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Periodization of Ethiopian History: Reflections, Questions, and
some Modest Suggestions”

STEVEN KAPLAN, Professor emeritus, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

‘We need periodization in order to do without it [...] periodization is most
valuable when we are aware of its limited validity.!

Introduction

My focus in this paper is a subject which most historians view with a decided
ambivalence. On the one hand, periodization is a necessary evil. Events much be
situated in a context of time (and place and culture, for that matter), and continuity
must be distinguished from change. Not only is this necessary for the writer, but
also given the abundance of courses, academic programs, books, and journals, it
is necessary for the student, reader, referee, and publisher.

We can certainly ask, as the noted historian Jacques Le Goff did in his final
book, ‘Faut-il vraiment découper I’histoire en tranches?’? Or argue as David Phil-
lipson has done so articulately that ‘Many accounts of Ethiopian history during
the last three thousand years are strangely episodic and contrast markedly with
evidence for long term continuity’.’

Nevertheless Goitien, whom I quote above, felt that the periodization of Is-
lamic history was worth the risk to avoid two dangers: ‘the danger of abstracting
a general picture of Islam which never was a historical reality and vice versa
depriving the various Islamic cultures of their specific merits and contributions.
Indeed, it is precisely because of the tremendous continuity within Islamic history,
that periodization helps us to remember that continuity does not imply uni-
formity’.*

I wish to thank Kay Kaufman Shelemay, Aaron Butts, Sophia Dege-Miiller, Bar Kribus,
Samantha Kelly, Jan Abbink, Jacopo Gnisci, Hagar Salamon, Alessandro Bausi, and the
anonymous reviewers for reading and commenting on earlier drafts of this paper. Its short-
comings and errors are solely my own.

Goitein 1968, 224.

Le Goff 2014.

Phillipson 2007, 1. Cf. Phillipson 2012, 246.

Goitein 1968, 224. Emphasis in the original.
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This essay seeks to explore some issues in the periodization of Ethiopian his-
tory. By this [ mean, not only the way we divide Ethiopian history writ large into
different units, but also how we treat the history of various other sub-topics: po-
litical change, the history of the Church, literature, even the writing of history
itself. I shall consider some existing attempts at periodization, review some recent
revisions and suggest some new directions.

Some Broader Issues

Since the middle of the twentieth century a copious literature on periodization has
emerged. It is impossible within the limits of this essay to reference more than a
fraction of this output. However, I shall have call throughout my text and notes to
refer to some of the more relevant insights from historians of disparate and varied
civilizations.’

Periodization is one of the ways in which we shape our historical narratives.
Once we assign or locate an event or institution in a specific period, we tend to
highlight those aspects of its characters which strengthen our periodization and
ignore or downplay those features which continued relatively unchanged. More-
over, ‘A period is defined in terms of its own coherence and in terms of its contrast
with other periods beyond historical boundaries at either end. Such periodization
tends to overlook continuities by emphasizing differences and changes from one
“period” to the next’.°

The kind of periodization that is produced depends on the criteria that are used.
However, we must be cautious. As many insightful historians have warned over
the years, the articulation of historical periods may indeed be arbitrary and artifi-
cial but rarely is it a neutral, unambiguous, and value free enterprise. ‘One group
of [Tibetan] historians’, as Cuevas explains,

might identify a span of time as the time when so-and-so was in control
or doing such-and-such, while another group of scholars might classify
a stretch of time when some social, religious, or political movement pre-
vailed, or when an artistic style or literary work was introduced, or when
a certain translation significant event took place. Problems arise when

5 For a useful survey of Western attempts at periodization, see Green 1992. Debates about

periodization in European studies began in earnest in the nineteenth century. For reflections
on several key approaches to dividing up and interpreting the past from the point of view of
European and American historiography, see Jordanova 2000, 145-167.

Morony 1981, 249, emphasis added. Cf. Dassow 2012, 114: ‘Every such periodization
scheme captures some aspect of ancient reality while misrepresenting everything else, and
they all reflect the growth of the disciplines in which they are employed as much as they do
the past to which they are applied’.
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historians require commitment to a particular period scheme as reflect-
ing some sort of metaphysics or ontology, which by definition would
invalidate all alternative schemes. The reality, of course, is that organiz-
ing the past is necessarily an exercise in interpretation and there is al-
ways room for other interpretations.’

With this background in mind, we can turn to some previous attempts at the peri-
odization of Ethiopian history.

Joseph Tubiana’s Turning Points

One of the few, and perhaps the earliest attempt to explicitly address the issue of
periodization in Ethiopian history writ large was made by the French scholar, Jo-
seph Tubiana, who in 1965 considered the issue of *“Turning Points” in Ethiopian
History’.® Tubiana began by wisely noting that periodization is broadly speaking
more important for the teaching of history, than for research. Moreover, although
he employs the broad rubrics of Ancient, Medieval, and Modern, he is at pain to
stress that these categories, ‘do not cover the same lapse of time, neither the same
historical reality, as in European history’.’ Similarly, Tubiana’s choice of the term
‘“Turning Points’ serves as a useful reminder that most debates about periodization
revolve around the cut-off dates and transitions from one period to another.'° The
periodization he proposes is as follows:

1) Ancient period, including ‘Ezana’s conversion until the fall of Aksum (tenth
century)

2) Agiw period (Zag e dynasty of Lasta, ‘Filasa’ [Betd Hsra el] uprising), for-
merly known as the Dark Ages, end of tenth century until 1270.

3) Period of the Amhara kingdom; from 1270 until the death of Emperor
Tewodros 11 (d.1868); marked by the defeat of Grafi (d.1543) which concluded
the Sawa kingdom and led to the Gondar kingdom ([1632]-1769), after which
the Government of the Rases began.!!

4) Modern period, starts with Emperor Yohannos IV (1868-)

Several points are immediately obvious regarding Tubiana’s scheme. His sug-
gested division is a vivid reminder that all attempts at periodization are by their
very nature conditional and representative of a certain state of knowledge. While

7" Cuevas 2006, 45-46.
8 Tubiana 1965, 162-166.
% Tubiana 1965, 163.
10° Cuevas 2006, 45: “The debates over periodization tend always to flare up around where one
chooses to locate the transition points rather than how one describes the continuities’.
I Cf. Abir 1968. Today, this period is referred to as the period of the ‘Princes’, more properly
‘judges’, but is usually referenced by its Amharic name: Zdmdnd mdsafont.

11 Acthiopica 27 (2024)



Steven Kaplan

historians put great emphasis on the theories and categories which lay behind any
given periodization, we can never ignore the importance of new discoveries or
reinterpretations of historical events.

