fol. 153v, as already
noted by Serge Hable-Selassie, 1987, p. 10, in correspondence of §16 in Erho’s
edition (cf. infra). Cf. EMML 1763 (83), fols 272rb—273ra; London, BL Or. 8192
(35), fols 141vb—143rb; Ethio-SPaRe UM-046, fols 249va-b, 251ra-252vb (=
UM-050D, fols 183va—185vb); YC-001, fols 86ra—vb. Ed., tr. in Erho, 2025b.

54. Fols 154ra—155ra: Acts of Azqir, or Gddld Azgir (CAe 1425).

Inc.: &CAY : KPS0 1 @006 ¢ At 2 ANCTI° : OHTA/h 2 OP50 2 LN
P : NS = BN, 2 AMLA ¢ NhC 2 ANGPRU- NP £ 9Ch 2 19°LC : L0,
AP : 1Y A9LA 1 @L0LAear- 1 RNCTLY : @172k ¢ ALT : @700 2 P
£av : RM.A ¢ NhC : @B, 2 97 : @Ak : ATA : hav @ THAE : ORDA =
A fo-y, :

Expl., fol. 155ra: op’ : -TAPav- : 200 : N7 E : @D : -FHOCaD-
Aav : RoD : AOCT 1 hSC 2 VA CA ¢ OLAR AT Adofov- : 0LAFAT : aoh
GA-fav- : Al oo~ ¢ $5-0T 1 OATOT 1 (PLI° ¢ AMAY ¢ AL : NCOF
N ¢ Haet: 2 QAT 1 ASA9° £ GA9° £ A7L7 =

Subscr., fol. 155ra: Né% : ®ANTACE : (A7 LAY : @-THhS- : NAd--Thav- :
WAAL ¢ hav : LAGAYT ¢ aPNEAFav- 1 APS-AT 1 A"10T : H1L ¢ : oHOA
- A% : ACF : @0 PN 2 R derFhoe- @ 00Ch-1, : oncivtnae- @ S0 h
1 ALR : ACt = AT POCHhor- 2 WA NN =

The text is acephalous due to material loss. The text, the only hagiographic
piece transmitted in the manuscript, has been recently identified by A. Bausi (Bau-
si, 2022, p. 136 n. 53). Ed., tr. in Bausi, 2017, with a list of all textual witnesses to
the work. The subscriptio is also edited and translated in Bausi, ibid., where the
name of the scribe, enigmatically written Hazyébsus, is reconstructed as Hoazbd
Iyésus, a perfectly understandable and attested name.

55. Fols 155rb—162ra: Homily by Yohannas, bishop of Ethiopia, on the
Virgin Mary (CAe 6493).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 1551rb): # N“7¢.£9° =

Inc.: MNAP ¢ Rl 1 OOAL : AP0 : P50 1 LCAT : HPL N 1 7148
g° + &MU\ £ hav- 1 ARMLAY ¢ HRAN £ A 2 chT0 £ AAN : HAAL A€ £ N0A
9° 1 A4 1 NduC A7 # 11 ¢ L1421t HHCA ¢ HCh- £ @-0vT 1 “16-Y
1 OCK? : ONP~A 1 hav : (1PA 1 P50 : OLCA, : OFLY- : hav : WG L :
hy: LYK L : VG2 nt : 0870 120 : G0-L : 0LPNLYS : OLHTO- :
OLE R : m-Nrl : avy))-LPav- :

Expl., fol. 161vb: @790C % hav : ICAN : 1~ NP Lav : 9°7F
04 : AU 2 QAd=T 2 TICE ¢ L7900\ ¢ OANT : “16BN : OTLAL : OAM
4 1 Aeav- 1 $GA7 1 (& IV : @avnlodk 1 ARI°ANT ¢ @A 1 R PN ¢
NCOTN 1 WAL 1 AMLA : NchC : Ol : AR ¢ OOAL : @aPFLN 1 P5-
N : ®LARY, : ®HAGTL, : AGAI° : GA9° : K707 =
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Subscr., fol. 161vb: @1-4A av 1 &CAT : HN6OT 1 T16L9° « LN+ 77
A : hav- 1 ARTMLAYT ¢ HELN 2 AN £ S0 2 RAN : HAL-A(fol. 162ra)A.f : H
K700 2 HAZ®O : NA- ¢ BI°HEoP : AWMA ¢ bt OLACE  Aeav : DA
Fav- : WTLT

Cf. EMML 543 (67), fols 145vc—149ra; EMML 1763 (73), fols 233va—
240vb; EMML 2461 (1.32), fols 104rb—1091b (for 7 Nahdsé); EMML 2461 (1.65),
fols 234ra—238vb (for 21 Terr); EMML 3873 (5), fols 35rb—40rc; EMML 8897,
fols 160vb—165va (16); London, BL Or. 692 (3), fols 20rb—28ra (cf. now
Zarzeczny, 2016, p. 129); Paris, BnF Abb. 158 (= Conti Rossini 56) (3), fols 39ra—
45ra; Vatican City, BAV Aeth. 268 (3), fols 28va—35vb (Van Lantschoot, 1962, p.
470); Tanasee 45 (1.3), fols 20va—25vb; Diabrd Tabor Betd Lohem, Dersand
Maryam (16), (Bombeck, 20054, pp. 426—47); Gundd Gunde 29, fols 10va—23vb,
38ra—39vb, 83r; Lucchesi 1 (34), fols 62rc—65rc (Zarzeczny, 2020, p. 280); YC-
001, fols 122vb—128ra. Ed. in Bombeck, 2005a, pp. 426-47; tr. in Bombeck,
20055, pp. 206—16; a fragmentary edition based on the mentioned MS Paris, BnF
Eth. Abb. 158, fols 42r, 1. 3-44r, 1. 12, is published in Arras, 1974a, pp. 5661,
with Latin tr. in Arras, 1974b, pp. 43—46; a synopsis of this edition is found in Er-
betta, 1981, p. 619.

56. Fols 162ra—164ra: Homily attributed to Astona, bishop of Rome, on
the observance of Sunday; see Fig. 6.

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 162ra): 070 : NCOLL7 :

Inc.: ANa® 1 A : OOAL : ©avF0 : P50 2 LCAT : ON70T : ACHTP
7 S ¢ 714 2 @A = RAMLA £ b C10- 1 9°0A £ iAhor- : ©
I°NA : 1A 909° £ A70T : OADT = AT : ANET @ AP : RAAT : HEL < V1
C: A7 : 0ol 2 OF 2 A& P77 2 0T O9°L7 2 ODS : APLET F MO0 ¢
NCOLET @ PLEOT 1 &9P ¢ R9NLA ¢ NhC : ThI°GU- ¢ @AV 2 hOO-OT :
e : VIC « MNI0T 2 NCOELT £ PLNT =

Expl., fol. 164ra: HR.CATA : ®HALA # PO-9° : OCTI° ¢ -~k : O :
ANT £ A0 : HOVE: 1 LAY : O 2 AR 2 OOAL : @avTEN 2 P50 N
bt : OATeET : ONNC ¢ ARMLA £ NhC 2 AN : OOAL : ®aPFeN 2 P
%0t OLARLYL ¢ OHATL, : ®AINI° : I0NI° : A7LT : OR"LT =

This text is actually a shorter recension of the widely known “Letter fallen
from Heaven” (Mdshafdi tomar), an apocryphal narrative concerning the Sunday
observance, cf. CANT 311, BHG 812. The Ethiopic version stems from an Arabic
model and often accompanies the patristic collection said Haymanotd Abdw
(“Fides Patrum”); see “Tomar: Miashafa tomar”, in E4e, vol. IV (2010), pp. 970a—
71a (by W. Witakowski); Zarzeczny, 2020, pp. 417—18). The shorter recension,
presumably translated from a Greek model, is also attested in EMML 378 (2), fols
23v-28y; Vatican City, BAV Comb. G.1 (= Raineri 167) (2), pp. 27v-38v (19*
cent., Raineri, 2000, pp. 164—65); Comb. G.2 (= Raineri 168) (2), pp. 48v—68v
(20" cent., here attributed to Jacob of Serug, Raineri, 2000, pp. 165-71); ed., Ital-
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ian tr. in Raineri, 2000, pp. 166—70. The name of Astona is given as dston in MS
BAYV, Comb. G.1 and as dsfonton in MS BAV, Comb. G.2.

57. Fols 164ra—171va: Homily by the “Orthodox” on the Sabbaths (CAe
1269).

Liturgical reading on the upper margin (fol. 164ra): # QA0+ : hCH-L
£7 ¢«

Inc.: &CAY : QAT F ¢ AMNJT 2 HRAN 1 Cho : 1271971 « ATIRI°TT v
WA AF°0% : PAT : OARICAY, 1 22F¢ 1 TTRI°LT : ANaD ¢ Apao- ¢ 50
TAI°OP : AN T : 7IC : Nhav = AN : PR G : PO 77UCav- 1 AP0
7 ¢ @A : POONH = 9A9° : H71°1Co0- 1 PO : A°ML.A ¢ (G ¢ T11Co0- 1 O]
A 10,8 : Aao : PICH-NaD- ¢ RT BT« HSho-7 : RHAC @ HAZ°S09° «
ek NPV 1 AT M0ETU- F ARCINLA £ dhC

Expl., fol. 171va: ®NGPL : A9t : ANCHFN : TAOC : A70E: h
av : WA 2 @0k 2 OCGHE ¢ @A) ok 1 ARLCOEN 2 ACNPN ¢ OAL © A%,
A NG 2 Bk 2 AT 2 OR7LH : 9°0A ¢ AFD- ¢ @av740 : P50 : 0LA
HL : OHAGT, : A%09° : F0A9° : A7 : OALT : OLAOA : TN U0 A7
7 ORTLT ==

Cf. EMML 1763 (11), fols 37va—48va; Vatican City, BAV Borg. Aeth. 2 (25),
fols 177r-185v (Grébaut and Tisserant, 1935, pp. 775-76); Berlin, Staatsbibl. 41,
fols 71rb—88vb; YC-001, fols 38ra—45va. Ed., tr. in Lusini, 1988b, with analytical
commentary in Lusini, 1989; new edition, with a historical study of doctrinal
context and composition of this homily, in Lusini, 1993, pp. 15-33, 129-75.

