
Hiob-Ludolf-Zentrum
für Äthiopistik

A preliminary survey of qǝne-poems in 
Ethiopic manuscripts: 
Orality condensed into letters
Denis Nosnitsin

Voicing the Mystery: International Symposium on Ethiopic Qǝne

May 16-18, 2024 Sankt Ignatios College, Södertälje, Sweden



▪ Qǝnes collected and written down for or by Europeans

▪ Work of the early Ethiopian educators

▪ Qǝnes collected and written down by Ethiopian scholars and 
intellectuals

▪ Qǝnes printed

▪ Audio recordings?

▪ Video recordings?

Ethiopian qǝne-poetry: material limited to orality only?
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▪ Qǝne-poems included in historical narratives

▪ Single qǝne-poems as additional notes in manuscripts

▪ Groups of qǝne-poems as additional notes in manuscripts

▪ Qǝne-poems as (sub)parts of other works

Qǝne-poems in historical parchment manuscripts
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Qǝnes in Ethiopic historical narratives

H.W. Blundell, The royal chronicle of Abyssinia: 1769-1840, Cambridge 1922, 
text p. 57 (fol. 475b), tr. p. 284 (after ms. British Library, Orient. 821)

- Three poems recorded by ˀaläqa Gäbru in his Chronicle of King Täklä Giyorgis
(r. 1779-90). 
ˀAläqa Gäbru’s own qǝne: 
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Fol. 14 v:
- Inventory of books
and sacred items with
the year 7020 (= 1528 
CE); mention of „our
father Täklä Näbəyat“ 
(abbot of Gundä
Gunde, d. 1554?).

- An ˁətanä mogär
qəne assigned to Zä-
Maryam, late
16th/early 17th-
century hand

Qǝnes as additional notes in manuscripts: isolated poems

MS Ḥarennät Gäbäzäyti Maryam MHG-004, Four Gospels, early 16th century,
fols 14v-15r (https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/ESmhg004/main)
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[ˁƎṭanä mogär] This qəne is of Zä-Maryam

1) One man, a killer, of arrogant heart,
2) Was underway while he was going astray,
3) When he ascended the Mount of the Daughter 
of Zion, from the way of Moab and Philistines, 
4) (And) when he prayed crying,
5) To his Creator (like) Hezekiah, not thinking of
anything, 
6) He made a reminder to every one who swears, 
7) That Däbrä Kaswa exceeds, 
8) In righteousness, the tent of Aron and the
mount of Eli,
9) But now the voice of the mighty Creator will say,
10) “Stand on the back of Peter and Paul, (without) 
shaking, 
11) Until the creation has decayed and vanished!”

Qǝnes as additional notes in manuscripts: isolated poems
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Qǝnes as additional notes in manuscripts: isolated poems

MS St Petersburg, Russian National 
Library,  Dorn 609/ Vost. 609, Psalter 
and other texts, 15th century, fol. 198r 

- Two qǝne-poems, according to 
Boris Turaev

-One is written in a 15th-century
hand

- If true, by far the oldest qǝne
known? 

(https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/RNBdorn609/main)
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1) ሀይማኖትክሙ፡ ኢይኩን፡ ለገጽ፡
2) ከመ፡ ሠናይ፡ ዕፅ፡
3) እምውስጥክሙ፡ ይስርፅ፡
4) አፍቅሮተ፡ ቢጽ፡
5) ይቤ፡ ለሊሁ፡ ለነዳይ፡ ሐውጽ።
6) ሜሎስ፡ ገጾ፡ አመ፡ ይትባረጽ፡
7) አመ፡ ትሰፍን፡ ሰንበቱ፡ በዐባይ፡
ደምጽ፡

8) አመ፡ ይትዓጸው፡ አንቀጽ፡
9) አይቴኑ፡ ምርዋጽ።

Qǝnes as additional notes in manuscripts: isolated poems

1) Your faith may not be “for face”,
2) Like a nice plant,
3) It should sprout from inside you,
4) The love to your neighbor.
5) He himself said, “Visit the poor!”
6) When Melos makes His face shine,
7) When His Sabbath reigns in great 
roar,
8) When the gate is closing,
9) Where (will be) the exit 
(to escape the judgement)?
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Qǝnes in manuscript as additional notes: groups of poems

