Getatchew Haile

The Kobri Nigéist Revisited

Ever since copies of the Kobrd Nigést fell into the hands of western scholars and
especially since Carl Bezold published his impressive edition and translation of
the text in 1909, research on the production of the book and its story has contin-
ued unabated. Among the recent studies, we find Robert Beylot’s article, pub-
lished in 2004,> as well as his French translation of the book in 20083, Osvaldo
Raineri’s Italian translation, which also appeared in 2008," and Sergew Gelaw’s
Ambharic translation which appeared in Addis Ababa in 1994 EC (= 2007/8).” In
addition, in 2001 E. A. Wallis Budge’s 1922 English translation was reprinted for
the third time.° Its title, Kobra Ngzst, was discussed in 1996 by Manfred Kropp.”

In brief, the story of the Kobri Nég:ist is about how the designation as the cho-
sen people of God passed from the Israelites to the Ethiopians as a result of King
Solomon’s violations of God’s commandments. The transfer was divinely arranged
in order to uphold the Lord’s “sure oath” to David that one of his sons would
always occupy his throne (Ps 132:11). The throne survives Solomon’s sin through
the establishment of a Solomonic dynasty in Ethiopia headed by the son of King
Solomon of Jerusalem and Queen Makadda of Ethiopia. This son was conceived
when the queen went to Jerusalem to seek the wisdom for which King Solomon
was famous.

There is no doubt that the story was originally composed in Arabic and later
adapted, not transiated, into Ga‘az by a committee of Ethiopian traditional schol-
ars, chaired by Noburd Hd Y:;sbaq.8 How much this group added to the original
will remain unknown until the original is discovered. But we must assume that sig-
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nificant changes were made in order to take a story that was probably vacillating
between Nubia and Abyssinia and make it decidedly Ethiopian.

Theoretically, the Solomonic dynasty in Ethiopia would have been established
at about 1000 BC. But we do not know much about it until after 1270 AD when a
certain strong man, Yokunno Amlak, forcefully overthrew the ruling House of the
Zag"e and established his own Amhara-Shoan dynasty. The new dynasty is some-
how viewed by tradition as a restoration of the Solomonic dynasty envisioned in
the Kobri Nigdst. However, there is no reliable evidence that there ever was any
such lost dynasty to be restored. The historian Taddesse Tamrat rightly calls
Yokunno Amlak’s military expedition a restoration of the dynasty that the pre-
sumed ancestors of this soldier, Yokunno Amlak, had lost.”

The Kobra Nagist, the presumed source of the story, appeared in Ga‘az a few
decades after Yokunno Amlak had “restored” the dynasty of his forefathers. Very
quickly, the book became the foundation on which the Ethiopian theocracy was
based. Local tradition takes the story as unquestionably factual. Indeed, Article 2
of the 1955 Ethiopian Constitution states that, “The Imperial dignity shall remain
perpetually attached to the line of Haile Sellassie I, descendant of King Sahle Sel-
lassie, whose line descends without interruption from the dynasty of Menelik I,
son of the Queen of Ethiopia, the Queen of Sheba, and King Solomon of Ethio-

»

pia.
Is the Kabri Négéist the source of the story of the relationship between the king

of Jerusalem and the queen of Ethiopia as it is known in Ethiopia? It may well
have been the source for the 1955 Ethiopian Constitution, but it was not, as some
historians have assumed, composed to justify the overthrow of the ruling House of
Zag"e or Zag"a and the restoration of the so-called Solomonic Dynasty.