58. Fols 171vb—172rb: excerpt from Lk 1:1-26.

Inc.: @7LA : & F[0] : HANGD : DT : ANOM,T ¢ £77°14- : @ LavYs- :
OA7t : [10C ¢ HAav'- : NAONTL : AA 2 PRy i CAPF : @ FNIADL : 0
A G &1L 2 ATAL 2 ROPPTN POP 2 A 1 (0 2 O TAD- : AR WG ¢
Al : YU & Lol =

Expl. ex abrupto, fol. 172rb: @AI"H : LAN : aPPOA : Ak : AT :
A 2 ALY, 2 NAR, ¢ aPOA = 0101 : AANT ¢ NAN-E : OO : C
A s Daolyl : @CTT 2 RH 2 RO 2 haol[ « 0CTL : [A°ML]A ¢ [NchC : A
av 1 Yo%, : [T 1 W\ [A]9°0 A © ON[A]50 ¢ [OCT] 1 445@ : avA
Al PONAA £ A9°0 £ A%A « hC 2 V1 2 I0A £ 377 2 W77 : THET +

Editio princeps of the Gospel of Luke by Tésfa Soyon in Petrus Ethyops,
1548, pp. 46v—76r.
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Fig. 2: View of the Tana Qirqos church entrance.
Photo by Rafat Zarzeczny, 17 September 2016.
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Fig. 3: view of the sacristy building where manuscripts and other ecclesiastical items are
kept. Photo by Rafat Zarzeczny, 17 September 2016.

Fig. 4: Interior of the sacristy; manuscripts are stored in a wooden cupboard.
Photo by Rafat Zarzeczny, 17 September 2016.
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Fig. 5: Incipit page of the Homily by St Ephrem for Maundy Thursday (fol. 82v). Photo
taken at the National Library & Archives Agency of Ethiopia (NALE), Addis Ababa.
Photo by Rafal Zarzeczny.
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Fig. 6: Incipit page of the Homily attributed to Astona on the observance of Sunday (fol.
162r). Photo taken at the National Library & Archives Agency of Ethiopia (NALE), Addis
Ababa. Photo by Rafat Zarzeczny.



ANAIS WION

The Anointing of the Kings and the Liturgy of Hosanna
in Aksum: Two Mirroring Rites, Witnesses of Medieval Times

Memory flowed, above all, through two channels: ritual and recital
Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi'

1. — Introduction

The rite of the anointment of the king was already perceived as old and
archaic in Ethiopia at the beginning of the Gondarine period, as evidenced by
the reservations expressed by the sovereign Susonyos in 1607 about the so-
lemnity of certain aspects of the rite, which he nevertheless performed in Ak-
sum, in search of legitimacy.? This rite, distinct from and supplementary to the
enthronement rite, has been performed infrequently but consistently from the
thirteenth century to at least the early eighteenth century. The protocol re-
mained largely unchanged, with the most suitable location for the rite being
the ancient city of Aksum. What factors contributed to the long-term preserva-
tion of this rite?

A significant number of contributions made during this conference on the
pre-medieval Ethiopian period have emphasised the legitimacy that the Zag¥e
kings, who reigned between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, found in
Aksumite antique ‘culture’, understood in its broadest sense. In light of the
aforementioned contributions, my research question can be formulated as fol-
lows: how did the memory and history of an Aksumite era survive the centu-
ries in such a way that it could still be activated and recognised as ‘authentic’
and empowering during the Medieval, the Pre-Modern and even the Contem-

' Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, 1982, p. 11.
2 Based on comments by Pedro Paez (Pdez 2011, I, pp. 156-60).
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porary periods in Ethiopia? In order to provide some insight into this question,
two rites that are unique to the city of Aksum will be presented: the rite of the
anointing of the kings and the rite of Palm Sunday, also known as Hosanna.
The first rite is particularly uncommon, as the anointment is not a coronation
but an optional additional ceremony. It has been performed on just eleven oc-
casions between the thirteenth and the end of the nineteenth century, with only
five ceremonies taking place in Aksum.’ In contrast, the second rite, that of
Palm Sunday, is performed every year one week prior to Easter, forming part
of the liturgical calendar. Nevertheless, this universal Christian celebration ex-
hibits a distinctive character in Aksum.

Exceeding what they were initially though for, i.e., respectively anointing
a King and celebrating the Coming into Jerusalem of Christ before the Passion
week, both rites have strong memorial and social features. Furthermore, both
rites are interlinked and reflect one another. By analysing these two rites in
their historical and social contexts, it will be demonstrated how rites can act as
conveyors of a long-term memory due to their archaic features and conserva-
tive nature, as well as their role in structuring the urban society of Aksum.
Thus far, rites have not been employed as sources for the writing of Ethiopian
history. However, the analysis of written sources in conjunction with field-
work in Aksum, where oral traditions were collected and the city’s topography
observed, has yielded new insights into the mechanisms of authority transmis-
sion and the evolution of social structures over centuries.

This paper forms part of a wider examination of the role played by Ak-
sum in the long-term history of Ethiopia.* One of the objectives is to histori-
cise the grand continuist narrative of the Ethiopian Christian state. Indeed, as I
was researching the medieval and pre-modern history of Aksum, it became ev-
ident that this city is paradoxically both a shadow area of the meta-narrative
and an over-exposed point. From a central position, the capital city of the Ak-
sumite Kingdom from the first to the seventh century gradually became a pe-
ripheral location within the geopolitical structure of the Christian Kingdom,

The anointment is attested for the following kings: Lalibédla (ca. 1185—ca. 1225); Zar’a Yé‘qob
(1434-1468) in Aksum; Bé’odd Maryam (1468—1478); Hskondor (1478—1494); Sirsid Dongol
(1563-1597) in Aksum; Susonyos (1607-1632) in Aksum; Iyasu I (1682—1706) in Aksum;
Bikaffa (1721-1730); Iyo’as (1755-1770); Yohédnnas IV (1871-1889) in Aksum and Haylad
Sollase (1930-1974).

4 This is the topic of the book submitted for a Habilitation defense in September 2023, under the
title: « Le sacré et I’archive. Institutions aksumites et administration du royaume chrétien
d’Ethiopie au Moyen-Age et a la période moderne ». It will be published as soon as possible,
at CNRS éditions, collection Zena.
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with its centre shifting southward during the Zag%e period. Subsequently, fol-
lowing the ascension of the Amhara kings to the throne and from the thirteenth
century onwards, the northern region of Togray was progressively marginal-
ised, while the centre of the kingdom was relocated to the Amhara and Siwa
regions. Nevertheless, Aksum asserts that it possesses the Ark of the Cove-
nant, with its principal church dedicated to Soyon—that is, the Ark itself—and
to Maryam (the Virgin Mary). It also holds the highly esteemed status of
gdbdz. Additionally, it is regarded as the oldest Ethiopian church and the first
episcopal see.”> More concretely, the antique and monumental ruins of the Ak-
sumite period serve as a tangible reminder that Aksum, in its distant past, was
a place of considerable power and affluence. To rephrase the research question
in terms of social history, the objective is to understand how those who lived
in Aksum and were responsible for perpetuating its greatness coped with the
geographical marginalisation of their city. This study aims to elucidate the im-
pact of Aksum’s pre-eminent symbolic role on the Christian kingdom and the
communities residing in Aksum and its surrounding areas. At the scale of re-
gional and local history, further questions emerge, such as how did the society
and people of Aksum transmit their own history? What was such a history
like, if there was any? This paper will observe how Aksum was used as a
symbol of power during the early thirteenth century and how this moment of
glory has been preserved throughout centuries until contemporary times, albeit
in fossilised forms. As many essays in this volume are dealing with the use of
Aksumite symbols during the Zag“e dynasty, this premise will not be repeated
here.

Aksum is an exceptionally ancient settlement, celebrated for its extensive
archaeological heritage, encompassing stelae, churches, palaces, and monu-
mental graves. These ancient ruins and monuments, dating from the Aksumite
Kingdom period, have been subject to numerous modifications, reuse, and
displacement, ultimately contributing to the transformation of the city and its
principal church, Maryam Soyon, into a prominent setting for religious and
political ceremonies.” Despite (or because of?) the rarity of the royal anoint-
ment ceremony, some monuments serve as evidence of its importance, giving

See Wion, 2024 for the analysis of the gdbdz status and the history of the Episcopal See in
Aksum.

See in particular Derat’s contributions, in this book and since many years (particularly Derat,
2009; Derat, 2018; Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al. 2020), that have grounded the history of
the Zag“e period.

7 Hiluf Berhe, 2015.
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it a central position in the town’s geography. Indeed, within the Maryam
Soyon church compound are twelve impressive stone thrones. These thrones
are referred today to as the Judges’ thrones, while two additional stone struc-
tures are identified as the royal throne and the bishop’s throne. All inhabitants
of Aksum are familiar with these monuments and are aware that they served a
crucial role during the anointing of Kings. They are massive tangible manifes-
tations of the town’s prestigious privilege and bind with royal power (see Fig.
1). Monuments are not alone to act as conveyors of memory. They are but the
most stable and visible layer of an ancient past that, for a long period of time,
had a role in the present and could be reactivated. But to reactivate the past, a
society needs rites to be performed, written or oral texts to document the pro-
tocol of the rites, and people in charge of accomplishing those rites. The intel-
lectuals of Aksum, belonging to the clergy and to the social elites, were and
still are memorialists in charge of what became known in the literature as the
Book of Aksum, a very formalized and structured compilation of texts of vari-
ous natures which bears the history of the city and of its most important
church, gdbdz Maryam Sayon.® The Book of Aksum is copied after, in most
known manuscripts, the Kabrd ndgdst or “Glory of the Kings”.” In Aksum, the
Book of Aksum is designated under the name Kobrd ndgdst, as it is thought as
a continuation of the latter. To make a long history short, the Kabrd ndigdst
narrates how dbn Hlhakim, son of Biblical King Salomon and the Ethiopian
Queen of Saba, became king, first of Israel and then of Ethiopia. Because of
this double enthronement, dbn dlhakim received twice the anointment, in Je-
rusalem and then in Ethiopia and this rite is what interest our analysis here. He
is the one who carried with him the Ark of the Covenant, since then said to be
kept in Ethiopia. This text, brought in Ethiopia at the time of King Lalibéla,
grounds the Ethiopian Christian throne in a Davidian genealogy.!'

