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ANDREU MARTINEZ D’ALOS-MONER, Envoys of a Human God: The
Jesuit Mission to Christian Ethiopia, 15571632, Jesuit Studies: Moder-
nity through the Prism of Jesuit History, 2 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2015).
xxxiil, 419 pp. Price: € 146.00 ISBN: 978-90-04-28914-7 (hardback).

In the centuries following the rise and expansion of Islam and the decline and
downfall of Aksumite power, Christian Ethiopia’s contact with Europe and
to some extent with the Middle East waned. The sporadic attempts which
were made to revive relations during and after the Crusades were undertaken
by individuals or by small groups of Ethiopian monks in Jerusalem and
Egypt as well as by European explorers and adventurers, primarily from the
Italian states, central Europe and the Iberian peninsula.
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The first formal diplomatic and religious contacts took place in the
sixteenth century following the arrival of the Portuguese diplomatic mission of
1520-1526 and the Iberian Jesuits in 1557. The latter managed to establish
themselves in the country, but had to struggle for survival as, on the one hand,
the resistance of the Ethiopian Orthodox church was very strong and, on the
other, they lacked additional missionaries from their own headquarters in
Portugal and/or Goa for a long time. As a result the mission and its converts
suffered from persecution until they were finally expelled from the country.

The historical factors that contributed to their failure are numerous, as are
the written sources concerning their activities. The work under review is one
of the latest. This well-documented Ethiopian contact with the Iberian
Peninsula in the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries has long
been the subject of study. Several scholars have examined this contact and
each has interpreted the events from a different perspective. The author of the
book under review has appreciated the various works, and, looking at the
footnotes and the bibliography one may assume he read them all. In his
introduction (cf. xix—xxi), he mentions that he was impressed by some of their
interpretations, particularly those of Merid Wolde Aregay, Herve Pennec,
Leonardo Cohen, Tewelde Beiene: ‘My work has profited enormously from
past and ongoing research on the Jesuit mission in Ethiopia’ (p. xxi). But he
claims that some historical gaps remained, and decided to take up that aspect
in his doctoral dissertation from which this book developed.

In his own right the author is a respectable scholar who has worked hard
in the archives of Italy, Spain and Portugal. He also worked for several years
in the research department of Ethiopian studies of the University of
Hamburg. He was also part of an archaeological expedition to Ethiopia
where he traced the architectural contribution, routes and settlements of the
Jesuits and took photographs of various ruins. His experience in research and
publication is briefly described in the book under review.

The structure of the book is nonetheless somewhat unusual, though the
text is well readable. It is divided into three parts comprising nine chapters,
eight of which encompass numerous subsection-headings. The last chapter
(chapter 9) consists of the ‘Conclusions’. The book opens with a long and
interesting introduction which, unlike ‘Conclusions’, is not called a ‘chapter’.
The book is also unnecessarily overloaded with footnotes (more than 1200 of
them), most of which refer to secondary sources. A bit of proofreading or
editing might also have enhanced the linguistic quality of the work: E.g.
~printed and binded’ (chapter 2, fn. 60); “National and Provincial Rulers in
Christian Ethiopia’ (p. 347). With the exception of the period known as
“Zamani Misafont’ (1769-1855) we know only ‘provincial governors’.
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The book is otherwise enriched by informative and useful materials: table
of contents, a glossary, pictures, charts, appendices (five of them), three
figures, five maps and 22 plates, etc. as well as a comprehensive bibliography
as well as an index. Herewith I congratulate the author on his valuable
contribution to Ethiopian studies.

Bairu Tafla, Universitit Hamburg
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