The assumption about the rationale for the story is based on a statement which
the adapters of the Arabic original of the Kobri Négést into Ga‘az quoted from it
for a purpose: “(An attempt) to rule (for) those who are not Israelites is a trans-
gression of the (divine) law.”" But the reason for this quotation was not to explain
why the story was written but to offer an explanation for why the book was not
translated or adapted from Arabic to the local language, Ga‘oz, as soon as it came
to Ethiopia. It came to Ethiopia in 409 (=1224/5) when the rulers of the land hap-
pen to be the Zag"e who, indeed, were known not to be Israelites. The assumption
seems plausible; the Zag"e would not have allowed the translation and dissemina-
tion in their kingdom of a book that claims divine disapproval of their rule. How-
ever, there is simply no evidence that this statement was originally written to ad-
dress the illegitimacy of the Zag“e. Rather, to understand this statement we have
to differentiate between when the book came to Ethiopia, which was indeed dur-
ing the time of the Zag"e, and when the story was first composed, which seems to
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have been before the Zag"e. As we shall see, the target of the Kobri Négést was a
pagan woman ruler, either the Candace of Nubia or Hslanténe of Damot.

Another point to be made about the Kobrd Nzgéstis that while it does indeed
narrate a story about contact between a queen of Ethiopia and King Solomon of
Jerusalem and the son who was born from their union, that story seems to have
been misunderstood. In other words, the event the book describes might be
entirely different from what has been assumed by tradition as well as modern his-
torians. Here is my reason:

To begin with, the Kobrd Nzgéist never speaks of the Queen of Sheba or
Monilok (I). The 1955 Constitution, Wallis Budge’s English translation and many
other works on the book drag the Queen of Sheba and Monilok (I) into the story
without any basis for doing so. To the contrary, the names of these personalities
are simply not found anywhere in the Kobri Négédsi. Rather, the story in the
Kobri Négiést is about King Solomon of Jerusalem, the Queen of the South, and
their son Dawit (David). To be sure, there is, in the Yemenite tradition, a queen
called Queen of Sheba (as in the Old Testament, I Kings 10 and 2 Chronicles 9)
who visited King Solomon. The Yemenites call her Bilqis. The Kobri Nagést nei-
ther recognizes this queen nor denies her historical existence; she was just not the
subject of the Kobrd Nigést. In the Kobréi Négést, the sovereign is a Queen of the
South (as in the New Testament, Matthew 12 and Luke 11). The author gave her a
name, Makadda, to make it clear, I suspect, that he was not writing about the
Queen of Sheba called Bilgis. Why he chose this particular name is not known and
irrelevant for this discussion. If the etymology is, indeed, the Arabic ma kaza “not
s0,” as the book says,'' the message could be “her name is not Bilgis.”

Historians and biblical scholars assume that the Queen of the South mentioned
in the New Testament is the same Queen of Sheba whose story is told in the Old
Testament. They may well be right, but there is no evidence that that was the un-
derstanding of the author of the Kobra Négést. For him these two queens were
two different rulers of two different countries, Ethiopia and Sheba. And of course,
many rulers, including the Queen of Sheba (Bilgis) and the Queen of the
South/Ethiopia (Makadda), visited King Solomon. How can one disprove this
assumption?

The genesis of the name “Moanilok™ has its own interesting story. It came about
because the writers who adapted the Arabic legend into Go‘oz as Kobrd Négést
did not translate the words by which the king’s and queen’s son was described in
Arabic, “ibn al-hakin” (“son of the wise man”) into wéilda tdbib (“son of the wise
man”). Rather, they simply transliterated the Arabic expression with Ga‘oz letters,
as bayni alhokm, making, presumably, the incorrect assumption that “ibn al-
hakint” was a proper name. From this bdyna alhokm we have now, by a long proc-
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ess, the corrupt form “manilak,” which might not be found as a proper name in
the Arabic version of the legend. The long process has produced several forms, in-
cluding obné holkam, preserved in the Gédli dzra."?

