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GETATCHEW HAILE, A History of the First dstifanosite Monks, CSCO,
635, 636, Sae, 112, 113 (Lovanii: in aedibus Peeters, 2011). vii, 109 pp.,
xit, 81 PpP- Price: € 60.00, € 55.00. ISBN: 978-90-429-2512-0, 978-90-429-
2513-7.

After publishing the Vita of dstifanos of Gundi Gunde (or Dabri Garzen)
for the same series, Getatchew Haile has now made available the text of a
codex unicus, MS Schneider 63, paleographically dated to the late fifteenth
century. The manuscript, briefly described in the introduction, was digitized
in 2008 by the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library as HMML 17 (olim
C-IV-152 according to the shelfmark of the Ethiopian Ministry of Culture).
Editorial criteria are clearly assessed: the text is faithfully reproduced as it
appears in the manuscript; scribal errors are minimally emended and recorded
in the apparatus.

The narrative provides historical information on the dissident Stephanite
(Gstifanosite) movement during the life of their spiritual leader Hstifanos
(1397/1398-1444 CE) and following his death. A reasonable dating for the text
is the mid-fifteenth century: the text was undoubtedly written after the
composition of the Gadli Hstifanos, to which the author of our History
frequently refers, and possibly when dstifanos” successor abba Abikirizun
(1394/1395-1476 CE) was still alive. Some clues indicate a short interval
between the events recorded and the composition of the text, e.g. which the
almost systematic employment of the evasive formulas agdle ‘so and so’ and
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‘the founder/head of the Community’ in place of Hstifanos and Abikirizun
respectively. In this regard, in the passage where dstifanos compares himself
to the first martyr of Antioch without naming him (ed. p. 60.6-7/tr. p. 43, n.
136), the proposed identification with St George is questionable, and the
assumption that Giyorgis was another name for Hstifanos is not supported
elsewhere. The passage may well refer to Stephen of Antioch, commemorated
in the Sankassar on 9 Togomt as 472 : 701 : HATRN.F 1.

The work enriches our knowledge of the literary heritage produced by
the Stephanite movement at the time of ase Zir’a Ya‘qob’s fierce persecu-
tion. Besides the Vita of the spiritual leader (whose authorship is in our text
attributed to Tawilddi Madhon and abuna Gibra Krastos, ed. p. 19.27-28/tr.
p- 15.31-32), MS EMML no. 4, partially edited by Robert Beylot,! and the
Gadld Abékérazun, published by Carlo Conti Rossini has also to be men-
tioned.2 The correlation with the latter deserves a remark: some of the paral-
lel passages are almost identical, e.g. the account of dstifanos’ imprisonment
(ed. pp. 2-3/tr. p. 2, cp. Gadli Abikarizun, ed. pp. 10-11/tr. p. 10), the
chronological formula referring to 1428/1429 CE (ed. p. 5/tr. p. 4, cp. Gadli
Abékdérizun, ed. p. 13/tr. p. 12), and the journey to Mitira (ed. p. 66/tr. p.
47, cp. Gadli Abikdrizun, ed. p. 19/tr. p. 17), and may ultimately involve
some sort of textual dependence that future investigation will hopefully be
able to assess.

A number of passages will capture the attention of specialists in several
fields. Historians will not fail to underscore the information that the king
was secretly deposed and a nobleman was held power in the absence of a
newly crowned ruler (ed. p. 23/tr. p. 18), a narrative which substantiates the
analogous account reported in a manuscript from Dibri Wirq (eastern
Goggam).> Nevertheless, it seems unlikely that the next king, who issued a
favourable verdict for dstifanos, was Yashaq (as claimed by the editor, tr. p.
19, n. 76): at the time Yashaq was crowned (1414 CE), dstifanos was not
even a deacon. The obscure takeover must have occurred between 1429 and

I R. Beylot, ‘Actes des Péres et Fréeres de Debra Garzen: introduction et instructions
spirituelles et théologiques d’Estifanos’, AE, 15 (1990), 7-43.

2 K. Conti Rossini, ed., tr. 1910. Vitae sanctorum indigenarum. 1: Acta S. Abakerazun. 11:
Acta Takla Hawaryat, CSCO, 56, 57, SAe, 25, 26 (Parisiis: C. Poussielgue-Lipsiae: Har-
rassowitz, 1910).