The first part of the Book of Aksum compilation, which contains three
well defined parts plus a fourth one, very distinct from one manuscript to the

8 See Wion, 2009; Wion, 2017. The sequential order of the texts in this compilation is im-

portant, as I have demonstrated in these two articles.

° The complete manuscript copies known so far are (with the abbreviations I have been using in
my various analysis): EMML 50 (E50); Oxford, Bodl. 93 (B93); Paris, BnF Eth. Abb. 225
(A225); Paris, BnF Eth. Abb. 97 (A97); a manuscript photographed by the Deutsche Aksum
Expedition in Aksum in 1906, photos today preserved at the Messbilarchiv in Berlin (DAE);
a manuscript photographed before 2005 by Prof. Helmut Ziegler, most probably in Aksum
@.

10" See amongst other the very long and detailed introduction to the French translation of the
Kabrd ndgdst that gives the literary context of this composite text, in Beylot, 2008.
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other, is quite stable: first the documents follow a formalised order from one
copy to another, and second the textual variances are minor.'' The prescriptive
text describing the anointment ceremony is preserved only in the Book of Ak-
sum in which it comes always in second position. The first text is a material
and quantitative description of the church of Maryam Soyon—before its de-
struction during the sixteenth century—, a description that opens the sequence
of the Book of Aksum and allows us to visualise the church and its ancillary
buildings.'? Following this zoom in on the Maryam Soyon church building, the
text describing the anointing rite describes the surroundings of the church
where a scene of the utmost symbolic importance is played out: the royal con-
secration. This is the protocol of the royal anointment.

2. — The royal anointment: an ancient rite of Ethiopian Christian power
(sixth and eleventh—twelfth centuries)

In the Old Testament, and specifically in the Books of Kings, the anoint-
ment of David is a sign of the divine election of the kingship of Israel, thus
distinguishing it from other forms of political power.”* The anointing elevates
the royal investiture by consecrating its direct link with God. Many Christian
kingdoms adopted this biblical model. In recent decades, studies of the role of
anointing in the Capetian monarchy and the Byzantine Empire have laid the

" This first part of the Book of Aksum contains: two diagrams representing Aksum at the center
of the northern regions; a description of the church of Maryam Sayon before its destruction
(CR 1-2); the Sar‘ati q*arhat, or protocol of the anointment of the king; a list of the kings of
Aksum; a list of the Ethiopian kings from Bazen to Ya‘qob (1603); a list of the kings of Israel
in Ethiopia; the restauration of the rite of anointment by Zér’a Ya‘qob then by Sirsd Dangal
(CR III-1); a genealogy from Adam to Salomon, then from dbn Hlhakim to Sirsd Dengal. 1
am referring to the edition and translation of the Book of Aksum by Conti Rossini, 1909—
1910, quoting first the section in which the document is published, using Roman numerals,
and then the document number itself, using Arabic numerals. Therefore, CR I-2 refers to the
second document in the first section.

12 Document I-2 in Conti Rossini, 1909—1910.

13 It was in fact Saul who was anointed first by the prophet Samuel, in a first attempt to establish
a king for Israel (1Sam 10:1). But when Saul disobeyed Yahweh’s orders, particularly as re-
gards the ritual prescriptions, Samuel was asked to find and anoint another king. This was
David, who was anointed three times, first by Samuel while Saul was still reigning (1Sam
16), then as king in Hebron after Saul’s death (2Sam 2:4), and finally before all the elders of
Israel (2Sam 5:2-3). Only then did he take Jerusalem, settle there and bring in the Ark of the
Covenant. His son Solomon was also anointed by the priest Zadok (1Kings 1:33). The theme
of anointing is also extremely widespread in the various books of the Old Testament. Anoint-
ing is given to kings, but also and above all to priests and prophets
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foundations for a historical anthropology that examines the history of monar-
chies through the prism of this rite in a variety of ways.'* In the Ethiopian con-
text, one of the assets of the anointing rite is that Christians, Jews and Mus-
lims accept it as the act that makes political power total, including its reli-
gious, spiritual, magical and possibly eschatological dimensions.!

We know that Ethiopian kingship is based on the Davidic model, but can
we historicize this phenomenon and determine its stages? Does the rite of
anointing have ancient roots in the ideology and practices of Ethiopian Chris-
tian rulers? An Aksumite ruler—most certainly Kaleb who reigned during the
sixth century—explicitly presented himself as invested with the glory of Da-
vid. The inscription RIE 195, found at Marib in Yemen, contains a string of
biblical quotations recently deciphered by Pierluigi Piovanelli. He demon-
strates convincingly that this sovereign is associated with a Davidic tradition.
First of all, a quotation from Isaiah 22:22-23 attests that this Aksumite king
reigned thanks to the “glory of David”. Then the inscription quotes Psalm 20,
according to which the king upheld by Yahweh, i.e., the anointed king, is His
Messiah. However, the epigraphic inscription does not refer to the stanza of
Psalm 20 that explicitly mentions the anointed king, but to the following two
stanzas.'® The hypothesis that the sovereign mentioned in the epigraphic in-
scription was an anointed king is therefore based on conjecture, which needs
to be substantiated. Yet the Greek text of the Martyrdom of Arethas, which is
almost contemporary with the reign of Kaleb, makes a curious slip of the
tongue: it compares the Ethiopian king to David where a strict biblical analogy
should have referred to Saul. According to the Greek text: “[Bishop Timothy]
urges [Kaleb] (...) to lead an expedition as Samuel had urged David against
Amalek”.!” According to the biblical text, it is Saul whom Samuel urges to
fight against Amalek (1Kings 15, 17-18) but the authors of the text considered

As early as 1921, Marc Bloch made the rite of anointing and its relationship to the supernatu-
ral and the miraculous powers of French and British kings an object of history (Bloch, 1924).
See also among the abundant literature on the subject: Kantorowicz, 1956; Lewis, 1986; Dag-
ron, 1998; Valensise, 1986.

Dagron (or those he quotes) has shown the difference between the notions of malik and kha-
lifa in the Koran, malik being the de facto king, exercising earthly power, whereas khalifa is
the successor of the Prophet. King David is named khalifa of God by virtue of his anointing,
which shows the importance of this sign of divine election in Islamic culture and its weight in
the legitimacy of the exercise of power

16 Piovanelli 2013, pp. 21-23.
17 Detoraki 2007, p. 260 (transl.).
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that the model for the Ethiopian king was manifestly David. The later Arabic
and Ga‘oz versions of the Martyrdom of Arethas rectify this error and return to
a stricter biblical analogy. Was Kaleb then already an anointed king in the Da-
vidic tradition? It would seem so.

Jumping over the time gap between ancient and medieval sources, let’s
turn to the Zag™¥e kings. It is certain that they received the rite of anointment,
but how? The first available source is the “testament” of Bishop Mika’el, pre-
served in the Gospel of the church of Amba Mika'el, which testifies that this
metropolitan anointed seven kings during his episcopal office in Ethiopia in
the first half of the thirteenth century.'® Royal anointing was probably prac-
tised systematically, since seven kings—some of whom must have reigned for
very short periods—were anointed. It was then the bishop who performed the
royal anointing. The verb used in this document is the verb to anoint (¢db ‘a),
which tends to show that it is the action of anointing with oil itself that is con-
sidered to be at the heart of the rite. The Coptic bishops may have arrived
from Egypt with consecrated oil, meron, intended for anointing consecrated
objects and used in the ritual of baptism.'” Perhaps they were also able to bless
oil in Ethiopia itself to obtain this holy 0il.2

We know for certain that King Lalibdla was an anointed king. A wooden
altar dedicated by King Lalibéla and preserved in Débré Sina Golgota, one of
the rock churches on the site of Lalibéla, reveals the importance that this sov-
ereign gave to his status as an anointed king.?! Moreover, the hagiographic
texts that have preserved the memory of King Lalibéla from at least the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries make his anointing a crucial moment in the
recognition of his legitimacy to the throne. This episode is narrated at the end
of the Life of Lalibdla, a text which is ancient and dates from before the reign

18 Derat 2018, p. 42; Derat, Fritsch, Bosc-Tiessé, et al. 2020.

1% Ongoing research by Martina Ambu (FNRS) and Perrine Pilette (CNRS) shows that holy oil
may have been prepared at an early date, in Egypt, at Wadi Natrun, for Ethiopia and perhaps
specifically for royal anointing. According to Perrine Pilette, the first recension of the Life of
Gabriel II Ibn Turayk (1131-1145) in the History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria mentions a
balsam sultant, or “royal balsam”, an expression that disappears from subsequent recensions
because it was probably misunderstood. Personal communication on 29 May 2020 followed
by a discussion with Martina Ambu and Perrine Pilette during a seminar on 2 June 2020.

20 Cf. “Meron”, in E4e, vol. V (2014), pp. 425b-27a (by Emmanuel Fritsch).

2! The text engraved in the wooden altar of Débri Sina Golgota reads: (...) @94, ¢ DAY, :
avl o 2 HINIR ¢ PO, ¢ PNG ¢ a0 TVt ¢ (L) “And you [Lord] have shared
with me [Lalibdla] the kingship of this world and anointed me with the anointing of king-
ship”, from Gigar Tesfaye, 1984, p. 117; Bosc-Tiess¢, 2010, p. 76.
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of Ziar’a Ya’qob.?? He was in fact anointed a first time with the royal anointing
(gab’a mdngast) by God himself.?* Then this anointing is confirmed in a cere-
mony performed by the then reigning king, Lalibidla’s brother and predecessor,
so that he officially transmits the kingship to him (hogg la-mdr°a mdngast).?*
On this occasion he receives his reigning name, Gébrd Mésqil, or “Servant of
the Cross”, which had been given to him earlier by Christ himself. The rite is
described as being reduced to a simple tonsure, with the king shaving
Lalibéla’s hair to signify that he is now king in his own right. They both enter
thereafter the palace riding mules. One has to note the very clear separation
made by the hagiographers of King Lalibdla between a divine royal anointing
and an earthly tonsure rite. In the latter, no religious actor is involved, it is de-
scribed as a purely lay ceremony, performed from king to would be king. The
scene does not take place in an identified place.?

