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JAMES DE LORENZI, Guardians of the Tradition: History and
Historical Writings in Ethiopia and Eritrea, Rochester Studies in
African History and the Diaspora (Rochester: University of Rochester
Press, 2015), 232 pp., 12 ills. Price: £ 70.00. ISBN: 978-15-804-6519-9.

James De Lorenzi is a remarkable scholar who has worked for many years on
the modern history, mainly the intellectual history, of the Horn of Africa.
His latest, and most interesting book deals with the work of Ethiopian and
Eritrean intellectuals, examined in terms of tradition and cultural change. This
topic has been analyzed by a great number of scholars, but is rarely treated in
such a sweeping geographical-historical framework. Ethiopia and Eritrea are
usually separate research themes; investigation into both areas is therefore the
first merit of this volume, and this should be underlined here.

The historical background deals with the nineteenth-twentieth century, a
period extremely relevant because of the encounter with foreign cultures
and the challenges posed by colonialism. Three authors are examined in
detail and their work is compared to the historical and cultural works of
previous Ethiopian—Eritrean writers confronted with changes in the literary
milieu and with new cultural developments.

The first chapter, “The Inherited Tradition’, deals with classical Ethiopian
historiography and so-called vernacular historiography, ‘intended to preserve,
refine, and transmit received knowledge —the historical truths that our fathers
have told’ (see p.28). The author tries to answer many questions and his
sophisticated analysis is mainly focused on the different interpretations of the
past. It is very well documented and, at the same time, a synthetic narrative
presentation.

U bttp:/ /www.earlyafricanchristianity.com/blog/post.php?s=2014-07-11-ethiopian-christi-
anity; bttp://www.ibtimes.com/ethiopia-first-christian-nation-1110400.
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The following chapters, 2, 3 and 4, are focused respectively on very well-
known writers and historians such as Gibri Krestos Takla Haymanot (1892—
1932), Gibri Mika’él Germu (1900-1969), Heruy Wilda Sellasé (1878-1938).

The first intellectual is an interesting figure; born in Eritrea and son of an
orthodox priest, he was educated at the Swedish mission in Asmira, worked
in the first printing press in the entire Horn, and moved to Addis Abiba in
the early 1920s. Gabri Krestos Tikld Haymanot is compared with the main
historical writers of the first decades of the twentieth century. In this light De
Lorenzi examines his important manuscript, Short History of the World in
Ambaric (Addis Ababa 1924), that covers more than two millennia. De
Lorenzi describes this work as extremely innovative, unconventional, not
focused on dynastic history, but mainly concentrating on foreign actors and
global processes of change: a kind of popular history, which does not address
the intellectual élite, but is rather a contribution to the Ethiopian people’s
emancipation. As the author maintains, Gibri Krestos as a historian was
quite unlike the court historians and church scholars who preceded him; he
established a new professional role. As a cosmopolitan writer, he changed
early-twentieth century historiography, exemplifying a new culture, reforms
and modernization. As a result of the European invasion and Muslim-
Christian confrontation, the period was full of contradictions and new
developments. Having outlined the biographical details, the author examines
‘New Varieties of History’ (pp. 49-66), which is the most interesting part of
this chapter, discussing among other things, the innovative role of Gabre-
Heywit Baykadaii, one of the best known writers of the period.

Chapter 3 ‘Gibri Mika’él Germu and the History of Colonialism’ deals
with another less known author who only recently received the attention of
scholars. Although most of his manuscripts have never been published, they
are catalogued at the Institute of Ethiopian Studies in Addis Abiba. Born in
Colonial Eritrea, he first received a Church education, and later attended a
colonial school, becoming quite close to religious organizations and the
missions.

