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The following study was not read during the conference; however, it does deal with the 
ecclesiastic landscape of North Ethiopia and is closely connected with several of the pre-
sented contributions. It is therefore a valuable addition to the discussion in this volume.
Among the churches and monasteries explored by the Ethio-SPaRe team, 
the church of Yoḥannǝs (St. John the Baptist) Däbrä Maʿṣo (Gulo Mäḵäda, 
East Tǝgray, Ethiopia)1 occupies a special position. Known previously only 
from a few literary sources,2 also as a place with Stephanite connections as 
mentioned elsewhere in this volume, the site was clearly identified during 
one of the first project field missions. Its manuscript collection contains a 
few old codices. Of particular interest is the “Golden Gospels” book of the 
church (MY-008) as it contains several additional notes of importance.3 On 
a previous occasion I published a fifteenth-century note concerning a cer-
tain Patriarch ʾAstona.4 The same manuscript contains a lengthy collection 
of charters that has been ascribed to the scribe Wäldä Muse who was active in 
the area of Mǝdrä Ruba, close to Däbrä Maʿṣo, between 1865 and the 1890s.5 
This palaeographic link as well as the factual content of the note deserves its 
edition and a short analysis.
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[Fol. 74v, upper margin] ለእመ፡ ሐልቀ፡ ቀዳማዊ፡ ብራና፡ ሀሎ፡ ው ስተ፡ ቤተ፡ ክርስቲያን። ዘ አ ጽ ሐ 

ፍዋ፡ ንጉሥነ፡ አምደ፡ ጽዮን፡ ወንጉሥነ፡ ገበረ፡ መስቀል 

(I) [fol. 74vb] በስመ፡ አብ፡ ወወልድ፡ ወመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ፩ አ ም ላ ክ። ወአውሥኦ፡ ፱ወዉዊዋዌውዎ፡ 
ኍ ል ቈ፡ ፫፻፹፸፪ፋ፡ ወ በ ዳ ግምሂ፡ ንጉሥነ፡ ገብረ፡ መስቀል፨ ወአምደ፡ ጽዮን፡ ንጉሥ፡ ከመ፡ ይ ወ 

ጽእ፡ ዕ ክ ለ፡ ግብሩ፡ ለዮሐንስ፡ ዕክል፡ ወላህም፡ ከመ፡ ይ ኵኖሙ፡ መድኃኒተ፡ ነፍሶሙ፨
ወ ቀ ዳሲሃ፡ አባ፡ ዮሐንስ፡ ጳጳስ፡ ወዓቃቤ፡ ሰዓቱሂ፡ ፍሬ፡ ሚካኤል፡ ሊ ቀ፡ ዲ ያቆናት፡ ዘቤተ፡ ቂ ር ቆ 

ስ፡ ዘዋሥል፡ ወሥዩም፡ ዘደብረ፡ ማዕፆ፡ ሕዝበ፡ አንበሬ፡ ወንጉሥ፡ አምደ፡ ጽዮን፡ ወለቅመ፡ ሣ ራ፡ 
ስ ለ፡ ዓ ም ዳይ፡

1	 See note 68 p. 83, also Nosnitsin 2013b.
2	 Nosnitsin 2011:24.
3	 For the list of additiones, see Nosnitsin 2012:27.
4	 Nosnitsin 2012.
5	 Nosnitsin 2011:27, additio 10. On the attribution of the charters and for a reproduc-

tion of the text pages see Nosnitsin 2013a. This is the same scribe V. Pisani intro-
duces on pp. 115–117 of the present volume; further samples of his handwriting can 
be found on figs. 22–24 pp. 187–188.

6	 The numbering of the documents is introduced by the editor; see p. 123 below.
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(II) ዘከመ፡ ተሰርዓ፡ እንባ፡ ስነይት፡ ዘተሰርዓ፡ ግብሩ፡ ለዮሐንስ፡ ፀ ፊሕ፡ ቀላይ፡ በዘገዝዓት፡ ም ድ 

ራ፡ ወግብራ፡ አነ፡ ኢየሱስ፡ ሞአ፡ በ ሰ{ይ}ጥየ፡ ዘነሣዕኩ፡ ዘወሀብኩ፡ ለዮሐንስ፡ ደብረ፡ ማ ዕ ፆ፡ ወ ዓ 

ቃ[fol. 75ra]ቤ፡ ሰዓት፡ ዘሚካኤል፡ ወበዓልተ፡ ምድራ፡ እምነ፡ እግ͜ዚእ፡ ወ ረድ አ፡ ብ ነ፡ ወ መ ኑ፡ ከ 

መ፡ እግ͜ዚእ፧ ወበኃይለ፡ ክርስቶስ፡ ለሊሆሙ፡ ፈ ቲዎሙ፡ ዘወሀቡኒ፡ ወዘጐለቱ፡ ወ ወ ሀ ብኩ፡ አ ነ፡ ኢ የ 

ሱ ስ፡ ሞአ፡ ለ ቅ ዱስ፡ ዮሐንስ፡ ለሊየ፡ እንዘ፡ ስዩም፡ ሞአ፡ ወእሰግድ፡ እንተ፡ ለ ን ጉሥ፨ ዘ ጐ ለትኩ፡ 
ለ ዮ ሐንስ፡ ዘተሐየደ፡ ወዘገሰሳ፡ ውጉዘ፡ ይኩን፨ 

