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Abstract

Two recently published inscriptions from the Ethiopian site of 
Beta Samā῾ti, not far from Yǝḥa in Northern Ethiopia, provide fur-
ther evidence to our understanding of Aksumite epigraphy. Along 
with the early date of its archaeological context, the two short 
inscriptions have interesting parallels: the first one could share 
a lexeme of controversial interpretation (gǝbgab/gǝbgāb) with an 
inscription from the cathedral of Aksum; the second one, according 
to the proposed hypothesis, has a peculiar parallel with the enig-
matic inscribed Gǝ῾ǝz letters that are embossed on the front metal 
cover of the ᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel III.

Premise

The recent publication of first results from excavations of 
Beta Samā῾ti (Beta Samati),1) not far from Yǝḥa (Yeha), 
highlights the discovery of an ancient Aksumite town located 
along the ancient trade route from Aksum to the Red Sea. 
These findings are of considerable importance for the history 
of the Kingdom of Aksum and have helped clarify numerous 
issues, including the nature of international trade and the 
early diffusion of Christianity. In particular, an early basilica 
and two Christian inscriptions have emerged. This note pro-
vides more details on the two inscriptions, including publica-
tion of text and translation, with a commentary.

tHe arCHaeologiCal Context

The site of Beta Samā῾ti was first investigated in 2009 
after local residents pointed archaeologists to a hill near the 

* Alessandro Bausi is responsible for the epigraphical, philological, and 
linguistic commentary; Michael J. Harrower is responsible for directing the 
Southern Red Sea Archaeological Histories (SRSAH) Project that discov-
ered the inscriptions and Ioana A. Dumitru for supervising excavations of 
Beta Samā῾ti. The research has been funded by the European Research 
Council, European Union Seventh Framework Programme IDEAS 
(FP7/2007-2013) / ERC grant agreement no. 338756 (TraCES: From 
Translation to Creation: Changes in Ethiopic Style and Lexicon from Late 
Antiquity to the Middle Ages), 2014–2019; by The Union of the German 
Academies of Sciences and Humanities through a project of the Academy 
of Hamburg (Beta maṣāḥǝft: Die Schriftkultur des christlichen Äthiopiens 
und Eritreas: eine multimediale Forschungsumgebung), 2016–; and by the 
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (Exzellenzcluster 2176: Understanding 
Written Artefacts: Materiality, Interaction and Transmission in Manuscript 
Cultures), 2019–. Excavations were funded by Johns Hopkins University, 
as well as the Archaeological Institute of America in 2015 and the National 
Geographic Society in 2016 with the permission and support of the Federal 
Republic of Ethiopia, Authority for Research and Conservation of Culture 
Heritage (ARCCH) and the Tigray Culture and Tourism Bureau (TCTB). 
Special thanks go to Michael Gervers for having provided a picture of the 
metal cover of the MS ᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā III (here fig. 5).

1) Literally, ‘House of the martyr(s)’ or ‘Church of the martyr(s)’: the 
Tǝgrǝññā word samā῾ti is certainly the Gǝ῾ǝz samā῾t, an internal plural of 
samā῾i ‘witness, martyr’; for ‘martyrs’ in the plural, the ‘plural of the plu-
ral’ samā῾tāt is frequently used (see Dillmann 1865, 338–339). It remains 
to be cleared how this apparent meaning became to be understood as ‘house 
of audience’ (it could be ‘house of those who hear’) at present by the local 
community (see Harrower et al. 2019, 1537).
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modern town of ῾Ǝdāgā Rabu῾. Excavations in 2011, 2012, 
2015, and 2016 revealed key details of ancient occupation at 
Beta Samā῾ti. In Area A, near the top of the site, domestic 
and workshop activities dating between the eighth century 
BCe and seventh century Ce were discovered. In Area B, near 
the base of the tell, an ancient basilica occupied between the 
fourth and the seventh century Ce was revealed. As further 
described below, the two inscriptions examined in this paper 
were found just outside the eastern wall of the basilica.

i. insCriPtion (fig. 1)

A fragment of an inscription was found during excavation, 
in rubble from the collapse of the eastern wall of the basilica 
(Area B, Square 48, Locus 62, Lot 1, Bag 27: Fig. 2).2) The 

2) See Harrower et al. 2019, 1543–1544, fig. 1.

inscription is carved on a block of fine beige-pink sandstone. 
The face of the block where the inscription is located is 
29 cm long × 11.7 cm high. The inscription is in Gǝ῾ǝz, the 
carving style is not very accurate, and the letters3) show 
irregular spaces and inconsistent sizes, which makes difficult 
any exact calculation of how many letters are lost. While 
some letters are lost in lines 1 and 2 to the left, the inscrip-
tion could not be mutilous to the right but for a minimal part. 
The block was likely prepared in this shape to be eventually 
inscribed, but one cannot completely rule out the hypothesis 
that it was inscribed long after having been shaped in this 
form or that it originally belonged to a different context. The 
block may have been built into the wall of the basilica, but 
since it was discovered amidst rubble that possibility cannot 
be verified.

3) For the sake of simplicity, ‘letters’ is used here also for the ‘syllabo-
graphs’ of the Gǝ῾ǝz script, see Meyer 2016.

Fig. 1. Inscription I: the Ethiopic inscription found just outside the eastern basilica wall (cf. Harrower et al. 2019, 1544, fig. 6).
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Here follows a transcription in Gǝ῾ǝz characters, a trans-
literation, an interpretive transcription in Latin characters, 
and a proposal of translation, with a commentary. Square 
brackets mark completely or partly lost text; round brackets 
in transliteration and transcription mark vowels not written 
or not clearly discernible, as one would expect in standard 
Gǝ῾ǝz orthography; round brackets in the transcription also 
mark geminated consonants required by morphology.

Transcription in Gǝ῾ǝz characters:
1. [ . . ]ዘግበ፡ ገ[.
2. [ . ]፡ ክ ርስቶስ
3. [ተ]ሠሀለነ

Transliteration in Latin characters:
1. [ . . ]ZaGǝBa=Ga[.
2. [ . ]=KRǝST(o)S

3. [Ta]ŚaHaLaNa
Interpretive transcription in Latin characters:
1. [ . . ]zagǝba=ga[ba
2. [ . ]=krǝst(o)s
3. [ta]śahalan(n)a
Translation:
1. [ . for/to] this entrance/atrium (or ‘corvée’)
2. [ . ] Christ
3. [be] favourable to us

Palaeographic features
The inscription has palaeographic peculiarities that cannot 

be dealt with line by line, but must be grouped according to 
phenomena.

