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The Monumental Stelae of Aksum
(Third-Fourth Centuries)

In an expansive field on Aksum’s northern edge stand the ancient city’s most renowned surviving
monuments, a group of memorial obelisks, or stelae

. erected between the third and fourth centuries A.D. Although other Aksumite stelae fields such as

the Gudit field are known, none possess the great variety of form and scale present here, ranging

from relatively rough-hewn stone blocks of three feet in length to a now fallen tour de force intended

to tower ninety-seven feet high. The stelae were carved mainly from solid blocks of nepheline syenite,
a weather-resistant rock similar in appearance to granite, and are believed to have come from the
quarries of Wuchate Golo several miles to the west of Aksum. After being cut from the rock walls there,
they would have been dragged by organized manpower to the site of their installation, where finer
carving awaited a few of the stelae. The impetus for this organizational effort appears to have been
commemorative: there are many burials in this area and elaborate tombs are situated near the foremost
group of the largest stelae. The wide variation in size and carving sophistication is most likely due to
the varying degrees of social status and wealth of the deceased. Although the identities of the persons
who sponsored them are not known, the tallest stelae probably commemorated royalty while smaller
works were most likely commissioned by local elite.

Of the seven tallest stelae, originally forming a group, one remains standing, five lay in ruins

across the field, and one is in Rome, where it was taken by Italian forces in 1937-38. An agreement
has been reached between the Ethiopian and Italian governments that it will be returned to Ethiopia.
These stelae are significant not only for their great stature but also their extraordinary design, as they
have been carved to represent buildings of up to thirteen stories in height. Although actual Aksumite
buildings probably never exceeded a maximum of three stories, many details on the obelisks are
regarded as accurate representations of the architecture of the time. Representative stone doors
carved at the feet of the stelae simulate wooden ones, some even incised with locks. Further up the
monoliths, false four-holed windows have been hewn into the rock. Timber, once widely used for
structural support in Aksumite buildings, is recalled by the false square beam-ends that project as

if serving a functional purpose through the stelae “walls.” Some of these architectural illusions also
appear on the nearby rock tombs, notably those that have come to be known as the “Mausoleum”

and the “Tomb of the False Door.” The stelae terminate in rounded peaks marked with fixing holes that
once held nails, possibly intended to fasten symbolic icons. Some of the stelae also possess stone
base plates depicting a two-handled Greek wine cup known as a kylix (1989.281 .62). Although it is well
known that Greek cultural influences through trade were important at Aksum, where money was minted
and inscriptions written in Greek, the significance of these plates has yet to be determined.

Raised during the late fourth century, this group of seven stelae was erected around the same time that
Aksum’s court adopted Christianity, a time of tremendous change in Aksumite culture. One scholar has
suggested that the apparent failure to erect the largest stelae, which evidently cracked and fell as it
was being installed, may have accelerated adoption of the new religion. Whether or not this is the case,
these stelae were the last of such a scale to have been dedicated to Aksum.

Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

October 2000
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The Rome Stele (known also as the Aksum Obelisk)
in Aksum (Tigray Region, Ethiopia).
The Obelisk of Axum in Ethiopia’s Tigray Region (2009)




The apex of the
stele of King Ezana.
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Stefan Gara / Flickr

The Northern Stelae Park in Axum, with the
King Ezana’s Stele at the centre and the
Great Stele lying broken.
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Lalibela

Lalibela (Ambharic) is a town in Amhara Region, northern Ethiopia famous for monolithic rock-cut churches.
Lalibela is one of Ethiopia's holiest cities, second only to Aksum, and a center of pilgrimage. Unlike Aksum, the
population of Lalibela is almost completely Ethiopian Orthodox Christian. Ethiopia is one of the earliest nations to
adopt Christianity in the first half of the fourth century, and its historical roots date to the time of the Apostles.

The layout and names of the major buildings in Lalibela are widely accepted, especially by local clergy, to be a
symbolic representation of Jerusalem.[1] This has led some experts to date the current church forms to the years
following the capture of Jerusalem in 1187 by Muslim leader, Saladin.[2]

Lalibela is located in the Semien Wollo Zone of the Amhara Region, at roughly 2,500 meters above sea level. It is
the main town in Lasta woreda, which was formerly part of Bugna woreda.