However, there is a huge discrepancy between the rite as described, very
briefly, in the hagiography of King Lalibéla, and the protocol describing the
rite of the shaving and the anointment of the kings in Aksum, well known
thanks to the Sor‘ati q"arhat and that was, most certainly, as I will demon-
strate, already in use during the reign of Lalibila or was, at least, revived and
modified by him.

3. — The Sor‘ati q%orhat or Regulation for the Shaving [of the Head]: a rite
of transformation performed by the dignitaries of Aksum

The Go‘oz text of the Sar‘ati q"arhat was edited and translated by August
Dillmann in 1884 from the manuscript in the Bodleian Library in Oxford
which Ras Mika’el had copied and gave to James Bruce, MS Bruce 93.2° Be-

N

2 1 refer to the Gédldi Lalibéila in the plural on the basis of the analyses in Nafisa Valieva’s doc-

toral thesis, which identified “textual units” from different moments in the versions of this
hagiography and also confirmed a dating that would not be later than the fourteenth or fif-
teenth centuries. See Valieva, 2019, p. 23 for information on the dating and Valieva, 2019,
pp- 19-21 for a summary of the passage on the anointment and tonsure. Her thesis, defended
in 2021, is available online on the University of Hamburg website. <https://ediss.sub.uni-
hamburg.de/handle/ediss/8986>

23 Perruchon, 1892, pp. 22-23, 4041 (text), 88-89, 107 (transl.).
24 Perruchon, 1892, pp. 4144 (text), 109-10 (transl.).

25 Aksum is never mentioned in Gédld Lalibila except as an addition in one of the versions (MS

EMML 6931) in which the future queen, Miasqdl Kabra, is waiting in Aksum while her hus-
band is in Jerusalem, see Valieva, 2021, p. 146.

26 Dillmann, 1884, pp. 18-20, 74—76; about MS Oxford, Bodl. 93, see Wion, 2009.
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ing already edited, Carlo Conti Rossini excluded this text from his edition of
the Book of Aksum in 1909-1910. It then passed relatively unnoticed in Ethio-
pian studies, and until now only the unpublished academic study by Jean-
Francgois Sciarrino in 1994 has shed any light on this essential text.?” French
and French-speaking historians have since largely assimilated this pioneering
work. In accordance with Ethiopian usage, this text is not given an internal ti-
tle, as the copies have no paratext and the text does not designate itself. Never-
theless, royal sources contemporary with and slightly later than the last redac-
tion of the text, during the fifteenth century, designate the anointing ceremony
by two terms: hoggd q"arhat and sor‘ati q"arhat, “rite of tonsure” or “tonsure
ceremony”’, both of which can be used to name the text. According to internal
evidence, this protocol was already operating during the reign of Lalibila, as
we will see in detail later.

The rite can be understood as a sequence of actions that change the status
of the king. The steps are the following: reception of the “King of Sayon” by
the daughters of Soyon; gold donation by the king to the twelve “men of the
rite” (sdb‘a hagg who are the betd agbaz) and then, penetrating inside the larg-
est enclosure of the Maryam Sayon church compound;?® gifts to the king from
the elites of Aksum and the Togray provinces; the king and the twelve sdba
hagg remain alone on the stone thrones, the twelve dignitaries are performing
the rite: sprinkling with holy water, anointing, shaving of the head of the king;
they penetrate in the inner enclosure of the church and burn the royal hair on a
stela, then come back to inform the king that the rite has been performed; the
king enters the sanctuary alone; the king returns to the thrones, then they all
come back to the outside of the church enclosure; mutual blessing with digni-
taries, bishops and military. This is clearly a “rite of passage”, according to the
typology created by Van Gennep in a pre-structuralist way, and still very use-
ful to understand the different phases of a ritual of transformation of a social
status.?

We will here focus firstly on who is performing this rite, as the aim of this
demonstration is to understand how the memory of an ancient social structure
has been preserved—and of course modified—through centuries, based on the

27 Sciarrino, 1994.

28 The number twelve is a strong symbolic number in the biblical texts: it firstly refers to the

twelve sons of Jacob-Israel, founders of the twelve tribes, then paralleled in the New Testa-
ment by the twelve apostles.

2 Van Gennep, 1909. I have used the theory of Van Gennep to analyse the rite of anointment in

Ethiopia (Wion, 2023, pp. 72-81).
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knowledge and the prestige of the rituals specifically held in Aksum. Twelve
men are performing the rites on the person of the king: the sdb’a hagg, a term
that can be render as “people of the rite” or “people of the law”, hagg being
linked with religious law and rite and being a central concept for the duties of
the social elite of Aksum, until now. They are also named betd agbaz or
“house of the gdbdz”, and we will come back later on this term. The sdba
hagg are waiting for the king outside of the church and welcoming him. Then
he is throwing gold at them, as a form of retribution for what is going to hap-
pen next. They accompany the king inside the compound, and they sit on the
thrones. They accomplish the rite, called mastir in the text which is a term
coming from Greek and designating a sacrament, literally, a mystery, some-
thing that cannot be known and belongs to the sacred. The importance of these
twelve dignitaries is particularly stressed and their ritual roles are explained in
great details. To add more information about them, four partially overlapping
lists of the twelve “men of the rite” encompass the Sor‘atd q"arhat, enumerat-
ing the twelve dignitaries and precising their names, their roles and titles, and
sometimes their symbolic attributes. They are the twelve men—or their de-
scendants—who came from Jerusalem with the first king of Ethiopia and they
have guaranteed since then the ritual law (hogg). A comparative analysis of
these lists allows to better understand their structures, their respective roles,
and to glimpse certain elements of construction of the texts. Four lists frame
the text: two introduce it (SQ§1 and SQ§2) and two close it (L1 and L2, see
table below). The mirror effect is reinforced, as we will see, by the internal
symmetry of these lists. Such formalism has the effect of enhancing the regu-
latory character of the protocol text of the Sar‘atii q¥arhat. Listing the twelve
dignitaries in these lists confers an official, administrative status to the entire
text, through the ordering of reality that they propose and which acts with au-
thority. The list plays a role as much by what it exposes as by how it does it.*

3% In bold, the titles known to have existed at the court of the Zag"“e kings. Underlined are the
products brought as presents to the King during the rite, testifying of the capacity to levy trib-
ute by the Aksumite elite. There are almost no textual variances in between the six known
copies of those lists.
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SQ§1 [historical,
narrative and Ak-
sumite list]

SQ§2 [protocolar
and Aksumite list]

List 1 [protocolar
and royal list]

List 2 [historical
and royal list]

the people of the And when the head- | Sorati betdi These are the
law (sdba hagg) shaving (¢"arhat) of | mdngast twelve houses that
who went with [dbn | the king takes place, arrived in Ethiopia
Hlhakim] to the they stand setting with dbné dlhdkim
country of Ethiopia. | up their customary the son of King
And these are their | charges Solomon.
names: (Sar‘atatihomu)
the governor of the | [H1]ld Aqdytat: wild
people (mdl ‘Gkd animals, domestic
hazb) who is d114 animals and poultry
Agéytat... which are eaten
... and gdlabas who | And the gdlabas 231, gdilabas
are counselors brings flowers from
(mdmakort); the wilderness and
fruits from among
those that are eaten
and all sorts of
grains except taff’
(sic);
and the bearer of bearer of the vessel The bearer of the 1. sdrag md‘isire

the vessel md ‘asdre
(sdware niirg
md‘asire) who is
the bearer of the
ointment of the
kingship??

(sdware ndrg) with
the perfume which
is the ointment of
the kingship

vessel (sdware
ndrge) and the
bearer of holy water
O

31

The numbering is present in the list. I have re-organised the sequence in order to fit with the
comparative table.

32 There is no direct evidence that the anointment took place at the beginning of the Solomonic
dynasty. Nevertheless, the few known wall paintings that can be dated to the reign of Yokuno
Amlak (1270-1285) bear witness to the presence in the ruler's very close entourage of a dig-
nitary whose title is s@ware ndrge, in which we can see a contraction of sdware ndirg
mdi‘asdre. This is a sign that the anointing rite had either an active value at the time—that is,
it was still practiced and the bearer of the vessel for the ointment played a role in it—or that
this title existed only as a remnant of an ancient rite of the royal administration. Claire Bosc-
Tiessé pointed out to me the presence of this dignitary on the wall paintings of the church of
Wasa Mika’el. The patron of this church, Mihari Amlak, was a close associate of King
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SQ§1 [historical,
narrative and Ak-
sumite list]

SQ§2 [protocolar
and Aksumite list]

List 1 [protocolar
and royal list]

List 2 [historical
and royal list]

o the daughters of the daughters of
Soyon are bringing Soyon bearing fans,
water, honey-wine threads and golden
(mes) and incense mdzrdga (12)
(sahnditd)

and the presbyter the gdysd gibiz Le qdysid gibdz (...)

[in charge] of the
gdbdz (qéysd
gabdz) (...) who
took Sayon out and
carried it to the land
of Ethiopia (...)
Azaryas™*

(...) stands carrying
the Ark of the Law
(tabotd hagg)

as priest of Sayon

0

the archdeacon (ligd
dayaqonat) who
took Sayon out and
carried it to the land
of Ethiopia (...)
Hlmoyas

(...) the ligd daya-
qonat stands carry-
ing the Ark of the
Law (tabotdi hagg)

(...) ligd dayagonat
as priest of Soyon

®)

7. ligd dyaqonat

Arnes who is
md‘asare in charge
of the whip made of
silk (hdrir tite)

the md ‘asare with
the whip of silk

ligd mdsani with the
golden whip (6)

8. ligd mdsani

33

34

Yokuno Amlak, as evidenced by his presence alongside him in the paintings of Gannéta Mar-
yam. Cf. Mercier, 2002, pp. 143-48. See also on the continuity of the administration of
Yokuno Amlak’s government with that of his Zag“e predecessors, Derat, 2009, p. 75.

The numbering is mine and reflect the actual order of the list L1.