Fig. 2. Location of inscription I (cobalt blue area delimited in the lower right corner) and inscription II (cobalt blue point) in archaeological 
context near the Area B basilica. Image created from a 3D model of the 2015 and 2016 excavations. Walls are designated with letters, and 
spaces (including rooms) are designated with numbers (figure by C. Hickman, M. Harrower & J. Mazzariello; cf. Harrower et al. 2019, 1539, 
fig. 3).
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(1) For the letters where an apparent first order is compat-
ible with the grammar, no further vocalization mark needs to 
be hypothesized. It remains, however, possible that the first 
order is also used to express an unmarked order in non-
vocalized script.

(2) Some letters appear to be undoubtedly vocalized: this 
is the case for the sixth order gǝ (or g, in line 1), and the sixth 
orders k (or kǝ) and rǝ (or r, both in line 2); also ha (in line 
2) could be read h (or hǝ), but the mark of the sixth order 
would not be placed where required (the top left line bends 
towards the right, while it should bend towards the left) and 
I would incline to consider the letter written with the first 
order.

(3) s (in line two, twice) is considered here in the sixth 
order: the letter appears to be written with one vertical, per-
pendicular stroke on top in the first occurrence (krǝ–s–tos), 
while in the second (krǝsto–s) the stroke on top is bent 
towards the left; yet, also in manuscripts, the distinction 
between the inclination required for the first and sixth order 
can only be appreciated in terms of opposition,4) while here 
the word krǝstos requires in both cases the sixth order; it 
could be that both variants fall within the range that is 
allowed for the sixth order.

(4) ba (in line 1) probably stays for a sixth order: one 
could wonder in this case whether the shorter right leg is an 
unusual strategy used to mark the sixth order (that in bǝ 
should be marked by a stroke placed at the middle of the left 
leg), instead of the seventh (bo) as in standardized script; the 
same could happen for la (in line 3), that also has a shorter 
right leg,5) even though a sixth order would imply a morpho-
logical irregularity in the verb: that this is a possibility and 
that there would be no conflict with the marking of the sev-
enth order (not only in ba but also in la), is confirmed by the 
fact that the seventh order in epigraphic texts is originally 
marked, not by shortening the right leg, but by lengthening 
the left one below the baseline (and the other way round for 
the fourth order).6)

(5) ga (in line 1) could stay for a fourth order (gā).
(6) t(o) in krǝst(o)s (in line 2) appears to be written with 

the first, unmarked order, that is ta, instead of the expected 
to, and there is no apparent strategy used to render the vowel; 
in this case, however, the t could have been written like 
a cross with four regular arms.

(7) Although the form taśahalanna is possible (in line 3), 
the more common form to be expected would be taśāhalanna; 
and that the final suffix –(n)na could also be –(n)ni: since, 
however, almost all the vertical legs of the letters end with 
a short horizontal stroke below the legs (gǝ, ba, ga and the 

4) For this fundamental appreciation of palaeographic distinct features, 
see Bausi and Nosnitsin 2015.

5) In the previous publication (Harrower et al. 2019) both letters were 
treated as sixth orders and transcribed accordingly due to this phenomenon. 
I assume that the vertical segment that seems to continue the right leg does 
not belong to the letter. In the case of lǝ, the seventh order in standardized 
script would be marked by a ring upon (or linked to) the right leg.

6) The phenomenon is unfortunately not considered by Uhlig 1988, but 
see clear examples from Aksumite vocalized inscriptions, in the letters so 
and ko: RIÉ no. 188 (corresponding to Littmann 1913, 28–32, no. 10; see 
also Uhlig 1988, 162, figure), sobe (line 7), and wakona (lines 17 and 18); 
and RIÉ no. 189 (corresponding to Littmann 1913, 28–32, no. 11; see also 
Uhlig 1988, 163, figure), sobe (lines 7, 8, 9, 13), wa᾿ǝmahar(r)ǝko. See the 
clear table provided by Sergew Hable Selassie 1987–1988, 26, and Sergew 
Hable Selassie 1991, 69, at the example of MS EMML (Ethiopian Manu-
script Microfilm Library, Collegeville, MN, Hill Monastic Manuscript 
Library, and Addis Ababa, in various institutions) no. 8509.

right leg of the following half-visible ba in line 1; the two s 
and the t(o) in line 2; ta and la in line 3), the stroke under 
the leg of na does not likely represent the stroke to the right 
marking the third order ni. In fact, a short perpendicular 
stroke always appears at the end of the segments of the let-
ters, wherever and however they end (see za in line 1; the 
two s and t(o) in line 2; ha and na in line 3).

(8) There are two punctuation marks used to divide words 
(in lines 1 and 2). They consist both of two horizontal strokes 
placed on the upper half of the interlineal space; the same 
system is attested in early-sixth-century Aksumite epigra-
phy.7) The first one occurs between zagǝba=ga[ba (in line 1). 
In this case the strokes could possibly divide groups of 
syllables;8) and the second before krǝst(o)s (in line 2). The 
reading ‘[ba’ (in line 3) is doubtful: the picture of the stone 
only reveals the presence of a left vertical leg ending with 
a perpendicular stroke, that is compatible with ba, as well as 
with other letters; there could be a horizontal stroke at the 
middle of the right leg or even crossing the letter, but it is 
not well visible in the picture and not represented in the 
drawing.

The linguistic interpretation and the translation of the 
inscription is dealt with line by line.