(III) በአኰቴተ፡ እግ͜ዚአብሔር፡ ወሀብኩ፡ አነ፡ ጽንዕነ፡ እግ͜ዚእ፡ ለ ዮ ሐንስ፡ ላህም፡ ከመ፡ ይዝክሩነ፡ 
ለ ገ ብርከ፡ ጽንዕነ፡ እግ͜ዚእ፡ ወ ብ እሲትየ፡ አክሀዱ፡ ወለውሉ{ድ}የ፡ ቀለታ፡ እግዚእ፨ 

(IV) ፮፻ት ፴ወ፰ጻድቃን፡ ዘደብረ፡ ማዕፆ፡ ዘተሐንፀት፡ በሐፀይ፡ ገብረ፡ መ ስቀል፡ ግብሩ፡ ለዮሐንስ፡ 
፪ ኤ ቱ፡ እንተላም፡ ወእንፈቅት። ፳ወ፬ ኵማ ሌ፡ ዘወሀብኩ፡ ግብሩ፡ ለቅዱስ፡ ዮሐንስ፡ አነ፡ ኢየሱስ፡ 
[fol. 75rb] ሞ አ፡ ዘምድረ፡ ጕልት፡ ዘፀፊሕ፡ ቀላይ፡ ዘወሀቡኒ፡ ፈቲዎሙ፤
(Va) ዝንቱ፡ ደብዳቤ፡ ዘቅዱስ፡ ዮሐንስ፡ ዘደብረ፡ ማዕፆ፡ ዘተጽሕፈ፡ በ ዘመነ፡ ንጉሥነ፡ አምደ፡ ጽ 

ዮ ን፡ ወንጉሥነ፡ ገብረ፡ መስቀል፨ ዘ ጐለትዎ፡ ክልኤሆሙ፡ ለተዝካሩ፡ ወለተዝካረ፡ ጻድቃን፡ ለ ዓ ለ 

መ፡ ዓ ለም፨
(Vb) በአኰቴተ፡ አብ፡ ወወልድ፡ ወመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ጸሐፍነ፡ ዘከመ፡ ይወፅዕ፡ ግብሩ፡ ለዮሐንስ፡ እ 

ክ ል፡ ወስርናይ፡ አድሕያው፡ ፮ ት፡ ገበታ፡ ዝላዖፍ፡ እንተላም፡ ወእንፈቅት፡ ቅርንሜላ፡ ያሒት፡ ም 

ድ ፋዕ፡ ወልታ፡ ፮ ገበታ፡ ወአድ፡ ያዕቆ፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ወቃለ፡ ነጋሢ፡ ዮሐንስ፡ አ ይረ፡ እ ን 

ተ ላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ወሕዳድ፡ ወ በማዕፀድ፡ ወበማሕረስ፡ ወ ማይ፡ ፄው፡ ካዕብ፡ ወያሒት፡ አድ፡ ይ መ 

ዓ ት፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ወ ሕዳድ፡ በምድር፡ ፱መስለስ፡ ይ ዘርኡ፡ ውስተ፡ ገራህቶሙ፡ ወአድ፡ ጸ 
ለ ም ቶ፡ [fol. 75va] ፮ገበታ፡ ወ አ ድ፡ ቀያሕቶ፡ ፮ገበታ፡ አድ፡ አሕስአ፡ ፯ {ገበታ}፡ ወአድ፡ አተሌ፡ ፮ ገ 

በ ታ፡ ልጕዳ፡ እንተላም፡ ወእንፈቅት፡ ወ ምርጋፅ፡ ያሒት፨ ሰ ግላት፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ፃሕዋ፡ 
እ ንተላም፡ ወ ያሒት፨ ዱ ሐ ኔ፡ እንተላም፡ ወእንፈቅት፨ ወአድ፡ ቈልቋል፡ እ ን ተላም፡ ወ ያ ሒት፡ 
እ ን በይቶ፡ እንተላም፡ ወገበታ፡ ደላ፡ ፮ገበታ፡ ወ ፍ ቃዳ፡ ካ ዕ ብ፡ ወያሒት፡ አንበሰት፡ ፪እንተላም ወ እ 

ን ፈ ቅት፡ ቤተ፡ ቂ ርቆስ፡ እ ን ተላም፡ ወእንፈቅት፨ አንፈ፡ ቀዳምቶ፡ እንተላም፡ ወ ያሒት፨ ቆ ቁ ሕ 

ያ፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ቀርነ፡ ሰበር፡ ካዕብ፡ ወያሒት። አሚአት፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፨ አድ፡ ሐ 

ዴ፡ እንተላም፡ አድ፡ በረት፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ አድ፡ ሰሪገ፡ እንተላም፡ ወ ያ ሒት፨ አድ፡ ግ ራ ህ 

ቶ፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፨ አድ፡ ንጉሥ፡ አ ይ አሎ፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፨ [fol. 75vb] ወሬጌና፡ እ 

