Christian Metalwork in Early Solomonic Ethiopia:

Production, Function, and Symbolism

Jacopo Gnisci

*Manuscript Version Accepted for publication in Peace, Power, and Prestige: Metal Arts in Africa. Editors:

Cooksey, Susan. 254-65. Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art, Gainesville, FL 2020*

The cross has been at the heart of the religious and spiritual life of Christian Ethiopians since the
introduction of Christianity in Late Antiquity. Ethiopic literature is rich in accounts of its miraculous
properties. Believers wear it as a pendant around their necks for protection and may have it tattooed on their
foreheads to assert their faith. Clergymen mount large processional crosses with hollow shafts on poles
swathed with colourful fabrics, carrying them in procession or using them in liturgical settings. They also hold
small crosses with handles that fit in the palm to bestow blessings upon the faithful and indicate their
ecclesiastical status. Even the landscape of Ethiopia is marked by the sign of the cross which appears atop
many of the country’s churches, from the roots of the rugged peaks of the Simien mountains to the tranquil
lush shore or Lake Tana and from the parched plains with sandstone outcrops of the Gar‘alta regions to the
gentler eucalyptus-dotted slopes which surround the capital.

Throughout the centuries Ethiopian crosses have been made of different materials including wood,
leather, and fabric. But it is especially in the intricate geometrical patterns and elegant lines of metal crosses
produced from at least the twelfth century onwards that the skill and inventiveness of Ethiopian artists is
fully revealed. Yet, we still know very little of the history of the making of these works. In this respect, much
of the earliest surviving evidence comes from the early Solomonic period (1270-1527). So, it is on this time

frame that this essay focuses to start filling some of the gaps in our knowledge.



Metalwork had important and yet, to date, little-researched and little-understood functions within
the ever-shifting boundaries of early Solomonic Ethiopia (1270-1527).! Metal objects were used to express
religious or secular authority and in liturgical and healing practices.? Secular objects from this period have
not survived the ravages of time, so that knowledge of them is based primarily on secondary evidence,
including coeval sources and depictions of Old Testament rulers and historical figures in Ethiopic manuscripts,
as shown by a miniature from a 15™-century Ethiopic Psalter in which Solomon is portrayed with items of
regalia of Ethiopian kings including a sword (Fig. 1).3 In contrast, the treasuries of Ethiopian churches still
preserve a variety of items, including crosses, censers, ewers, patens, spoons, and other liturgical
paraphernalia (Fig. 2).* The reasons for this discrepancy remain to be explored, but it seems likely that an
aversion towards the destruction of the sacred, a desire to preserve objects connected with the memory of
holy men, and the sanctuary offered by church treasuries were among the factors that prevented an equally
great loss of religious art.’ If to this one adds that the writing of books was monopolized by the clergy,® it
becomes clear that a focus on the religious rather than on the secular domain provides firmer grounds for an
enquiry into the aesthetical, functional, and symbolic properties of metalwork in Ethiopia.

Nevertheless, in a theocratic state such as Ethiopia, where Christianity pervaded most aspects of life,
the division between the religious and secular spheres was never too sharp. Indeed, metal objects with
Christian significance were often donated to churches and monasteries by powerful secular figures, including
the Emperor. Donations of paraphernalia, but also of land, were essential to the formation and strengthening
of ties between ecclesiastic institutions, on the one hand, and the emperor and local elites, on the other.’
Evidence of this is found in colophons and inventories preserved in Ethiopic manuscripts, but also on the
artworks themselves, especially on crosses of bronze and brass.

The earliest cross with such an inscription is the one donated by Emperor Tantdwadam and kept in
the church of ‘Ura Masqél (Fig. 3).2 Longer inscriptions found on crosses® and other types of objects indicate
that such donations were also made in the hopes of obtaining spiritual benefit, as shown by a series of
portable altars donated by Emperor Lalibdla who ruled Ethiopia between the late 12™ and early 13t
centuries.'® Moreover, donation notes in manuscripts show that the gifts given to monasteries included

metal objects, such as patens, ewers, but also textiles and manuscripts.!! By having his name recorded on his



gift, a donor ensured that, after his death, the clergy would pray to intercede for his soul during a religious
service called tdzkar (commemoration).'? Therefore, Christian metal items were part of a broader population
of objects — each with its own function and symbolic meaning —that could be donated for political or religious
reasons to ecclesiastical institutions.