MS Paris BNF d’Abbadie 57, Books of Kings,  15th century
(https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/BNFabb57/main)

እጣነ፡ ሞገር፡ ሠርፀ፡ ማርያም፡ አኮ፡ ዘመራሂ፡ ጔታ። (Indication to
the qǝne type and the author)

እማኅፀነ፡ ጕርዔ፡ ወአፍ። ወአንቀጸ፡ ልሳን፡ ጸቢብ። ከመ፡ ይትወለድ፡
ንባብ። … (poem 1)

እምነ፡ መለኮት፡ ትስብእተ፡ እንዘ፡ ይፈልጡ። ሶበ፡ አሚነ፡ ጽድቅ፡
ወለጡ። … (poem 2)

ታረምምኑ፡ እስፋኖስ፡ ሐኪም፡ አምሳለ፡ ብእሲ፡ ንውም፡ … (poem 3)

Fol. 31r, in late 16th/early 17th-century
handwritings:
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Qǝnes in manuscript as additional notes: groups of poems

MS Paris BNF 
d’Abbadie 57, Books 
of Kings,  
15th century, 
fol. 31v
(https://betamasahef
t.eu/manuscripts/BN
Fabb57/main)
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Qǝnes in manuscript as additional texts: collections

Twenty five qǝnes assigned to King Naˁod (r. 1494-1507)

MS British Library Orient. 706, Acts of Nob
and Fasilädäs, 1478-94, fols 200r-202v

- 25 qǝnes with indications of places and
occassions of of composition,  types and
melodic modes, written in the same hand

- Not all said to be śǝllase really match the
form (six lines)

From: B. Turaev, “ሥላሴ፡ ዘንጉሥ፡ ናኦድ።
Virši carja Naoda”, Sankt Peterburg 1904 
(Pamjatniki ėfīopskoj pis’mennosti 2) 
(Table V).
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Qǝnes in manuscript as additional texts: collections

Twenty five qǝnes assigned to King Naˁod (r. 1494−1507)

Fols. 200v-201r , from B. Turaev, “ሥላሴ፡ ዘንጉሥ፡ ናኦድ። Virši carja Naoda”
(Table V) 

- Copied as homogeneous
text block in the same 
hand, on guard leaves. 

- Use of abbreviations

- Extensive use of
rubrication

- Lines delimited
by the sign ፨

- Poem end marked by ፨
or X like sign
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Qǝnes in manuscripts as written texts: change of medium

- Qǝne in written form: new characteristics

- Re-contextualisation of qǝne in written form

13



Qǝnes in manuscripts as additional notes: not properly catalogued

Paris, BnF BNF Ethiopien 342 Griaule 38, Vita Takla Haymanot, 15th century, fol. 1r 
(see S. Grébaut, Catalogue des Manuscrits Éthiopiens de la Collection Griaule… II, Paris 1941, 18-20)
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Qǝnes in manuscripts as additional notes: not properly catalogued

Wazema of …
1) What is the profit of becoming a 
great commander, owner of a diadem, 
and of becoming a great priest?
2) Won’t death come one day?
3) I say (this) contemplating over the
both….
4) Everything is void, everything is
void, everything is void, 
5) (Everything) of this world. 

ዋዜማ ዘ፡
1) ከከዊነ፡ መኰንን፡ በዓለ፡ ግራ፡
ወከዊነ፡ ካህን፡ ዐቢይ፡ ምንተ፡
ውእቱ፡

2) በዕለት፡ አሐቲ፡ አኮኑ፡ ሞቱ፡
3) እብል፡ አንሰ፡ በሐልዮ፡ እለ፡
ክልኤቱ፡

4) ኵሉ፡ ክንቱ፡ ኵሉ፡ ክንቱ፡ ኵሉ፡
ክንቱ፡
5)  ለዝንቱ፡ ዓለም፡ ውእቱ።

15



Long-term project “Beta maṣāḥǝft: Manuscripts of Ethiopia and

Eritrea” 

