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Ai lettori

Questo quarto volume della “3* Serie” della Rassegna di Studi Etiopici
(cinquantunesimo dalla fondazione della rivista) costituisce il risultato del co-
stante impegno che alcuni accademici italiani, in servizio presso 1’Orientale di
Napoli, stanno profondendo allo scopo di rilanciare gli studi ‘classici’ sulle
culture dell’Eritrea e dell’Etiopia. In tempi in cui € irreversibilmente entrata in
crisi la nozione stessa di studi orientali e africani, al crocevia dei quali va col-
locata anche 1’etiopistica come scienza storica, I’apertura verso le piu recenti
tendenze della ricerca, e insieme la riaffermazione del ruolo cardinale di alcu-
ne discipline — dall’archeologia alla storia dell’arte, dalla filologia alla lingui-
stica — sono i due pilastri che concorrono a sostenere questa nuova fase della
vita della Rassegna, a quasi ottant’anni dalla sua creazione. Ora che molti Pae-
si, dal Nord America all’Estremo Oriente, stanno mostrando un’attenzione
crescente per le culture dell’Eritrea e dell’Etiopia, il gruppo di lavoro che cura
la pubblicazione di questo periodico coltiva 1’ambizione di proporre alla co-
munita internazionale degli studiosi un luogo per lo scambio di idee ed espe-
rienze, senza alcun interesse per gli steccati nazionali.

Il saggio d’apertura fornisce un esempio di come la documentazione et-
nologica di prassi artigianali di antica tradizione, ancora coltivate nel Tigray
orientale, associata al confronto fra i prodotti moderni e i ritrovamenti ar-
cheologici, possa indicare nuove e interessanti prospettive di conoscenza sto-
rica (Michela Gaudiello). L’applicazione dei principi della critica del testo a
un’opera della letteratura agiografica in goaz, il cruciale Gadla Filapos di
Débra Libanos, & la premessa per uno studio di storia della tradizione fina-
lizzato alla prossima riedizione della fonte in base a un pit ampio repertorio
di testimoni manoscritti (Abba Petros Solomon). L’edizione e traduzione del
trattato cosmologico trasmesso dal ms. BnF Eth. Abb. 109 & occasione per
riconsiderare un filone di ricerche meritevole di attenzione, quello della dif-
fusione nell’Etiopia medievale e moderna di idee filosofico-scientifiche di
provenienza mediterranea. A tematiche squisitamente antropologiche ci por-
ta lo studio del ruolo che il ‘matrimonio forzoso’ e il ‘rapimento’ svolgono
in una societa tradizionale come quella dei Bashada, in precario equilibrio
fra violenza di genere e risposte politiche alle richieste di rispetto dei diritti
fondamentali della persona (Susanne Epple).



Infine, piace menzionare che I’anno accademico si € aperto all’Orientale
con un evento scientifico organizzato dagli stessi studiosi che attendono alle
uscite annuali della Rassegna, ovvero le due Giornate di studi eritrei ed etio-
pici in memoria di Carlo Conti Rossini (1872-1949), celebratesi il 16 e 17
ottobre 2019. Una ventina di ricercatori provenienti da tutta Europa hanno
contribuito al colloguio con comunicazioni di ampio respiro, che vedranno la
luce nel prossimo numero di questa rivista. Con tale iniziativa si € inteso
promuovere I’inizio di una riflessione profonda sulle prospettive della ricer-
ca italiana ed europea, a partire da una esame critico e privo di reticenze
sull’impostazione culturale dello studioso italiano che piu di ogni altro ha
dato un impulso decisivo alla nascita dell’etiopistica internazionale. Qui, ba-
sti sottolineare che la consapevolezza, espressa da piu relatori, dei limiti e
dei meriti insiti nelle ricerche imbastite dal fondatore di questa rivista costi-
tuisce la base piu solida per il progresso dei nostri studi. Al conseguente ap-
profondimento della ricerca e al riconoscimento dell’esistenza stessa di piu
scuole di etiopistica nel panorama scientifico internazionale i redattori della
RSE intendono contribuire anche garantendo la continuazione di questo pe-
riodico.