Line 1
[ . . ]:
Before the first readable letter, za, at least two letters are 

lost. Of the second letter the left part of a horizontal stroke 
is readable, presumably placed perpendicularly to the vertical 
or more likely to the right leg.

zagǝba=ga[ba:
In za, the left top part of the letter is not visible and this 

leaves open the possibility that za could be in fact zǝ; in both 
cases it could be the short form of the demonstrative pronoun 
‘this’, either in the nominative (zǝ) or in the accusative case 
(za); if we read za, it could be also the nota genitivi, ‘of’. 
If we think that the punctuation mark is used properly, how-
ever, ‘za/zǝgǝba/bo/bǝ’ could be read as an imperfect or 
a jussive/subjunctive preceded by a prefix lost in the inscrip-
tion (all prefixes, i.e. ᾿ǝ, tǝ, yǝ, nǝ are compatible with the 
portion of the letter visible to the left of zǝ), marking the first 
singular, second masculine singular or third singular, 
first plural persons of the verb zagaba, with the meaning of 
‘collect, gather, store, hide, hoard, accumulate, heap up 
(it)’:9) ‘[᾿ǝ/tǝ/yǝ]zaggǝb/bo’ ‘I, you masc., she/he, we 
collect(s) (it)’; or ‘[᾿ǝ/tǝ/yǝ]zgǝb/bo’ ‘let me, you masc., her/
him, us collect (it)’; or without suffixes an imperative second 
masculine singular: zǝgǝb(b)o ‘collect (it)’ of the same verb 
zagaba. In this case, it would be difficult to suggest a mean-
ing for the following word, of which only one syllable is 

7) For parallels, see RIÉ nos 195 (RIÉ II, plates 143 and 144), 200 (RIÉ 
II, plate 148), 263 (RIÉ II, plate 175), 265 (RIÉ II, plate 176); see RIÉ IIIB, 
331–332, who also remarks (p. 331) that the way in which words are sepa-
rated does not provide a solid basis for establishing the date of an epi-
graphic document. Although one can say, in general terms, that the dividing 
lines precede the two superimposed points, it is clear that, for a certain 
period of time, several means of marking the separation of words were 
being used next to each other.

8) See the commentary below.
9) See Dillmann 1865, 1066; Leslau 1987, 632–633.
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clearly preserved, ‘ga[.’. Another possibility to be considered 
is that ‘za/zǝgǝba/bo/bǝ’ is to be connected with the obscure 
qualifier zgb.10)

If we understand that the two sequences gǝba=gaba are 
one word, a different hypothesis can be proposed.11) The 
sixth order of gǝ is certain; less certain is the first order of 
ga, that could probably also stay for a fourth order gā. The 
dictionaries record two lexemes with a consonantal structure 
from a reduplicated root gb, that is gbgb: the first is: gabgab, 
gabgabo, gabagabo, gǝbgābo, with the meaning of ‘entrance, 
reception room, vestibule, open area in the middle of a room, 
assembly held in front of the entrance’, with a noted corre-
spondence to the Greek προσκήνιον.12) In this case, with 
a text zagabgaba, the translation would be: ‘this vestibule 
(accusative)’.

The name gabgab is also attested as a place name in the 
documentary collection known as the Liber Aksumae, in two 
documents: the first is a spurious document, claiming to 
belong to the Aksumite period; the latter dates from the time 
of King Lǝbna Dǝngǝl (r. 1508–1540).13) One cannot exclude 
that the place name derives from a common noun.

Alternatively, the term could be interpreted as a variant 
form, gǝbgāb or gǝbgab, of gabgāb ‘forced labor, corvée’.14) 
The term is attested in Chapter 70 of the Kǝbra Nagaśt, 
where the uncertain interpretation of Carl Bezold rendered it 
as ‘fetter’, not without noting that the text was not clear and 
suggesting that the passage should be emended.15) It was first 

10) See RIÉ no. 183, inscription of Sāfrā, I.7, bg῾ zbg῾, where the word 
bg῾ ‘ovis’ is qualified with the term zgb: RIÉ IIIB, 178 and 183–184, ‘Le 
sens et l’étymologie de zgb sont inconnus. Le mot ne se rattache probable-
ment pas au guèze classique zagaba […], dont le sens ne convient pas au 
contexte. Il est plutôt à analyser comme le morphème za, suivi d’un mot 
qui n’est pas attesté en guèze classique, gb’; and (p. 184) on the basis of 
the context in the inscription, ‘le sens de zgb est à peine douteuse, bg῾ zgb 
doit en ce cas signifier «une brebis, une agnelle, arrivée au terme de sa 
croissance». Mais l’étymologie du mot gb demeure obscure’; also (p. 616), 
‘gb—mot de vocalisation et de sens incertains’. Also note in RIÉ 
no. 192.A.39 a word zgb̊, with uncertain reading of ‘g’, and ‘d’identification 
incertaine’ (see RIÉ IIIB, 616). One more possibility would be that of read-
ing zagbā ‘podocarpus, cedar, cypress’ (see Dillmann 1865, 1067; Leslau 
1987, 633) even though this is palaeographically the most unlikely solution.

11) This hypothesis implies that the separation sign between gǝba and 
gaba should be disregarded, assuming that it was written within a single 
word. Although one has to admit that this is not a minor problem, since 
there are not many examples, if any, of this sort, in Gǝ῾ǝz inscriptions, one 
can assume that the derivation of the noun from a reduplicated root gb–gb 
can have facilitated this particular treatment. Also note that weak traces of 
a word divider as described above could be present within the word krǝstos 
(in line 2, that is k=rǝstos).

12) See Dillmann 1865, 1174, that reports its Greek correspondent of 
προσκήνιον (Judith 10:22); Leslau 1987, 177. The second occurrence 
noted by Dillmann 1865, 1174 refers to a Synaxarion entry for the 6 of 
Tāḫśāś commemorating Saint ᾿Arsimā; the term gabgābo appears in fact 
four times in the Life of ᾿Arsimā from the Gadla samā῾tāt, see Krawczuk 
2011, 159, 160, and 163; on this text see also Krawczuk 2014.

13) See Conti Rossini 1909–1910, doc. no. II.2: text p. 18.15–17: ንሕነ፡ 
እላ፡ አብርሃ፡ ወአጽብሐ፡ ነገሥተ፡ አክሱም፡ ጐለትነ፡ ጕልተ፡ ለገበዘ፡ 
አክሱም። ሐፀቦ። ገብገብ። አድ፡ ጋዞ።, transl. p. 20.20–21, ‘Nous, Ella 
Abrehā Aṣbeḥa, rois d’Aksoum, nous avons donné en fiefs à la cathédrale 
d’Aksoum: Ḥaṣabo; Gabgab; Ad Gāzo’; in a similar context, but in a 
document attributed to Lǝbna Dǝngǝl (r. 1508–1540), the name appears 
listed in this sequence in doc. no II.33: text p. 33.24–25: ምላዞ፡ በዘፈራ፡ 
ገብገብ፡ ዓድ፡ ኵሉ፡ ዘአብ፡ ዓድ፡ ጎዘር፡ ጓጓ፡, transl. p. 39.11–12, 
‘Melāzo avec son territoire, Gabgab, ῾Ād Kuellu Za᾿Ab, ῾Ād Gozar et ῾Ād 
Guāguā’. On the Liber Aksumae, see Wion 2009, 2016.