Supported by the Akademie der Wissenschaften in Hamburg, 2016-40

Scientific Director: Prof. Dr. Alessandro Bausi

Administrative Director: Eugenia Sokolinski

Research fellows: Denis Nosnitsin, Dorothea Reule, Carsten Hoffmann

PhD candidate: Guesh Solomon

Hiob Ludolf Centre for Ethiopian and Eritrean Studies, Hamburg University

Institutional web-page: https://www.betamasaheft.uni-hamburg.de/

Application online: https://betamasaheft.eu
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Long-term project Beta maṣāḥǝft: main goals
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Liuzzo, Pietro, Dorothea Reule et al. 2022. ‘Beta maṣāḥǝft Guidelines’ 
(see <http://betamasaheft.eu/Guidelines/>).

The Guidelines: encoding and cataloguing manual of the Beta 
maṣāḥǝft
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Long-term project Beta maṣāḥǝft: architecture
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Beta maṣāḥǝft: qǝnes to be recorded in “Clavis Aethiopica” as 

individual literary works

Biblical books: Genesis; Enoch; Gospel of Matthew…
Lives and miracles of saints: Life of Walatta Ṗeṭros; Miracle of Mary: Miracle of 
Juliana and Barbara from Bethlehem…
Homilies: Homily by John Chrysostom on the Nativity of Our Lord, Homily by 
Theophilus of Constantinople on St Stephen the Protomartyr ,...
Theological treatises: Faith of the Fathers, 
Poetic texts: Malkǝʾa Gabrǝʾel; Malkǝʾa sanbat…
Protective prayers: Protective prayer against the fear of demons; Protective prayer 
against various illnesses, containing the names of the nails of the cross…
Letters: Letter from ʾIyāsu I to Clement XI…

Individual qǝnes-poems: ... ... … … … 

Stable collections of several textual units: … … … 
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Beta maṣāḥǝft: ID record for a qǝne-poem

<TEI xmlns="http://www.tei-c.org/ns/1.0" xml:id="LIT6961Emnamalakot" xml:lang="en" type="work">
<teiHeader><fileDesc><titleStmt>
<title xml:lang="gez" xml:id="t1">እምነ፡ መለኮት፡ ትስብእተ፡ እንዘ፡ ይፈልጡ።</title>
<title xml:lang="gez" type="normalized" corresp="#t1">ʾƎmna malakot tǝsbǝʾt ʾǝnza yǝfallǝṭu, ... 
(Qǝne of ʿǝṭāna mogar type)</title>
<title xml:lang="en" corresp="#t1">Will you correct, ʾƎsfānos, in the likeness of a sleepy man, ...</title
….
<profileDesc>
<creation notBefore="1580" notAfter="1610"/>
<abstract>
<p>The poem, known from <ref type="mss" corresp="BNFabb57"/>,
may be a <term key="Qene"/> of the type <foreign xml:lang="gez">ʿǝṭāna
mogar</foreign> and attributed to <persName ref="PRS14052SardaMaryam"/>.</p>
</abstract>…
…
<div type="edition">…
<ab>
<l n="1">እምነ፡ መለኮት፡ ትስብእተ፡ እንዘ፡ ይፈልጡ።</l>
<l n="2">ሶበ፡ አሚነ፡ ጽድቅ፡ ወለጡ።</l>
<l n="3">ኣማኡቱ፡ ካህዶሙ፡ ኀበ፡ አፍአ፡ እስከ፡ ወጽአ፡ እምነ፡ ውስጡ።</l>
<l n="4">ሐራ፡ መንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ተጋቢኦሙ፡ ከርሠ፡ መናፍቃን፡ አርሲስ፡ በሰይፈ፡ ሃይማኖት፡ </l>
</ab>
…
</TEI> 21



Beta maṣāḥǝft: encoding qǝne-poems in the record for 
manuscript

Paris, BnF Éthiopien d’Abbadie 57, Books of Kings, Conti Rossini C. 1914. Notice sur les manuscrits éthiopiens de la 
Collection d’Abbadie (Paris: Imprimerie nationale), 32–33 (no. 7). (https://betamasaheft.eu/manuscripts/BNFabb57/main)
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Beta maṣāḥǝft: registering qǝne-poems in manuscripts 
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Dr. Denis Nosnitsin

Thank you!
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