ን ተላም፡ ወ እንፈቅት፡ ማየ፡ ፀዓዳ፡ እንተላም፡ ወያሒት፡ ወጸሐፍነ፡ ዘከመ፡ ይሠውዑ፡ ሎቱ፡ በ ዮ ሐ 

ንስ፡ አዌውዊት፡ ያመጽኡ፡ ላ ህመ፡ ሥጋ፡ በተዝካረ፡ ውዶሙ[sic]፡ አመ፡ ፲ወ፱ለተሕሣሥ፡ያ መ ጽ 

ኡ፡ ላህመ፡ ሥጋ፡ በስንዳድያ፡ በዮሐንስ፡ {በ}መስከረም፡ ወ በ ኅዳር፡ በተዝካር፡ ቅዳሴ፡ አ መ ፲ ወ ፱ በ ፋ 

ሲካ፡ የሃብ፡ ላህም፡ ሥጋ፡ ዘ ተ ሰይመ፡ ወጐይቦ፡ ፀባ፡ ዘያምጽኡ፡ በበሃገሩ፡ ለድራር፡ ወ በ ዕ ለ ተ፡ ዮ ሐ 

ንስ፡ ወበእዳጋ፡ ሰጦሂ፡ ፄው፨
(Vc) ዝንቱ፡ ደብዳቤ፡ ዘፀፊሕ፡ ቀላይ፡ ዘወሀቡ፡ ፈቲዎሙ፡ ከመ፡ ኢ ይ ቅረቡ፡ መሳፍንት፡ ወ መ ኳ ን 

ን ት፡ እመሂ፡ ነጋሢ፡ ወእመሂ፡ ቃለ፡ ነ ጋ ሢ፡ ወእመሂ፡ ስዩም፡ ወእመሂ፡ በአልቴት፡ ወእመሂ፡ ገ ባ 

ር፨ ወዘኮነ፡ ከ ዊ ኖ፡ ወዘደምሰሶ፡ ይደምሰስ፡ በሥልነ[sic] ፡ ጴጥሮስ፡ ወጳውሎስ፡ በ አ ፲ወ፭ነብያት፡ በ አ 

፲ወ፪ሐዋርያት፡ ውጉዛነ፡ ይኩኑ። 

Translation
[Fol. 74v, upper margin] If the original parchment has perished, there is another one in the 
church, which our kings ʾAmdä Ṣǝyon and Gäbrä Mäsqäl caused to be written.7

7	 The translation is very uncertain. The sentence is incomplete or elliptic as it was ad-
dressed probably to the people who knew the local context and did not need the full 
information. It can be understood in different ways. Possibly, the scribe’s intended 
message concerns the function of the note, and I propose a following interpretation: 
“(Consult/look at the writing below) if the original parchment has perished, which 



121 The Charters of the Four Gospels Book of Däbrä Maʿṣo

I) [fol. 74vb] In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, one God. And 
he answered to him, 9 wä-wu-wi-wa-we-wǝ-wo, the number 300-80-72-fa,8 and again our 
King Gäbrä Mäsqäl and King ʾAmdä Ṣǝyon (ordered) that the cereals of the tribute for 
Yoḥannǝs, cereals and cow, come out, so that it might become for them the salvation of 
their soul. And its celebrant (is) ʾabba Yoḥannǝs the Metropolitan; and its ʿaqabe säʿat9� (is) 
Fǝre Mikaʾel, the archdeacon of the church of Quiricus of Waśǝl;10 and the governor of Dä-
brä Maʿḍo (is) Ḥǝzbä ʾ Anbäre; and the king (is) ʿ Amdä Ṣǝyon, and läqmä śara sǝlä ʿ amday.11

II) How ʾƎnba Sǝnnäyt had been established, the tribute for Yoḥannǝs Ḍäfiḥ Qälay was 
established in its land and tribute that (the church) had administered. I, ʾIyäsus Moʾa (is the 
one) who took it through my purchase and gave it to Yoḥannǝs Däbrä Maʿḍo; and (in that 
time) [fol. 75ra] ʿaqabe säʿat was Zä-Mikaʾel, and the owner of her land ʾƎmmǝnä ʾƎgziʾ. 
And (as to)  Rädʾa Bǝnä, and Männu Kämä ʾƎgziʾ, and Bä-Ḫaylä Krǝstos, (it was) at their 
own will12 that they gave (it to) me and gave (it) to me as gwǝlt; and I myself, ʾIyäsus Moʾa, 
gave (it) to St. Yoḥannǝs while the governor was Moʾa and I prostrate myself in front of the 
King.13 The one who robs and touches what I gave to Yoḥannǝs as gwǝlt shall be excom-
municated.

III) In the praise of God, I, Ṣǝnʿǝnä ʾƎgziʾ, donated a cow for Yoḥannǝs so that they might 
commemorate us, your servant Ṣǝnʿǝnä ʾƎgziʾ, my wife ʾAkhadu and my sons Qäläta 
ʾƎgziʾ.

our Kings ʾAmdä Ṣǝyon and Gäbrä Mäsqäl had caused to be written, (which) is (now) 
in the church”. I.e., the scribe dropped the apodosis (“Consult…”), and in the protasis 
he intended to say: … ለእመ፡ ሐልቀ፡ ቀዳማዊ፡ ብራና፡ ዘአጽሐፍዋ፡ ንጉሥነ፡ አምደ፡ ጽዮን፡ ወ ን ጉ ሥ 

ነ፡ ገበረ፡ መስቀል፡ [ዘሀሎ]፡ ውስተ፡ ቤተ፡ ክርስቲያን።

8	 The passage right after the usual introductory formula until the word wä-bä-dagǝm-
hi is mysterious. Does it mean anything at all? Was there a foreign element (a part of 
the Ethiopic syllabary or a writing exercise) mistakenly perceived by the scribe as an 
original part of the document? Or, on the opposite, did the scribe omit a portion of the 
text before kämä yǝwäṣṣǝʾ?