Chapter 87 of the Kobrd ndgdst goes: “And this is the text we brought with us, the whole Law
of the Kingdom (haggd mdngast) and the commandment of God which Sadoq, the chief of the
priests (ligd kahanat), when he anointed me [dbn Hlhakim] with the royal anointing (gab‘a
mdngast) in the sanctuary of God [in Jerusalem], while he had in his hand the horn of the
anointing oil (gdrnd gab’a afrdt) of the priests and royalty. They have done for us what is in
his Law and we have been anointed, Azaryas for the priesthood and I for the kingship and
Hlmoyas, spokesman of God, guardian of the Law (‘aggabe hagg), that is, guardian of Sayon
and ear of the king in every way of justice. And they commanded me to do nothing without
their advice (...)”. The mention of Azaryas and dlmoyas in list SQ§1 is a direct quotation of
the narration of the Kabrd ndgdst.
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SQ§1 [historical,
narrative and Ak-
sumite list]

SQ§2 [protocolar
and Aksumite list]

List 1 [protocolar
and royal list]

List 2 [historical
and royal list]

Ames who is the
bearer of the um-
brella

And the sdawdre
koabr “bearer of the
glory” stands with
his umbrella

ddqqd sdrg”a the
bearer of the um-
brella, supplier of
the lion, supplier of
the food. (2)

6. diqqd Sirg*a

Dewa Siirg”dy who | And Siwa Sirg”dy Sewa Siirg"dy the 4. sd'dt Sdrg dy
is a friend is bringing milk and | friend (1)

wine;
Dilkamay 10. ddlkome

nagusd hazbdy [who
is] administrator
(mdgabe) of the
house of the king

9. nagus hozbdy®

Réiqmi Asra®® aw-

fari

the awfari with the
horse

3. ligd saf of the
horses

Diqqé Saf mask™dy

the ligd mdk*asd
with the mule

Hiisg“a®’, bearer of
the gdra gdmdro
and the golden bri-
dle and the import-
ed mules. (5)

11. masag»e
12. hasag»e

(..

An internal comparison between these four documents shows similarities,

first as to the genres they are belonging to: SQ§1 and L2 have both historical

35

36

Ddlkédmdy | déilkame and nagus[d] hazbdy are titles who are not known in any other sources.
The mention of those rare titles in SQ§1 and L2 attest of the archaic features of these two
lists.

This is probably the origin of the widespread title of raq mdsdre. It would come from a de-
formation of the proper name Raqmi Asra of SQ§1 formed from the noun md asdre used in
several titulatures and whose meaning or etymology is obscure. In any case, this primitive
form Rdqma Asra is a further indication that the SQ§1 list bears witness to ancient customs
and titles.

This is an archaic title used under the Zag“e dynasty, cf. “Hasg“a” in EA4e, vol. V (2014), p.
341a-b (by Alessandro Bausi).

The list does not end here but the following elements cannot be compared with the four lists
framing the Sor‘atd g*arhat.



352 ANAIS WION

pretentions, while SQ§2 and L1 are more protocolar. But the comparison re-
veals also differences which make it possible to put forward hypotheses as to
their roles and their origins, and possibly insert them into a timeline. It can be
demonstrated that the two first lists (SQ§1 and SQ§2) voices the elite from
Aksum and keep trace of a time when this elite was closely associated with the
Zagwe power, while L1 and L2 are posterior rewriting of these two ancient
lists associated with the rite of the unction of the Kings.

4. — The ancient elite of Aksum mentioned in royal deeds by King Lalibdla

Various hints tend to show that lists SQ§1 and SQ§2 testify of the struc-
ture of an ancient elite from Aksum. First, some of the titles, namely ligd di-
yaqonat, and qdysd gdbdz, occur also in two donations of land granted by
Lalibidla to religious institutions in Eastern Togray and kept in the Golden
Gospel of the monastery of Abba Mitta® or Dabrd Libanos of Ham, in the re-
gion of Somizana.® Referring to those two documents is primordial as they
are amongst the most ancient administrative documents preserved in Togray.
They have been edited first by Conti Rossini in 1901, I will therefore refer to
them as CR6 and CR7, the numbers under which they appear in this editio
princeps. First let us introduce the place where were kept, until now, those
documents. The monastery of Abba Mitta® was an important institution in the
network of royal churches in the north, closely associated with the government
of Lalibéla and the family of his wife Queen Misqdl Kobra. This monastery
played the role of archival center for Eastern Togray for many centuries. The
two land donations that interest us here both contain some lists of royal digni-
taries that spell out the titles, functions and names of the great officials of the
kingdom, according to the already classic pattern of a royal written deed. List-
ing prelates, court dignitaries and members of the aristocratic elite contributed
to the solemnity of the act of royal donation, as much as it helped to date it
and anchor it in the political reality in which the donation was made. These
“grands” (literally abdyt) are enumerated following a hierarchical order. First
come the Coptic metropolitan (papas) and his spokesman, followed by one or
more bishops (epis goposat) probably Ethiopians.** Then come the Ethiopian

3 These are documents no. 6 and 7 in the edition by Conti Rossini, 1901, pp. 177-219 (transla-
tion in Derat, 2018, pp. 49-58). The corpus has been taken up for a future re-edition and
translation by Nafisa Valieva as part of the EthioChrisProcess project. Part of it is already
online on the Beta Masahoft project website.

40 Derat, 2018, p. 18; Ambu, 2021, pp. 182-83.
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dignitaries, with in the first rank the ‘agqabe sd’at who was then the abbot of
the monastery of Dabrd Libanos of Ham. Next comes an archdeacon (/igd
zayaqonat or ligd diyagonat), an office of great symbolic importance in royal
rites. Then comes a dignitary with the title gdsd (or qdysd) gdbdz Soyon,
which can be translated as priest of gdbdz Seyon, which are respectively the
status and the consecration of the church of Aksum.*' The churches of Abba
Maitta‘/Dabra Libanos of Ham and of gdbdz Soyon are the only two religious
institutions whose superiors appear in this list. The ensuing dignitaries are
members of the court, with only one explicitly holding a religious office, the
king’s priest. All the others were provincial governors, amongst which the /igd
Agdytat, which is also to be found, albeit under another form, in our lists.

4.a. The gdysd gdbdz and the ligd diyaqonat: priests of Soyon and bearers of
the Ark of the Covenant

The gdysd gdbdz Soyon and the ligd diyagonat are found very high up in
the hierarchy of dignitaries presiding over these two royal donations. Both
were then dignitaries of high rank. Both are also fundamental figures in the
rite of anointment. If the Sor‘ati q“arhat itself does not make any distinction
between the twelve “men of the rite”, the lists display their names, titles and
roles with great attention. In SQ§1 and SQ§2, the ligd diyaqonat and the gdysd
gdbdz are in charge of carrying the Ark of the Covenant. SQ§1 recalls the nar-
ration written in the Kabrd ndgdst, while SQ§2 actualises this ancient past and
set both of them in action. In another words, they do carry the Ark of the Cov-
enant during the ceremony, as their ancestors have done while coming from
Israel to Ethiopia at the time of King Solomon. As they are said to be descend-
ed from the high priest and chief deacon who carried the Ark of the Law from
Jerusalem to Ethiopia, by virtue of this ancestry, they are authorized to be in
contact with it.*2

411 choose to associate gébdiz with the term Soyon and to read the genitive only where it is ex-
plicitly expressed, i.e., after the word gds or gdys meaning priest. According to this interpre-
tation, gdbdz Soyon would be the designation of the religious institution to which the priest
was assigned, a prestigious institution since it is the second to appear in this list of dignitaries.

41t is nowadays difficult to imagine that ligi diyagonat and gqdyséd gibéz could have been

unique titles with elitist functions. They have lost their importance as titles attached to Aksum
and became disseminated in the ordinary ecclesiastical titulary. All Ethiopian Orthodox
churches of some importance may today have a gdysd gdbdz in charge of its material affairs
and a ligd diyaqonat who presides over the groups of deacons.



354 ANATS WION

4.b. From mdldkd hozb Alla Agdytat to the modern ligd Aqdytat: a glimpse
into the evolution of titles and roles

In the lists associated with the Sor‘atdi q"arhat, the first of the twelve dig-
nitaries is the “governor of the people (mdl ki hazb) who is d11a Aqaytat (...)
adviser” according to SQ§1. Meanwhile, according to SQ§2, he is: “[dl]la
Agiytat [who brings] wild and domestic animals, poultry, which are eaten”
The title mdlédkd hazb, which seems to designate the function of d114 Aqéytat,
is totally unusual in court titulature. It is only encountered in the text of the
Kobrd ndgdst. There are indeed few transfers between the SQ§1 list and the
Koabrd ndgdst (chapter 43, that institutes the new government of Ethiopia,
composed of twenty-two men coming from Jerusalem). As we have seen
above, amongst them are the two clerics in charge of transporting the Ark of
the Covenant, the ligd diyagonat and the qdysd gdbdz. Similar to our lists are
also the sawdre kabr (“bearer of the glory”) and the ddgqd sdrg”a, both being
ancient titles or functions, which had become obsolete during the medieval
times. The similarities between chapter 43 of the Kobrd ndgdst and the lists in
the Sor‘ati q"arhat are therefore striking. It remains difficult to understand
how these circulations took place. Did these lists draw on common sources,
reflecting an ancient titles order in the north of the kingdom? Much remains to
be understood about the uses of the texts in order to get a sense of their inter-
textuality.