Who was this Queen of the South? We know that she was pagan and that she
inspired the author of the original Kobrd Nigést to write about a queen called
Makadda. In writing the book, the author drew upon a story widely known in
Egypt, especially among the Copts, about the relationship between King Solomon
of Jerusalem and an unnamed queen of Ethiopia. As said above, we do not know
why he called the queen Makadda when he developed his version. However, the
actual queen who inspired him might be found in some reliable sources. The
Kobri Négést describes her as Queen of Ethiopia. We also know that the author
of the short Arabic story, more or less similar to the story in the Kobri Nigést,"”
which Bezold published within his introduction to his edition and translation of
the Kobri Négést, describes her as the Queen of al-Habashah, of the people of
al-Habashah, and of the land of the al-Nejashi,' refraining from giving her a
name.

This short Arabic version, which has somehow eluded the scrutiny of modern
historians, claims that in ancient times, the reign of the kingdom of al-Habashah
(Ethiopia) belonged to daughters of rulers. The example he gave is the pagan
mother of the pagan queen who visited King Solomon. This might sound like a
story of another country, as Ethiopia was never ruled by queens. So what could be
the basis for this claim? We have sources that could give us some clues to the
answer, if we accept that the author wrote about an Ethiopian queen. One such
source is Sawirus’s History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church of Alexandria,
which clearly agrees with the short Arabic narrative.” Not surprisingly, Sawirus,
the author of the Kobri Nzgést, and the author of the short Arabic text all agree
on the story they tell because the latter two claim that their story was extracted
from the history of the ancient Coptic fathers, that is, from the History of the
Patriarchs of the Coptic Church of Alexandria, which makes a reference to a
pagan queen of the Bani al-Hamawiyah who led her people against the Christians
in the tenth century.

A second source, with extremely important information, is Ibn Haukal. This
historian reports that the queen, who ruled from her center ‘in the south of Ethio-
pia,” was “widely known as the most powerful ruler in the Ethiopian region for a
long time. . . The queen and her pagan followers destroyed churches and killed

12 André Caquot, “Les Actes d’Ezra de Gunda-Gundg,” Annales d’Ethiopie, vol. 4 (1961), p. 72.
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Patrologia Orientalis, vol. V (1910), 145-6; Vol. X (1915), pp. 508-9.
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Christians.”'® The news of her persecution of Christians “for a long time” must
have reverberated throughout the Coptic community in Egypt, enough to depress
the co-religionists and to create fertile ground for stories of her imaginary con-
quest and conversion. Moreover, that Ibn Haukal does not name the queen would
seem to support the idea that the author of the short Arabic story did not name
the queen because no source available to him contained her name.

If we compare the queen’s description in the short Arabic story with the claim
in the Kobréd Nigast that an attempt by non-Israelites to rule is a transgression of
the (divine) law, we would suspect the existence of a non-Christian monarch as the
target or inspiration of the story. The sources tell us that the monarch who vio-
lated this law was both a woman and a non-Israelite. The House of Zag"e was not
Israelite, but it was not headed by a woman either. We can, therefore, conclude
with certainty that the Zag"e were definitely not in the mind of the story’s author;
rather, this non-Israelite dynasty was drawn into discussions because it just hap-
pened to be in power when the Arabic original was first brought to Ethiopia in
1224/5 AD.

The Kobri Négist was thus meant to push a pagan queen to abdicate her
throne gracefully to a male who would be a Christian king and to help insure that
in the future, women would not rule Ethiopia.

If this analysis is correct, it would locate the time of the composition of the
original Kobri Négést in the reign of this nameless pagan queen, that is, to the
tenth century. The text could not have been composed any earlier because it men-
tions the City of Cairo, which was founded in 969 A.D. Furthermore, the tenth
century was a time when the relationship between Ethiopia and the Alexandrian
Patriarchate was at its lowest ebb.