9	 On the ʿaqabe säʿat of Däbrä Maʿṣo, see Nosnitsin 2012:28, n. 28.
10	 Betä Qirqos of Waśǝl. Waśǝl or Wäśäl is mostly known as one of the strategic “gates” 

(passes) leading into the historical ʾAmhara province at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century (cp. Huntingford 1989:81, 104, 129–131). From it, the name of the town 
ʾAmbasäl (Wällo) is probably derived. 

11	 The meaning of the words läqmä śara sǝlä ʿamday is unclear, but it may a corruption 
of a title followed by a name; e.g., such title as raq / ʾǝraq masäre; a certain qämäḍani 
(liqä mäḍani?) Mängädäy is mentioned in an authentic land grant of King ʿAmdä 
Ṣǝyon I (Taddese Tamrat 1970:96–97). One can wonder, in fact, if the words ለቅመ፡ ሣ 

ራ፡ ስለ፡ ዓምዳይ may be a graphic corruption of the latter, [ሊ]ቀመፃኒ፡ መንገደይ.

12	 I think that this is the meaning of the words lälihomu fätiwomu, here and below, 
which underline that the donors acted voluntarily, absolutely on their own will (for 
fätäwä “to like, wish, desire” see Leslau 1987:171a).

13	 The translation of ʾǝnzä sǝyyum moʾa wä-ʾǝsaggǝd ʾǝntä lä-nǝguś is uncertain.
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IV) (For the church of) the 638 Righteous Ones of Däbrä Maʿḍo which was built by His 
Majesty Gäbrä Mäsqäl, the tribute for Yoḥannǝs (is) 2 ʾǝntälams14 and ʾǝnfäqǝt.15 (It is) 24 
kwǝmale16 that I gave the tribute for St. Yoḥannǝs, I, ʾIyäsus [fol. 75rb] Moʾa, of the land 
of gwǝlt of Ḍäfiḥ Qälay which they, having themselves wished, donated to me.

Va) This is the register of St. Yoḥannǝs Däbrä Maʿḍo which was written in the time of 
our King ʾAmdä Ṣǝyon and our King Gäbrä Mäsqäl, which they both gave as gwǝlt for his 
commemoration and for the commemoration of the Righteous Ones. For ever and ever. 

Vb) In the praise of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. We have written how the trib-
ute of Yoḥannǝs comes out, cereals and wheat. ʾAd Ḥǝyaw 6 gäbätas,17 Zǝlaʿof ʾǝntälam 
and ʾǝnfäqǝt, Qärnǝmela yaḥit,18 Mǝdfaʿ Walta 6 gäbätas, and ʾAd Yaʿqob ʾǝntälam and 
yaḥit, and the spokesmen of the nägaśi Yoḥannǝs ʾ Ayrä (?) ʾ ǝntälam and yaḥit, and ḥǝdad19 
(is) in harvesting and ploughing. And May Ḍew kaʿb20 and yaḥit; ʾAd Yǝmaʿat ʾǝntälam 
and yaḥit, and ḥǝdad in the land (is) 9 mäsläs21 (that) they sow in their fields. And ʾAd 
Ṣällämto [fol. 75va] 6 gäbätas, and ʾAd Qǝyaḥto 6 gäbätas, ʾAd Aḥsǝʾa 7 gäbätas, and ʾAd 
ʾAtäle 6 gäbätas and ʾǝnfäqǝt, Lǝgwǝda ʾǝntälam and ʾǝnfäqǝt, and Mǝrgaḍ yaḥit. Säglat 
ʾǝntälam and yaḥit, Ḍaḥwa ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. Duḥane ʾǝntälam and ʾǝnfäqǝt. And ʾAd 
Qwälqwal ʾǝntälam and yaḥit, ʾƎnbäyto ʾǝntälam and gäbäta, Däla 6 gäbätas, and Fǝqada 
kaʿb and yaḥit, ʾAnbäsät 2 ʾǝntälams and ʾǝnfäqǝt, the church of Qirqos ʾǝntälam and 
yaḥit. ʾAnfä Qäddamto ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. Qoquḥya ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. Qärnä Säbär 
kaʿb and yaḥit. ʾAmiʾat ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. ʾAd Ḥade ʾǝntälam, ʾAd Bärät ʾǝntälam and 
yaḥit, ʾAd Särigä ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. ʾAd Gǝrahto ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. ʾAd Nǝguś ʾAyʾalo 
ʾǝntälam and yaḥit. [fol. 75vb] Wäregena ʾǝntälam and ʾǝnfäqǝt, May Ḍäʿada ʾǝntälam and 
yaḥit.
We have written how they will offer sacrifice for (the church). On Yoḥannǝs ʾAwewǝwet,22 

14	 A traditional measurement unit, see Leslau 1987:33; EAE II, 318b; Pankhurst 
1969:120–21, 124; also used in the old additio 2 (Nosnitsin 2012:28–29).