Il Direttore



To the readers

This fourth volume of the “3? Serie” of the Rassegna di Studi Etiopici (the
fifty-first since the establishment of the journal) is the result of the ongoing ef-
fort by a group of Italian academics, who work at the University of Naples
“L’Orientale”, to relaunch the “traditional’ approaches to Eritrean and Ethiopi-
an cultures. At a time when the very notion of Oriental and African studies has
been irreversibly challenged, the field of Ethiopistics, which has always been
situated at the crossroads of these academic traditions, has had to open up to
new research trends, while also reaffirming the value of disciplines such as ar-
chaeology, art history, textual criticism, and linguistics. Almost eight years af-
ter its creation, the Rassegna provides a platform for those working within
these two theoretical and historical frameworks. Now that numerous countries,
from North America to the Far East, are paying an increasing attention to the
Eritrean and Ethiopian cultures, the working group entrusted with editing this
journal nurtures the ambition to provide the international scientific community
with a forum where ideas and experiences can be exchanged across discipli-
nary and national boundaries.

The opening essay gives an example of how an ethnological study of an-
cient handcraft practices, which are still in use in Eastern Tigray, can pro-
vide new and interesting historical perspectives by comparing the contempo-
rary production of artefacts with archaeological research (Michela Gaudiel-
lo). The application of textual criticism to a work that belongs to the corpus
of hagiographic literature in Goaz, the Gadla Filopos of Dabra Libanos,
serves as a basis for a study of the history of the tradition, with the aim of a
new edition of this important source that treasures a wider number of hand-
written witnesses (Abba Petros Solomon). The edition and translation of a
cosmological treatise transmitted by ms. BnF Eth. Abb. 109 draws attention
to a question that is worthy of further consideration, that of the transmission
of philosophical and scientific ideas from the Mediterranean to mediaeval
and modern Ethiopia (Carsten Hoffmann — Klaus Geus). Finally, an anthro-
pological analysis of the causes and consequences of ‘forced marriage’ and
‘abduction’ in a traditional society such as that of the Bashada, serves as an
avenue for considering the unsteady balance between gender violence and
respect of the fundamental rights of the individual (Susanne Epple).



It is worth mentioning that the academic year of the University of Naples
“L’Orientale” opened with a scientific event organized by the same scholars
involved in the yearly publication of the Rassegna, namely the two Giornate
di studi eritrei ed etiopici in memoria di Carlo Conti Rossini (1872-1949),
held on the 16 and 17 October 2019. About twenty researchers from all over
Europe contributed to the colloquium through wide-ranging papers that will
be published in the next issue of this journal. The aim of the initiative was to
promote the beginning of a profound reflection on the perspectives of Italian
and European research, starting from a critical and unhesitant examination of
the cultural approach of the Italian scholar who primarily gave a decisive
impulse to the birth of an international field of Ethiopistics. Here, suffices it
to stress that the awareness, expressed by several speakers, of limits and
merits inherent in the researches carried out by the founder of this journal
provides the most solid basis for the progress of our studies. The editors of
the Rassegna intend to foster and contribute to a deeper understanding of the
historiography of the discipline by recognizing that in the contemporary con-
text several schools of Ethiopian studies exist and by assuming responsibility
for the continued publication of this journal.

The Director
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EVIDENCE FOR THE HISTORY OF EARLY SOLOMONIC
ETHIOPIA FROM TAMBEN

PART I: GABRI°EL WAQEN

JACOPO GNISCI — MASSIMO VILLA
British Museum and University of Oxford — Universita di Napoli “L’Orientale”
jacopo.gnisci@classics.ox.ac.uk — m.villa@unior.it

Abstract

This research note presents some of the preliminary results of two recent fieldwork
trips to the Q“alla Tamben warada-district, located in the Central Zone of Togray. The
visits enabled us to gather some new documentation that will be of value for research on
the history of early Solomonic Ethiopia. The evidence presented in these series of contri-
butions will be of interest to scholars focused on the foundation and decoration of Ethio-
pian churches during the fifteenth century. The first contribution of the series discusses
the figure of a male saint carved on the wall of the church of Gébra’el Wégen, which is
located on the eastern slope of the mountain mass of Déabré °Asa and was reportedly es-
tablished by the Sawan monk abuné Dana’el.