De Lorenzi focuses his presentation mainly on the Amharic manuscript
‘History of Italy and Ethiopia’, describing a long story of European imperial-
ism in the Horn, up to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. Particularly
interesting for the author are the pages concentrating on early Italian colonial-
ism in Eritrea, discussing collaboration, resistance and the dynamics of
domination in the highlands. The manuscript is autobiographical and, at the
same time, it is an historical narrative based on a large variety of sources: oral
memories collected by elders, written documents such as Church manu-
scripts, and both European and local sources. The description of the foreign
intervention is quite critical, similar to what other Eritrean intellectuals had
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already expressed in their works, the most famous among them being Gibri-
Egziabhér Gila-Maryam. The best known intellectual maintaining pro-Italian
politics was Afiwirq Gibra-Iydsus. During the 1930s and later, Gabrd Mika’
él published in many journals, and, as De Lorenzi maintains, he ‘was clearly a
new kind of colonial species: a native intermediary — a critical player in the
day-to-day operation of the colonial state’ (p. 72). During his life Gibrid Mika’
él produced at least five important works and a great number of shorter
studies. He was also a great collector of documents, as I personally discovered
in Asmira in the 1990s when I had the chance to visit his family on several
occasions, while conserving other manuscripts. The son was very helpful and
allowed me to copy a great number of documents which I deposited at the
Institute of Ethiopian Studies in Addis Ababa.

Chapter 4, ‘Heruy Wildi Sellasé and the New Queen of Sheba’ deals with
this important author who inaugurated a new literary genre, i.e. travel litera-
ture, visiting many countries in Africa, Europe, America and Asia. In 1923 he
accompanied Minin Asfaw, the wife of Crown Prince Téfari Mikonnen and
the future Empress, to the Middle East, visiting Palestine and reporting his
journey in an official account, The Journey of le’ult wayzaro Mandin to Jeru-
salem and Egypt (puplished in 1915 (EC) by Tifiri Mikonnen Press, Addis
Abiba). A New Queen of Sheba, the founding mother of the Ethiopian na-
tion, as the author defines her. Other travels reinforced knowledge of
Ethiopia abroad and were important in furthering national prestige. At the
same time they contributed to a better understanding of the world abroad:
together with ras Tafari he visited Europe in 1924, attended a diplomatic
mission in Japan in 1931, and travelled to Greece, Syria and Egypt in 1932.

Born into a humble family, Heruy was chosen by Emperor Manilok and
attended school, receiving a basic education that enabled him to work later on
as a civil servant. He was also the director of the government press, encourag-
ing a greater diffusion of Amharic books particularly in the field of education.
In 1930, during the beginning of Emperor Hayli Sallase’s reign, he was
appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs but continued to be a prolific writer of
prose, novels, poems, fiction and journalistic articles. A real innovator, he was
an important figure in modern Ethiopian literature, a modernizer, introduc-
ing many innovations into the country, and opening Ethiopia to the western
world. Many details of his literary production and innovations are mentioned
in the volume under review: ‘It’s not Easy Being Modern’ (pp. 102-110) and
‘Living History’ (pp. 110-115), describe foreign countries and comparing
them with Ethiopia’s historical traditions and contemporary changes. Accord-
ing to De Lorenzi ‘the connection between travelography and the ideology of
imperial power’ (p. 112) that Heruy asserted in all his works in a sort of
creative history must certainly deserves to be mentioned. Moreover, “Travel
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writing allowed him to reconcile past and present, the ancient and the modern,
the sacred and the profane’ (p. 114). This remarkable intellectual spent a
creative life between writing and serving the monarchy. During Hayli Sallase’s
exile in Great Britain in 1936, and following the Italian conquest, Heruy
joined the Emperor and assisted him. He died in Bath in 1938.

Chapter 5 “The Triumph of Historicism?’ closes the volume; here the au-
thor poses many questions about the intersection of modernity and local ‘ver-
nacular’ narratives in a changing Ethiopia, during the last decades of the twen-
tieth century. De Lorenzi gives some insights into the contribution that these
three writers offered to contemporary academic historiography which has
developed according to new methodologies and new sources. Particularly
during the 1970s-1990s, the Department of History, Addis Ababa University,
was a relevant institution, collaborating in international research and, at the
same time, contributing to a national historiography. Ethiopia and Eritrea
were a part of this story, taking different positions and, at the beginning of this
century, taking very different paths. This volume explores ‘the changing na-
ture of history in the Horn of Africa’ and the ‘non-Western effort to describe
and understand the past’ (pp. 137-138). An ongoing debate, a stimulating topic.

Irma Taddia, Universita di Bologna
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