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GETATCHEW HAILE, Voices from Dibri Zimdaddo: Acts of Abba
Birtilomewos and Abba Yohannas. 45 Miracles of Mary, Aethiopisti-
sche Forschungen, 79 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2013). xii,
273 pp., index. Price: € 64.00. ISBN: 978-3-447-10068-7.

With his first publication in the series Aethiopistische Forschungen Getatchew
Haile offers an edition and an annotated translation of the unpublished
hagiographical texts (Lives and hymns) of St Bartalomewos and St
Yohannas, two abbots of the famous monastery of Dibri Zimaddo,' Lasta,
Ethiopia, who lived during the first half of the fourteenth century (St
Birtilomewos) and the second half of the fifteenth century (St Yohannas);
i.e. Part One of the book. In Part Two, the author provides the edition and
translation of forty-five local miracles worked by St Mary, mainly for the
different members of the community of Dibri Zimiddo (during the tenures
of various abbots) but also at neighbouring places (e.g. in the region of Somriti

1 The monastery with its rock-hewn church is also known as Gamaddo (p. 1), and Zimmidu
Maryam or gﬁmmadu Maryam (‘Zimmidu Maryam’, EAe, V (2014), 133a-135b (E.
Balicka-Witakowska)). According to the Gadli Birtilomewos (ed. p. 21, tr. pp. 147, 148),
the monastic community of Zimiddo was founded by Birtilomewos (who placed the
tabot of St Mary in the cave), and the church was constructed ‘in form of a cross’ during
the tenure of Yohannas. For the construction date of the church see also ibid. 134b.
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Ab).2 Since all works contain several historical episodes, e.g. concerning the
foundation and construction of the monastery and its church, the material
presented is fascinating not only for the study of the literary genre as such but
also extremely valuable for the reconstruction of monastic history.

The introduction to the edition (pp. 1-10) and to the translation (pp. 115-
135) includes a brief description of the manuscripts used, an informative
introduction to the monastery and the protagonists of the hagiographies, and,
finally, an insightful discussion supplied with rare textual material on the
veneration of St Mary in the Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahado Church. The
work is completed with an index of proper names (pp. 267-273).

Both hagiographies, the Gadli Bartilomewos and the Gadli Yohannas,
each with a collection of miracles (74’ammar), are preserved together in three
manuscripts along with other texts. These multiple-text manuscripts, all
originating in Dibri Zimiddo, were once microfilmed by the Ethiopian
Manuscript Microfilm Library as MSS EMML nos 6975, 6843, 7064 (MSS A, B,
C in the edition).> The edited hymns (silam and madlks°) devoted to St
Birtilomewos are transmitted in MSS A and C; MS EMML no. 6993 (MS D),
containing a collection of mdlks® hymns devoted to various saints (Mdlka‘a
Guba’e), is the only known codex containing the edited Malka‘a Yohannas.*
The forty-five miracles of St Mary, edited in Part Two, are transmitted in a
codex microfilmed as MS EMML no. 6835 (MS E) which contains a huge
collection of the ‘Miracles of Mary’ (T@’ammard Maryam). In line with the
author’s editing method employed in his many previous works, the oldest MS
A (dated to the sixteenth century on palaeographical grounds) served as the
basis for the edition of the hagiographies.

The Gadli Bartalomewos, followed by two miracles performed after the
saint’s death (ed. pp. 13-26, tr. pp. 137-154), provides only a few biographical
data on its protagonist. The text, significantly a first-person narrative,
basically offers a stereotyped portrait of a holy monk, glorifying the saint’s
righteousness, grace, wisdom and virtues, and drawing parallels to the most
revered saints. The text is full of allusions to and quotations from biblical

2 Notably, three miracles (nos 36, 37, 39) are not related to the monastery but narrate

episodes about three great kings: Lalibila and his godson who eats nothing but earth, the
prophecy of Na’akk¥sto 1i-Ab’s kingship, and Zir’a Ya°qob who was admonished not
to lean against a pillar in the church.

The Editor provides a preliminary list of all microfilmed manuscripts from Zimiddo
(p- 119; on p. 167, note 11 he additionally mentions a manuscript with a Synaxarion,
MS EMML no. 6968, which was brought from Sakla), thus testifying to the richness of
the library’s collection of manuscripts.