Keywords
Ethiopian art — Early Solomonic period — Q%“alla Tamben — Débra ‘Asa —
Gibra’el Wégen — Church — Carving

Our knowledge of the history of medieval Ethiopian art — that is of the
material culture produced between the post-Aksumite and early Solomonic
periods and of oral and written traditions associated to this heritage — is still
poor. Multiple factors, ranging from the underdevelopment and marginaliza-
tion of the field to a lack of self-reflexivity and methodological rigor in the
relevant literature, have contributed to this situation. More qualitative and
quantitative research is needed to better understand the dynamics behind art
making and, in the current state of research, two types of research seem es-
pecially needed.

RASSEGNA DI STUDI ETIOPICI - 3 SERIE — VOL. 1V, 2020
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First, it is necessary to critically analyse and improve the existing ap-
proaches to the topic. Scholarship on Ethiopian art continues to focus too
much on issues of formal exchange between the Ethiopian Empire and other
traditions, and too little on a series of fundamental and interrelated questions
which have to do with the production, significance, and function of art. The
word “influence” continues to be used as a blanket term to refer to wide
range of phenomena related to the circulation, transmission, adaptation, re-
conceptualization, and creation of visual culture without tackling the com-
plexities inherent in such processes. In fact, to this day, some studies contin-
ue to adopt positivist methods, disregarding the conceptual and theoretical
debates that have arisen in art history and other fields since the 1970s. Cru-
cially, even the act of image making has been taken for granted, and insuffi-
cient attention has been paid to the background, intentions and motivations
of artists and patrons. As others have argued elsewhere for the study of texts
(e.g. Lusini 2001), the socio-cultural background of Ethiopian artists must be
taken into consideration even when the objective is to explore the existence
of formal connections between medieval Ethiopian images and earlier (pos-
sibly late antique) local antecedents or other artistic traditions.

This “cultural” turn needs to be combined with a more rigorous applica-
tion of the “philological” method:! it is no longer acceptable to simply ob-
serve that certain features of Ethiopian art are attested in other traditions, as
has been done in the past, just as it would not be acceptable to simply ob-
serve that an Ethiopic text is attested in other languages. Rather, in the same
way as our understanding of the history of the Ethiopic literature has greatly
benefited from a critical comparison of text versions in other oriental Chris-
tian traditions, it is necessary to flesh out, in as much as possible, the internal
development of the different artistic themes attested within Ethiopia, seek-
ing, on the one hand, to determine the material and cultural causes which
prompted use and change, and, on the other hand, to establish whether there
are correlations with other artistic traditions. Evidently, this research cannot
ignore recent developments in other fields; for example, the study of the
miniatures should proceed hand in hand with research on the diachronic de-
velopment of the textual and material features of the Ethiopian manuscript;

1 For an overview of the trajectory of this approach to the study of manuscript illustration, see
Bernabo (2017).
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the study of church architecture needs to take into consideration the evolu-
tion of the liturgy;? and so on.

Secondly, scholars must continue to heed Leroy’s call to publish and de-
scribe the existing evidence (1955: 135). The importance of cataloguing has
been repeated a number of times over the years (Bausi 2007; Wion, Bosc-
Tiessé 1998), and we have recently emphasized its continuing importance
for the study of written and material heritage of Ethiopia (Gnisci 2017; 2018;
2019; Villa 2018). Where possible, local traditions should also be recorded
and published (e.g. Girma Elias 1977; Nosnitsin 2013a). To this end, we
have been collaborating with colleagues who are working towards this
common objective. However, despite continuous advancements, which can-
not be summarized in a short contribution such as this, the amount of un-
published and uncatalogued data remains considerable, while the volume,
and at times the methodological rigour, of relevant publications remains be-
low an optimal level.

The present research note has been put together bearing in mind chiefly
the second of these two research objectives. In other words, it aims to pre-
sent some evidence for the study of early Solomonic Ethiopia, but it does not
set out explore the significance of this evidence in detail. More specifically,
our aim is to present readers with some valuable evidence that we recently
had the opportunity to observe and photograph during a short fieldwork ex-
pedition to the the Q“alla Tamben wardda-district, located in the Central
Zone of Togray (Ethiopia) in early October 2018.2 This includes a carving in
the church of Gébra’el Wéqgen (Fig. 1), discussed in greater detail below, and

2 As Fritsch, Gervers (2012) attempt to do in their study of the development of the lateral
sanctuaries in Ethiopian churches.