For example, scholars throughout the twentieth century posited a ‘second evan-
gelization’ of Aksumite Ethiopia under the leadership of foreign monks who
reached Ethiopia from Syria or Rome, perhaps as Miaphysite refugees.'?> However,
recent studies have cast considerable doubt as to how much information can be
drawn from texts which were written centuries after the events they claim to re-
cord.!® Scholars increasingly view their hagiographies as providing ‘much later
interpretations of the facts, transmitted through a medieval cultural back-
ground’.'

Returning to Tubiana, above I noted he considered the Betd dsra’el uprising of
Queen dsato (also known as Gudit, Judith, Yodit) to be one of the signature events
of the Zag"e period. However, today, while scholars may still accept the narrative
of a female ruler’s involvement in the decline of Aksum, the claim that she was a
Beti dsra’el ruler is widely rejected.!® Firstly, on purely formal grounds, a grow-
ing number of scholars believe that the designation of an ethnic group as the Beta
dsra’el (indeed even the ethnogenesis of the group itself) dates to a much later
period, probably sometime between the fourteenth and sixteenth century.'® More-
over, most scholars believe that the female ruler of this time credited with the
death of the Aksumite ruler was not a Christian, neither was she a Jewess or Mus-
lim.

Regarding the second of Tubiana’s signature events, the reign of the Zag™e
dynasty, the situation is even more complex. As I previously noted, David Phil-
lipson has argued that there is much more continuity between the material culture
of the Zag"e and their Aksumite predecessors than has previously been recog-
nized."”

More recently, in a series of articles and chapters, which have culminated in a
groundbreaking book, Marie-Laure Derat, has gone even further in upending the

12" Sergew Hable Selassie 1972, 113-119; Conti Rossini 1928, 156-165.

13 “Nine Saints’, Ede, III (2007), 1188b—1191a (A. Brita); Brita 2010.

14 “Nine Saints’ E4e, ITI (2007), 1188b (A. Brita). Cf. Marrassini 2011, 8. For yet another ex-
ample of an ‘early’ saint, whose historical period needs to be repositioned, see Heldman
and Shelemay 2017.

15 Derat 2020, 36-41.

16" Shelemay 1989, 197-228; Quirin 1992; Abbink 1990; Kaplan 1992. From this perspective
it must be noted that these scholars would largely dismiss most or all of what has been
written regarding the earliest periods in ‘Falasha’ history. Cf. Hess 1969. And much later:
Kessler 1996.

17" Phillipson 2007, 1-19.
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Zag“e.'® Noting first that none of the contemporary sources refer to them by this
name, she challenges much of the commonly accepted wisdom on this period and
its dynasty. The Zag®“e (or whatever they were called), she suggests, were not
necessarily rivals of the Aksumites, nor did they present themselves as markedly
different regarding language and style. ‘King Lalibala presented himself in the
manner of an Aksumite king, thus seeking to emphasize his links to this ancient
kingdom’. ' Moreover, the Zag“e, she suggests, were not (as is commonly
claimed) either limited to or originally from the Lasta region.?’ ‘There is no con-
crete evidence whatever that the Zag“e spoke the Agaw language’,?! and ‘the
Agaw identity of the dynasty is far from settled’.?? Finally, she challenges the
commonly accepted view that the Zag"e were, in their own day, viewed as non-
Solomonic usurpers, and in a dramatic reversal of conventional wisdom suggests
that the later early Solomonic kings may have challenged the legitimacy of their
predecessors to strengthen their own bona fides.?

Thus, both scholars, one an archaeologist focusing on material remains and the
other an historian working primarily but not exclusively on texts, suggest that the
dynastic shift from Aksum to the Zag"e was far less dramatic architecturally, cul-
turally, geographically, and ethnically then was previously assumed.?* What then
are we to make of the conventional periodization which depends so strongly on
the facts of dynastic change and a shift to the South?

Periodization and Power: The Challenges of a Dynastic Model

Almost without exception Tubiana’s ‘turning points’ are dependent on the rise
and fall of rulers. Above I noted the heuristic purpose behind any periodization.
On this basis, the use of a dynastic model can be seen to have a crucial weakness.
If the purpose of periodization is to assist scholars in highlighting the distinctive
features of a given era, a dynastic approach can be seen to frequently beg the
question.? That is to say, if the change in dynasties or rulers is assumed to mark
a dramatic change or changes in history, what remains to be done is fill in details

18 Derat 2018. For the purposes of this article, I have quoted Derat 2020.

19" Derat 2020, 50.

20 More recently, see Derat et al. 2020, for an important discussion of a major monastic site
near Meqelle (Togray) from the Zag“e period.

21" Derat 2020, 50.

22 Derat, 2020 51.

2 Derat, 2020, 55-56.

24 For an even more recent re-thinking of the Zag"e undertaken by Derat in partnership with

numerous colleagues, see Derat et al. 2021. This article stresses the architectural technolog-

ical continuity of the churches of Lalibéla with earlier ‘trogloditic’ culture.

‘Begging the question’ has often been (mis)interpreted to mean ‘invite or demand a partic-

ular question’. Its original meaning, however, which I use here, is assume a conclusion.

25
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to illustrate the point. However, analytically, it would seem that the question at
hand is whether the change in ruler(s) produced other important changes. By as-
suming that political change is proof of transformations in other realms, scholars
risk missing the complexity of the relations between politics and culture, econom-
ics, etc. Certainly, it is equally plausible that changes in the economy such as new
modes of production, the initiation of new trade contacts, or the arrival of new
faiths and ideologies could themselves result in political upheavals and thus be
the cause rather than the product of dynastic change.?

Moreover, the imposition of political or dynastic history on cultural history is
fraught with difficulties. Although the rise to power of a specific ruler or dynasty
is often a convenient marker because it provides a clear before/after point, it also
carries with it some rather unnecessary baggage. All too often such periodizations
result in the designation of periods not based on internal artistic criteria or water-
shed moments in cultural production, but on a proposed identification with polit-
ical figures. A periodization of cultural history borrowed from political history
tends to equate the two and leads to dynastic labels for works of artistic expression.
Moreover, the application of a political framework implicitly favours a center to
periphery, court to hinterland, metropolitan to rural areas model of cultural trans-
mission. Thus, different disciplines may offer different suggestions as to how to
divide the history of a specific region. In fact, ‘multiple schemes may be necessary
for the periodization of political, intellectual, social and economic history, and we
should be prepared to admit the existence of contradictions and inconsistencies
among these schemes and that they might proceed at different paces’.?’