14) See Leslau 1987, 177; the term is not attested in Dillmann 1865.
15) See Bezold 1905, text p. 88b.7–9: አልቦ፡ ዘኣነትግ፡ ለክሙ፡ ግብረ፡ 

ወገብጋበ፡ ዘእንበለ፡ ዘኣፈደፍድ፡ ለክሙ፡ በኵሉ፤; and transl. pp. 70–71, ‘Ich 
will mit nichten euch die Arbeit und die Fesseln (?)1 [‘ገብጋበ Fehler für 
ጋጋ (vgl. Z. 4 des Textes)  ?’] abnehmen, sondern (sie) vielmehr euch 

Theodor Nöldeke who observed that the same term also 
occurred in the documents of the Golden Gospel of Dabra 
Libānos of Ham, Eritrea, suggesting the meaning of ‘Fron-
dienst’ (‘corvée’) or ‘Gelderpressung’ (‘money extortion’).16) 
In the documents of the Golden Gospel of Dabra Libānos, 
there are four occurrences of the term: three from documents 
of the thirteenth century issued by King Lālibālā in 1204 and 
1225, and one from a document issued by Yā῾bika ᾿Ǝgzi᾿ in 
1319.17) The term is always in the form gabgāb and in the 
same expression: za᾿albo gǝbra wagabgāb ‘that is free from 
taxes and corvées’. Meaning and use of the term are con-
firmed by its occurrence in other early documentary texts: 
with the form gǝbgāb, but in the usual formular expression, 
the term appears in an additional note in one of the ᾿Abbā 
Garimā Gospels;18) and finally, the term also occurs in 
the usual form and expression in a documentary text in the 
Donation of King Ṭanṭa Wǝdǝm, to be probably placed in 
the twelfth century.19)

One of the strongest reasons to suggest a reading za–
gǝbgāb with the meaning of ‘corvée’ in the inscription is the 
occurrence of the same term in another inscription from the 
Aksumite period: RIÉ no. 200. This inscription is placed on 
a very large granite block (223 × 39 cm) inserted in the ter-
race wall over which the church of Māryām Ṣǝyon at Aksum 
is placed. The inscription is found at the left of the entrance 
and oriented to the south.20) The text is delimited by one 
cross to the left at the beginning and by another cross to the 
right at the end, and reads as follows: zǝ᾿ǝbn=gabgab=zalazen, 
translated as ‘Cette pierre est le gabgab de Lazen’, to be 
likely interpreted ‘Cette pierre est <l’œuvre de> la corvée des 

allenthalben vermehren’, that is ‘I will not take away the work and the fet-
ters away from you, but rather increase (them) everywhere’.

16) See Nöldeke 1905, 406; to be rejected instead the hypothesis sug-
gested of an etymological connection with Amharic gabagab ‘stingy’, that 
does not provide a convincing meaning. The meaning of ‘corvée’ is 
accepted in recent translations of the Kǝbra Nagaśt, see Budge 1922, 119, 
‘None shall diminish for you the labour and the forced service’; Colin 
2002, 64, ‘Je n’allégerai nullement pour vous le travail et la corvée’, and 
Beylot 2008, 266, ‘Je ne diminuera pas pour vous le travail et la corvée’.

17) See Conti Rossini 1901, docs nos 6a (p. 186.14), 6b (p. 187.19), 7b 
(p. 191.16), and 17 (p. 200.4), always in the formula ዘአልቦ፡ ግብረ፡ 
ወገብጋብ፡ (or ዘአልቦ፡ ግብረ፡ ወገብጋበ፡). For the documents of the Golden 
Gospel of Dabra Libānos, Ham, see now Derat 2018, 47–59, with reedition 
of the docs nos 6 and 7. For Lālibālā as the name of the king, not Lālibalā, 
see Bausi 2018, 441, n. 7.

18) See Getatchew Haile 2016, 14–15, doc. no. 14: ዘአልባተ (! for 
ዘአልባቲ)፡ ግብር፡ ወግብጋበ፡, ‘which are exempt from taxes and forced 
labor’: note that this document is presently on fol. 10v of the ᾿Abbā Garimā 
Gospel I: however, fol. 10 of ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel I originally belonged 
to ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel II, the most recent of the three ᾿Abbā Garimā 
Gospels; in this case the restoration undertaken in 2006 has unfortunately 
placed the leaves in the wrong order, inverting recto and verso, thus, recto 
and verso of the present fol. 10 should be reversed; see for these details 
Bausi 2017, 290, n. 2; and for a presentation of the ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospels 
under every respect, see McKenzie et al. 2016. An important commentary 
on this text was early provided by Kropp 1992, 263–265, who translated 
gǝbgāb ‘Fronarbeit’, with reference to the epigraphic evidence according 
to Walter W. Müller’s interpretation, see Müller 1972 and here below.

19) See Derat 2018, 30–37 and 261–271, with edition and translation of 
the Donation; the term on p. 37 with a commentary on n. 26, and reference 
to the previous studies; text p. 263, ዘአልቦ፡ ግብረ፡ ወገብጋብ፡ ዘአልቦ፡ 
ዓበጤ፡ ወዘናቤ፡; transl. p. 269, ‘Sans tribut et sans corvée, sans réquisition 
et sans séquestre’.

