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The translation and publication of the ‘Goggam chronicle’ is a significant
step in the study of eighteenth and nineteenth century Ethiopian historiog-
raphy. Although many of the historical details dealt with are widely known
and written about in several historical works concerning this period (chron-
icles as well as historical narratives of Ethiopian history in general), this text
provides a fresh corpus of historical information on the social and cultural
aspects of state and society during the period of Zimina misafont. The au-
thor, Takld Iydsus Waqgora, served in the court of King Tikldi Haymanot
and Emperor Manilok II, and was thus able to make use of his personal
experience to reveal a fund of historical data from the nineteenth century
that could not easily have been obtained from other historical sources. It is
this personal experience that makes the publication of Girma Getahun’s
edition so valuable.

However, it is misleading, to label the text by Tikld Iyisus Waqgora a
chronicle as this genre has its own established features. Rather, I would say,
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it fits more into the category of the general historical works of Ethiopia
such as the Amharic historical narratives written in the early twentieth
century by Aliga Tayyi Gibrd Maryam, Ya’ityopya hazb tarik (‘History of
the people of Ethiopia’), or by Aliga Asmi Giyorgis Gabrd Misih, Yigalla
tarik yasiwa mangast (‘History of the Galla and the kingdom of Siwa’). In
addition, the title of the book The Goggam Chronicle, given by the editor
and translator, fits neither the content nor the intention of the author.
Rather, the book deals with the entire period of Zimina misafont and with
the general history of nineteenth-century imperial governments; it does not
deal specifically with Goggam province. The manuscripts’ witnesses of the
text listed in the Introduction (pp. 5-8), except for one which may also be
resolved by the rule of critical edition, reveal a wider interest in Ethiopian
history. Indeed, on the first page of the book, the translator recognizes that
the manuscripts appear with various titles such as A Chronicle or History of
Kings, Yazimin tarik (‘Annals’), A History of Goggam, but he chooses to
give his own title, The Goggam Chronicle, claiming that this is ‘the current
modern title’ (p. 1). Usually, the editor of a text is not expected to give it a
title beyond the scope of the content of the text, so it would have been
better if he had used one of the titles shared by the majority of the
manuscripts.

The work by Takla Iydsus Waqgora covers the major historical episodes
of the nineteenth-century political history of the country and of the central-
ization policy of the imperial governments of Ethiopia. It is written in a
style similar to the old tradition of historiography (i.e. to recount the histo-
ry of Ethiopia from ancient to modern times) and consists of 600 pages (p.
1), of which over two-thirds are excluded from this edition. What is unique
about this work, however, is its historical approach which is antithetical to
established historiographical tradition. Unlike a court historiographer mak-
ing a hero of the king, this author attempts to recount the historical epi-
sodes of the period objectively, which makes this work a more valuable
historical source.

The contents of the book can be structured into three main parts. The
first part is the Introduction (pp. 2-26) and the author’s Preface (pp. 27-32).
The introductory notes concern the philological-historical elements that
describe the witnesses of the manuscripts used in the edition: the date of
composition, and author of the chronicle, the purpose of the chronicle’s
composition and the rules of annotation and translation. This section pro-
vides detailed information on the textual history of the manuscripts and on
the method that the editor used in choosing the best manuscripts to carry
out the edition of the text which, in turn, seems to affect both the edition
and the translation. He also drew the stemma codicum of the text (p. 8)
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based only on the provenience and date of the manuscripts without any
further collation work.

The Preface (pp. 27-32), the most interesting section of the book, con-
cerns Takld Iydsus Waqg@ora’s view of historical interpretation where he
expresses a scholar’s criticism of the subjectivity of his contemporary royal
historiographers who were writing in service of the kings and for personal
advantage. Tikld Iydsus Waqgora’s approach seems to parallel that of one of
the early twentieth-century educated intelligentsia of Ethiopia, Gibri
Hoywit Baykadan.

The second and main section of the book is the English translation of the
text (pp. 33-263). For reasons the editor explains in the Introduction, the
Ambaric edited text is not included, but is available online. The work of
translation is carefully done but several questions must be raised as to the
philological method the editor used to establish the edited Ambharic text.
For the reason he gives (p. 3), the editor omits the first nineteen and the last
ten (47-56) chapters of the book, publishing only the selected chapters 20—
46. This surely contradicts the rule of text edition. Furthermore, the editor
promises to maintain the coherence of the text, but this is impossible. In
addition, the Ambharic original of some English translated chapters is not
found in the online-edited Ambharic text. Perhaps the main flaws of the edi-
tion originate in the fact that the editor employs only two manuscripts out
of five, excluding the remaining three manuscripts without any coherent
rule. Theoretically, the best reading of a text can only be established
through collating all the existing witnesses and establishing a family rela-
tionship of the manuscripts and then selecting a reading supported by the
majority of the families. In this case, the editor did not carry out a full criti-
cal edition of the text, collating all five manuscripts and establishing a fami-
ly. Had he done so, it would have been easier to select the right reading
possibly attested in the lost original text. Thus, the editor fails to treat some
of the readings in his own edition correctly.

The third section of the book includes the Notes, Glossary, Bibliography
and Indexes. It would have been more convenient for the reader if the anno-
tated notes had been presented in the footnotes rather than in the endnotes.
Furthermore, there are some irregularities in the numbering of the endnotes
that confuse the reader. However, the translation must be appreciated for
providing very detailed and meticulous annotation of many local place
names which also make the book especially valuable and increase our
knowledge of the political geography of the country in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.

Despite the above-mentioned shortcomings, the book is an essential
source of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Ethiopian history and may be
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used as an important reference for historical research on various themes in
the period under discussion.

Solomon Gebreyes, Universitit Hamburg
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