One interesting example of the application (imposition) of political periodiza-
tion on Ethiopian cultural history concerns the period of ‘Amdi Soyon I (r.1314—
1344), who is celebrated for his military campaigns against Ifat and other Muslim
principalities. Indeed, the ‘chronicle’ of these encounters is often considered to be
one of the earliest works of local historiography and has been published in numer-
ous editions.?

While there is little question that ‘Amda Soyon deserves to be remembered as
‘one of the most outstanding Ethiopian emperors’,* his importance for the study
of Ethiopic literature deserves a critical reexamination. Getatchew Haile explains
that, ‘Traditionally, a survey of G[o'oz] [[iterature] is presented in chronological
26 While there is little question that the rise to power of Yokunno Amlak ca. 1270 was a major
turning point in Ethiopian history, it should be noted that the establishment of important
monastic centers in the southern parts of the country, pre-dated the change in dynasty by
decades.

27 Morony 1981, 249.
28 Strictly speaking the work is not a chronicle as much as an account of a series of dramatic

battles. Kropp 1994; Marrassini 1993; Huntingford 1965; Perruchon 1889.

29 * Amdi Soyon I, Ede, 1 (2003), 227a-229b (J. Mantel-Nie¢ko and D. Nosnitsin), 227a.
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sequence according to the periods associated with the ruling dynasties’.>° Since
the time of the great Italian scholar Enrico Cerulli, almost 60 years ago, scholars
have spoken of the ““Amda Soyon period’ (L ’eta di Amda Seyon) in Go ‘oz litera-
ture and cited a significant group of works attributed to his time.>' However, sev-
eral of these attributions do not withstand serious scrutiny. Let us begin by con-
sidering the summary of Cerulli as presented in the relevant entry in the Encyclo-
paedia Aethiopica:

It is generally accepted that ‘A[mdi] S[oyon]’s reign resulted among
other things, in a revival of spiritual culture and the growth of Go‘az
literature, constituting the so-called ‘A[mdd] S[oyon] period [...]. A
number of important works appeared in that time, such as the Kabrd
ndgdst, which established the ideology of the Ethiopian Empire, the
Mdshafd mastird sdmay wdmadr, the Zena HAskandar [...], the Life of
Hanna, St. Mary’s mother, and a collection of monastic rules attributed
to St. Anthony (Sar ‘atii monk*ssanna). The account of ‘A[mdi] S[e-
yon]’s wars against Ifat, which is the beginning of Ethiopian historiog-
raphy, is thought to have been written by a contemporary of these events
[some place it later] [...]. A rapid growth of secular and religious writing
as well as translation activities [...] marked also the time after ‘A[md4]
S[oyon].>

Pride of place should certainly be given to the aforementioned account of his wars.
This work may well date to his period or shortly thereafter.>* Recently, however,
Bertrand Hirsch has dated the work to the fifteenth century and suggested that it
is not the testimony of a contemporary of the events but a work of ‘epic fiction’.3*
Moreover several important scholars, while believing that the work contains ear-
lier material, date it as an organized document as late as the sixteenth century.®
The Kabrd Négdst, which served as a charter legend for the ‘Solomonic’ rulers
of Ethiopia, is one of the best known Ethiopian literary works. While there have
been some attempts of scholars to date the Kobrd Nigdst as early as the sixth

century, recent research has strongly supported an early fourteenth century date

[o%)
(=}

‘Go‘oz literature’, E4e, I1 (2005), 736a—741b (Getatchew Haile), 736a.

31 Cerulli 1961, 35-70.

32 *Amdi Soyon I’, EA4e, 1(2003), 227a-229b (J. Mantel-Nie¢ko and D. Nosnitsin), 229a. This
passage in the entry on ‘Amdé Soyon appears to be a summary of Cerulli’s chapter with
some recent publications added. I would like to highlight the word ‘resulted’ because it
implies not merely that a literary flowering occurred during the reign of ‘Amdé Sayon, but
rather that his reign had some sort of causal effect on the literature of the time!

33 Kropp 1994; Tedeschi 1978-1979, 132, fn. 22.

34 Hirsch 2020. See also Seignobos 2020.

35 Marrassini 1993, 39-40.
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for the work.*® However, it surely must be noted that the work appears to have
emerged (re-emerged) not in the court of ‘Amdd Soyon or among his monastic
allies but rather under the auspices of a rival ruler in the province of Togray.?’

This region may also be the provenance of Zena Hskendar, an early part of the
sizeable Ethiopian corpus concerned with the royal model of Alexander the Great.
According to Gianfrancesco Lusini, who has undertaken a painstaking study of
the work, not only does it show clear links to the Kabrd Ndégdst, but it quite prob-
ably also originated in a Tograyan monastery.*®

The Mdshafi mastird sdmay wimadr (‘Book of the Mysteries of Heaven and
Earth’), which is often cited as a work of this ‘period’, is presently dated by many
scholars to the period of Zir'a Ya‘qob (1434—-1468) almost a full century after
‘Amdi Soyon.*® To be sure, there is some confusion here because of its associa-
tion with the monk Bésédlotd Mika’el who did indeed live in the time of ‘Amda
Sayon. But here too the association with ‘Amdé Sayon is questionable on several
levels: the reference may be to a different Bésdlotd Mika’el, who in any event
seems to be associated with only one part of the treatise. If it is the same Bésdlota
Mika’el, it must be noted that he clashed with ‘Amda Soyon and thus this king
can scarcely be assumed to be a patron of this work. This text also seems not to
have originated in the royal court but in the North. Once again, linguistic evidence
suggests the author was a Tograyan .*°

Finally, while the Sor ‘ata monk"asanna (‘Order of the Monastic Profession’)
may date from this period, some form of it may go back to the origins of monas-
ticism in Ethiopia.

Based on the above, one can only wonder if the ‘*“Amda Soyon period’ in the
history of Ethiopic literature is merely a creation for the sake of convenience,
rather than a meaningful concept. Thus, the date of the account of his wars is still
disputed, the Kabrd Négdst, Zena Askendor, and Mdshafd mastird sdmay wéimadyr
do not appear to have originated in his circles. The last of these may not even be
from his time.

36 Shahid 1976. But cf. Munro-Hay 2001, 43—58; ‘Kobri nigist’, E4e, 111 (2007), 364a—368a
(P. Marrassini).

37 Frantsouzoff 2016.

38 Lusini 1994.

39 See, e.g., ‘Moétird séimay wimodr: Méshafi mostird simay wimadr’, E4e, 111 (2007), 945a—
946b (G. Lusini and G. Fiaccadori), who also reference ‘the literary activity of the age of
ase ‘Amda Soyon I’. For the text, see Perruchon 1903.