20) See RIÉ I, 295–296 (corresponding to Littmann 1913, 48–49, 
no. 15); RIÉ II, plate 148; good reproduction also in Müller 1894, 56. The 
most recent overview of the archaeological context of the church of 
Māryām Ṣǝyon does not even mention the inscription, see Phillipson 2017.
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Lazen’,21) that is ‘This stone is the corvée work of Lazen’. 
The merit of the proposal of the interpretation 
of gabgab as ‘corvée’ in this epigraphic context goes to 
 Walter W. Müller,22) who connected the term occurring in 
the Kǝbra Nagaśt and in the Golden Gospel of Dabra Libānos 
to the epigraphic term gabgab and suggested to translate it 
‘Fronarbeit’, that is ‘corvée’ in the extended sense of ‘trib-
ute’. As explained in detail by Abraham Johannes Drewes:

Dans cette hypothèse gabgab pourrait renvoyer à la pierre 
même et signifier «linteau» […] Les passages étudiés par 
W.W. Müller […] où gabgāb apparaît en contexte avec gǝbr, 
«tribut», indiquent que ce mot désigne une redevance de 
quelque sorte, due au souverain. Il pourrait signifier «corvée», 
mais d’après l’inscription actuelle son sens serait moins res-
treint et pourrait comprendre certaines autres prestations féo-
dales, par exemple la contribution de matériaux de 
construction.23)

There is one more element that we can add now to the 
documentation and correspondences of gabgab or gǝbgāb, in 
the meaning of ‘corvée’: among the texts of a canonical-
liturgical collection of patristic texts presumably dating to 
the Aksumite period and known as the Aksumite Collection, 
the text known as ‘parallel section to the eighth book of the 
Apostolical Constitutions’24) attests to this term. Here is 
the sentence with the passage from the Aksumite Collection 
where the term occurs,25) along with the corresponding 
Greek text from the Apostolical Constitutions, 8.46.3:

(f. 33rb) {in margine ፲፱} አላ፡ እስመ፡ ገብጋብ፡ ብዙኃን፡ ወዘ 
ይመስሎሙ፡ ይኩን። <(συγχέειν δὲ)>26) ሠርዐት፡ (!) ወለምንት፡ 
ዲበ፡ አሐዱ፡ ሢመት፡ ታፈልሱ፡ ይትኃበሉ፡ እንዘ፡ ይሀይዱ፡ ለ 
ራእሶሙ፡ ሢመታት፡ (!) ዘኢተወሀቦሙ፡ እንዘ፡ ያበውሑ፡ ረእሶ 
ሙ፡ በዕልወት፡ ዘአልቦ፡ ስልጣን፡ ይሀቡ፡ ወበእንተዝ፡ እንከ፡ 
ያምዕዕዎ፡ ለእግዚአ፡ ብሔር።27)

21) See RIÉ IIIB, 296–300 for this translation with commentary and
further references; the translation ‘Cette pierre est le gabgab de Lazen’, 
with different reading of the last name though, was first proposed by The-
odor Nöldeke, see Nöldeke 1913, 703, ‘Dieser Stein ist das ገብገብ von 
Bāzēn’. On the identification of ‘Lazen’ with the ‘clan name’ of King 
Kāleb and further parallels, see Fiaccadori 2004, 122, with further refer-
ences.

22) See Müller 1972.
23) RIÉ IIIB, 300; my translation, ‘gabgab could refer to the stone itself

and mean “lintel” […] The passages studied by W.W. Müller […] in con-
text with gǝbr, “tribute”, indicate that this word means a royalty of some 
sort, due to the sovereign. It could mean “corvée”, but according to the 
present inscription its meaning would be less restricted and could include 
certain other feudal benefits, such as the contribution of building materials’.

24) See Bausi 2006, 59, on the ‘parallel section to the eighth book of the
Apostolical Constitutions’ that is still unpublished; and Bausi and Cam-
plani 2016 for updates on all published texts and further references to the 
Aksumite Collection; one more text has been recently published, see Bausi 
2019a, others will follow soon; for the importance of the texts contained 
in this collection, see, among the most recent contributions, Meßner 2016–
2017, 4–6; Mihálykó 2019, 43–44; Villa 2019, 37–38; Bausi 2020a.

25) The Gǝ῾ǝz text is provided without any orthographic or linguistic
standardization, but with text-critical signs marking peculiarities which are 
in the text, and one single possible omission. For orthographic and linguis-
tic peculiarities of the Aksumite Collection, see the notes to the publications 
listed in Bausi and Camplani 2016; a useful overview is also provided by 
Villa 2019, 187–212.

26) The Greek words συγχέειν δὲ, that are necessary to the meaning,
have no correspondent and are missing in the Gǝ̔ǝz text.

27) The parallel section to Apostolical Constitutions 8 is found on
ff. 29v–35r of the codex unicus of the Aksumite Collection (MS Tǝgrāy, 
῾Urā Masqal, Ethio-SPaRe UM-039, olim with shelfmark C3-IV-71); the 
parallel passage from the later canonical-liturgical collection of the Sino-
dos, that has a completely different text, is published and translated by 
Horner 1904, text p. 75.3–10, transl. p. 218.12–20.

But since many have thought that this is gabgāb, <and since> 
they dare <to confuse> the order and disarrange the ordination 
that is (regulated) for each one, by appropriating for them-
selves offices which have not been given to them, and since 
they allow themselves, with infringement, to confer what they 
do not have the power (to give), because of this in fact 
they irritate God.
Ἀλλ’ ἐπειδὴ πάρεργον οἱ πολλοὶ καὶ τοῦτο ἡγήσαντο εἶναι, 
συγχέειν δὲ τὰς τάξεις καὶ τὴν ἐφ’ ἑκάστῳ χειροτονίαν 
παρακινεῖν τολμῶσιν, ὑφαρπάζοντες ἑαυτοῖς ἀξιώματα μὴ 
δεδομένα καὶ ἐπιτρέποντες ἑαυτοῖς τυραννικῶς, ἃ μὴ ἔχου-
σιν ἐξουσίαν διδόναι, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο παροργίζουσι μὲν 
Θεόν

Mais comme beaucoup ont pensé que cela est sans importance 
et qu’ils osent confondre les ordres et déranger l’ordination 
réglée pour chacun, en s’appropriant de hautes charges qui ne 
leur ont pas été données, et qu’ils se permettent, en maîtres 
absolus, de conférer ce qu’ils n’ont pas le pouvoir de donner, 
ils irritent Dieu28)

The passage is useful in that it establishes a precise cor-
respondence between gabgāb and the Greek πάρεργον, from 
the adjective πάρεργος, meaning ‘subordinate, incidental’; 
as a substantive it is used for ‘subordinate or secondary busi-
ness, by-work’.29)

In the context of the Greek text of the ‘parallel section to 
the eighth book of the Apostolical Constitutions’ there is no 
doubt that the meaning required is ‘subordinate, incidental’ 
in the sense of ‘neglectable, superfluous, non important’; yet, 
it is more than likely that the Gǝ῾ǝz version is the result of 
a misunderstanding of the term πάρεργον. The well recog-
nizable ἔργον and the prepositional prefix παρ– contributed 
to misguide the translator, who rendered the composite with 
a term meaning ‘by-work’ in the sense of ‘additional work; 
work that has to be added to the ordinary work’, which 
would to some extent match the extended meaning of ‘cor-
vée’ as ‘royalty that is due, feudal benefit’, not excluding 
that even ‘a contribution of building materials’ is considered.