8 The 2018 fieldwork was carried with Dr Rafal Zarzecny (Pontificio Istituto Orientale,
Rome) and Tesfay Gebremedhn (St. Yared Center for Ethiopian Philology and Manuscript
Studies of the Mekelle University), to whom goes our gratitude for his assistance during the
research trip. Our travelling costs to Ethiopia were covered by the third HLCES Summer
School in Ethiopian and Eritrean Manuscript Studies, held in Mekelle from 25 to 30 Septem-
ber 2018. Jacopo Gnisci’s research for this paper has been supported by the project Beta
masahof: Manuscripts of Manuscripts of Ethiopia and Eritrea, Schriftkultur des christlichen
Athiopiens und Eritreas: eine multimediale Forschungsumgebung, by the Monumental Art of
the Christian and Early Islamic East: Cultural Identities and Classical Heritage project (ERC
grant agreement No 694105), and by a Getty/ACLS Fellowship in the History of Art.
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a damaged wall painting that decorates the south altar of the church of Abba
Yohanni, that will be discussed in a subsequent issue of the Rassegna. A
second research trip carried out by Dr Villa in early December 2019 allowed
for the gathering of oral traditions concerning the history of these and other
monasteries in the area, traditions that were documented through interviews
with one or more local clergymen per monastery.* Interviewees were asked
to respond to questions on the foundation and the early history of their com-
munities, on the commemoration practices in honour of the local saint, and
on the number of the community members as well as the manuscript hold-
ings in their possession.

In making this new data available for further research we have two main
objectives. The first is to briefly review some comparative evidence to sup-
port a fifteenth century dating for the carving from Gébra’el Wagen and the
painting in Abba Yohanni and to show that they deserve further attention
than they have hitherto received. Indeed, both remain unpublished even
though their existence has been known to scholars for several years, who
have at times mentioned them in passing. This lack of interest may perhaps
be attributed to their poor state of preservation. Nevertheless, both the wall
painting fragment and the carving are of considerable importance because
they offer evidence of artistic practices that are otherwise practically unat-
tested for the period and region in question, thus allowing us to improve our
knowledge about the decoration of churches in fifteenth-century Ethiopia.
Our second objective is to create a written record of the oral traditions that
were documented through interviews as a way to offer some preliminary ma-
terial which shall facilitate the cultural orientation of future research enter-
prises in the area. A wide number of large- and small-size institutions in
Q“alla Tamben remain approximately or insufficiently studied on the
grounds of their history and literary activities, and the two institutions con-
sidered here are no exception. Even worse, historical sources and the sec-
ondary literature sometime provide contradictory data, which results in the

4 Massimo Villa’s 2019 research trip was financed within the frame of the cooperation agree-
ment between the University of Naples “L’Orientale” and the St. Yared Center for Ethiopian
Philology and Manuscript Studies (Mekelle University), and was carried with the assistance
of Tesfay Gebremedhn (see n. 3). On this fieldwork, see the Bulletin of the present issue, pp.
177-78
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merging or, at the opposite extreme, in the multiplying of places and holy
men. It is thus evident that a reliable mapping of the institutions and the spir-
itual genealogies cannot be carried out without a survey of the field. One fur-
ther issue is obviously that of the local manuscript heritage, which has re-
mained substantially and deplorably unexplored by scholarship, with the no-
table exception of a recent survey of the library of Abba Yohanni.®

The carving comes from the church of Gibra’el Wagen (Fig. 1),° which is
situated approximately 10 km north-west of the town of “Abiy “Addi, the
administrative center of Q"alla Tamben. The church lies on the eastern slope
of Dabré “Asa and to the west of the “‘Abiy ‘Addi—Adwa road. Dabra °Asa
(sometimes Dabré Ansa), literally “Mount of the Fish(es)”, is a mountain
mass in the shape of a tau cross on which seven sites, namely four monaster-
ies (gadam) and three churches, are located. The four monasteries are (from
west to east) Abba Yohanni, Qaga Arba‘tu dnsossa Dabrd Toguhan, Débra
Maryam Té&’amina, and Wéagen Qoddus Gébra’el. The three churches are
Qaddus Yohannos Wéldd Nag“ddg“ad, Abund “Abiya dgzi’, and Qaddus
Mika’el (see map in Fig. 2). As to the peculiar name of the mountain, a local
narrative claims the existence of a legendary underground lake populated
with fishes or with as many saintly hermits as fishes.” Locals also refer to a
system of internal galleries which would cross the mountain and connect
some of the above monasteries, in particular Abba Yohanni and Dabré Mar-
yam Td’amina. At the same time, Gabra’el Wagen also belongs to a constel-
lation of five monasteries collectively referred to as Débré Bértarwa — which