40 “Mostira samay wamodr: Mishafd mostird simay wiamodr’, EAe, IIT (2007), 945a—946b (G.
Lusini and G. Fiaccadori), 945b.
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Double Vision

The wider interest of historians in periodization has gone hand in hand with the
transition to multiple perspectives on history focusing on social history, gender,
economic history, subjugated peoples, the environment, etc. Such multiple per-
spectives have implicitly or explicitly posed a challenge to the sort of dynastic-
driven periodizations cited above.*' An excellent example of this can be seen in
the impact of the rise of gender studies on traditional androcentric periodizations.

More than four decades have passed since Joan Kelly-Gadol in her essay ‘Did
Women have a Renaissance?’ noted that ‘One of the tasks of women’s history is
to call into question accepted schemas of periodization’.** To be sure, Kelly-
Gadol’s essay seems more concerned with the status of women during the Renais-
sance, than offering a revised or alternative periodization. As she pithily notes,
‘These developments reorganized Italian society along modern lines and opened
the possibilities for the social and cultural expression for which the age is known.
Yet precisely these developments affected women adversely, so much, so that
there was no “renaissance” for women, at least not during the Renaissance’.*
Moreover, elsewhere she notes more generally a fairly regular pattern of relative
loss of status for women precisely in those periods of so-called progressive
change.* This she argues produces a sort of ‘double vision’ in which periods
largely known for social ‘advances’ are seen quite differently through the eye(s)
of women.

To put this in terms closer to those discussed immediately above, the values
and criteria for a periodization of society for men are often not those which yield
a similar division for women. When we seek the crucial differentials in such areas
as reproductive technology, economic change, or elsewhere, we must always be
sensitive to this distinction.

Of course, a focus of gender does not in and of itself challenge existing peri-
odizations. Thus, much of the recent literature on the history of women in the
Horn of Africa focuses narrowly on a small group of elite women: rulers, spouses,
mothers of rulers, and in a few cases nuns.* For the most part these have been
Christian women, with a few cases of Muslims and other female leaders. In some
cases, legendary figures like Queen Makoadda (also known as the Queen of Sheba)
and her previously mentioned ‘evil twin’ Queen dsato are included. It may well
be that given the nature of our sources, it will never be possible to undertake a

41 Hirschler and Bowen Savant 2014, 13-16.

42 Kelly-Gadol 1977.

43 For a similar critique with respect to an earlier period, see Culham 1997.

4 Kelly-Gadol 1976, 810-812.

45 Belete Bizuneh 2001; Crummey 1981; Herman 2012; Herman 2015; Herman 2020; Belcher
and Kleiner 2015; Belcher 2013.
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dramatic re-evaluation based on gender. However, this does not release us from
the obligation to challenge existing periodizations.

Elites and Masses

Just how important social differentiation can be for the issue of periodization is
illustrated by the differences between elite and non-elite culture(s) in Ethiopia at
the turn of the Common Era. Here it must be noted that in contrast to historians
who deal with later periods, scholars of early Ethiopian civilization have dis-
played a strong interest in issues of periodization. As I noted above, David Phil-
lipson has challenged accounts of Ethiopian history which neglect what he views
as strong evidence for long term continuity.*® In particular, he has challenged sev-
eral assumptions regarding the division within ‘Pre-Aksumite’ times and between
the ‘Pre-Aksumite’ and ‘Aksumite’ periods. Beyond questioning the ‘illogicity of
naming something retrospectively in terms of what it subsequently became or by
what it was succeeded’,*” he also faults this periodization for its lack of geograph-
ical specificity and an over dependence on epigraphic data. (This is, of course,
one of many cases in which the dependence on different sources produces differ-
ent perspectives on historical change.) Indeed, Phillipson suggests that in contrast
to shifts and receptivity to external influence found in the elite culture of the re-
gion of Ethiopia-Eritrea there was considerable unity and continuity at the non-
elite peasant level. Moreover, contacts with foreign influences were of signifi-
cance almost exclusively for a small elite.

When Phillipson’s views are compared to those of Rudolfo Fattovich, it ap-
pears that there are differences both in emphasis and in kind.*® Fattovich rejected
earlier attempts by scholars such as Francis Anfray to divide pre-Aksumite times
into two periods:

1) 500 BCE to 300 BCE: South Arabian (Ethio-Sabaean) characterized by a South
Arabian influence and

2) 300 BCE to 100 BCE: Intermediate characterized by the emergence of local
cultural traditions

Instead, Fattovich divided the Pre-Axumite era into three phases:

1) Early Pre-Aksumite Phase, the formation of the polity (1000/900 BCE to
800/700 BCE)

46 Phillipson 2007, 1; Phillipson 2004, 77—89. And note the scope of his book, from 1000 BCE
to 1300 CE.

4 Phillipson 2011, 258; Phillipson 2007, 1-19. Consider in this light the frequent references
in American history to the ‘Antebellum South’.

48 Contenson 1981 is heavily dependent on Fattovich.
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2) Middle Pre-Aksumite Phase, the consolidation (700/600 BCE to 400 BCE)
3) Late Pre-Aksumite Phase, the decline (400/300 BCE).*

These are followed by what he calls ‘Proto-Aksumite culture’, the earliest
phase of development of the Kingdom of Aksum in the late first millennium BCE.
While Fattovich offers a different periodization from Anfray, he still accepts
(pace Phillipson) the idea of a pre-Aksumite period. However, he largely seems
to accept the key social distinction championed by Phillipson.

The archaeological evidence, finally, points to a distinction between the
elite who used South Arabian (mainly Sabean) symbols of power, and
ordinary people maintaining their local traditions [...]%*

It would seem then that, at least in part, the disagreement between Fattovich
and Philippson is based less on their readings of the finds and more on their sense
of what constitutes a period. Both acknowledge that clear distinctions exist be-
tween elite and non-elite culture. Both accept that each of these groups is best
represented in a different group of sources. The question that remains is whether
the changes in elite culture justify a division into periods if it is not supported by
the long term continuity of non-elite culture.

Centralization and Dispersion

Perhaps the most important attempt in recent years to offer a periodization for
Ethiopian history is found in the Encyclopaedia Aethiopica, where Donald
Crummey offered a scheme that is not remarkably different from Tubiana’s:

The following periodization sees the history of ‘E[thiopia]’ and north-
east Africa [...] in terms of oscillations between periods of dispersed
political authority, on the one hand, and the assertion of centralizing au-
thority on the other.’!