15	 Cp. Pankhurst 1969:120–21, 148; see the Tǝgrǝñña variant ʾ ǝnfǝqti in Kane 2000:1498b 
(“…equal to two gäbäta”). Also used in the old additio 2 (Nosnitsin 2012:28–29).

16	 Registered as an Amharic word, see Kane 1990:1376b, “a measurement of land ap-
proximately 40 ha (Gojjame usage)”. 

17	 A traditional measurement unit, see Leslau 1987:179b; also in Amharic, Kane 
1990:1980b and Tǝgrǝñña, Kane 2000:2299b; the term is used in additio 3 (Nosnitsin 
2012:28).

18	 Kane 2000:2032a, “grain measure of four gäbäta, of ca. 80 kg…”. See the relationship 
between the measurement units mentioned below, according to different sources, in 
Pankhurst 1969:118–120.

19	 The land owned by the lord and the peasants’ unpaid work on it (Habtamu Mengistie 
2004:13; cp. Kane 1990:32ab, 1456a).

20	 A traditional measurement unit, Kane 2000:1676a.
21	 A traditional measurement unit, Kane 2000:338a.
22	 ʾAwit, ʾawet in the expression Yoḥannǝs ʾAwit refers to the feast of the nativity of 

John the Baptist, 30 Säne (Leslau 1987:49a; Guidi 1906:698–700).



123 The Charters of the Four Gospels Book of Däbrä Maʿṣo

they will bring cow meat. On the commemoration (day) of their sons23 on the 19th of 
Taḫśaś,24 they will bring cow meat. On Sǝndadǝya,25 on Yoḥannǝs in Mäskäräm26 and in 
Ḫǝdar,27 on commemorative Mass on the 19th, on the Easter Day, the one who is appointed 
will give caw meat. And a cup of milk they will bring each in his district, for the supper, on 
the day of Yoḥannǝs. And the share28 (of the church) at the market is salt.

Vc) This is the register of Ḍäfiḥ Qälay which they gave at their own will, so that judges and 
princes might not approach, and be it a ruler, or a spokesman of the ruler,29 or a governor, 
or a noble lady, or a peasant, or whoever else. The one who destroys (the register ) will be 
destroyed. They will be excommunicated through the authority of Peter and Paul, through 
15 Prophets and 12 Apostles. 

Structure, form and style

While the note is copied by the same hand it appears clear that it encompasses 
at least five small documentary texts (referred to as “documents I–V” in the 
proposed reconstruction): 
I 	 Charter concerning tributes for the church of St. John the Baptist which were estab-

lished by King(s) ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I/Gäbrä Mäsqäl.
II 	 Charter concerning tributes for the church which were established through the offices 

and personal charity of ʾIyäsus Moʾa and a few other people. 
III	 Record of donation for commemorative service (täzkar) of Ṣǝnʿǝnä ʾƎgziʾ and his fam-

ily members.
IV	 Charter concerning tributes for the church of St. John the Baptist established through 

the charity of ʾIyäsus Moʾa.
V	 Charter (gwǝlt?) concerning tributes for Däbrä Maʿṣo issued by King ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I.
The scribe drew crude text dividers to separate the documents, but he was 
not fully consistent (no line between documents I and II). Passage Va can 

23	 ውዶሙ should probably be corrected to ውሉዶሙ. 
24	 It is unclear which occasion is referred to. According to the old charter of Däbrä 

Maʿṣo (Nosnitsin 2012), Patriarch ʾ Astona is commemorated on 21 Ṭǝrr, and the Mar-
tyrs of Däbrä Maʿṣo on 1 Taḫśaś, respectively.

25	 Most probably, a wrong spelling for Ṣedenya, the Marian feast on 10 Mäskäräm 
(Fritsch 2001:62); possibly somehow influenced by the original Arabic name 
Ṣaydnāyā, a place where one of the miracles of St. Mary took place.

26	 Feast of the Decollation of John the Baptist (Colin 1986:338–340).
27	 Possibly, the occasion on 21 Ḫǝdar, not mentioned in the edited version of the Syn-

axarion (but for which a special homily is found, e.g., in mf. EMML no. 1763, fols. 
9r–10r; see also EAE III, 288b–291b).

28	 Säṭo, probably a variant of śäyǝṭo (cp. Leslau 1987:540b).
29	 Lit. “the word of the ruler”; for nägaśi, cp. EAE IV, 1662b (also used in additio 2 , s.  