History

During the reign of Saint Gebre Mesqel Lalibela (a member of the Zagwe Dynasty, who ruled Ethiopia in the late
12th century and early 13th century), the current town of Lalibela was known as Roha. The saintly king was named
s0, because a swarm of bees is said to have surrounded him at his birth, which his mother took as a sign of his
future reign as Emperor of Ethiopia. The names of several places in the modern town and the general layout of the
rock-cut churches themselves are said to mimic names and patterns observed by Lalibela during the time he spent
as a youth in Jerusalem and the Holy Land.

Lalibela, revered as a saint, is said to have seen Jerusalem, and then attempted to build a new Jerusalem as his
capital in response to the capture of old Jerusalem by Muslims in 1187. Each church was carved from a single piece
of rock to symbolize spirituality and humility. Christian faith inspires many features with Biblical names - even
Lalibela’s river is known as the River Jordan. Lalibela remained the capital of Ethiopia from the late 12th into the
13th century.

The first European to see these churches was the Portuguese explorer Péro da Covilha (1460-1526). Portuguese
priest Francisco Alvares (1465-1540), accompanied the Portuguese Ambassador on his visit to Lebna Dengel in the
1520s. He describes the unique church structures as follows:

I weary of writing more about these buildings, because it seems to me that I shall not be believed if I write more...I
swear by God, in Whose power I am, that all I have written is the truth[3]

Although Ramuso included plans of several of these churches in his 1550 printing of Alvares’ book, who supplied
the drawings remains a mystery. The next reported European visitor to Lalibela was Miguel de Castanhoso, who
served as a soldier under Christovao da Gama and left Ethiopia in 1544.[4] After de Castanhoso, more than 300
years passed until the next European, Gerhard Rohlfs, visited Lalibela some time between 1865 and 1870.

According to the Futuh al-Habasa of Sihab ad-Din Ahmad, Ahmad Gragn burned one of the churches of Lalibela
during his invasion of Ethiopia.[5] However, Richard Pankhurst has expressed his skepticism about this event,
pointing out that although Sihab ad-Din Ahmad provides a detailed description of a rock-hewn church (“It was
carved out of the mountain. Its pillars were likewise cut from the mountain.”’[5]), only one church is mentioned;
Pankhurst adds that “what is special about Lalibela, (as every tourist knows), is that it is the site of eleven or so
rock churches, not just one — and they are all within more or less a stone’s throw of each other!”[6] Pankhurst
also notes that the Royal Chronicles, which mention Ahmad Gragn’s laying waste to the district between July and
September 1531, are silent about the Imam ravaging the fabled churches of this city.[7] He concludes by stating that
had Ahmad Gragn burned a church at Lalibela, it was most likely Bete Medhane Alem; and if the Muslim Army
was either mistaken or misled by the locals, then the church he set fire to was Gannata Maryam, “10 miles east of
Lalibela which likewise has a colonnade of pillars cut from the mountain.’[8]



Churches

This rural town is known around the world for its churches carved from within the earth from “living rock,”
which play an important part in the history of rock-cut architecture. Though the dating of the churches is not well
established, most are thought to have been built during the reign of Lalibela, namely during the 12th and 13th
centuries. Unesco identifies 11 churches,[9] assembled in four groups:

The Northern Group:

Biete Medhane Alem (House of the Saviour of the World), home to the Lalibela Cross.

Biete Maryam (House of Miriam/House of Mary), possibly the oldest of the churches, and a replica of the Tombs
of Adam and Christ.[9]

Biete Golgotha Mikael (House of Golgotha Mikael), known for its arts and said to contain the tomb of King
Lalibela)

Biete Meskel (House of the Cross)

Biete Denagel (House of Virgins)

The Western Group:
Biete Giyorgis (Church of Saint George), thought to be the most finely executed and best preserved church

The Eastern Group:
Biete Amanuel (House of Emmanuel), possibly the former royal chapel
Biete Qeddus Mercoreus (House of St. Mercoreos/House of St. Mark), which may be a former prison
Biete Abba Libanos (House of Abbot Libanos)
Biete Gabriel-Rufael (House of the angels Gabriel, and Raphael) possibly a former royal palace, linked to a holy
bakery.
Biete Lehem (Bethlehem Hebrew, House of Holy Bread).[10]

Farther afield, lie the monastery of Ashetan Maryam and Yimrehane Kristos Church, (possibly eleventh century,
built in the Aksumite fashion, but within a cave).