In the following, Crummey lists the following periods:

—  Foundational

— Dispersed Political Authority: Period I (mid-first millennium BC to the turn
of the common era)

— Imperial Authority: Period I (Aksum, first to seventh century)

— Dispersed Political Authority: Period II (eighth century to 1270)

— Imperial Authority: Period II (1270-1527)

— Dispersed Political Authority: Period III (sixteenth to nineteenth century)

49 Fattovich 1990.
30" Fattovich 2010, 164.
31 ‘Ethiopia—History and periodization’, E4e, II (2005), 397b—401a (D. Crummey), 397b.
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— The Modern Period: Imperial vs Dispersed Authority (mid-1870s onwards)
— The Neo-Solomonic State: Stage [ (1870s to ¢.1910)

— Indigenous Authority Contested (1910s—1940s)

—  The Neo-Solomonic State: Stage II (1940s to 1974)>

The consolidation and dissolution of the Ethiopian Christian state forms the basis
for Crummey’s periodization.

Once again, the framework used to trace the history of Ethiopia is familiar to
scholars like Morony, engaged in the discussion of other powerful states: ‘The
internal history of the [Islamic] empire ought to be divided into periods in terms
of administrative centralization and decentralization’.*

Ancient Egypt also appears to have been understood similarly with periods of
united ‘Kingdoms’ interrupted by ‘Intermediate’ periods of multiple groups in
power. However, as one critic has noted:

The presupposition underlying these designations is that Egypt took
paradigmatic shape as a single state encompassing a certain stretch of
territory and that the coexistence of more states than one within that ter-
ritory was a violation of the paradigm; the model thus depends on a pre-
conceived idea of Egypt as a perennial entity having a particular geo-
graphic and political form. What if one did not take this paradigm for
granted but instead considered it normal for a multitude of states to oc-
cupy the Nile Valley from the First Cataract to the Mediterranean (the
traditional bounds of ancient Egypt) while viewing the imposition of a
single monarchy over this entire territory as an aberration (albeit one
that eventually became permanent)? >

In fact, in his essay ‘Rewriting Ethiopian History’, Christopher Clapham offers
similar critiques of conventional histories of Ethiopia, which in his view: (1) fo-
cused almost exclusively on the history of the Amhara and Tograyans; (2) based
their geographical coverage on the expansion and contraction of the Ethiopian
empire; (3) legitimated and even glorified the ‘state’ (monarchy); (4) emphasized
certain periods, people, and places, particularly of strong central government,
while at the same time excluding or marginalizing others. >

It must be stressed that Crummey’s proposed periodization is not the product
of naivete or a lack of awareness of the challenges of such an approach. Few if
any historians in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century did as much as

52 “Ethiopia—History and periodization’, E4e, II (2005), 397b-401a (D. Crummey), 398a—
400b.

53 Morony 1981, 251.

34 Dassow 2012, 116.

55 Clapham 2002, 40—41.
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Crummey to expand the scope of and reflect on the development of Ethiopian
history. In fact, at approximately the same time as Clapham wrote his essay,
Crummey himself raised similar issues in ‘The Horn of Africa: Between History
and Politics’.% In an essay remarkable for its self-reflection and candor, Crummey
readily acknowledged the shortcomings of just the sort of approach he was to
employ in his contribution to Encyclopaedia Aethiopica. 1t is also interesting to
note that like Clapham, Crummey saw at least part of the solution to the problems
in a regional approach to the history of the Horn of Africa.

Periodization cannot be separated from yet another historical challenge: the
need to define geographical borders.’” Much ink has been spilled (to use an ana-
chronistic turn of phrase) regarding the challenges of applying terms like ‘An-
cient’, ‘Medieval’, and ‘Modern’ outside of Europe. Closer to our concerns here,
the concept of ‘Late Antiquity’ has been applied recently to both the kingdom of
Aksum and the Red Sea basin.*®

In the case of Ethiopia there are several different spatial contexts each of which
may have different impacts of our periodization. On a fairly circumscribed level,
it is clear, as I noted above, that the chronological developments described by
archaeologists of pre- and Aksumite culture, vary according to location.* Indeed,
the suggested chronology for Adulis, Aksum, and situated above the latter, Betd
Giyorgis are significantly different.®

More broadly, there is the question of whether in a larger area and regional
studies context Ethiopia belongs primarily in the Christian Orient or Africa.®!
Haggai Erlich, among others, has long championed an approach which empha-
sized the significance of the Nile valley.®* But there is a growing body of work,
much of it published in Northeast African Studies, which has highlighted the im-
portance of the Red Sea basin.

Both Clapham and Crummey champion the usefulness of placing the Ethiopian
state in the broader context of the Horn of Africa. Crummey stresses the im-
portance of expanding our understanding of such crucial groups as the Oromo,

56 Crummey 2003. Yet another important essay dealing with many of the same issues and at

the same time as Clapham and Crummey was Triulzi 2002.

Hirschler and Bowen Savant 2014, 8: ‘Time exists only within space; each calls the other
into existence. Some measures of time are literally inconceivable, if only for lack of a space
that would render them meaningful’.

58 Munro-Hay 1991; Bowersock 2013; Power 2012.

59 Benoist et al. 2020.

60 Zazzaro et al. 2014.

61 Kaplan 2019.

62 Erlich and Gershoni 2000; Erlich 2002; Gershoni and Hatina 2008.

63 Miran 2009; Miran 2012; Um 2012; Agius 2017.
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Somalis, and Eritreans.®* Clapham suggests a more eco-regional and perhaps less
ethnic format focusing on the ox-plow regions, the more southerly locals defined
by ansdt cultivation, lowland peripheries inhabited by pastoralists, and finally the
diverse locals and modes of production of the Oromo.*

Clapham also notes the difficulties of writing a regional history for the periods
prior to the sixteenth century.®® Moreover, he agrees with Crummey’s description
of the period from the sixteenth century to the mid-nineteenth as a period of ‘frag-
mentation, rather than statebuilding’.®” However, given the success that some
scholars have enjoyed in their reconstructions of the histories of groups in other
parts of the continent, the possibility of greater depth in the histories of the Oromo
and others, cannot be ruled out.