5 The survey was fostered by the exceptional finding of a new manuscript witness to a rare
non-canonical work, the Shepherd of Hermas (Erho 2020). In 2017 Abba Yohanni’s library
contents were systematically investigated, though not photographed. A full report of the man-
uscript collection will appear in the coming years (personal communication from Ted Erho,
January 15, 2020).

6 Full name Wagen Qaddus Gibra’el gadam. Coordinates: 13°43'35.2" N, 38°58'12.4" E.

7 Local people in Abba Yohanni explained the place name in the following way: #4-047 ¢ h
9° 1 90 = @-NT) : OhC7 : 907 =, “the saints are as (numerous as) fishes, inside (there is)
a lake and fishes”. A further explanation documented in the monastery of Qaga Arba‘tu
Hnsossa Dibrd Toguhan connects the events to the pre-Christian time: (IHaPy : AA LN = -BN
PP HNYA : Dbkt THO £ 184 # PGAT ¢ T 1 Ohé @ FPh.mMI® = NHAI® < D
g° : 94 : AT-9° = “at the time of Elijah the Tishbite there was a violent king, the saints en-
tered the lake and were as many as fishes”. These traditions are apparently extant only in oral
shape.
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only partially overlaps with the D&bra “Asa cluster. In addition to the above-
mentioned monastery of Dabrd Maryam Ta’amina, this latter grouping in-
cludes the churches of Dabrd Abund Tadewos, Qoaddast Maryam Abba Nob,
and Dabra Abuna Qawlos.? This situation points to the existence of multi-
layered institutional “nets” that are based on geographical proximity and par-
tially overlap with each other.®

At present, it is possible to reach the foot of the mountain on which
Gibra’el Wagen is located with a 4WD. A gentle climb about a third of the
way up the mountain’s side leads to the church. The complex, like a lavra
monastery, is associated to a group of caves that are used for storage and
dwelling and are situated at approximately the same level of the church fur-
ther to the west. A steep climb up the mountain leads to a ledge with a hypo-
geum. A damaged and steep set of stairs leads down to two roughly hewn
chambers that appear to have had a funerary function (Fig. 3); a brick struc-
ture has been erected at an undetermined later period above it. Finally, a
steep climb to the top mountain leads to a rock pillar that has been hewn out
at its centre, like a chimney, to enable ascent to its top (Fig. 4).

Local traditions, reported elsewhere, and reiterated to us, connect the
church, tombs, and pillar to the memory of a local fifteenth-century saint,

8 This information was collected during the 2019 research trip. It is important to stress that,
contrary to a general claim, Dabrd Abund Tadewos (locally named also Dabba Tadewos) did
not disappear long ago. Coordinates of the site are 13°46'26.8" N, 38°59'37.6" E. The church
is reportedly situated over the place where the original building was set on fire and abuna
Tadewos of Débra Bértarwa died (De Santis, 1942; Conti Rossini, 1943). The name Débré
Bartarwa, possibly linked to the name of the river War® (Tigrinya War‘i), is locally explained
as a contracted form from bérri tdrara “gate of the mountains”, to refer to the area lying be-
tween the two mountain masses of Wérgamba and Dabrd °Asa, and also evocatively referred
to as bdrri gaddusan “gate of the saints”, because the saints coming from the north were
forced to transit between them. The name Batarwa is also mentioned in a land charter of the
Liber Axumae (Conti Rossini 1910: 24, no. 8).