Nosnitsin 2012:29).
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belong to either document IV or V, or be an independent statement.
The remark of the scribe in the upper margin of fol. 74v is puzzling, but it 

may refer to the original model documents when they still existed, and reflect 
how the scribe perceived the function of the text he was writing. Document 
V contains the peculiar term däbda(b)be. It is used twice, in the beginning 
and in the “immunity clause”. 30 It is impossible to know whether the term 
was used in the model documents or was first introduced by Wäldä Muse. 
When the team of Ethio-SPaRe visited the site in 2010 and 2011, it discov-
ered no writings which could come in question as model(s) or sources for 
the note. Therefore, it is difficult to speculate about their possible form and 
authenticity. However, the evidence has come down to us at least in the form 
of the note, which apparently worked in the way the scribe had envisaged in 
his remark (in the upper margin).31 
30	 Today mostly known as an Amharic word for “letter”, this term – in Gǝʿǝz meaning 

“register, list” (Leslau 1987:120b) – has still not been properly surveyed and studied 
(cp. Wion 2011:x). The note of MY-008 brings another example of its use. It means 
here also “register”, but, possibly, with a connotation: it is a “register” of documents, 
or, precisely speaking, their copies (distinct from the original writings). A similar clari-
fication of the term has been already proposed (concerning the documents copied 
into Ms. Orient. 641): cp. Kropp 2004:213 note 1, and 216, the expressions yä-milad 
däbdabbe, yä-wängel däbdabbe “indicating documents from the Mäṣḥafa Milad … 
and documents from the Gospel” (ibid.); in other words, they refer to the copies of 
the documents inscribed in the books mentioned. I assume that a documentary writ-
ing may be marked as däbdabbe if it is an “archival copy” of one or more documents. 
This may explain, e.g., why the land charter of King Zärʾa Yaʿqob to Däbrä Maryam 
Qoḥayn, inscribed in the “Golden Gospels” not earlier than the seventeenth century 
(thus being a copy of an older document now missing), is called nägärä däbdabbe 
(Bausi 1996:31–35 tr., 41–43 text; the notes in the Gospel of Däbrä Libanos of Ham are 
called däbdabbe possibly by this reason, according to Conti Rossini, see ibid. 32, n. 
70, esp. those which are written on added leaves; cp. also Bausi 2001:150 and note 17). 
The so-called charter of Ṭänṭäwǝddǝm from the church of ʿ Urä Mäsqäl (Gulo Mäḵäda, 
not far from Däbrä Maʿṣo) which has recently became known (Derat 2010:162–163; 
Fiaccadori 2014, forthcoming) contains copies of a series of land documents. The 
title referring to the collection, yä-Mäsqäl däbdabbe, is written on the last folium of 
the quire. References to a copy, not an original charter, can be occasionally found 
elsewhere (cp. the Liber Axumae, Conti Rossini 1909:57 text, no. 81). If preserved in 
the form of a separate manuscript filled completely or predominantly by copied docu-
ments, such a collection, even a small one, comes closer to the European “cartulary” 
(cp. LdM V, 1026–27; Clemens – Graham 2007:238–239; see other comparisons and 
attempts at finding an apt description [“condaghe”, “archive”] in EAE IV, 1130b).

31	 This also recalls one of the ways in which European cartularies were supposed to 
serve. At this point, if one wishes to make an attempt of presenting the functional-
ity of the manuscript and its additiones in a wider context, along with the notion of 
the wide-spread custom of inserting different documents in the Four Gospels books, 
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The understanding of the note is a challenging task. Its language is con-
cise and difficult, and while the essential message of each of the documents 
is clear, some passages are hardly understandable and details remain vague. 
Documents I and V basically conform to the structure of the Ethiopian docu-
mentary writing known otherwise.32 Multiple relative clauses (zä + Perfect) 
may be indicative of the influence of a spoken language; peculiar use of the 
verb fätäwä “to wish, want, love” may be suggestive of the same or be a mark 
of the compiler’s personal style.33 Both the form and the content of the note 
hint to a strong (intentional and/or non-intentional) transformation of the 
original texts, but since the latter are missing, no further statements are pos-
sible as to how the redaction was carried out. 

Historical elements

Donations to Däbrä Maʿṣo by King ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I (r. 1314–44) should not 
be immediately discarded as a nineteenth-century fraudulence just because 
they are attested in a recent copy. However, the authenticity of the note (or, 
rather, of each of the five documents) is difficult to prove, and it is equally 
difficult to separate its historical core from later elaborations and embellish-
ments. The scribe was not consistent in presenting ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I and Gäbrä 
Mäsqäl as one and the same ruler. In document I, but especially in document 
V (part Va) the words “they both” do not leave any doubt about that. How-
ever, in the midst of document I ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon is mentioned as the only king; 
also Gäbrä Mäsqäl is referred to as the only king in document III. We may 
assume that the names ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon and Gäbrä Mäsqäl both stood together 
in the model documents.34 By whatever reason, the nineteenth-century scribe 

the term “cartularies in Gospel books” can be recalled. In the European traditions, 
they represent an early type of cartulary (cp. Davis 1958:xiii). In Ethiopia, the ancient 
practice of collecting documents (or their copies) in Four Gospels manuscripts contin-
ued until the twentieth century, whereas collections of documents in form of separate 
manuscripts (sometimes referred to as mäzgäb) are less common. In a few cases the 
Four Gospels books accumulate many dozens of (both older and recent) documents 
(cp. the Four Gospels Book of ʾAṣbi Śǝllase, Nosnitsin 2007).

32	 It usually includes the following elements: invocation, indication of grantor/grantee, 
list of estates; type of the grant; legal regulation concerning the grant (gwǝlt); immu-
nity close; sanction (see Huntingford 1965:4–8; Kropp 2005:121–137). 