The noun H114 Aqaytat disappears completely from the other lists, wheth-
er L1, L2 or others.* The first thing that strikes one is the formation of this
name with the anteposed particle 3114, known in the ancient royal names of the
Aksumite period. Why such an archaism? Is it a genuine relic of a very ancient
royal name or, on the contrary, an attempt to increase the prestige of a name by

4 Lists of twelve dignitaries coming from Israel are many in Ethiopian administrative literature
and could be considered as a genre per se, even if, as I hope to demonstrate, they did initially
have different functions. The one compiled in the Sorati gabr seems a synthesis of the four
lists of the Saratd ¢*arhat (see the edition in Kropp, 1988). The list contained in the Sor‘ati
mdngast witnesses another tradition, see the (truncated) edition of the text by Dillmann, 1884,
pp- 78-79 based on MS Oxford Bodl. 28 (Bruce 92), then by Varenberg, 1915, pp. 11-12 and
the translation by Guidi, 1922, pp. 68-70. This is the document labelled SMI-1 in Kropp,
2011. The full text begins with the sentence “hagg and sar ‘at of the kingdom who came from
Jerusalem with dbnd Hakim son of Solomon who is Menelik and with him came out twelve
bd‘ald hagg who are the gan masdre, judge (bd-foth) who is gaii wambdr with the silk whip,
the agr Zaq“ane, the Zan hdddna with the Ten Commandments and holy water (...). Then
those who were made judges in the time of ‘Amd& Sayon (...)”.
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endowing it with antic royal attributes? The memory of royal Aksumite names
in dll4, attested by epigraphy and numismatics, found its way into the medie-
val period and was preserved by Ethiopian intellectuals in the lists of kings,
themselves copied in the Book of Aksum and that were therefore part of the
history kept and transmitted by the memorialists of Aksum. I hypothesise that
dlla Aqdytat is a modification of an earlier term because other sources men-
tion a real title: the ligd Aqgdytat, which reads “chief of the Agiyt”. As seen
above, the royal deeds CR6 and CR7 preserved in Dabri Libanos of Ham and
dated to King Lalibdla mention someone bearing the title /igd Aqdytat among
the great men of the kingdom who attend and/or legitimate these donations. It
thus seems that the mdl‘akd hazb A1l Agdytat of lists SQ§1 and SQ§2 could
be a version, either older and fallen into disuse, or on the contrary a reinven-
tion in prestigious and archaic form, of ligd Agqdytat. Either way, we could
have a recognition of a very ancient power. The fact that it disappears from the
other lists L1 and L2 shows the gradual disuse of this name or the restriction
of its influence. It may be that his power had waned, as he was unable to with-
stand the local and national reorganisations that took place after the thirteenth
century and the dynastic change at the head of the country. He was gradually
no longer considered an important dignitary at a national level and also lost
prestige at a local level, although perhaps in a different timeframe. Nonethe-
less, as we will see later on, another social stratification specific to Aksum
recognize the preeminence of another chief named mdl ‘akd: the mdlake Aksum
is, since at least the fifteenth century up to the present time, the leader of the
main traditional lineage having land rights as well as social and ritual func-
tions in Aksum city. There is here an echo from ancient times, even if the steps
of transformations of these distant voices are hard to understand.

The toponymy helps to anchor the ancient power of the mdl‘akd hazb dl14
Aqdytat / ligd Agdytat in the vicinity of Aksum. “Addi Aqayt is actually a terri-
tory located in the large fertile plain to the east of Aksum and belonging in
g"alt status to the church of Maryam Soyon, which concretely means that the
church could levy taxes on this rich land.** We can therefore assume that H114
Aqaytat or the ligd Aqdytat was the main customary chief of the Aksum re-
gion, or at least he still was in the thirteenth century when he was among the
“great men” of the kingdom. As Aqgdytat could be a plural form of Aqéyt, ligd
Agdytat could be understand as “chief of the people of Agayt”.

The last element proving that some of the twelve dignitaries were local
chiefs is the fact that they are collecting and bringing food and drinks, pre-

4 °Ad or “Addi is a very common term to designate a settlement in Tigrinya.
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sumably for the banquet following the rite of unction. Lists SQ§2 and L1 are
ceremonial texts that associate each of the dignitaries with a function in the
royal ceremonial. SQ§2 no longer contains the proper names of the original
dignitaries, as does SQ§1, since the aim is to update and anonymize the list so
that it can be used at all time to perform the ritual. Four dignitaries do have to
bring animals to be eaten, fruits and vegetables, cereals, water, beverages such
as mead, wine and milk. This is the highly original aspect of this list, which is
a sign of its specifically Aksumite nature, since it alone specifies the contribu-
tions in kind that certain dignitaries must make, most likely for consumption at
the banquet that inevitably concludes the ceremonies, although this is not
specified in the text of the Sar‘atii q"arhat. SQ§2 is therefore a protocol for
local taxation, enumerating the food and local products brought to the anoint-
ment. It shows the capacity of those dignitaries to levy taxes and reveals the
regional power of this Aksumite elite.

4.c. The “bearer of the vessel for the ointment” or saware narg md asare

The links between the two thirteenth-century donations (CR6 and CR7
from Abba Mitta®) and the SQ§1 list concern, to finish with, the title of
sdware ndrg md‘asdre (“bearer of the vessel for the ointment”) which con-
tracted in later medieval usage into sdrag md ‘asdre. This title remained organ-
ically linked to the anointment since he is the bearer of the oil with which the
sovereign is anointed. The fact that the sdrag md asdre is the only dignitary
who, of all those mentioned in the rite, has survived the centuries and re-
mained in a pre-eminent position at the court of Christian sovereigns until the
contemporary era, shows the importance of the primitive stratum of the rite
consisting of gestures borne on the sovereign himself.*

These first two lists, SQ§1 and SQ§2, give voice to the elites of Aksum
and the surrounding regions. SQ§1 transmits an earlier version, depicting a
royal elite among whom the political and religious authorities of Aksum
played a leading role. SQ§2 builds on this, demonstrating the local elite’s abil-
ity to levy taxes, thereby enabling them to structure and control territories.
Above all, it concerns the Aksumite administration and its management of the
rite.

45 The term masdre itself is used during the fifteenth century in other titles such as raq masdre
or yd-bdstd agre masdre. These three titles shaped after masdre are found together in the deed
of King Zar’d Ya‘qob in favour of feeding the court clergy (MS London, BL Or. 481, fol.
154, in Kropp, 2005).
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By examining these lists and cross-checking them with documents pro-
duced in the Zag¥e period, we can conclude that in the thirteenth century Ak-
sum was a place of primordial power. Aksumite dignitaries were, in the thir-
teenth century, very much integrated into the close entourage of the ruler than
they were in the fifteenth century. This finally provides a solid basis for show-
ing that the gradual disinvestment of royal power in the north was at the ex-
pense of an ancient elite that did not survive in this ancient form and gradually
disappeared from court practice, even though certain titles persisted until the
sixteenth century.

5. — From the Christ entering into Jerusalem to the king entering in Aksum
Sayon

Now that its actors are better identified, we shall come back to the rite of
anointment and examines it as a performance. Before the king enters the
church in Aksum, he is stopped by a silk thread, a symbolic demarcation that
requires him to stand still and state his identity. The daughters of Soyon who
call out to him are inspired by a biblical model in which we recognise the per-
sonification of the city of Jerusalem. “Whose king are you?”, the rhetorical
question they ask the sovereign is intended to secure recognition of the king's
legitimacy from the inhabitants of the town of Aksum, the city being elevated
to the rank of Ethiopian Jerusalem. The setting is inspired by the Old Testa-
ment and takes its inspiration from Ps 24 (23):8-10, in which Israel acknowl-
edges divine sovereignty: “O princes, open the gates! Rise up, eternal gates:
let the King of glory enter! Who is this King of glory? It is the Lord, the
strong, the valiant, the Lord, the valiant in battle. O princes, open the gates!
Raise the eternal gates: let the King of glory enter! Who is this King of glory?
He is the Lord, the God of the universe; he is the King of glory”.# This psalm
is part of the Palm Sunday liturgy in Eastern liturgies (Coptic, Ethiopian,
Melkite-Greek). It prefigures Christ's Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem, an epi-
sode in which Christ, riding on a donkey, is welcomed as his sovereign by the
people of Jerusalem, either as “King of Israel” (Jn 12:13) or as “Son of David”
(Mt 21:09 and Mk 11:10), since Christ is descended from a Davidic lineage.
The dialogue that allows the Messiah-King to enter Jerusalem in the Ethiopian
Palm Sunday liturgy is even more theatrical than the text of Psalm 24.#” There
is a symbolic and operative parallel between the Palm Sunday liturgy celebrat-

46 Daniel Assefa, 2012 for an analysis of this psalm in the Ethiopian context.
47 Fritsch, 2001.
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ing the entry into the city of Jerusalem of Christ, son of David, recognised as
king by the city’s inhabitants, and the rite of royal anointing which elevates a
sovereign to a higher status, that of a king whose authority is granted by divine
power and who is recognised as such by his people and his government. In
both cases, the link between political power and divine power is made: Christ
changes his status in the eyes of the people of Israel thanks to his messianic
entry into the city of Jerusalem; the Ethiopian king changes his status in the
eyes of his people when the city of Aksum, which is Soyon, accepts him as
“king of Sayon”.

The reference to Palm Sunday is explicit in the text of the Sor‘atdi
q"“arhat. More precisely, it says that King Gabrd Mésqél renewed the anointing
rite by introducing elements of the Palm Sunday liturgy:

And having observed all this, King Gabrd Mésqal renewed and increased it
when the priest Yared was with him. He began a second law (hagg) and
made it according to the rite (hagg) of Hosanna and he prescribed that the
people should carry branches of date palm (a ‘duqd bdgqdlt), palm and olive.

