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Ethio-SPaRe 
 

• Ethio-SPaRe: Cultural Heritage of Christian Ethiopia: Salvation, 
Preservation and Research 

• ERC Starting Grant (EU 7th Framework Programme) 

• December 2009 - May 2015 

• Team members: 

   Principal Investigator:  Dr. Denis Nosnitsin 

   Four research associates 

• 8 digitizing field trips to eastern Təgray (nothern Ethiopia), manuscript 
cataloguing database 

 

       
 

 



Aims and sources 
 The main questions to be answered: 

• Who are the scribes and how did they become scribes?  

• Who are their clients?   

• What are the ways of selling manuscripts? 

• How does the work of the scribes look like? 

• What are the materials and tools they use? 

• What are their writing practices?  

• What is their economic situation? 

 

 Sources: interviews with eight scribes, photos illustrating 
their work, tools and materials, and digitized mss. 

 



The Ethiopic manuscript culture  

Ethiopia as a place of still living Christian manuscript 
culture.  

Scribes manually copy religious texts of the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church employing parchment as a writing 
surface.  

From the mid-20th cent. onwards manual book 
production has started decreasing as Christian literature 
has been printed on paper. 



Sinodos (UM-039) 

ʿUra Mäsqäl Psalter (UM-026) 

Photo: Nicolas Sarris, Zakynthos Photo: Nicolas Sarris, Zakynthos 

Photo: Nicolas Sarris, Zakynthos 



Texts in the Ethiopic script 
• Gəʿəz (Vita of Kiros MAKM-053) 

 

• Amharic (The Five Pillars of Mistery HMM-010)  





Scribes of eastern Təgray 



 Monasteries in Dägʿa Tämben  
Qäqäma: St Mary’s Monastery 

at least four active scribes 

Qorrar: St Mary’s Monastery 

three active scribes 



Qes (Priest) Wäldä Hawaryat  

from Qäqäma  
Photo: Antonella Brita  

CSCM, Hamburg 

 

Abba (Father) Taddäsä Məruṣ  

from Gwaḥtärat 

Qes (Priest) Ḥarägä Wäyni  

from May Ǝmori 



Qes Täḵlu Märässa and his wife 

Ḥarägä Wäyni Bärhä from Məngas 

Qes Dästa Gäbrä Maryam from Ləgat 



Deacon holding a ms. of Bandlet of Righteousness 

Homily on the Sabbath of 

Christians  

(QSM-035 13.0 x 18.0 x 4.5) 

Examples of small mss that scribes 

write during the apprenticeship.  



Ways of selling manuscripts: 
by being commissioned,  

selling at the market in Aksum  



Abba Taddäsä writing Prayer of incense for a female 

commissioner 

Qes Dästa Gäbrä Maryam (and his 

former students) commissioned by  

the church in Addigrat 



A priest finishing off a ms 

 at the market in Aksum 
Photo: Antonella Brita, CSCM, Hamburg 

A stall with satchels for carrying 

codices at the market in Aksum 
Photo: Antonella Brita, CSCM, Hamburg 

 



Miracles of Mary (AP-029,1921/22)  

 
Vita of John the Baptist,  

Miracles of John the Baptist 

(MY-023, 1969) 
 

Some of the most 

frequently copied texts 



Psalter (AMM-013, 1901) 

Dəggwa, Antiphonary for the entire year  

(DD-015a, 1675) 

Texts that are not produced 

any more 



Abba Taddäsä unrolling an amulet 

Qes Ḥaylä Śəllase with  

a bunch of magic scrolls  



Process of manuscript production 



Scribe from Addigrat scraping away the hair 
Photo: Nicolas Sarris, Zakynthos 

A wooden frame with a stretched goatskin  



A blank quire, a ruler, pieces  

of parchment, Ləgat  

Loose quires containing The Faith  

of the Fathers, Qorrar 



Ornamental band (GSQ-007, fol. 3r,  ca. 1941)  

Holy Trinity, the donor 

(KAE-001, fol. 36r, late 19th cent.) 

Ornamental band (KY-068, fol. 5r, 20th cent.) 



Qes Ḥaylä Śəllase carving a reed pen  

Qes Ḥaylä Śəllase sharpening a pen  

for black ink  



Inkhorns, Qäqäma  

Containers for ink, May Ǝmori 



Rubrication executed in red ink made of 

natural ingredients   

(QSM-010, end of the 17th cent.)  

Rubrication  executed in industrial rosy 

Qäqäma, 2012 



 Synthetic thread used for sewing, May Ǝmori 

Thread of animal origin used for 

sewing and attaching the headband 

Four Gospels (MY-008, 1379-1413) 



Vita of Kiros (GSQ-007 ca. 1941) 
Photos: Nicolas Sarris, Zakynthos 



Qes Gäbrä Mädḫən from Qorrar with  

Lectionary for the entire year 



Modern and earlier (18th cent.) 
handwriting 



Book of the Funeral Ritual (UM-021, fol. 27vb, 1982) 
Book of Philoxenus of Mabbogh  

(DD-048, fol. 24ra, 18th cent.?) 



Thank you! 