33	 The verb fätäwä makes rare appearance in the documentary writing, cp. Conti Ross-
ini 1901:192–193, no. 8. Incidentally or not, this document refers to the time of King 
Lalibäla (13th cent.?) but may be written in later time (cp. Conti Rossini’s remark: 
“Scrittura forse del secolo XVII”).

34	 Cp., e.g., such well-known document as the one issued by ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I, restituting 
land estates to Däbrä Ḥayq ʾƎsṭifanos (see Taddesse Tamrat 1970:96–97).
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was uncertain as to how he has to consider them, as name of one ruler or of 
two distinct rulers. 

Remarkably, the note does not contain any reference to the authentic char-
ter of Däbrä Maʿṣo dating to the time of King Zärʾa Yaʿqob (r. 1434–68), 
preserved in the same Four Gospels Book (additio 2), or to another ancient 
short note concerning tributes for the church, included in an old Homiliary 
(MY-002) dating to the same period as the Four Gospels. 

Historical narratives emerging from the note are confusing. Among the 
persons mentioned, Metropolitan ʾabba Yoḥannǝs of document I may be 
identical to an early fourteenth-century Ethiopian metropolitan called by the 
same name35 who was indeed a contemporary of King ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I. Most 
of the other names are unknown; only Männu Kämä-ʾƎgziʾ is reminiscent 
of Männu Kämä-ʾƎgziʾabǝḥer, who lived, however, in the second half of the 
fourteenth century.36 

The reason why ʾAmba Sännayt is mentioned in document II is not quite 
clear. Document III seems to be an endowment to Däbrä Maʿṣo Yoḥannǝs 
from an individual who is otherwise unknown. A certain ʾIyäsus Moʾa ap-
pears in documents II and IV as a benefactor of Yoḥannǝs Däbrä Maʿṣo. 
Document IV, a very short note, mentions tributes (gǝbr) for Däbrä Maʿṣo 
which ʾIyäsus Moʾa secured for the church from (his own?) gwǝlt-land.37 It is 
difficult to ascertain the identity of ʾIyäsus Moʾa since he is mentioned with-
out any reference to his title and function. In any case, he must have been be 
a person of high status.38 

Document V, the main charter attributed to ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon and Gäbrä 
Mäsqäl as separate rulers, is more informative and contains some informa-
tion which can certainly be considered historical. It embraces a list of lo-
calities from which Däbrä Maʿṣo was supposed to get revenues. However, it 
is questionable if the geographical background of the charter is indeed that 
of the fourteenth century, or reflects rather the activity period of the scribe 
(nineteenth century). Among the toponyms mentioned in the charter many 
can be easily identified today: 
−	 Ḍäfiḥ Qälay – (used also in documents II and IV), as the place to which the church is af-

filiated, and probably a variant of the church name: Yoḥannǝs Däbrä Maʿḍo is the same 
as Yoḥannǝs Ḍäfiḥ Qälay (or simply Ḍäfiḥ Qälay). This is an old toponym appearing 

35	 CE IV, 1010: “Ethiopian prelates: Yohannes II”.
36	 Taddesse Tamrat 1970:100, 102.
37	 EAE II, 723b–725b.
38	 However, he cannot be identical to the famous ʾ abunä ʾ Iyäsus Moʾa of Ḥayq ʾ Ǝsṭifanos 

(see EAE III, 257b–259a) who, according to the reconstructed chronology, died in 
1293, prior to the reign of ʿAmdä Ṣǝyon I and rebellion of Yaʿbikä ʾƎgziʾ, the lord of 
ʾAmba Sännayti (mentioned in the note as ʾƎnba Sǝnnäyt, s. above).
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in the notes of the Four Gospels of Däbrä Libanos of Ham39, which was still in use 
around the middle of the twentieth century;40

−	 ʾAd Ḥǝyaw – possibly the same as ʾ Ad Ḥǝyaw Mikaʾel; the exact location is not known, 
but it must have been not far from the church Mǝdrä Ruba Śǝllase (where it is men-
tioned in manuscripts) and only a few kilometres away from Däbrä Maʿṣo;

−	 Mǝdfaʿ Walta – mentioned in a note of the Four Gospels Book of Däbrä Libanos of 
Ham;41

−	 May Ḍew – today’s church May äw Mikaʾel, right at the foot of the flat top mount 
ain (ʾamba) of Däbrä Maʿṣo;42

−	 ʾAd Yǝmʿat – probably the same as ʿAddäy Mäʿat Mikaʾel, attested in an additio in one 
of the nineteenth-century books of Däbrä Maʿṣo;

−	 ʾAd Qǝyaḥto – today’s church ʿAddi Qiyaḥto Mikaʾel, at the foot of the mount Däbrä 
Maʿṣo;

−	 ʾAd ʾ Aḥsǝʾa – obviously the same as ʾ Aḥsǝʾa, a historical and archaeological site outside 
Gulo Mäḵäda, around ʿAdwa;43 