Ethiopian crosses are especially rich in symbolic meaning, as shown by an examination of the
morphological features of the Tantawadam cross. The ram horns on its shaft, for instance, are an evident
allusion to the Binding of Isaac and to its connection with the Crucifixion of Jesus.®® Allusions to the continuity
between the Old and New Testaments such as this, and to the former's foreshadowing of the latter, are a
typical feature of the arts and literature of the Ethiopian Church. Equally evident is the trinitarian
significance of the three small crosses placed within the concentric circle, which also evoke Ethiopian
depictions of the Crucifixion in other artistic media.’® Finally, the outer circle in the Tantdwadam cross
functions as a mandorla of glory. The iconography of the circular mandorla is frequently attested in Ethiopian
crosses, but also in early Solomonic miniatures of the Ascension.!® Therefore, many of the multivalent motifs
which appear in Christian Ethiopian metalwork belong to a broader artistic vernacular which Ethiopian artists
shaped and adapted to help visualize their own understanding of the divine.

The circular mandorla type is not the only form used in Ethiopian art. The so-called Lalibédla crosses,
for instance, feature a pear-shaped band that derives from the globe-mandorla type attested in local
examples of wall-painting and manuscript illustration and, more generally, in other Christian traditions.” On
the one hand, this shows that some of iconographic elements which appear in Ethiopian art stem from a
common artistic tradition that has its roots in the Late Antiquity.!® On the other hand, the endless and subtle
geometric variations introduced in each Ethiopian cross — which, coupled with the use of the lost-wax
technique,!® make each piece unique —challenge the assumption that Ethiopian artists of the early Solomonic
period were lacking in creativity.?° A bronze cross in the collection of the Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art (Fig.
4),2* which represents a variant of the Lalibila type, illustrates their capacity to give new form to the meaning
of object through subtle morphological adaptations. In fact, in this cross, which can be tentatively dated on

stylistic grounds to the fourteenth or fifteenth century,? the outer band of the mandorla is replaced by an



arch, thus creating a motif that evokes an iconography used since the Aksumite period to allude to the loca
sancta of Jerusalem.?®

Inscriptions such as the one found on the cross of Emperor Tantawadam are also attested in works
from the early Solomonic period. The best-known example is a processional cross donated by Emperor Zar’a
Ya‘aqob (r. 1434-68) and now in the church of Dibrd Td’amina.* One face of the cross features a
representation of the Virgin and Child flanked by the Archangels Michael and Gabriel,?> while the other is
decorated with the Transfiguration.?® If this latter motif is uncommon, representations of the Virgin and Child
appear in the majority of incised processional crosses dating from the second half of the fifteenth to early
sixteenth centuries, as illustrated by another processional cross in the Harn Museum, which features the
Trinity?” on one side and the Virgin and Child on the other (Fig. 5).

The Harn cross offers one of the earliest representations of the motif of the Trinity in Ethiopian art.
The diffusion of this iconography has been rightly associated with the trinitarian writings of Zar’a Ya‘aqob by
Heldman.?® In fact, the iconography of this cross is in accordance with the theological views of the Emperor,
who preferred the metaphor of three suns to describe the mystery of the Trinity, rather than that of one sun
with three properties.?® Although uncommon as a motif, the Trinity is especially suitable in this context since
the Ethiopians, like other Christians, make the sign of the cross in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit. The pattée cross finials and shaft of this cross seem to be later additions, suggesting that it may
have initially been used as an unusually large pectoral cross.