Are the local sources really so silent on this Queen of the Bans al-Hamawiyah
that historians found no reference to her? It seems strange that “evil deeds” of
such magnitude could be totally ignored by local writers. Could it not be that this
queen is hiding in the legendary Hsato/dslanténe? It is common for legendary fig-
ures to be based on real historical people, such as Grann for whom there are now
legendary stories. She cannot be Gudit, even though the nation’s memory of the
destruction she inflicted on the Christian kingdom is so widespread and old that
even Zir'a Ya‘aqob (1434-1468) reminded us of how she misled Christians into
divinations.'” The spirit of Abba Elyas, a nephew of Zir'a Ya‘aqob, who carried a
message from the Virgin Mary to King Bd’odd Maryam (1468-1478) that was
related to the queen’s devastation that is instructive: “(Mary) says to you, go to the

16  See Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State, p. 39.
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(them) from Satan,” C. Conti Rossini and L. Ricci (ed), Il Libro della Luce del Negus Zar'a
Ya‘qob (Mashafa Berhan) I, CSCO, 261, script. aeth., t. 51 (1965), p. 51.
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land of Hnnébse and renovate the building of my shrine (Mértuld Maryam) which
my enemy Gudit, the queen of Sayant has put on fire. And this G"adit, fire (dsat),
the queen of the sorcerers of the land of Suba has consumed. Therefore, build
Mirtuld Maryam first because it has precedence over this Atronasi Maryam.”'®
This source suggests the existence of two queens--Gudit, the queen of Sayant who
set Mértuld Maryam on fire, and Hsat (or “Fire”), the queen of the sorcerers of
the land of Suba who in turn consumed G“odit. The name Hsat could be dsato,
which in turn could have come from Hslanténe, the name tradition gives to the
mother of Motilime of Damot." Both mother and son were enemies of the Chris-
tian kingdom.

There may be additional historical facts to be learned about the history of
Ethiopia from the description of the legend, especially from the short Arabic ver-
sion. That version concludes with these interesting words:

Regarding the eunuch, the envoy of the Candace (Acts 8:26-39), it is reported that the reason for his
coming to Jerusalem was to worship in it. As he was on his return, the Holy Spirit sent the Apostle
Philip to him. The eunuch believed and was baptized. He went to his country and preached Christ
therein. They all believed in his hands. Then, Parmenas, one of the seven (deacons, Acts 6:5) went
to them. He baptized them and consecrated for them priests and deacons. He ordained that their
father (i.e. “their metropolitan”) be from the See of Mark the Evangelist. The Orthodox faith held

fast in the Abyssinian country. The kingdom remains steadfast for David to the end of time, forever.
Glory, praise, magnitude, honor, and worship be to the Holy Trinity to all eternity. Amen.

This (story) is extracted from the chronicles of the former Coptic Patriarchs. Praise be to the giver
of understanding and mind to his creatures; and may his compassion be on us forever. Amen.

This excerpt could give credence to the theory that the Kobrd Nigésts Queen of
the South could be a queen of the Nubians who were also called Ethiopians,” es-
pecially in the face that Ethiopia never had a women sovereign as the Nubians
had. Interestingly, the Kobrd Nagist, too, makes a reference to the eunuch and his
queen, but there, Candace is Hondike, another name of “India,” and the queen is
“Queen of India (and Ethiopia)” not Queen, the Candace,” as the book of Acts
has it. But the title nejashi in this short Arabic version, is Ethiopian. Only the
author was not aware of the difference between the two countries, Nubia of the
Candace and Abyssinia of the Niga$i or Najashi. That should not come as a sur-
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prise or be cause to suggest a new theory that excludes Ethiopia. Abu Salih, the
Armenian, too, shows similar confusion.”

But here is a puzzling point: why does this story, extracted from the history of
the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church, not base the relationship between the Coptic
Church of Alexandria and that of Ethiopia on the efforts of Frumentius, the first
bishop of Aksum/Ethiopia? Frumentius is not even included in the list of saints of
the Coptic Church. His story is not known to the non-Chalcedonean (the Mono-
physite Coptic) Church which calls the Ethiopian Church a daughter, while it is
well known to the Chalcedonean (the Melchite Coptic) Church.