There is some controversy as to when some of the churches were constructed. David Buxton established the
generally accepted chronology, noting that “two of them follow, with great fidelity of detail, the tradition
represented by Debra Damo as modified at Yemrahana Kristos.”[11] Since the time spent to carve these structures
from the living rock must have taken longer than the few decades of King Lalibela’s reign, Buxton assumes that the
work extended into the 14th century.[12] However, David Phillipson, professor of African archeology at Cambridge
University, has proposed that the churches of Merkorios, Gabriel-Rufael, and Danagel were initially carved out of
the rock half a millennium earlier, as fortifications or other palace structures in the waning days of the Axumite
Kingdom, and that Lalibela’s name simply came to be associated with them after his death.[13] On the other hand,
local historian Getachew Mekonnen credits Masqal Kibra, Lalibela’s queen, with having one of the rock-hewn
churches (Abba Libanos) built as a memorial for her husband after his death.[14]

Contrary to theories advocated by writers like Graham Hancock, according to Buxton the great rock-hewn
churches of Lalibela were not built with the help of the Knights Templar; asserting abundant evidence exists to
show that they were produced solely by medieval Ethiopian civilization. For example, while Buxton notes the
existence of a tradition that “Abyssinians invoked the aid of foreigners” to construct these monolithic churches,
and admits that “there are clearly signs of Coptic influence in some decorative details” (hardly surprising given the
theological, ecclesiastical, and cultural links between the Ethiopian Orthodox and Coptic Orthodox Churches),
he is adamant about the native origins of these creations: “But the significant fact remains that the rock-churches
continue to follow the style of the local built-up prototypes, which themselves retain clear evidence of their
basically Axumite origin.”[15]

The churches are also a significant engineering feat, given that they are all associated with water (which fills the
wells next to many of the churches), exploiting an artesian geological system that brings the water up to the top of

the mountain ridge on which the city rests.

Courtesy: Wikipedia



Church of Saint George

Courtesy: Wikipedia




Ge'ez script

This article is about the script. For the language, see Ge’ez language.
“Hahu” redirects here. For the airport with the ICAO code “HAHU”, see Humera Airport.

Ge’ez (also known as Ethiopic) is a script used as an abugida (syllable alphabet) for several languages
of Ethiopia and Eritrea. It originated as an abjad (consonant-only alphabet) and was first used to

write Ge’ez, now the liturgical language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church and the Eritrean
Orthodox Tewahedo Church. In Amharic and Tigrinya, the script is often called fidal, meaning “script”
or “alphabet”.

The Ge’ez script has been adapted to write other, mostly Semitic, languages, particularly Amharic
in Ethiopia, and Tigrinya in both Eritrea and Ethiopia. It is also used for Sebatbeit, Me’en, and most
other languages of Ethiopia. In Eritrea it is used for Tigre, and it has traditionally been used for
Blin, a Cushitic language. Tigre, spoken in western and northern Eritrea, is considered to resemble
Ge’ez more than do the other derivative languages.[citation needed] Some other languages in the
Horn of Africa, such as Oromo, used to be written using Ge’ez, but have migrated to Latin-based
orthographies.

For the representation of sounds, this article uses a system that is common (though not universal)
among linguists who work on Ethiopian Semitic languages. This differs somewhat from the conventions
of the International Phonetic Alphabet. See the articles on the individual languages for information on
the pronunciation.

History and origins

The earliest inscriptions of Semitic languages in Eritrea and Ethiopia date to the 9th century BC in
Epigraphic South Arabian (ESA), an Abjad shared with contemporary kingdoms in South Arabia. After
the 7th and 6th centuries BC, however, variants of the script arose, evolving in the direction of the
Ge’ez abugida (a writing system that is also called an alphasyllabary). This evolution can be seen most
clearly in evidence from inscriptions (mainly graffiti on rocks and caves) in Tigray region in northern
Ethiopia and the former province of Akkele Guzay in Eritrea.[4] By the first centuries AD, what is