Ms D contains another version of the Milka’a Birtilomewos which was not considered
as a text witness for the present edition (p. 1).
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writings. Moreover, the overriding purpose of the text seems to have been the
edification of the reader and listener of the Life, since the author eagerly and
constantly explains the underlying meanings of the given quotations (such as
“I, too, am dead to the world’ [Gal 6:14] means ‘I do not desire worldly
needs”, p. 137) and interprets the subtle signs of holiness (such as for the milk
that suddenly appeared where the saint stood, the author explains that ‘as for
the interpretation of the milk, (it meant) ‘there will rise after him someone
whose deeds will be tasty like milk”, p. 144). Five more posthumous miracles
of different narrative style are appended to the Life, probably added at a later
stage (ed. pp. 13-26, tr. pp. 154-159).

One of the very few biographical coordinates that we find in the
hagiography is that the saint originally comes from Tatra of Miriwa® and that
Birtilomewos was a contemporary of St Takli Haymanot, who clothed him
with the askema®, and of St Yafqorinni dgzi°, whom the protagonist met on
the Tana-island of Masraha, as well as of Metropolitan Ya‘qob (in office in the
mid-fourteenth century), from whom he received the tabot of St Mary.” As is
often the case with local saints, sources outside of their own monastic
tradition providing information on their lives and deeds are scarce or even
nonexistent. Therefore, it becomes difficult to evaluate the historicity of the
given information,® even more when—as it seems here—a Life was composed
many years after the lifetime of the protagonist.”

5 A place located in the district of Wifla (northern Willo) which is inhabited by the
Agiw, see ‘Wifla’, EAe, IV (2010), 1068b-1069a (Wudu Tafete Kassu).
Again, the author explains, ‘askema means decoration of the Holy Spirit’ (p. 144).
St Birtalomewos is mentioned neither in the Gadli Yafgorinni Agzi® edited by L
Wajnberg nor in the edited versions of the Gadli Téikli Haymanot; cf. 1. Wajnberg,
ed., tr., Das Leben des HI. Jafgerana °Egzi® (Weimar: Druck der Hof-Buchdruckerei,
1917; 2* edn, Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 106 (Roma: Pont. Institutum Orientali-
um Studiorum, 1936)); C. Conti Rossini 1896. Il ‘Gadla Takla Haymanot’, secondo la
redazione Waldebbana, Roma: Accademia dei Lincei, 1986; 124 ¢ -+ha : Y2715+ =
Pradk : AAPRPP : AP CANT: PRA: YBOITT 1 BT 1 MBOTT ¢ 1 MEA S
(Gédla Tikli Haymanot. Yi-tallagu ityopyawi sadq yi-Abund Tikli Haymanot zena
baywita-nna $ani gidl, ‘Life of Tikli Haymanot. The life-story and the beauty of the
combat of the great Ethiopian righteous Abuni Tikli Haymanot’) (Addis Ababa: Bi-
Tensa’e Za-Guba’e Matimiya Bet Tatami, 1946 EC (1953 CE)).
The Editor’s conclusion—that Birtilomewos was one of the monks who chastised King
*Amdi Sayon (r. 1314-1344) for ‘marrying the wife of his brother’ (pp. 116, 122)—may
be arguable. The Life itself does not explicitly contain this information but merely refers
to a ‘great oppression” and the involvement of ‘twelve abbots’ during the reign of “Amdi
Sayon as an event that happened during the lifetime of Birtilomewos (ed. p. 20, tr. p. 146).
% The saint’s age was taken from ‘a note found in the house of archives that the ancient
fathers had kept’ (ed. p. 17, tr. p. 142).