Actually, the story of Frumentius which we have in the Ethiopian Synaxarium is
not acquired from the Synaxarium of the Coptic Church, although the former is
basically a translation from the latter, which means the Coptic Synaxarium does
not recognize Frumentius. There must be some reason why his story is not found
there or in the History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church of Alexandria. The
entry is definitely not a local composition. According to an old manuscript from
the Monastery of Dibra Hayq dstifanos (EMML 1763, ff. 84b-86a), the Frumen-
tius story was brought to Ethiopia by a certain Abba Silama, possibly at the occa-
sion when, or after, the Ethiopian Church was put under the jurisdiction of the
Coptic (Monophysite) Orthodox Church. As I showed when publishing the docu-
ment, the story was introduced (or reintroduced) at an unspecified time, with
these words: “It is my pleasure to tell you how your land, the land of Ag‘azi, be-
came Christian, as we found (it) written, how all your lands became Christian.”**

The narrator goes on to tell the story as told by Rufinus--and later repeated by
Greek historians--and concludes with a note that it is also found in a local source
called dibdigon, “diptych.” The narrator, Abba Silama, did not get the story from
Coptic sources. He translated it from one of the Greek sources (Socrates); it is
presented as a homily of Abba Sélama, z4-Abba Sélama. In this particular context,
“Abba Silama” must be the narrator of the story of Frumentius; he cannot be the
Frumentius who is the story’s subject, as the compiler(s) of the Synaxary had
thought.

Who was this Sdlama? To begin with, sa/ma, if used as a proper name is either
Arabic or Syriac, meaning “peace.” With this meaning in mind, the Synaxary
(Hamle 26) identifies the prelate with Frumentius, with the wrong explanation
that the name Sédlama was given to him in Ethiopia when he arrived in Aksum as a
bishop and “preached the peace of Christ.” This explanation is not acceptable,
because Arabic was not the language of the Aksumites nor was it known in Egypt
in 330 AD when Frumentius was in Alexandria. If Frumentius received a name in

23 B. T. A. Evetts (ed. and tr.), The Churches & Monasteries of Egypt and Some Neighbouring
Countries Attributed to AbG Salih, the Armenian, Oxford 1896, London 1969, p. 285-6.

24  Getatchew Haile (ed.), "The Homily in Honour of St. Frumentius, Bishop of Axum," Analecta
Bollandiana, 97 (1979), pp. 309-18.
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Ethiopia that reflected what he brought to Ethiopia, it would have been Silam
(Peace) or Sédlamawi (A Man of Peace). The expression, “he was called Abba
Sélama because he preached the peace of Christ,” must have been appended
to the end of the story to create a connection between this Abba Silama and
Frumentius.

As I have discussed elsewhere,” this Abba Silama must be the one who came
from Alexandria in the ninth century,” by which time Arabic had become the lan-
guage of the Copts as well. He came centuries after the real first bishop, Frumen-
tius, that is to say, after enough time had passed for the memory of the first bishop
to have faded. The death of the fourth-century Frumentius (the Illuminator) is
commemorated on 18 Tahsas. The death of the ninth-century Sidlama is com-
memorated on 26 Hamle, but, interestingly, with the Synaxary entry of the fourth-
century Frumentius and his title, “The Iluminator” (Ké&sate Barhan), wrongly
transferred to him.

These facts lead one to the conclusion that the Ethiopian Church’s relationship
with the Coptic Church of Alexandria must be a later development, established
after the Ethiopian Church had gone initially with the Melkites when the schism
occurred in 451AD. The advent to Ethiopia of the Nine Saints from the Mediter-
ranean/Byzantine world in the sixth-seventh century might have played a role in
Ethiopian’s coming to the fold of the Monophysites.

25 “Prologue” to the reprint of Taddesse Tamrat’s , Church and State, Los Angeles, forthcoming.
26 Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State, p. 36. j