King Gébra Misqél was assisted by the priest Yared, who is recognised as
the Ethiopian priest credited with inventing the liturgical hymns.*® While it is
clearly stated that the rite was modified to bring it closer to a Christian festi-
val, the historical context is not the easiest to place in time. Gébra Mésqal is a
royal name that was borne by several sovereigns. A medieval ruler bearing this
name was Lalibéla, and it is quite reasonable to think that he had an interest in
renewing an enthronement rite that was both a royal and a Christian rite. His
hagiography and the wooden altar of Débrd Sina Golgota, in the churches
complex of Lalibéla, bear witness to the fact that he was an anointed king and
received the rite of tonsure. Moreover, his hagiography states that he and his
brother and predecessor went to the palace to perform the rite of anointing,
both mounted on mules. This prosaic detail actually echoes the biblical scene
of Christ's entry into Jerusalem, mounted on a donkey to show the irenic na-
ture of his kingship, a scene that is re-enacted during the Palm Sunday rite in
Aksum. As I have demonstrated, certain elements of the Sor‘ati ¢¥arhat are

48 Can the mention of the priest Yared help to shed light on the historical context of this liturgi-
cal addition to the rite of anointment? This is actually a rather perilous task, as the main da-
ting element linked to Yared is the mention of King Gibrd Masqil. Yared is also strongly as-
sociated with the town of Aksum, as he is said to have been born there. The risk of circular
reasoning is high. Too little is known today about this saint’s life for it to be used as a histori-
cal element.
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found in documents contemporary with the reign of Lalibédla,* in particular
titulatures that subsequently fell into disuse such as ligd Agdytat, ligd di-
yaqgonat and gdsd gdbdz Sayon, who were very important in the anointment
ceremonial and at the court of Lalibédla but who no longer had a pre-eminent
role as royal officials in the post-Zag™e period. There is therefore a strong pre-
sumption that the sovereign Gibrd Mésqdl to whom the text credits a ceremo-
nial renewal was indeed the famous Zagwe king of the thirteenth century. Not
to add the fact that the Kabrd ndigdst, that so much insists on the authority of
the unction, was first translated under his reign as clearly attested by its colo-
phon. What interest would this ruler have had in introducing a parallelism be-
tween Christ’s messianic entry into Jerusalem and the royal anointing at Ak-
sum? There are at least three reasons for such an innovation. Firstly, it super-
imposes a Christian narrative on the Old Testament narrative, which is always
a major issue for Christian political philosophies. Secondly, it offers the figure
of the king a model of particular value, the anointing no longer being merely
Davidic but also Christ-like. Thirdly, and this is what particularly interests us
here, the city where the anointment took place was compared to Jerusalem,
and even became Jerusalem, at least for the duration of the rite. The introduc-
tion of the Palm Sunday liturgy into the anointment ceremony allows Aksum
to be compared to the city of Soyon in two ways, through the possession of the
Ark (referring to the Old Testament) and through the city where the Jesus
Christ was welcomed as a king (this time referring to the New Testament).

6. — Qeros, meros: sung relic from a Coptic liturgy

In Ethiopia, the Palm Sunday festival is called Hosanna or bdgdlt, literal-
ly “branches”. Archaic elements give to the rite of Hosanna as played out in
Aksum a solemn aspect and contribute to the theatre of primacy. The children
who open the Sunday procession carrying palms sing two words over and over
again: “Qeros, meros”. The biblical analogy is clearly that of the children wel-
coming Christ in Jerusalem, but the terms geros and meros have no explana-
tion for the Aksumite clergy, who repeat them orally, generation after genera-
tion. This is actually an evolution of a fragment of Coptic liturgy. The Greek
text Evioghimenos o erchomenos en onomati Kiriou (g0Aoynpévog o
gpyopevog €v ovopatt Kopiov)—“Blessed be he who comes in the name of the

4 These are the two deeds of donation already mentioned above, dated to his reign and pre-
served in the Golden Gospel of Débra Libanos of Ham (documents no. 6 and 7 in Conti Ros-
sini, 1901).
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Lord”—is sung in the Coptic Church during the Feast of Palms at the begin-
ning of the Saturday evening service.*® The Coptic liturgical books specify that
with this song, the bishop or patriarch was accompanied in a grand procession
from his cell to the church. Today, the Coptic clergy simply sing this text in
church. As this phrase is sung with many vocalisations and repetitions, it is
possible that the Ethiopian tradition retained only the phonemes gerosmeros,
from the single term erchomenos (épy6pevog) which means “he who comes”.”!
These two words indicate a fossilisation of the Coptic liturgy in the Aksumite
Palm Sunday rite. Should this be seen as a trace of the Coptic bishop’s pres-
ence in Aksum during the anointment and/or the Palm Sunday rite? It is diffi-
cult to answer this question diachronically. There is nothing to prevent the
Coptic bishop from having been present at Aksum for the Palm Sunday cere-
mony from time to time over the centuries. The real question is that of the
time, necessarily ancient, when Aksum was the seat of the Ethiopian bishop-
ric. I answered it as best I could in another publication and showed that during
the first centuries of Ethiopian Christianity, Aksum was very probably the
episcopal see.>? This was much taken up and even reconstructed by medieval
Ethiopian historiography, and it is certain that Aksum was considered to be the
seat of the primitive episcopate in the centuries that followed, all the more so
as the centres of power, both ecclesiastical and religious, moved away from
Aksum. Preserving traces, however small, however misunderstood, however
distorted, of this glorified past was also favoured by the context: Aksum had to
be able to continue to bear witness to its Christian antiquity. This may partly
explain why the anointment rite, renewed by the Zagwe dynasty and particu-
larly by King Lalibéla, includes extracts from the Palm Sunday rite into the
anointment rite. If we assume that during the thirteenth century, the rite of
Palm Sunday in Aksum had preserved traces of ancient practices, testifying to
the strong presence of Coptic ecclesiastics in Ethiopia, including some passag-
es in Greek, then the phrase “blessed be he who comes in the name of the
Lord” or Evloghimenos o erchomenos en onomati Kiriou is perfectly suited to

50 1 would like to warmly thank Father Wadid from the Egyptian monastery of Saint Macarius
and Ugo Zanetti for finding out what the mysterious terms geros and meros meant and for
their subsequent clarifications. Personal communication in October 2021.

John 12:13 goes “the next day the great crowd that had come for the festival heard that Jesus
was on his way to Jerusalem. They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting,
‘Hosanna!” ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’, ‘Blessed is the king of Isra-
el!”” (https://biblehub.com/text/john/12-13.htm).

2 Wion, 2024.
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welcoming the sovereign to the holy city. This centuries-old practice of a Cop-
tic hymn is thus a real marker of the ancient link between the Ethiopian church
and the Coptic church, and for historians it testifies to the ancient importance
of a Coptic clergy and therefore probably of the Egyptian bishop in Aksum. A
simpler hypothesis would be to disconnect this rite from the town of Aksum
and to perceive it as a trace of King Lalibdla’s policy, exportable elsewhere in
his day, but preserved only on the site of Aksum. In any case, the question is:
why was this ancient rite preserved in Aksum, and how?

7. — Hosanna in Aksum: an annual rite keeping alive the Law (hogg)

According to the Gospel, Christ was welcomed as king and messiah by
the people of Jerusalem, who spread palms and cloaks in his path and greeted
him with cries of “Hosanna”, which means “of grace” in Hebrew. During his
royal entry into the city of Jerusalem, Christ rode on a donkey rather than a
horse to show that he was arriving with no warlike intentions and that he was
reigning over a kingdom of peace. In Aksum, the social and religious rite of
Hosanna is characterised by several very specific elements.

During the thirteenth century, King Lalibéla introduced elements of the
Palm Sunday liturgy into the rite of the royal anointment in Aksum (Psalm
23). At the other end of the chronological frieze, in the last years of the nine-
teenth century, the sovereign Menelik II commissioned court ecclesiastics to
travel to Aksum to observe the Palm Sunday rite and replicate it in the liturgy
of the church he had just founded in dntotto in order to strengthen the authori-
ty of this new royal foundation.’® There is therefore a long-standing symbolic
link between the anointment of Ethiopian kings and the annual Palm Sunday
rite as practised in Aksum. The analogies between Jerusalem and Aksum, both
holy and royal cities, and between the Ethiopian sovereign and Christ the
King, give these two rituals their shared symbolic power. My hypothesis is
that the annual Palm Sunday ceremony regularly reactivates elements of the
exceptional rite of royal anointment. This mirror effect reinforces the porosity
between the rite of the royal anointment, which contains elements of the Palm
Sunday rite, and the Palm Sunday rite in its particular form at Aksum.

It also reinforces the elite structure which is very specific to Aksum. In-
deed, seven lineages descending from seven ancestors possess some land ten-

33 Mers‘é Hazen Walde Qirqos, 2004, pp. 19-21.
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ure in the city and its outskirt, known under the unique word of ¢"a/z.>* Their
existence can be trace back to the fifteenth century, and has of course been
submitted to changes and evolutions. They are known today under the name of
balabbat. What is of interest for us here is the fact that, at least since the sev-
enteenth century, they did have the responsibility for organizing the rite of Ho-
sanna. The Palm Sunday rite therefore guarantees the possibility of quickly
reactivating the elements of the royal anointment, should this be necessary. In
this way, the memory of the ancient rituals and their guardians is preserved
over the long term. The previous analysis of the lists framing the Sorati
q"arhat has provided an insight into how an ancient Aksumite elite had main-
tained its pre-eminence among the kingdom's elite by retaining honorary func-
tions during this ritual. The four lists of dignitaries attached to the Sorati
q"arhat show that in the thirteenth century, Aksumite dignitaries were very
much inserted into the royal court, and then gradually lost this immediate
proximity to power while preserving a trace of this glorious past in the proto-
col of the anointment at Aksum. However, the anointment rite was rarely per-
formed, less than ten times between the fifteenth and the end of the nineteenth
century. The rite of Palm Sunday, this time an annual one, allows the various
players to reactivate their privileges at a pace that is much more conducive to
perpetuating a collective memory. The Christian ceremony of Palm Sunday or
Hosanna allows the Aksumite elite, now called the balabbat, to reaffirm their
rank and privileges.>

7.a. The responsibility of the seven lineages in the rite of Palm Sunday in
Aksum

The liturgy is spread over two days, with vespers on Saturday (wazema)
followed by a service starting at 3am on Sunday and continuing into the morn-
ing, with the blessing of the palms, which the faithful then take home. A writ-
ten document attests that descendants of seven lineages have long been in
charge of the Palms ceremony in Aksum. It is copied in a single manuscript of
the Book of Aksum (MS EMMLS50) that entered the collection of the Gondar-
ine church of Dibri Borhan Sollase during the reign of King Iyasu I (1682—
1706). It concerns the organisation of the Palm Sunday rite in Aksum. The
text of the E50 (folio 158) reads as follows:

5% The names of the seven ancestors and therefore of the lineages are the following: Milake Ak-
sum; Néfas; Akoro; Bdga’o; Yofdrohba; K"adk“a; Maybhi. See Wion, 2022.

55 On the seven lineages of the elite families in Aksum, see Wion and Nods, 2022.
¢ On MS EMML 50 see Macomber, 1975, p. 54; Heldman, 2011; Wion, 2015.
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Each of the seven houses of the gdbdz (betd agbaz) must carry the branches
of Hosana (bdgdltd hosa‘na). This is their duty and it is divided equally be-
tween them: Malake Aksum; Wildd Nafas; Wélda Akoro; Waldd Bégo®o;
Wilda Yofirohba; Wilda KVadkva; Wildd Maybhi.