3 Taddesse Tamrat, ‘Problems of Royal Succession in Fifteenth Century Ethiopia: A Pre-
sentation of the Documents’, in IV Congresso Internazionale di Studi Etiopici (Roma,
10-15 aprile 1972), Problemi attuali di scienza e di cultura, 191 (Roma: Accademia Na-
zionale dei Lincei, 1974), I, 501-535, especially pp. 512-513.
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1434, when four barely known kings succeeded to the throne: dndroayas,
Tikld Maryam, Sorwi Iyisus, and “Amda Iyisus.*

Codicologists will focus on Hstifanos’ parable on the parchment-making
process, which tallies with present-day observations: ‘you brought the
goatskin from the markets; after it was brought (to you), did you soak (it) in
water? After it was soaked, was it beaten with a stick? After it was beaten,
was it hung? Was it flattened and scrubbed? Having been scrubbed, was it
washed and did it become clean?’ (ed. pp. 39—40/tr. p. 29). That the produc-
tion of books played a significant role among the Stephanites comes to light
in a further passage where the author states that, out of the nine abodes into
which the brothers were divided, one was dedicated to ‘writing books’ (@&H
LR MNF 1 aOF hé. 1, ed. p. 18.4/tr. p. 14.19). Specialists of literary studies will
not overlook the dispute around the status of the ‘Book of Monasticism’
(Mdéshafia mank®asanna, ed. pp. 10-11/tr. p. 9), which saw dstifanos’ fervent
defence of its authority controverted by those who rejected the book as non-
canonical. A reference to the ‘Book of Monasticism’ is also found in the
Gédli Abikarizun Lexicographers will record entries unattested so far,
such as mdggald ‘to post something as a shield’ (tr. p. 31, n. 103), which
parenthetically clears up an ambiguous passage in the Gadli Figtor of Dibra
Maryam Q"ihayn.® Finally, historical geographers will come across a further
occurrence of the mysterious place-name mask“a” mobyakd maila’skt (ed. p.
78.2-3/tr. p. 56.10), which complements other references in Stephanite
hagiographical works. The site, designated as a place of detention for political
opponents, seems to be G"ons in northern Siwa.”

The appendix, containing biographical data on dstifanos, ‘must have been
added later’ (ed. p. 73, n. 242), although no explanation is given as to whether
it is written in a different hand or not. Therefore, the conclusive sentence “we
send this to you’, noticeably involving an epistolary purpose, leaves open the
question as to whether it was the original text (as maintained by the editor, tr.
p. vii) or a particular testimonium written in order to be delivered to another
monastery.

4 The ase in dstifanos’ time was perhaps Takli Maryam (1430-1433), see ‘dstifanos’, EAe,

11 (2005), 390a-391b (S. Kaplan and D. Nosnitsin).

C. Conti Rossini, Notice sur les manuscrits éthiopiens de la collection d’Abbadie (Paris:

Imprimerie Nationale, 1914), p. 115, no. 78.

6 The phrase @A J ¢ Y2795 + avA 1, translated ‘lo scudo della fede il vangelo” with
tacit emendation of @A ¢ into @¥LA z, is rather to be rendered ‘he took up the
shield of faith’, see Tedros Abraha, ed., tr., I Gidl di Abuni Tawdildd-Midebn e di
Abuni Vittore: Edizione del testo etiopico e traduzione italiana, Patrologia Orientalis,
51/2 (227) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 124.10/125.11.

7 See ‘G™ang’, EAe, II (2005), 944b (Getatchew Haile).
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The text is edited with accuracy: misprints are scarce (e.g., p. 8.3: Zh NP
av- 1 instead of L1Pav- 35 p. 27.13: PR“14 ¢ instead of LAS"4 ¢; p. 33.18
and 33.21: h&A : and hFA ¢ instead of NFA : and NFA ¢ respectively; p.
39.21: AL ¢ instead of A%S #; p. 49.21: h4%- ¢ instead of NA%- 55 p. 54.6: AN
¢ ¢ instead of CANY ¢). The emendation of ~A“?0P-L:U- : “intestines’ into A7
0-tv- : (p. 54.11) seems unnecessary: the word is attested in the dictionaries.
The translation is likewise accurate and misprints are of very minor
significance, e.g.: p. 13, n. 56: ‘Hollawayat’ instead of ‘Holluna’; p. 15.4: ‘Mdah
on’ instead of ‘Midhan’; p. 27.14: ‘lived’ instead of ‘lives’. Biblical quotations
and allusions are detected throughout. Among the non-biblical sources
references are made to Pintilewon of the cell (tr. p. 31, n. 102), the Martyrs of
Nagran (tr. p. 68.14-15), Hmrayss (tr. p. 68.22), and Peter Archbishop of
Alexandria (tr. p. 69, n. 236).

In conclusion, scholars can be sincerely grateful to Getatchew Haile for
presenting a new historical source that opens new possibilities for our
understanding of an indisputably intriguing chapter of medieval Ethiopia.

Massimo Villa, Universitit Hamburg
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