The recurring presence of Marian imagery on Ethiopian crosses and icons belonging to the second
half of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries can be associated to Zar'a Ya'aqob’s efforts to promote
devotion towards the Cross and the Virgin across his kingdom. In fact, this influential Ethiopian emperor, as
Kaplan has convincingly shown, took advantage of the visual power of these two elements to promote his
religious and political policies and unify his divided territories under their pan-Christian symbolism.3° The
Emperor additionally required his subjects to prostrate themselves before an image of the Virgin placed
under a canopy in church.?! This kind of homage was no doubt rendered not just to icons, but also to crosses
such as the one in the Harn’s collection.®? In an effort to root out pagan and syncretistic beliefs from his

kingdom, Zir’a Ya‘aqob also encouraged his subjects to wear small images of the Virgin for protection.3® A



small number of fifteenth-century portable icons, but also an exceptional pectoral cross in the Harn Museum
(fig. 6),>* were probably produced in compliance with his instructions.

Pectoral crosses with imagery from the fifteenth-century are extremely rare. The Harn pectoral cross
is decorated with images of the Virgin of Tenderness on one side and of Christ in Majesty on the other. The
former scene shows the infant Jesus tenderly embracing his mother. Used sporadically in the fourteenth-
century, images emphasizing Mary’s motherly love became popular in Ethiopia between the fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries.®® The Maiestas Domini on the other side of the Cross shows God seated in a
mandorla surrounded by the four living creatures. In Ethiopia, as in Coptic art, this image is often combined
with representations of the Ascension to allude to the Second Coming.3®

Unfortunately, despite the existence of numerous crosses with depictions of the Virgin and Child, we
know almost nothing about the artists or workshops who produced them. Fifteenth-century icons are
occasionally signed by artists who have been identified as ecclesiastics,®” but to date no signed cross bearing
the name of its marker has been published. Sporadically, passages in hagiographic texts (gdd/) written during
the early Solomonic period, provide a glimpse into the organization of monastic life. However, if the studying,
teaching, and copying of manuscripts are occasionally listed among the activities of monks,® there are
typically no references to metalworking.

A possible exception is offered by the gddl of lydsus Mo’a (1241-93), abbot of Dabra Hayq 3stifanos,
who is said to have made twenty-four lamps “with his own hands.”3® According to Heldman, “because such
church lamps are typically made of metal, one may conclude that lydasus Mo’a had received training as a
metalworker.”*® This may be true, but, on the whole, the silence of the sources strongly suggests a negative
attitude towards, or disinterest in, the sort of manual labour required to produce objects in metal.*! At the
same time, the presence of Islamic metalwork in the treasuries of many Ethiopian churches disproves
Heldman’s opinion that it would have been “most inappropriate to place the production of [...] sacred
liturgical objects into the hands of non-Christian metalworkers.” The questions of where and by whom
crosses like the one in the Harn Museum were produced must therefore remain open, though their close
stylistic and iconographic affinities point, if not towards a single workshop, then at least towards a concerted

effort to use them as agents of a centralized aesthetic authority.



Finally, to conclude this brief survey of the role of metal in early Solomonic Ethiopia, it is worth noting
that a study of the sources also reveals an ambiguous attitude towards the materiality of art and the use of
precious metals such as gold (wdrg). This can be illustrated by taking in consideration some of the historical
documents concerning the reigns of Zdr'a Ya‘aqob and his father Emperor Dawit Il (r. ca. 1379/80-1413)
preserved in the Mdshafd tefut from the church of Dabra 3gzi'abaher Ab on Amba Gasan. The manuscript
records that Dawit Il refused a large sum of gold dinars asserting that “gold and silver are of no use for the
salvation of the soul and the body.”*? Yet, in the same manuscript, Zir'a Ya‘agqob is commended for having
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decorated a church with “gold and precious stones”** and for having placed a relic of the True Cross in a “gold

chest.”#

If to this one adds that the church inventories specify when and what objects in their possession
are made of precious metals,* as well as the evidence afforded by hagiographic works, such as that of the
fourteenth-century Saint ‘Abiya 3gzi’ who is said to have been pure as gold “purified seven times,”® it
becomes evident that the Ethiopian clergy condemned the coveting of riches but approved of the making of
Christian items in precious metals. In a certain sense, one could even say that they regarded metal objects,
and works of art in other media, with the same mindset with which they regarded their body. Just as
Ethiopian holy men sought to cleanse themselves from sin through an asceticism which mortified their flesh,

thus valuing the spiritual over the physical, they did not concern themselves with the materiality of metal

items,* or with the processes which led to their creation, but with their symbolic and spiritual properties.
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