In this context, it is interesting to note that Mohammed Hassan’s groundbreak-
ing work on the Oromo, The Oromo of Ethiopia, A History 1570-1860, is con-
structed around dates which do not conform to the periodizations of either
Tubiana or Crummey. His starting date appears connected to the rise to power and
migration of the Boorana Robale gadaa (roughly ‘age group’) for an eight-year
period which commenced in 1570. His concluding point seems associated with
the reign of the important Oromo ruler Abbaa Bagiboo I (r.1825-1861).%

Similarly, in the introduction to their important volume on Islam in the Horn
during the ‘Moyen Age’, the editors Frangois Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar and Ber-
trand Hirsch suggest a division between a first Middle Age (premier Moyen Age),
from the seventeenth to the end of the thirteenth century, and a second Middle
Age, from the end of the thirteenth to the sixteenth century. While some of these
dates are roughly similar to those suggested by Tubiana and Crummey, it should
be noted that their division is derived from changing geographies of Islam in the
Horn and not from relations with the Christian kingdom. Thus, the first of these
periods is marked by the entry of Islam and Muslims through the north with the
Dahlak islands playing a major role. The second is marked by the rise of Zayla“
as the major port along the Red Sea and the rise of the sultanate of Ifat in the early
and middle thirteenth century, respectively.®’

64 Both authors are critical of the attempts to write nationalist histories of the Oromo and Eri-

treans.

65 Clapham 2002, 47—49.

Al too often the study of these people use the dominant dynastic frameworks. Taddesse
Tamrat 1988a; Taddesse Tamrat 1988b; Kaplan 1992.

7 Clapham 2002, 51.

%8 Mohammed Hassen 1990.

% Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch 2011. In this context it must be noted that the History Depart-
ment of Addis Ababa University appears to have sidestepped some of these issues of ethnic,
regional, and religious diversity by organizing courses around dates in the Common Era
such as ‘Ethiopia and the Horn to ¢.1500 [CE]’; ‘Ethiopia and the Horn from ¢.1500-1800

Aethiopica 27 (2024) 22



Periodization of Ethiopian History: Reflections, Questions, and some Modest Suggestions

Conclusions

As I noted at the beginning of this essay, periodization is something of a necessary
evil in the writing of history. As I have attempted to show above, even the attempt
to define a division into periods can provide valuable insight into the way we write

history. Whether it is the challenges posed by new information, interpretations, or
the limits we must impose on political framing, all periodizations must be viewed
as conditional and judged by how they improve our understanding of history.

Moreover, given the complexity of Ethiopia, or for that matter, any other society,

we probably need to be guided by the assumption that we must think in terms of
different periodizations which may be applied in different spheres and for differ-

ent segments of the population. As Morony reminds us, ‘A continuously changing,
kaleidoscopic model [of periodization] would be closer to reality but would be

more difficult to describe or to comprehend”.”

List of References

Abbink, J. 1990. ‘The Enigma of Beta Esra’el Ethnogenesis: An Anthro-Historical Study’, Ca-
hiers d’Etudes africaines, 30/120 (1990), 397-449.

Abir, M. 1968. Ethiopia: The Era of the Princes, The Challenge of Islam and Re-unification of
the Christian Empire, 1769—1855 (New York, NY—Washington, DC: Frederick A. Praeger
Publishers, 1968).

Addis Ababa University, College of Social Sciences (website), aau.edu.et/css, accessed 25 June
2024.

Agius, D. A. 2017. ‘Red Sea Folk Beliefs: A Maritime Spirit Landscape’, Northeast African
Studies, 17/1 (2017), 131-162.

Belcher, W. L. 2013. ‘Sisters Debating the Jesuits: The Role of African Women in Defeating
Portuguese Proto-Colonialism in Seventeenth-Century Abyssinia’, Northeast African Stud-
ies, 13/1 (2013), 121-166.

Belcher, W. L. and M. Kleiner 2015. The Life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros: A
Seventeenth-Century African Biography of an Ethiopian Woman, Written by Galawdewos,
ed., tr. (Princeton, NJ-Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015).

Belete Bizuneh 2001. “Women in Ethiopian History: A Bibliographic Review’, Northeast Af-
rican Studies, 8/3 (= Women in the Horn of Africa: Oral Histories, Migrations, and Mili-
tary and Civil Conflict) (2001), 7-32.

Benoist, A., I. Gajda, S. Matthews, J. Schiettecatte, N. Blond, S. Biichner, and P. Wolf 2020.
‘On the Nature of South Arabian Influences in Ethiopia During the Late First Millennium
BC: A Pre-Aksumite Settlement on the Margins of the Eastern Tigray Plateau’, Proceed-
ings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies, 50 (2020), 19-36.

[cE]’; ‘History of Ethiopia and the Horn 1800—1900 [cE]’. Cf. Addis Ababa University,
College of Social Sciences, https://www.aau.edu.et/css/history-courses-detail/.
70 Morony 1981, 249.

23 Aethiopica 27 (2024)



Steven Kaplan

Bowersock, G. W. 2013. The Throne of Adulis: Red Sea Wars on the Eve of Islam, Emblems of
Antiquity (Oxford—New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2013).

Brita, A. 2010.  racconti tradizionali sulla ‘Seconda Cristianizzazione’ dell Etiopia. 1l ciclo
agiografico dei Nove Santi, Studi Africanistici, Serie Etiopica, 7 (Napoli: Universita degli
Studi di Napoli ‘L’Orientale’, Dipartimento di Studi e Ricerche su Africa e Paesi Arabi,
2010).

Cerulli, E. 1961. Storia della letteratura etiopica, Thesaurus litterarum, 1, Storia delle lettera-
ture di tutto il mondo, 11, 2nd edn (Milano: Nuova Accademia Editrice, 1961; 1st edn
1959).

Clapham, C. 2002. ‘Rewriting Ethiopian History’, Annales d’Ethiopie, 18 (2002), 37-54.

Contenson, H. de 1981. ‘Pre-Aksumite Culture’, in G. Mokhtar, ed., General History of Africa,
1I: Ancient Civilizations of Africa (Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization; London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1981), 341-361.

Conti Rossini, C. 1928. Storia d’Etiopia, 1: Dalle origini all’avvento della dinastia salomonide,
Africa Italiana, 3 (Bergamo: Istituto italiano d’arti grafiche, 1928).

Crummey, D. 1981. ‘Women and Landed Property in Gondarine Ethiopia’, The International
Journal of African Historical Studies, 14/3 (1981), 444-465.

— 2003. ‘The Horn of Africa: Between History and Politics’, Northeast African Studies, New
Series, 10/3 (2003), 117-138.