6
7
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The case of the Gédli Yobhannas (ed. pp. 37-55, tr. pp. 166-189) is differ-
ent; it seems to have been written shortly after the death of its protagonist.
According to the embedded colophon (ed. p. 55, tr. p. 189), his successor
Habti Ssllase commissioned the Life ‘that he heard with his ears and saw
with his eyes because he has lived with him’.!° The text offers more details on
the saint’s life. We learn about his parents (both members of the military no-
bility), the miraculous birth of the firstborn saint and his education (biblical
writings, arts of war, farming)—all typical hagiographical motifs. St Yohannas
received the ‘monastic garb’ from Abba Som‘on (from?) Togray (AA :
NF°L% ¢ £ 1, p. 38)!1, and the askema from Abba Hstifanos of Dibri
Sombla. The latter left his monastery during famine, and Yohannas was cho-
sen as abbot. Yohannas was later ordained priest by Metropolitan Gabra’el
(in office together with Metropolitan Mika’el during the reign of King Zir’a
Ya‘qob, r. 1434-1468). Finally, his spiritual father, Titimqi Midhon (he is
sometimes given the epithet ‘of Mayd Wiyn’) sent his protégé to serve as an
abbot at the tomb of Birtilomewos.'2

The Life includes thirteen miracles that the saint worked during his
lifetime (ed. pp. 47-52, tr. pp. 178-185). All miracles were reported by his
spiritual son, Gibrd Maryam, ‘that he himself had seen and that he had heard
from him’ (ed. p. 52, tr. p. 185). Eventually St Yohannas died on 30 Hamle in
the same year as King Na“od (r. 1494-1508).

The Gadla Bairtilomewos and the Gadla Yohannas—both local produc-
tions of the same monastery, which might have been written within the same
period—bear close similarities in their use of hagiographical themes em-
ployed for portraying their saintly heroes. Neither saint ever acts on his own
but is guided either by the will of God or by the instructions of a spiritual
father. For example, the commonly employed theme ‘escape from marriage’
is pictured in such a way. The parents of both saints intended to arrange a
marriage that was ultimately prevented by divine intervention: either the cho-
sen wife (Bartidlomewos) or the parents (Yohannas) died before the wedding.
Another notable example is that both monks were recognized as a saint dur-
ing their lifetime for changing water to milk (Birtilomewos) or water to hon-
ey (Yohannos). Furthermore, a dominant feature of both texts (as well as of

10 The five additional posthumous miracles of St Birtilomewos were most probably
commissioned by the same Habti Sallase (his name is mentioned in the supplication
formula of the first additional miracle, p. 27).

For this, both were imprisoned by the then abbot of Zimiddo, Abba Mirqoryos,
because they transgressed the order ‘that giving monasticism is forbidden to other
abbots but to the abbot of Zimiddo’ (ed. p. 38, tr. p. 167).

According to the second miracle of St Mary presented in Part Two, Yohannas was
the sixth abbot after Birtilomewos (ed. p. 63, tr. p. 199).
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the miracles of Mary edited in Part Two) is the ambitious effort of the au-
thor(s) to consistently emphasise the truthfulness of the recounted episodes
and miracles by referring to (saintly) ear- or eyewitnesses.'?

It would be interesting to examine whether both saints enjoy liturgical ven-
eration and are honoured with a commemorative notice in a local Sankassar of
Dibrid Zimaddo since the memorial days are given for both saints (4 Togomt
and 30 Hamle). However, both Lives, together with the miracle stories pro-
vide extremely valuable material for the study of Ethiopic hagiography in gen-
eral and of indigenous hagiography in particular. Also the edited collection of
local miracles performed by St Mary (ed. pp. 62-112, tr. pp. 197-266) with
inspirational stories of faith, and narratives about the people’s daily life and
its challenges, offers rich material for further research.

The publication under review reminds the scholarly community once again
of the absolute necessity of a systematic and an overarching comparative
study of Ethiopic hagiography, its thematic relationships and intertextualities,
and of its common and specific motifs and elements, etc. The Editor has al-
ready contributed significantly to this endeavour in various ways for which
he deserves the highest appreciation.

Susanne Hummel, Universitit Hamburg

13 For example from the Gidli Birtilomewos, ‘However, this, that has been written, is
what was revealed to the spiritual saints. As for the rest, those who had seen it openly
have testified’ (p. 148); from the Gidli Yobannas, ‘this miracle was heard by people
of that village and other villages’ (p. 182). See also the passionately written concluding
passage of the colophon of the local miracles of St Mary (ed. pp. 111-112, tr. p. 266)
with a promise and a warning, ‘And you, people of Zimiddo, do not treat it like fic-
tion [...]. It will help you and rescue you from all tribulations of this world and the

one to come. But if you ignore (the miracle worker), she will utterly destroy you
from the life of body and soul’.
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