Aside from these further remarks on the term, in the case 
of the present inscription, [ . . ]zagǝba=ga[ba would then 
mean: ‘this corvée’; or in case the reading [ . . ]zǝgǝba=ga[b 
is preferred, one can imagine that a preposition preceded: 
‘[ . for/to] this corvée’.

Line 2
[ . ]=krǝst(o)s:
The name of Christ, krǝstos, appears the only possible 

interpretation, but as noted above, t(o) appears to be written 
with the first, unmarked order, that is ta, probably in order 
to mark the name of Christ with a cross-like letter with four 
regular arms, as happens in some coins where the letter t is 
represented by a cross.30) One cannot exclude that krǝstos 
occurs here as the second element of a personal name, 
although this does not appear likely, in the light of line 3, 
that presupposes an invocation. There is a certain distance 
between the letter k and the following rǝ, and this space 
could be due to the intention of designing a layout where the 
name of Christ holds a most prominent position extending to 

28) See Constitutiones Apostolicae, 8.46.3, Metzger 1985–1987, III,
264–267 (text and transl.).

29) See Liddell and Scott 1968, 1337.
30) See for example in the most recent collection described by Hahn and

West 2016, 80–84, nos 241–254.
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the end of the line. No word-divider is clearly visible, but 
one can wonder whether this space was intended for that; in 
this case, this would be an instance comparable to what we 
have supposed in line 1.

Line 3
[ta]śahalan(n)a:
On the stone, a horizontal line is visible, extending over 

the letter śa and beyond, thus leaving no option for a reading 
ma instead of śa. As noted above, although the form 
taśahalanna is possible, imperative second person singular 
masculine of the verbal stem III,1 with a first person plural 
suffix pronoun, the more common form to be expected would 
be taśāhalanna (verbal stem III,3), yet always with the same 
meaning: ‘be favourable to us’, in the Christian meaning, 
that is, ‘be gracious to us, have mercy on us, be compassion-
ate towards us’;31) or, in the remote case we want to read 

31) See Dillmann 1865, 229, who rightly notes that taśāhala is very 
often written taśahāla; Leslau 1987, 528. The root is attested in Aksumite 
epigraphy, at least in a personal name ‘[ . ]śhl’, see RIÉ no. 355, and RIÉ 
IIIB, 408–409, 575; but see also the epithet or personal name ‘᾿Ǝla Śahǝl’ 

taśāhalanni, with the first person singural suffix pronoun, 
‘be favourable to me’. Also possible would be to read a per-
fect third person singular with a first plural suffix pronoun, 
taśahalanna or taśāhalanna ‘he was favourable to us’. An 
integration [yǝ] instead of [ta] would yield an assimilated 
jussive form of the third person singular masculine, to be 
interpreted either as of stem III,1 (yǝś(ś)ahalanna) or III,3 
(yǝś(ś)āhalanna): ‘let him be favourable to us’: yet, an inte-
gration [yǝ] appears less likely and [ta] is palaeographically 
by far preferable.

ii. insCriPtion (fig. 3)

A softstone pendant was also found just outside the east-
ern wall of the basilica (Area B, Square 38, Locus 74, Lot 1, 

in RIÉ no. 232.4–5, inscription of Ham, for which see RIÉ IIIB, 326–333 
and 553 (‘épithète ou nom propre de personne, employé ici dans une for-
mule qui définit l’année d’une date’); and an even more precise proposal 
of date to 23 December 873 by Kropp 1999; with the remarks by Bausi 
2019b, 85–89.

Fig. 3. Inscription II: the stone pendant (cf. Harrower et al. 2019, 1547, fig. 9).
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Bag 14: Fig. 2). It is 7.8 cm long × 4.3 cm high × 1.0 cm in 
width.32)

On the upper middle of the pendant there is a cross, from 
the vertical upper arm of which at least two curved lines 
depart towards the top from each side forming a five-branch 
menorah-like plant. Aside from the elongated upper arm, the 
cross is a ‘cross patée’ or ‘paw-cross’, with outwardly wid-
ening ends.33) Under the cross along the vertical line, sepa-
rated segments alternate one under the other: one horizontal, 
one vertical, again one horizontal, followed beneath by two 
parallel vertical segments at the basis of the pendant. This 
alignment of the segments under the cross suggests the inten-
tion to reproduce the cross studded with precious stones, 
according to the iconography of the crux gemmata (‘jewelled 
cross’).34) On the left half of the pendant a double square 

32) See Harrower et al. 2019, 1547, fig. 7. The exact location of the 
pendant is N 1585641.71 E 503892.31 Elevation 1970.82 (UTM Zone 37 
North, WGS84, HAE).

33) See Chojnacki and Gossage 2006, 97 and 101: the ‘cross patée’ is 
the predominant type in Aksumite coinage. The 1960s excavations from 
Adulis provide good examples on vessels; for good quality reproductions, 
see Zazzaro 2013, 57, fig. 12.67; also Anfray and Zazzaro 2016, 47 and 
50–51, figs. 2.24 and 2.31–2.32; and for Aksum, see examples in Phillip-
son and Phillips 2000, II, 314 (fig. 273a), 321 (fig. 277a), 327 (figs. 282d, 
282e, and 282f), 391 (fig. a), 393 (fig. a); also on p. 350 (fig. g, drawing 
vertically and horizontally mirrored), and p. 351 (fig. b), the cross on a seal 
from Kidāna Mǝḥrat, Aksum, that (contrary to what is stated by Phillipson 
and Phillips 2000, II, 351) is not ‘surrounded by six symbols resembling 
Greek letters’: the symbols are certainly Gǝ῾ǝz letters, from the top left 
corner clockwise (considering p. 351, fig. b): w, z, f, z, m, q. This seal, 
classified as non-Gǝ῾ǝz in Phillipson and Phillips 2000, was not considered 
in the updates provided by RIÉ IIIB, 12–13.