9 | deliberately avoid here to use the term “network”, well aware of the latter’s limitations in
term of vagueness and especially in the absence of detailed studies on the historical intercon-
nections among the various ecclesiastical institutions (Nosnitsin, 2013b; Lusini, 2015). It is
however informative, as emerged on multiple occasions during the research trip, that different
interviewees in different places never hesitated to list the five institutions as “members of
Débré Bartarwa”.
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Dano’el of Wagen (Buxton 1971: 62).1° Kinefe-Rigb Zelleke reports that
abund Dano’el lived at the time of king Zar’a Ya“qob, by whom he was well-
respected (1975: 68). According to local traditions, Dana’el was a native of
Sawa who was exhorted to leave his home country by God in his dreams and
move to Tamben.!* Therein Danoa’el was visited again by God in his sleep.
Because of God’s will Dana’el’s hand became like “divine fire” (assatd md-
lakot) and he was able to shape the rock like wax. In so doing, the church
construction was miraculously completed in three days, as promised by
God.*? Dana’¢l is also credited with having excavated his “prayer house”, i.e.
the chimney-like rock pillar situated atop the monastery. Abuna Dans’el died
on 19 Tahs$a$, but his commemoration (tdzkar) is celebrated on 10
Miyazya.'® Information recorded on the founder’s life is probably identical
to the narrative exposed in the hagiographical account of the saint (Gadla
Dana‘el), which is reportedly preserved in the local library.!* This cannot be
assessed with certainty, since the manuscript holdings of the community, es-
timated by locals to be approximately one hundred fifty units, were not sur-
veyed during the research trip. At present, the community claims that manu-
scripts are not locally made and that books are purchased from other places.
The monastic community, once flourishing, has also declined over time and

10 Not to be mistaken, according to Kinefe-Righ Zelleke (1975: 68), for an even more myste-
rious local saint called Dana’el of Tédmben, styled as the “apostle of Tdmben” and connected
to the foundational legend of the monastery of dnda Abuni Mir“awi Krostos in Sore.

11 He was reported to have come from the south; more specifically, and not without a patent
anachronism, from Addis Abéba. As acknowledged by Marrassini (1981: Ixxii), the theme of
God’s or an angel’s call to leave the home country and settle in a new land is very common in
the Ethiopic hagiography (e.g., lydsus Mo’a, Mérha Krastos, Zdyohannos, Tadewos of Dabra
Maryam, and others) and is ultimately dependent upon the story of Abraham (Gen 12:1-4).

12 Another tradition claims that the place name comes from the Amharic expression way gan
“what a day,” pronounced by abund Ténso’a Médhon during his visit to abund Dano’el’s
monastery. The church of Ténso’a Méadhon lies at an approximately thirty-minute walk from
Gébra’el Wégen, to the north-west of Débra “Asa.

13 No commemorative notice for Dano’l of Wagen is found in the known edition of the Ethi-
opic Synaxarion.

14 The Life of Dana’el remains unpublished. Kinefe-Righ Zelleke (1975: 68) records the exist-
ence of at least two copies: one kept at the monastery of Dabrd Toguhan (perhaps mistaken by
the author for Gébra’el Wé&gen) and the other on a microfilm at the Institute of Ethiopian
Studies in Addis Abeba (no. 116, originating from the same site).
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now only four monks live at the church or in the surroundings (Fig. 5).° The
church hosts four tabots. These are consecrated to the archangels Géabra’el,
Mika’el, to St. Mary and to abun& Dana’el.

Both the cave-dwellings and the funerary structure associated to Gébro’el
Wéqgen have received limited attention and would deserve a more detailed
investigation.’® On the other hand, the church, hewn out of limestone and
measuring approximately 10 x 13 x 2.6 meters, has been described by other
researchers including David R. Buxton (1971: 60-62) and Ewa Balicka-
Witakowska (2010), who believe that it was built in the fifteenth century
(Fig. 6).17 This dating is supported by a study of Ethiopian sanctuaries pub-
lished by Michael Gervers and Emmanuel Fritsch, who point out that this
church, like the nearby church of Abba Yohanni, has a triple sanctuary with
a rock-hewn high altar at the centre and two smaller hewn altars in the side
rooms to the north and south — a feature which they associate with structures
created between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (2012: 50). The
church also owns a cross, locally referred to as masgéal za-wérg,® that can be
tentatively dated to the fifteenth century on the basis of its style (Balicka-
Witakowska 2010: 1136). The cross has an inscription that indicates that it
belongs to the church of Gébra’el Wégen, so it may be tentatively taken as
additional evidence that the church was built by the fifteenth century.®®

15 Among them we are particularly grateful to Abba Tadewos Haylu, who kindly accepted to
be interviewed during the 2019 research trip.