Cuevas, B. J. 2006. ‘Some Reflections on the Periodization of Tibetan History’, Revue
d’ Etudes Tibétaines, 10 (2006), 44-55.

Culham, P. 1997. ‘Did Roman Women Have an Empire?’, in M. Golden and P. Toohey, eds,
Inventing Ancient Culture: Historicism, Periodization, and the Ancient World (London—
New York, NY: Routledge, 1997), 192-204.

Dassow, E. von 2012. ‘Temporality and Periodization in Ancient Near Eastern History’, Social
Science History, 36/1 (2012), 113-143.

Derat, M.-L. 2018. L énigme d’une dynastie sainte et usurpatrice dans le royaume chrétien
d’Ethiopie, du XI¢ au XIII siécle, Hagiologia, 14 (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2018).

— 2020. ‘Before the Solomonids: Crisis, Renaissance and the Emergence of the Zag“e Dyn-
asty (Seventh—Thirteenth Centuries)’, in S. Kelly, ed., 4 Companion to Medieval Ethiopia
and Eritrea (Leiden—Boston, MA: Brill, 2020), 31-56.

Derat, M.-L., C. Bosc-Tiessé, A. Garric, R. Mensan, F.-X. Fauvelle, Y. Gleize, and A.-L. Gou-
jon 2021. ‘The Rock-cut Churches of Lalibela and the Cave Church of Washa Mika’el:
Troglodytism and the Christianisation of the Ethiopian Highlands’, Antiquity, 95/380
(2021), 467-486.

Derat, M.-L., E. Fritsch, C. Bosc-Tiessé, A. Garric, R. Mensan, F.-X. Fauvelle, and Hiluf Berhe
2020. ‘Maryam Nazrét (Ethiopia): The Twelfth-century Transformations of an Aksumite
Site in Connection with an Egyptian Christian Community’, Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines,
239 (2020), 473-507.

EAe. S. Uhlig, ed., Encyclopaedia Aethiopica, 1: A—C; 11: D—Ha; 111: He—Nj ed., in cooperation
with A. Bausi, IV: O-X; A. Bausi, ed., in cooperation with S. Uhlig, V: Y-Z, Supplementa,
Addenda et Corrigenda, Maps, Index (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2003, 2005, 2007,
2010, 2014)

Aethiopica 27 (2024) 24



Periodization of Ethiopian History: Reflections, Questions, and some Modest Suggestions

Erlich, H. 2002. The Cross and the River: Ethiopia, Egypt, and the Nile (Boulder, CO-London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2002).

Erlich, H. and 1. Gershoni 2000. The Nile: Histories, Cultures, Myths (Boulder, CO-London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000).

Fattovich, R. 1990. ‘Remarks on the Pre-Aksumite Period in Northern Ethiopia’, Journal of
Ethiopian Studies, 23 (1990), 1-33.

— 2010. ‘The Development of Ancient States in the Northern Horn of Africa, ¢.3000 BC—
AD 1000: An Archaeological Outline’, Journal of World Prehistory,23/3 (2010), 145-175.

Fauvelle-Aymar, F.-X. and B. Hirsch 2011. ‘En guise d’introduction: Sur les traces de 1’islam
ancien en Ethiopie et dans la Corne de I’ Afrique’, in F.-X. Fauvelle-Aymar and B. Hirsch,
eds, Espaces musulmans de la Corne de I’ Afrique au Moyen Age: Etudes d’archéologie et
d’histoire, Annales d’Ethiopie Hors-Série, 1 (Paris: De Boccard, Addis Abeba: Centre fran-
cais des études éthiopiennes, 2011), 11-26.

Frantsouzoff, S. 2016. ‘On the Dating of the Ethiopian Dynastic Treatise Kobrd ndgdst: New
Evidence’, Scrinium, 12/1 (2016), 20-24.

Gershoni, I. and M. Hatina, eds, 2008. Narrating the Nile: Politics, Cultures, Identities (Boulder,
CO-London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2008).

Goitein, S. D. 1968. ‘A Plea for the Periodization of Islamic History’, Journal of the American
Oriental Society, 88/2 (1968), 224-228.

Green, W. A. 1992. ‘Periodization in European and World History’, Journal of World History,
3/1(1992), 13-53.

Heldman, M. E. and K. K. Shelemay 2017. ‘Concerning Saint Yared’, in A. C. McCollum, ed.,
Studies in Ethiopian Languages, Literature, and History: Festschrifi for Getatchew Haile,
Presented by his Friends and Colleagues, Aethiopistische Forschungen, 83 (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz Verlag, 2017), 65-93.

Herman, M. 2012. Les reines d ’Ethiopie du XVe siecle au XVIle siecle: épouses, méres de roi,
‘meres du royaume’, Dissertation, Paris: Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne (2012).

— 2015. ‘Figures féminines chrétiennes, exaltation de la dignité de roi et participation poli-
tique des reines (Ethiopie, XV—XVIIIX V¢ siécle)’, Annales d’Ethiopie, 30 (2015), 71-118.

— 2020. ‘Towards a History of Women in Medieval Ethiopia’, in S. Kelly, ed., 4 Companion
to Medieval Ethiopia and Eritrea (Leiden—Boston, MA: Brill, 2020), 365-394.

Hess, R. L. 1969. ‘An Outline of Falasha History’, in Proceedings of the Third International
Conference of Ethiopian studies: Addis Ababa, 1966, 1(Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian
Studies, Haile Selassie I University, 1969), 99-112.

Hirsch, B. 2020. ‘Le récit des guerres du roi ‘Amda Seyon contre les sultanats islamiques, fic-
tion épique du XVe¢ siecle’, Médiévales, 79/2 (2020), 91-116.

Hirschler, K. and S. Bowen Savant 2014. ‘Introduction — What is in a Period? Arabic Histori-
ography and Periodization’, Der Islam, 91 (2014), 6-19.

Huntingford, G. W. B. 1965. The Glorious Victories of ‘Amda Seyon: King of Ethiopia, ed., tr.
G. W. B. Huntingford, Oxford Library of African Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1965).

Jordanova, L. 2000. History in Practice (London: Arnold; New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 2000).

25 Aethiopica 27 (2024)



Steven Kaplan

Kaplan, S. 1992. The Beta Israel (Falasha) in Ethiopia: From Earliest Times to the Twentieth
Century (New York, NY-London: New York University Press, 1992).

— 2019. ‘How the Ethiopians Changed Their Skin: The Orient, Africa, and Their Diasporas’,
in G. Press-Barnathan, R. Fine, and A. M. Kacowicz, eds, The Relevance of Regions in a
Globalized World: Bridging the Social Sciences—Humanities Gap (London—New York, NY:
Routledge, 2019), 184-200.