34) See Balicka-Witakowska 1997, 31–35, with references to late 
antique models that have survived in medieval Ethiopian art and with fur-

frame inscribes another ‘cross patée’, with a slightly larger 
lower arm; the outer frame is composed of a continuous line 
on all four sides, while the inner frame is discontinuous and 
consists of four segments at the corners and, separated from 
these, four other short segments in the middle of each side.

The inscription is found on the right half of the pendant, 
within a square frame formed by four sides like the outer 
frame in the left half. The inscription in the right frame 
could, with all caution, be interpreted as a Gǝ῾ǝz inscription, 
if we assume a special distribution and orientation of the let-
ters. The letters appear to be radially disposed and the 
inscription, according to this hypothesis, starts from the right 
lower corner and continues clockwise (Fig. 4):

Transcription in Gǝ῾ǝz characters:
1. ክ በ ር ተ

Transliteration in Latin characters:
1. Kǝ Ba R T

Interpretive transcription in Latin characters:
1. k(ǝ)b(u)r †

Translation:
1. venerable (masc.) (Cross) (i.e. ‘venerable Cross’)

(Fig. 4, A) letter: ክ kǝ or ከ ka
The letter is written upside down, that is vertically mir-

rored or turned 180 degrees; this peculiar accommodation 
could be explained if we imagine that the letters were ideally 
read from the centre of the frame, with some approximation: 
in this case we would expect that the stroke on the left leg is 
placed on the right, but we must also consider that in the 
lower part, for an external observer, the writing goes from 
right to left. It is very uncertain whether the letter exhibits 
a trait of vocalization of the sixth vowel order kǝ, or the first 
order in the unvocalized script.

(Fig. 4, B) letter: በ ba
The letter is written bent to the left, turned 90 degrees; 

first order or unvocalized; between this letter and the follow-
ing one there is a segment (Fig. 4, e) which should be inter-
preted as a decorative sign, of the kind of those which appear 
within the left frame of the pendant: it would be exclusively 
a decorative element, applied for symmetry; the same could 
be for the horizontal segment (Fig. 4, f).

ther abundant references; on the crux gemmata see also Casartelli Novelli 
2007, 243–245. For the crosses of the Aksumite period, including those on 
coins dating from the middle of the fourth century, see Chojnacki and 
 Gossage 2006, 93–102, who also refers to the remarkable term of com-
parison of two golden crosses of Byzantine style in a small hoard from 
Maṭarā, see Anfray and Annequin 1965, 68–70, fig. 12, and plate 69, fig. 1, 
who date them to c. the sixth century; for a later date and for the hypoth-
esis that these crosses were imported, see Giostra 2017, 269; but see also 
the two crosses, one of which studded and the other inscribed in Greek 
uncial letters from Adulis, excavated by Paribeni 1907, 484–485 and figs. 
20–21; on these latter crosses, see again Giostra 2017, 269, fig. 14 (from 
Paribeni 1907, 489–490, fig. 21), with the important reference on p. 292, 
n. 102, to a few crosses excavated at Beta Giyorgis, Aksum, see Ricci and 
Fattovich 1987, plate 40, 173–174, figs. 169–171, who do not exclude 
(p. 173) that one of the crosses was inscribed with Greek uncial or Gǝ῾ǝz 
letters. See also Giostra and Massa 2016, 100, fig. 9, and 108, n. 76; 
Giostra 2016, 527, and n. 16; Massa and Giostra 2018.

Fig. 4. Details of the inscription on the pendant (from Fig. 3).
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(Fig. 4, C) letter: ር r
The letter is written bent to the right, turned 135 degrees; 

it is possible that the letter is vocalized, but it is more eco-
nomic to suppose that it represents the first order form in 
unvocalized script.35)

(Fig. 4, D) letter: ተ ta (Cross)
The letter is written turned 45 degrees, unvocalized or in 

the first order; yet, due to the linguistic reason detailed 
below, it is more likely that it simply represents the cross, 
still within a radial disposition of the inscription. This form 
of t, of the type of the Saint Andrew’s cross, is not uncom-
mon in Gǝ῾ǝz epigraphy.36) According to the interpretation 
here proposed to read kǝbur ‘venerable’, that is ‘honored, 
honorable, glorious, magnificent, famous, illustrious, noble, 
precious’37) as an attribute of the cross, the word ‘cross’ 
(masqal) is not written, but an actual cross is represented 
instead. It is quite unlikely that an unvocalized t might be 
interpreted as the final letter in the adjective kǝbǝrt ‘vener-
able (feminine)’, because the Christian cross is almost exclu-
sively treated as a masculine noun in Gǝ῾ǝz and an agreement 
with a feminine adjective is extremely rare if attested at 
all.38)

It is suggestive of further considerations to note a possible 
partial, yet striking parallel to the hypothetical text on this 
pendant with a cross: the metal front cover of the ᾿Ǝndā 
᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel III, that is the most ancient Gǝ῾ǝz 
manuscript known so far, is decorated with a large cross in 
late antique style (Fig. 5).39) Moreover, according to the 
interpretation suggested by Judith McKenzie,

on the lower right, there is a cross which has serifs at each end 
and one arm longer than the others. There are also two letters: 
in the top right there is a letter which could be the Ge῾ez letter 
bǝ, while on the lower left there is a C with serifs, which could 
be a Gǝ῾ǝz r. Although the C could be a Greek s, the distinc-
tive Ge῾ez bǝ is unambiguous, strongly suggesting that this 
silver cover was made in Ethiopia.40)

This interpretation of cross and script on the front cover 
of the ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel III is reliable. The order of the 
letter bǝ (Fig. 5, B’), though, is not certain, since the stroke 
on the left side could be interpreted as a ligature to one of 
the leafy branches that surround the cross, as happens also 
for the two other elements, which are in fact embossed sepa-
ratedly, but very closely connected to the floreal decorations. 
A mirrored view would allow a reading bu, but to consider 
that the letters are non-vocalized appears the most economic 

35) See Drewes 1955, 124–125; Drewes and Schneider 1976, 98–99; 
Frantsouzoff 2010, 582a; unfortunately, Uhlig 1988 offers no guidance on 
Gǝ῾ǝz palaeography previous to the manuscript evidence.