16 1t would be especially important to attempt to establish a date for the hypogeum and deter-
mine its relation to similar funerary structures in other parts of the region (e.g. Phillipson
2009: 40-41, 46-47, 88-91), which are, however, usually connected with the sanctuary area
of a church. If this structure approximately dates, like the church, to the fifteenth century, it
would represent an interesting example of both continuity and discontinuity with earlier tradi-
tions.

17 Ruth Plant (1985: 153-54), drew plans of the church without attempting to date it. The
church has also been discussed in connection to its tablet-woven hangings (e.g. Gervers 2004;
Henze 2007).

18 Le. “golden cross.” The cross is said to have originally belonged to abuna Dano’el. Like
other such objects associated with the memory of holy men, it is believed to have curative
powers: once it is ritually washed, the water used to wash it is given to drink or make ablu-
tions to women in labour, the sick, or people who have been bitten by a snake.

19 Evidently, the inscription could have been added at a later date.
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Gabra’el Wégen’s southern facade is exposed and can be reached through
a hewn trench with a south-north orientation which may once have been
roofed (Fig. 7) and which recalls the solution adopted for other rock-hewn
churches in the Tagray and Amhara regions (e.g. Phillipson 2009: figs. 159;
167; 172). Access to this trench is gained through a brick structure of later
date. An ambulatory, obtained by hewing the rock, surrounds the other three
sides of the church. Rough carvings decorate the exterior of the southern and
western walls of the church, most are small crosses, but there is a standing
figure to the right of the western door (Fig. 1), which appears to be a male
saint, although there are no elements to attempt an identification. This fea-
ture of Gébra’el Wégen is of considerable interest because, as far as we can
say, there are no other churches featuring carved figurative decoration on
their exterior walls, and the few parallels that come to mind are found in
churches in Lasta.? The first obvious comparison is offered by the standing
figures in relief the chapel of Betd Golgota (Fig. 8; Phillipson 2009: figs.
265; Mercier and Lepage 2012: 5.37, 5.39). Another, less-known, example is
offered by the carved figure on the door Qanganit Mika’el (Phillipson 2009:
fig. 169). The Gabra’el Wagen figure has not been compared to these carv-
ings before, even though it clearly bears comparison to them both in terms of
medium and iconography.?

It is known that such carvings are difficult to date. Thus, for instance,
Fritsch and Gervers argue for a late fourteenth to early fifteenth century date
for Betd Golgota (Fritsch and Gervers 2012: 15), and thus implicitly for a
post-fourteenth-century date for the carved figures; Phillipson proposes a
twelfth to early thirteenth century date for the figures in Bet& Golgota (2009:
179-80) and a ninth to tenth century date for Qanganit Mika’el (2009: 188);
while Mercier and Lepage argue that the figures in Betd Golgota were creat-
ed prior to the thirteenth century (2012: 113) and consider the figure in
Qanganit Mika’el as a subsequent adaptation of the same concept (2012:
111). These carvings, in which a figure stands under an arch, have been

20 Other parallels between the churches built in these areas have been pointed out elsewhere,
see for instance the evidence presented in Phillipson (2009) and Fritsch, Gervers (2012).

2L Another example of figurative carving can be seen in the prayer room of abuni Abroham
associated to the ambulatory of the late fourteenth or fifteenth-century church of Dé&bré
Sayon, reproduced in Fritsch, Gervers (2012: fig. 11).
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rightly compared with depictions of evangelists in late antique and early
Solomonic Ethiopic Gospels (e.g. Phillipson 2009: 191). Some of the figures
in Betd Golgota, such as St George, hold a cross in one hand and an uniden-
tified object in the other. Phillipson (2009: 191), as well as Lepage and Mer-
cier (2012: 113), have suggested that this latter object could be a book, in the
light of evangelist portraits such as the ones that appear in the Gérima Gos-
pels (McKenzie, Watson 2016: figs. 74-76) and in later manuscripts.?? The
Gibra’el Wégen figure also appears to be holding an object in its right hand,
but it is difficult to discern what this might be, whereas his left hand appears
to point at something. This gesture appears in portraits of evangelist and holy
men in Ethiopia as in other traditions, in which the figure points towards the
codex held in the opposite hand (Fig. 9), so it quite possible that the Gébra’el
Wigen figure has a manuscript in his right hand (Fig. 1).