Betd agbaz could be translated as “house of gdbdz”, if we accept that the
unusual term agbaz is a plural of the noun gdbdz.” But its use in the plural
form raises questions. The two terms, betd agbaz, are found also in the Soratd
q"arhat, where it refers to the “men of the Law” or sdb d hagg who came with
Hbn Hlhakim from Israel and whose descendants in Ethiopia are the twelve
dignitaries who perform the anointment ceremony. We have shown that they
are assimilated to the dignitaries of Aksum. In the document in manuscript
E50 dating from the end of the seventeenth century at the latest, there is a sub-
stantial change in the designation of the beti agbaz compared with the Sor‘atii
q"arhat: there are now seven of them, identified by the names of their ances-
tors, and they are in charge of carrying the branches during the Palm Sunday
celebrations. The ES0 document, for its part, probably stems from investiga-
tions carried out in Aksum by Gondarine royal officials during the reign of
Iyasu I (1682—-1706) to document as accurately as possible the rites and tradi-
tions of the holy city and import them to Gondar, in order to make the royal
foundation of Débri Borhan Sollase a new holy place and house the Ark there.

While there was indeed a semantic evolution, there is also a continuity
claimed by the balabbat today.’® Indeed, they do insist that they have an obli-
gation to perform the Palm Sunday rite in order to preserve the ancient law of
Aksum. They use the term hagg, which refers to both law and rite, and is the
central term of the Sar‘atd g"arhat. This law links the history of Ethiopia with

The document detailing the duties for the liturgical service of the monastic church of Pantale-
won, located just above the town of Aksum, lists contributors and among them the “priests of
the gdbdz” or gdsawast agbaz. This is another mention of this term for which I was unable to
ask the clergy of Pantalewon or Aksum for an explanation, having discovered this text after
my return to Togray was impossible due first to the Covid pandemic (2020) and then above
all and unfortunately to the civil war (2021-2023).

See the many oral interviews done in Aksum between 2009 and 2018 on this topic. They
should be available online, with the soundrecords and the French translation, on the platform
Cocoon (HumaNum).
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that of Israel: Aksum became the heir and guardian of this law through the
presence of the Ark of the Covenant. It is constitutive, and at the same time
devoid of any constraint apart from the need to perpetuate its memory and en-
sure its preservation. This formal, almost abstract aspect is perhaps one of the
most astonishing effects of this preservation of a memory of the times of an-
cient Judaism by a Christian society.

7.b. A liturgical rite involving a mastir (mystery) in private and lay places

The two-day ritual of Palm Sunday must be described step by step in or-
der to understand the central importance of this liturgical moment in the re-
production of the social memory of Aksum.* It all begins on Saturday in the
early afternoon when a procession leaves the church of Maryam Soyon and
heads towards the house of the balabbat who is in charge of the festival that
year, as the seven lineages are in charge alternatively. The procession is com-
posed as follows: children carry palm branches and, dressed in colourful liv-
ery, march at the head chanting the words geros, meros. Behind them, a don-
key and her foal walk, richly caparisoned in coloured and embroidered fab-
rics.®® This first part of the procession partly mimics Christ’s entry into Jerusa-
lem. This is followed by dignitaries from Maryam Soyon Church and appoint-
ed persons carrying liturgical and precious objects, such as processional cross-
es, the Golden Gospel (which theoretically contains the church archives), li-
turgical crowns made of precious metals, or more specific paraphernalia, such
as the tutula, a metal horn of fairly ancient manufacture. This object, probably
originally a musical instrument, is held by a man who has the privilege of car-
rying it because of his genealogical ancestry.®’ This is a transposition of the

3 1 should point out that I was never able to attend this festival for various reasons, firstly be-
cause I had not understood the importance of this moment for my investigation, then for rea-
sons of academic calendar, and finally in 2020 and 2021 because of the pandemic and then,
alas, the civil war. My work is therefore based on interviews and photographs and videos
available on the internet, which I had representatives of the balabbat in Aksum comment on.
See for example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HECeP9Celj8; https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=WJeHDkfWWw4;
https://www.flickr.com/photos/56587123@N07/5858497120; or the photo of the man in
charge of the mrulla by genealogy: https://www.agefotostock.com/age/en/details-
photo/parade-of-palm-sunday-aksum-province-of-tigray-ethiopia/L.22-292894.

0 In reality, it is more often a mule and a donkey, so that the large size of the mule allows it to

be seen by the crowds that gather to watch the procession.

! See oral interview no 12.14 with Ligd labas Kiros Abbay, head of the AkVaro lineage, in Oc-

tober 2018, on Cocoon: https://doi.org/10.60714/COCOON.326663DD-1BA0-4E10-A663-
DDIBAO6E10EA.
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role of the dignitaries who accompany the anointment rite with their ceremo-
nial objects, a reminder that there was an ancient royal administration in Ak-
sum, coming from Jerusalem, which introduced the first ritual laws of royal
power in Ethiopia. The procession also includes players of musical instru-
ments. Then come the clergy, with important dignitaries if they are there, for
instance the bishop of Togray, and people of importance. This procession
“brings gold to the house of the balabbat”, as it is said, as it makes its way
with all the precious objects from the church of Aksum Maryam Soyon to the
house of the balabbat in charge that year, where the important members of the
procession will receive food.®? Meanwhile, inside the house takes place a
symbolic and ritual act kept out of sight and the details of which must remain
secret. This involves placing seven palms (siye), symbolically representing the
body of Christ, in a cloth resembling a shroud, as a foreshadowing of his death
and the events that will take place on the Friday of Holy Week. The balabbat
participate in the mystery of the ceremony by symbolically placing Christ in
his shroud, like officiants whose house serves as an enclosed place to perform
a ritual gesture withdrawn from the gaze of the crowd. In this way, their home
becomes a sanctuary where a symbolic transformation takes place. This prac-
tice is probably unique in Christian Palm Sunday rites, as is the involvement
of the families of the balabbat in the organisation of the festival. With this
gesture, the balabbat also become analogues of the biblical figures Joseph and
Nicodemus who carried Christ's body to the tomb. Both were Jewish notables
from Jerusalem belonging to the Sanhedrin, the legislative assembly of the
Jewish community of Jerusalem. Should we see this possible analogy as a tool
to reinforce the role of “guardian of the laws” that the balabbat ascribed to
themselves? As this part of the ceremony was little discussed in my inter-
views, this remains a hypothesis. Palm Saturday is called “Nicodemus Satur-
day” in the liturgy of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, so the link with the
shrouding (in the literal sense of “putting in a shroud”) of Christ is well estab-
lished. However, its symbolic and social use would need to be further docu-
mented. The fact remains that the balabbat perform a highly singular sacred
rite within their house by this symbolic shrouding of Christ’s body. The
shrouded palms then leave the house, carried on the shoulders of a group of
men and covered with a heavy red velvet sheet, as if for the burial of an illus-
trious person. The procession then proceeds to the sycamore (da 7o), either in

62 See oral interview no 6.1 and 6.2 with Ato Walda Giyorgis, head of the K¥idk" 4 lineage, in
October 2014, on Cocoon: https://doi.org/10.60714/COCOON.29FD9133-677F-45B4-BD91-
33677F15B410.
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the old town, to the east of the church, or to the west of the church. There, re-
ligious songs and sermons are sung. The children and young people who pre-
cede the procession continue to chant geros, meros and when they reach the
sycamore tree, they sing as they run around the tree and the crowd massed un-
der its foliage. Then the procession reaches the grounds of the church of Ak-
sum Maryam Soyon where a religious service is held at nightfall (a vigil or
wazema). The religious service resumes before dawn, at three in the morning,
for the Palm Sunday Mass proper.®* During this service, the Gospel account of
Christ's entry into Jerusalem is retold and psalms celebrating the entry of a
king into the holy city are sung. At the end of the service on Sunday morning,
the branches that have been brought to the church are blessed and distributed
to the faithful. At the end of this religious ceremony, the members of the cler-
gy return to the balabbat’s house for lunch.

8. — Conclusion

Bringing to light the interest that Lalibdla, the most famous Zag¥e king,
had had in reviving and reforming the rite of the anointment in Aksum has re-
vealed the links between the city of Aksum and the political power during the
thirteenth century. In renewing the rite of anointment, King Lalibila reactivat-
ed an ancient rite to strengthen his own legitimacy and the legitimacy of the
Aksumite elite who was at this time fully associated with the royal court. This
elite hold the titles of gdysd gdbdz, ligi diyaqonat, ligd Ayqdytat, sdware ndrg
md‘asare, and was symbolically considered as the heirs of the twelve sons of
the dignitaries from the court of the Biblical King Solomon who accompanied
the son of the Queen of Saba and Solomon from Israel to Ethiopia. During the
thirteenth century and to the initiative of King Lalibéla, elements of the rite of
Palm Sunday were incorporated in the royal anointment rite in order to
strengthen the parallelism between the Christ entry into Jerusalem and the
change of status of the Ethiopian King, who became King of Sayon. Both rites
remained important in Aksum, the annual liturgy of Hosanna contributing to
the prestige of the local elite, issued from seven ancient lineages. Aksum soci-
ety has been using these two rites as vectors to preserve traces of its past and
ancient prestige, anchoring itself in the biblical narrative, both Solomonic and
evangelical, and scrupulously ensuring that the law (hagg) is renewed, annual-
ly for the Palm Sunday rite and exceptionally for the anointment rite.

3 Fritsch, 2001, pp. 212-27; Chaillot, 2002, pp. 118-19.
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The preservation and mutation of this ancient elite can be considered one
of the strengths of Aksumite society, which, despite the progressive marginali-
sation of the city with regard to the southern relocation of royal power, was
able to maintain its unique social structure by connecting it to local privileges
and the most sacred royal rite. Texts, monuments and rites all contributed to
the perpetuation of this specific identity.
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Fig. 1: Sequences of the rite of the anointment of the king
in the church of Maryam Soyon, Aksum.






IL TORCOLIERE - Officine Grafico-Editoriali d’Ateneo
UNIVERSITA DI NAPOLI LORIENTALE
finito di stampare nel mese di gennaio 2026






ISSN 2974-6450
ISBN 978-88-6719-352-3



	Pagina vuota
	Pagina vuota