36) See Drewes 1955, 124–125; Drewes and Schneider 1976, 98–99; 
Frantsouzoff 2010, 582a.

37) See Dillmann 1865, 846; Leslau 1987, 274.
38) See Dillmann 1865, 351 s.v. masqal, ‘plerumque m.’; see also the 

useful corpus collected by Getatchew Haile 2017a, where masqal is never 
in agreement with kǝbǝrt, whereas it occurs six times with kǝbur (pp. 7, 
112, 130, 144, 144–146, 166).

39) See McKenzie et al. 2016, 43–46, fig. 46, and passim, for the MS 
᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospels III. However, a dedicated study on the covers 
of the two ᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospels is still to be done and the ‘dates 
of the gilded copper covers on Abba Garima I, and of the silver covers now 
on Abba Garima III, relative to the manuscripts to which they are attached 
is uncertain’ (McKenzie et al. 2016, 43).

40) See McKenzie et al. 2016, 45.

hypothesis. If we assume that b (Fig. 5, B’) and r (Fig. 5, C’) 
represent an unvocalized letter, the two letters and the cross 
(Fig. 5, D’) compose three of the four elements that appear 
on the pendant, yelding a possible reading: ‘b(u)r (Cross)’. 
To have a perfect parallel between the inscription on the 
metal cover and the pendant, it remains to be verified whether 
also the fourth element (the third letter supposed on the pen-
dant, i.e. kǝ) could be identified on the metal cover of the 
᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā Gospel III, probably in the area of 
the left upper corner, since the three elements appear to have 
been placed each at one of the corners of the cover. Actually, 
this missing letter cannot be identified, but one cannot 
exclude that it was in the missing part of the cover: the right 
side of the cover is in fact considerably narrower than the left 
side; some leafy decorations are mutilated and it is likely 
that part of the cover was cut or damaged and went lost.

Without any pretention that this is the definitive explana-
tion of the inscription on the pendant and of the enigmatic 
inscribed letters on the cover of the ᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā 
Gospel III, this hypothesis has at least the advantage of pro-
viding two consistent answers, which corroborate each other, 

Fig. 5. Metal front cover of MS ᾿Ǝndā ᾿Abbā Garimā III (MG-
2004.118-020 © Michael Gervers 2004).
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to two distinct questions. Both cases, that of a stone pendant 
and that of a metal cover, would point to the existence of an 
iconographic motif that would appear relatively widespread: 
a cross decorated with the attribute of kǝbur, meaning ‘ven-
erable, honorable, noble’.

Aside from other questions that require other competences, 
such as the significance of the pendant for the art history of 
Aksum, the inscription reconfirms the assumed devotion 
of Aksumite Christianity towards the Cross and contributes 
to the religious history of Aksum.41) The claim of the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Tawāḥǝdo Church that this devotion started 
early42) is substantiated by the evidence of the appearance of 
the cross on fourth-century coins. To what extent the textual 
evidence confirms the plausibility of an expression like 
‘kǝbur (masqal, i.e.) (Cross)’, that is, ‘venerable (Cross)’ in 
Aksumite times, this is more difficult to say. The useful 
anthology of texts edited and translated by Getatchew Haile 
in 2017 contains ancient materials transmitted by medieval 
archaic homiliaries where also translations from Greek into 
Gǝ῾ǝz dating from the Aksumite period are collected and 
transmitted according to complex processes.43) Some of these 
texts probably belong to this early tradition: in particular, 
MS EMML 1763 contains a number of homilies on the 
Cross.44) Among these, the Homily by John (Chrysostom), 
for 12 Maggābit is particularly important, since it is in fact 
the well-known pseudo-Chrysostomian In venerabilem cru-
cem sermo, widely spread in the Christian Orient.45)

Abbreviations and bibliographical references

Anfray, Francis and Guy Annequin 1965. ‘Maṭarā. Deuxième, troi-
sième et quatrième campagnes des fouilles’, Annales d’Éthio-
pie, 6 (1965), 49–142.

41) On the iconography of the Ethiopian crosses, see at least Balicka- 
Witakowska 1997, with a focus on art historical connection with the Byzan-
tine world; Chojnacki and Gossage 2006; Di Salvo 2006; Evangelatou 
2018; Gnisci 2018. For a broader perspective, without not even attempting 
at providing a general bibliography on the Cross, that largely outgoes the 
limits of our competence, see Heid 2006; and a large collection of essays 
in Ulianich and Parente 2007, particularly the essays by Casartelli Novelli 
2007 and Pierobon-Benoit 2007.

42) See Getatchew Haile 2017a.
43) See Bausi 2020b for details and examples.
44) See MS EMML no. 1763, ff. 10rb–14ra: Homily by Minās, Metro-

politan of Aksum, for the feast day of the Cross: Getatchew Haile 2017a, 
112–125 (§ 3.1.1); ff. 14ra–15va: Homily by James of Sarug, ‘for (the feast 
of) the Cross’: Getatchew Haile 2017a, 126–129 (§ 3.2.1); ff. 15va–23ra: 
Anonymous Homily on the Appearance of the Image of the Cross to Caesar 
Constantine: Getatchew Haile 2017a, 130–149 (§ 3.3.1); ff. 23ra–27ra: 
Anonymous Homily on the Finding of the True Cross, for the feast day of 
Saint Helen: Getatchew Haile 2017a, 150–161 (§ 3.4.1); ff. 164rb–166vb: 
Anonymous Homily on the Finding of the True Cross, for 10 Maggābit: 
Getatchew Haile 2017b, 162–171 (§ 3.5.1); ff. 167ra–169vb: Homily by 
John (Chrysostom), for 12 Maggābit: Getatchew Haile 2017b, 172–181 
(§ 3.6.1); fols 169vb–171ra: Anonymous Homily on the Holy Wood of the 
Cross, for 27 Maggābit: Getatchew Haile 2017b, 182–187 (§ 3.7.1).

45) See CPG (Geerard 1974) no. 4525; for updates see Suciu 2017,
43–45, with references to the oriental traditions including the Gǝ῾ǝz version 
and related texts; for the Gǝ῾ǝz see already Proverbio 1998, 75, 90, and 96, 
yet without any clue to the actual Vorlage of the Gǝ῾ǝz pseudo-Chrysosto-
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