−	 Säglat – an archaeological site, today’s churches Säglat Maryam and Mikaʾel;
−	 Duḥane – probably the same as Dähane, an archaeological site around the church Fäqa-

da (Foqäda) Maryam (see Fǝqada below);44

−	 ʾAd Qwälqwal – today’s church ʿAddi Qwälqwal Giyorgis;
−	 ʾƎnbäyto – today’s church ʾƎmbäyto Täklä Haymanot, located close to ʿ Addi Qwälqwal 

Giyorgis;
−	 Fǝqada – today’s church Fäqada Maryam, a well-known archaeological site;45

−	 ʾAnbäsät – today’s church ʾAmbäsät Kidanä Mǝḥrät;
−	 (Betä) Qirqos – most probably, today’s church ʿUra (ʿOra) Qirqos (with the nearby 

church ʿUra Mäsqäl), located not far from the border town of Zäla ʾAmbäsa;
−	 Qärnä Säbär – today’s church Qärsäbär Mikaʾel;
−	 Wäregena – possibly mentioned in a note of the Four Gospels of Däbrä Libanos of 

Ham;46

39	 Conti Rossini 1901:185, no. 2, l. 4.
40	 Leclant – Miquel 1959:110; unfortunately, the exact location of this area is difficult 

to figure out on the basis of the article. It can be the valley at the foot of the ʾamba of 
Däbrä Maʿṣo; today it is also the name of the entire administrative unite, the wäräda. 
In the past, the name Ṣäfiḥ Qälay could be applied to both the habitable area on the 
ʾamba and the church (see Nosnitsin 2012:29, esp. n. 25). 

41	 Conti Rossini 1901:184, no. 1, ls. 5–6; 219, no. 35, l.10.
42	 See also Leclant – Miquel 1959:110.
43	 It appears in the hagiography of Libanos (Bausi 2003, §145, 410) and is mentioned 

many times in documents collected in the Liber Axumae (Conti Rossini 1909; for all 
references, see Bausi 2006). The site is known also as a sanctuary of ʾabunä ʾAlef, one 
of the “Nine Saints” (see Brita 2010:235–236).

44	 Anfray 1973:22, map; Godet 1977:50.
45	 Anfray 1973:22, map; Godet 1977:50.
46	 Cp. ʾAʾamä Rägenya, Conti Rossini 1901:184, no. 1, l. 6; and very probably Märägän-

ya ibid., no. 22, 35 l. 4.
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−	 May Ḍäʿada – probably, today’s May Ḍäʿada ʾ Arbaʾtu ʾ Ǝnsǝsa, located in Gulo Mäḵäda 
at a considerable distance from Däbrä Maʿṣo.

The Ethio-SPaRe project team visited at least ten of the places mentioned in 
document V and studied their collections, but no proof of the dependency 
to Däbrä Maʿṣo has been found so far.47 The claims raised in the note exceed 
those of the old additio 2. However, it is unlikely that Däbrä Maʿṣo, a small, 
poor and hardly accessible local church, was able to control tributaries scat-
tered across a large territory and enjoy all the listed benefits for a consider-
able period of time, if at all. 

We will probably never learn exactly what the legal value of the note was 
in relation to its alleged original(s) and which historical developments led 
to the creation of the note. Was the writing initiated by the local political 
authority or by the local priests only? We may assume that the composition 
of the note coincided with a short revival of Däbrä Maʿṣo which might have 
taken place in the second half of the nineteenth century. At least two large 
finely produced manuscripts (the Book of the Rite for the Passion Week, and 
the Four Gospels) were donated to the church by Sǝbḥat ʾArägawi, the lord 
of ʿAgamä.48� It happened probably after 1892, since the donation notes style 
Sǝbḥat with the high title ras. The title was bestowed upon him in 1892 by 
Mängäša Yoḥannǝs, who also confirmed Sǝbḥat in the office of the governor 
of ʿAgamä. The local scribe could have written down the note in that context, 
using perhaps both old records and oral tradition, as an attempt to “revive” 
the old fame and privileges of Däbrä Maʿṣo Yoḥannǝs.

It is true that the collection of charters copied by Wäldä Muse is not the 
most striking sample of the genre. However, it is representative of a signif-
icant corpus of Ethiopian documentary texts which are re-elaborations of 
older documents. Even if the evaluation is difficult and does not always bring 
conclusive results, such copied documents do contain potentially important 
data. The methodology when a palaeographical study is combined with a 
stylistic and historical analysis brings about new aspects. In this case, it was 
possible to identify palaeographically the scribal hand and thus date the writ-
ing with a relative precision.

47	 The sites identified and visited are: May äw Mikaʾel, ʿAddi Qiyaḥto Mikaʾel, Säglat 
Maryam/ Mikaʾel, ʿ Addi Qwälqwal Giyorgis, ʾ Ǝmbäyto Täklä Haymanot, Fäqada Mar-
yam, ʾAmbäsät Kidanä Mǝḥrät, ʿUra Qirqos/ʿUra Mäsqäl, Qärsäbär Mikaʾel and May 
Ḍäʿada ʾArbaʾtu ʾƎnsǝsa. See field reports of the project Ethio-SPaRe online; now also 
Nosnitsin 2013b. More place names will possibly be identified in the future, when 
more manuscripts from Gulo Mäḵäda have been studied.

48	 Ca. 1844–1914, see EAE IV, 587b–589a.
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