called “Old Ethiopic” or the “Old Ge’ez alphabet” arose, an abjad written left-to-right (as opposed to
boustrophedon like ESA) with letters basically identical to the first-order forms of the modern vocalized
alphabet (e.g. “k” in the form of “k&”). There were also minor differences such as the letter “g” facing
to the right, instead of to the left as in vocalized Ge’ez, and a shorter left leg of “I”, as in ESA, instead
of equally-long legs in vocalized Ge’ez (resembling the Greek letter lambda, somewhat).[5] Vocalization
of Ge’ez occurred in the 4th century, and though the first completely vocalized texts known are
inscriptions by Ezana, vocalized letters predate him by some years, as an individual vocalized letter
exists in a coin of his predecessor Wazeba.[6][7] Linguist Roger Schneider has also pointed out (in

an early 1990s unpublished paper) anomalies in the known inscriptions of Ezana that imply that he
was consciously employing an archaic style during his reign, indicating that vocalization could have
occurred much earlier.[8][better source needed] As a result, some[who?] believe that the vocalization
may have been adopted to preserve the pronunciation of Ge’ez texts due to the already moribund

or extinct status of Ge’ez, and that, by that time, the common language of the people were already
later Ethio-Semitic languages. At least one of Wazeba'’s coins from the late 3rd or early 4th century
contains a vocalized letter, some 30 or so years before Ezana.[9] Kobishchanov, Daniels, and others
have suggested possible influence from the Brahmic family of alphabets in vocalization, as they are
also abugidas, and Aksum was an important part of major trade routes involving India and the Greco-
Roman world throughout the common era of antiquity.[10]{11]

According to the beliefs of the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Church and Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church, the original consonantal form of the Ge’ez fidel was divinely revealed to Henos “as an
instrument for codifying the laws”, and the present system of vocalisation is attributed to a team of
Aksumite scholars led by Frumentius (Abba Selama), the same missionary said to have converted

the king Ezana to Christianity in the 4th century AD.[12] It has been argued that the vowel marking
pattern of the script reflects a South Asian system, such as would have been known by Frumentius.
[13] A separate tradition, recorded by Alega Taye, holds that the Ge’ez consonantal alphabet was first



adapted by Zegdur, a legendary king of the Ag’azyan Sabaean dynasty held to have ruled in Ethiopia c.
1300 BC.[14]

There are 24 correspondences of Ge’ez and the South Arabian alphabet:

Translit. h I h m $(SAs?) r s(SAsl) kK b t

b
sz U A dh oo w L A ¢ 0 + 7 1

South Arabian | | # | | # |

Translit. ' k w | - zZ(SA d)

y g s d
ez h D ®©® 0 H % R 7 m A& 0 &

Many of the letter names are cognate with those of Phoenician, and may thus be assumed for Proto-Sinaitic.

Ge'ez alphabets [edit]

Two alphabets were used to write the Ge'ez language, an abjad and later an abugida.

Ge'ez abjad |[edit]
The abjad, used until c. 330 AD, had 26 consonantal letters:

h,L.h,m$,rs, kb thn ' kw'zydgtpssfp

sz J A cho o0 W L AP+ 1A
Translitt. k  w °  z 'y d g { s ¢ f p

ez N ® 0 HY X7 mMmAZA O & T

Vowels were not indicated.

Modern Ge'ez is written from left to right.

The Ge'ez abugida developed under the influence of Christian scripture by adding obligatory vocalic
diacritics to the consonantal letters. The diacritics for the vowels, u, i, a, e, 8, 0, were fused with the
consonants in a recognizable but slightly irregular way, so that the system is laid out as a syllabary. The
original form of the consonant was used when the vowel was 4 (/8/), the so-called inherent vowel. The
resulting forms are shown below in their traditional order. For some consonants, there is an eighth form
for the diphthong -wa or -oa, and a ninth for -ya.

To represent a consonant with no following vowel, for example at the end of a syllable or in a
consonant cluster, the 8 (/t/) form is used (the letter in the sixth column).
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Labiovelar variants [edit)

The letters for the labialized velar consonants are variants of the non-labialized velar consonants:

ko on kg
Consonant

¢ 41 h 7

ke nw:kw]gw

Labialized variant CE, "fo | h" | 7‘,

Unlike the other consonants, these labiovelar ones can only be combined with 5 different vowels:

kw.“E’, ‘P‘-IFHIEP-CP‘
Ui R (AR By MR,
e he Me B 0 I
s T2 2T
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