Kelly-Gadol, J. 1976. ‘The Social Relation of the Sexes: Methodological Implications of
Women’s History’, Signs, Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 1/4 (1976), 809-823.

— 1977. ‘Did Women Have a Renaissance?’, in R. Bridenthal and C. Koonz, eds, Becoming
Visible: Women in European History (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1977), 175-201.

Kessler, D. F. 1996. The Falashas: A Short History of the Ethiopian Jews, 3rd rev. edn (Lon-
don—Portland, OR: Frank Cass, 1996).

Kropp, M. 1994. Der siegreiche Feldzug des Konigs ‘Amda-Seyon gegen die Muslime in Adal
im Jahre 1332 n. Chr., I: Textus; 11: Versio, ed., tr., Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Ori-
entalium, 538, 539, Scriptores Aethiopici, 99, 100 (Louvain: Peeters, 1994).

Le Goff, J. 2014. Faut-il vraiment découper [’histoire en tranches?, La librairie du XXlIe si¢cle
([Paris]: Editions du Seuil, 2014).

Lusini, G. 1994. ‘Origine e significato della presenza di Alessandro Magno nella letteratura
etiopica’, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 38 (1994), 95-118.

Marrassini, P. 1993. Lo scettro e la croce: La campagna di ‘Amda Seyon I contro I'Ifat (1332),
ed., tr., Studi Africanistici, Serie Etiopica, 4 (Napoli: Istituto Universitario Orientale, Di-
partimento di Studi e Ricerche su Africa e Paesi Arabi, 1993).

— 2011. ‘Frustula nagranitica’, Aethiopica, 14 (2011), 7-32.

Miran, J. 2009. Red Sea Citizens: Cosmopolitan Society and Cultural Change in Massawa
(Bloomington—Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009).

— 2012. ‘Red Sea Translocals: Hadrami Migration, Entrepreneurship, and Strategies of Inte-
gration in Eritrea, 1840s—1970s’, Northeast African Studies, 12/1 (2012), 129-167.

Mohammed Hassen 1990. The Oromo of Ethiopia: A History, 1570-1860, African Studies Se-
ries, 66 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

Morony, M. G. 1981. ‘Bayn al-Fitnatayn: Problems in the Periodization of Early Islamic His-
tory’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 40/3 (1981), 247-251.

Munro-Hay, S. 1991. Aksum: An African Civilisation of Late Antiquity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1991).

— 2001. ‘A Sixth Century Kebra Nagast?’, Annales d’Ethiopie, 17 (2001), 43-58.

Perruchon, J. 1903. Le livre des mystéres du ciel et de la terre, ed., tr., avec le concours de
L. Guidi, Patrologia orientalis, 1/1 (Paris: Firmin-Didot et C*, imprimeurs-éditeurs, 1903).

— 1889. “Histoire des guerres d’*Amda Syon, rois d’Ethiopie’, Journal asiatique, Huitiéme
Série, 14 (1889), 271-363, 381-493.

Phillipson, D. W. 2004. ‘The Aksumite Roots of Medieval Ethiopia’, Azania: Archaeological
Research in Africa, 39/1 (2004), 77-89.

— 2007. ‘From Yeha to Lalibela: An Essay in Cultural Continuity’, Journal of Ethiopian
Studies, 40/1-2 (= Festschrift Dedicated in Honour of Prof. Richard Pankhurst & Mrs.
Rita Pankhurst) (2007), 1-19.

Aethiopica 27 (2024) 26



Periodization of Ethiopian History: Reflections, Questions, and some Modest Suggestions

— 2012. Foundations of an African Civilisation: Aksum & the Northern Horn, 1000 BC—AD
1300, Eastern Africa Series, 13 (Woodbridge: James Currey, 2012).

Power, T. 2012. The Red Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate: 4D 500—1000 (Cairo-New Y ork,
NY: The American University in Cairo Press, 2012).

Quirin, J. 1992. The Evolution of the Ethiopian Jews: A History of the Beta Israel (Falasha) to
1920, The Ethnohistory Series (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992).

Seignobos, R. 2020. ‘Pouvoirs chrétiens et musulmans, de la Corne de 1’ Afrique a la vallée du
Nil (xi®-xv® siécle)’, Médiévales, 79/2 (2020), 5-14.

Sergew Hable Selassie 1972. Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270 (Addis Ababa:
United Printers, 1972).

Shahid, 1. 1976. ‘The Kebra Nagast in the Light of Recent Research’, Le Muséon, 89 (1976),
133-178.

Shelemay, K. K. 1989. Music, Ritual, and Falasha History (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State
University Press, 1989).

Taddesse Tamrat 1988a. ‘Process of Ethnic Interaction and Integration in Ethiopian History:
The Case of the Agaw’, The Journal of African History, 29/1 (= Special Issue in Honour
of Roland Oliver) (1988), 5-18.

— 1988b. ‘Ethnic Interaction and Integration In Ethiopian History: The Case of the Gafat’,
Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 21 (1988), 121-154.

Tedeschi, S. 1978-1979. ‘Le gesta di *Amda-seyon nella cronologia e nella storia’, Rassegna
di Studi Etiopici, 27 (1978-1979), 123-146.

Triulzi, A. 2002. ‘Battling with the Past: New Frameworks for Ethiopian Historiography’, in
W. James, D. L. Donham, E. Kurimoto, and A. Triulzi, eds, Remapping Ethiopia: Social-
ism & After, Eastern African Studies (Oxford: James Currey; Athens, OH: Ohio University
Press; Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2002), 276-288.

Tubiana, J. 1965. ““Turning Points” in Ethiopian History’, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 21 (1965),
162-166.

Um, N. 2012. ‘Reflections on the Red Sea Style: Beyond the Surface of Coastal Architecture’,
Northeast African Studies, 12/1 (2012), 243-271.

Zazzaro, C., E. Cocca, and A. Manzo 2014. ‘Towards a Chronology of the Eritrean Red Sea
Port of Adulis (1st — Early 7th Century AD)’, Journal of African Archaeology, 12/1 (2014),
43-73.

Summary

Historians have for many decades struggled with issues of periodization. In comparison to many
other regions, scholars of Ethiopian history, particularly after the Aksumite period, have written
comparatively little on this subject. This article considers some of the weaknesses of periodi-
zations based on dynastic change or periods of a strong central state. It also suggests that atten-
tion to gender, class, geography, and ethnicity may assist in formulating, but also complicate
periodizations.
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