If the figures at Qanganit Mika’el and Betd Golgota can be compared in
terms of iconography and medium to the Gibra’el Wagen carving, they dif-
fer considerably from it in terms of style and technique. The former are
carved in relief, whereas the features and garments of the Gabra’el Wégen
are outlined with incised lines. In this respect, metal objects decorated with
incised figures and paintings provide better material for a comparative anal-
ysis — though even among this enlarged body of evidence few examples pro-
vide firm dates. Stylistically, the Gébra’el Wégen carving recalls the paint-
ings in the oratory of Qorqor Dans’el (Mercier and Lepage 2005: 138-39),
which, as others have pointed out (Bosc-Tiessé 2014: 13), appear to belong
to a period between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (Fig. 10); and a
number of crosses that have been assigned to the fifteenth century (e.g.
Heldman 1993: cat. 79). It thus seems quite possible that the Géabro’el
Wéqen figure was carved at the time of the church’s construction or shortly
after, if we accept the fifteenth-century date suggested by other researchers.

What will now need to be established is the significance of this figure in
relation to our understanding of early Solomonic art and culture. Was it orig-
inally painted like the figures in Betd Golgota must have once been? Was
this type of decoration seen as complementary or alternative to adorning the

22 This is not implausible, but it is worth noting that in some Gospel books, such as ms Paris,
BnF Eth. 32 (Lepage 1987: figs. 13-16), the evangelists hold a small cylindrical object that
could perhaps represent a scroll (cf. Lowden 1988: pls. 111, V, VII).
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exterior of churches with paintings? Is it possible that similar figures were
found on the exterior of other churches but have been eroded by atmospheric
weathering? Should the practice of decorating the exterior of churches be
placed into relation with certain areas or monastic groups? Or, alternatively,
should we seek connections with other traditions, such as the Armenian,
where carved figures often decorate the exterior of religious buildings (e.g.
Pogossian, Vardanyan 2019)? What was the function of such figures? Could
they have been understood as portraits of the founder(s) of a monastic or ec-
clesiastical institution and have been the object of veneration or commemo-
ration? Or, alternatively, could they have been made for a group of people
who were not allowed to enter inside the church? Addressing these and simi-
lar questions about Gabra’el Wagen figure is challenging but vitally im-
portant for understanding the society which produced it.
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Fig. 1 — An unidentified saint, Gibra’el Wégen, 15 century (?)
(Photo: Jacopo Gnisci)
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Fig. 2 — Map of Q"alla Tamben (courtesy of Luisa Sernicola)



Fig. 3 — The entrance to the hypogeum of Gabro’el Wégen
(Photo: Jacopo Gnisci)

Fig. 4 — The pillar used for prayer by Dana’el of Wéagen
(Photo: Jacopo Gnisci)



Fig. 5 — Interview with the monk Abba Tadewos Haylu, to whom we espress our gratitude
(Photo: Massimo Villa)

Fig. 6 — A plan of the Church of Gébro’el Wéagen (image from: Ruth Plant 1985)



Fig. 7 — The trench leading to the Church of Gibra’el Wagen, 15™ century (?)
(Photo: Jacopo Gnisci)

Fig. 8 — Carved figure from Beta Golgota, 12"-15™ century (?)
(Photo: Martijn Munneke, Creative Commons)
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Fig. 9 — Portrait of the Apostle Thomas next to the beginning of his Acts, Apocryphal Acts of
the Apostles, Dabra Sarabi, 14"-15% century, ff. 132v-133r
(Photo: Michael Gervers, courtesy of the DEEDS Project)

Fig. 10 — Evangelists and Archangels, Oratory of Qorqor Dana’l, 14M-15% century
(Photo: Michael Gervers, courtesy of the DEEDS Project)



