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Abstract

This thesis examines a manuscript in Tigrinya that is written in the Arabic script. A text in a non-
Arabic language that is written in the Arabic script is known in Arabic as ‘jami. The ‘gjami
manuscript the thesis deals with focuses on the 7‘h-century king of Abyssinia, popularly called
Najasi by Muslims. He was contemporary with the Prophet Muhammad. The manuscript was
written by a Muslim clerical scholar of the Tigray region, Sayh ‘Umar Abrar, who lived in the
last quarter of the 19" century and the first half of the 20" century. In addition to a detailed
philological analysis of the manuscript on Najasi, the thesis provides brief descriptions of
fourteen other manuscripts of the Sayh. It is believed that this thesis constitutes the first scholarly

treatment of Tigrinya ‘ajami.

Most of the manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar are in Tigrinya ‘gjam ; some are in Arabic and a few in
Amharic ‘gjami. Apart from the one on Najasi, the other manuscripts deal with such topics as

inheritance, genealogy, jurisprudence and Mawlid.

Based on the manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar, especially on the aspects concerning the emigrant
companions of the Prophet who were welcomed by Najasi, the thesis hopes to contribute to the

history of Islam and Muslims in northern Ethiopia.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

1.1  Background

The second semester of my first year, 2008, in the MA program of the Philology program was the time |
started thinking about the topic I should focus on for my thesis. Along with my friends we
decided to start with surveying the theses written by our seniors. While scanning through the
theses I encountered beautiful contributions regarding Muslim clerics which indeed inspired me.
Then I discussed with my friends as to how we should go about our studies. Consequently, there
surfaced an idea; we decided to approach our undertakings from regional perspectives, that is, to
focus on manuscripts and their producers who belong to the cultures, languages and ethnic
groups we belong to. I found the idea quite sensible as my assumption was that almost nothing
had been done so far on the contributions of Muslim clerics of the Tigray region. I considered

myself fortunate and thought that [ would bring a new entry into Ethiopian philology.

[ consulted Ato Mohammed Seid, head of the Arabic Unit of AAU, who had successfully
defended his thesis on a topic in Arabic philology in 2007. T asked him if he could help me in
identifying a manuscript from the Tigray region. To my surprise, he showed me a copy of a
manuscript in Tigrinya written in the Arabic script, that is, an ‘ajami manuscript. He told me that
the manuscript had not been studied and that I would be the first to work on it. I expressed my
gratitude to him with a sense of relief. After browsing through the document I figured out that
the author of the manuscript is one of those Muslim clerics who are popular in the Muslim
community of Tigray. Instantly, I decided to go ahead with working on that manuscript. In fact,

it so happened that that manuscript became the focus of my thesis.

What is often said or written about the history of Islam in northern Ethiopia is how it was
resisted except at the initial stage when Muslim Arabs were welcomed by an Ethiopian king. Of
course, although Arab Muslim followers of the Prophet were welcomed in Abyssinia in 615 A.D,
spreading Islam in northern Ethiopia was not easy unlike in the southern part of the country. In
northern Ethiopia, it was fiercely resisted by the Christian kingdom (Abraham Demoz 1972:1).

Thus, many people get surprised when they come across a Muslim, let alone a clerical scholar of

1



merit, from Tigray, a traditional Christian region. Nevertheless, twenty-one inscriptions found in
Tigray show that there existed a Muslim community since the eleventh century (Gori 2007:166).
Hence, Islam is a religion that has been in the northern Ethiopian highlands for ages and has a

long history of its own (Hussein 1982:2-3, 2001:58).

As mentioned above, although promoting Islam in northern Ethiopia had been difficult, there
were individuals who shouldered the responsibility of spreading the faith and cultivating the
Islamic culture in their community. One such heroic personality was Sayh ‘Umar Abrar ot, as he
is popularly known by the Muslims of Tigray, Shihna Sayh ‘Umar ‘Our teacher Sayh ‘Umar’.
Apart from upholding the Islamic faith during difficult days, the fact that he left us manuscripts
that are of paramount importance for studying the history of Islam in Tigray and generally in

Ethiopia, makes him one of those erudite traditional Muslim scholars of Ethiopia.

Most of the manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar are in his native language Tigrinya written in the
Arabic script, that is, in ‘ajami — a local language written in the Arabic script. The etymology of
the word indicates that it is an Arabic term used by the Arabs to refer to the Persians or Iranians.
The Arabs used to call the Persians either ‘ajami or Furs. The wo.rd ‘ajami means ‘foreigner” or
‘non Arab’ (Elias A. Elias n.d:293). Later on the meaning of the word was extended to include
the sense of a foreign language written in the Arabic script. Although most of Sayh ‘Umar’s

manuscripts are in the genre of ‘ajam’ he has also written in Arabic.

Ethiopian Muslim clerics teach about Islam mostly through the indigenous languages written in
the 'gjamt fashion. Apart from its religious use the ‘gjam literature is important as it embodies
aspects of Ethiopian history in general and particularly that of Islam in Ethiopia. However, as
many indispensable Arabic sources on Ethiopia were not given due consideration, the
contributions of the FEthiopian Muslim scholars, especially their ‘ajami works, have also
remained for long unnoticed (Endris 2007:4). In addition to manuscripts, information on the
tombs of local saints which could be a subject of inscriptional philology is also in the category of
important but neglected written heritage. In the same way as manuscripts are studied,
examination of the tombs of saints and inquiry into the literature and oral traditions about shrines

would give clues for the lacunae in the history of Islam in Ethiopia (Hussein 1984:52-53).



Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscripts, which are among the contributions of Muslim clerical scholars, are
an aspect of the Ethiopian literary tradition. Of the manuscripts of Sayh‘Umar, the focus of the
present study is on the one which is concerned with the ancient Ethiopian king, popularly called
Najasi, who was a contemporary of the Prophet Muhammad. The next section briefly describes

what the name Najast signifies and the historical events related to the reign of the King.
1.2 Najast

The history of Islam in Ethiopia is directly related to the history of Islam in Tigray and its
immediate environs. As it is widely known, Islam reached Ethiopia almost immediately after its
emergence during the reign of King Ashama ibn Abjar] (Ella Saham (Sergew 1972:185)) in
615A.D. That Ethiopian king is popularly known as Najas1. The name is an Arabized version of
the Ethiopic word ncigasi meaning one who is anointed as a king. The word has gradually

become an appellation by which King Ashama is known.

Najasr’s hospitality to the emigrant followers of the Prophet Muhammad is a milestone in the
relationship between the Ethiopian state and Islam. According to Muslim scholars such as Samia
(2001) the king embraced Islam. But, for instance, Trimingham (1965:46) represents the
historical narration as a legend. However, the introduction of Islam into Ethiopia by the

followers of the Prophet Muhammad has not been questioned.

The tomb of NajasT is found in Tigray, in the town of Nagas which is 10 kilometers from the
town of Wukro along the Mekelle-Adigrat Road which itself is 55 km east of Mekelle, the
capital of the Tigray region. According to Gori (2007), the number of inhabitants of the town of
Nigas is about 1500 where half of them are Christians and the other half Muslims. In addition to
bearing the name of the king, the town is the burial place of some of the followers of the Prophet
who came and lived in Ethiopia (at the time Abyssinia) for about sixteen years. It is also the

established tradition of the Muslims of Tigray to bury their notables in Négas.

' The name of King Najast’s father is presented in the literature as Abhur’ (MS 1) or ‘Abjar’ (Munro-Hay
1991:261) and even as ‘Abhur Abjar’ (Ahmeddin 2011:57). The confusion between the first two is probably the
Arabic letter jim with its dot resulting in ‘Abjar” orlacking the dot and becoming the letter / b/ and causing ‘Athur’.
The third confusion ‘Abhur Abjar’ arises possibly from considering the former as the name of Najasr’s father and
the latter that of his grandfather.



Near the tomb of Najasi is found a church known as Mariam Kadih. Its name is related to the
wife of Najast. It is believed that NajaST once set off with his wife and entourage and they
reached the place where the church is now located. His wife asked those who were with her
where they were going and they told her that they were going to the land of Islam. She then
quitted the journey and went back. When Najast asked where his wife had gone, his servants told
him that she went back. “Did she betray?” he asked. They said “Yes”. After that event, the place
came to be known as Kadih ‘one who betrays’ (Ahmeddin 2011:55-56). According to Gori
(2007:1109), the tomb of NajasT’s wife is in this church which is built facing opposite the tomb
of Najast. The Christians of the locality swear by saying Maryaman Négasan yagbdrdnna which
means let us be opposite as Mariam (the church) and Négas (his tomb). The phrase is said when

one tries to affirm that they are telling the truth.?

The place where Najast’s tomb is found served as a place where ordinary Muslims gathered with
Muslim clerics for fatwa, that is, for religious explanations by the clerics to questions posed by
ordinary Muslims. Muslims, mainly from Tigray, used to gather there every year to get answers
to their questions. According to Futuh al-Habasha ‘the conquest of Abyssinia’ (2003: 351) when
Imam Ahmed Ibn Ibrahim (graiifi) raided Tigray in the 16™ century he passed by the tomb of
Najasi This indicates that there was a realization of the existence of the tomb since the sixteenth

century.

Sayh‘Umar Abrar, the subject of this research, contributed a lot towards the reconstruction and
recognition of the site of Najast’s tomb (source: Sayh Ahmed and Sayh Ali). Effort was made to
reconstruct the site but governmental recognition was not achieved easily. Yet Muslims value the
place with reverence. Annual celebration takes place on the day of Ashura’, the day on which
Prophet Moses defeated the Pharaoh. It is celebrated on the tenth day of the first month of the
Islamic calendar, Muharram. Nowadays, people from all over the country and even from the
Sudan gather and celebrate in memory of Najast (Sayh Nurhusein and Sayh Ahmed). Poems of

Sayh‘Umar Abrar about Najasi and about other Muslim saints are recited in the house of the

? The episode about the refusal of Najas’s wife to head towards the prophet Muhammad with her husband implies
that NajasT professed Islam.

3 The celebration in memory of Najasi was done on this day because it is a day on which many blessings occurred
other than the defeat of the Pharaoh.



Sayh which he gave away for the purpose. These poems are in the form of manzama style. A

manziima is a religious song sung in a group. It is a kind of panegyric or praise.

A national symposium on Najast was held in Mekelle, the regional capital of Tigray Region in
1999. The symposium assigned a committee for the establishment of a centre named Ashama al-
Najast Cultural and Educational Centre. In 2006 a symposium for launching the centre was held
at ECA (Economic Commission for Africa). At the symposium the centre was formally
established and was promised donations and various kinds of support. The first donation was
made to the centre by the Tigray regional government by granting 110,000 square meters of land
at Nigas town. The centre started operation by setting up an office in Addis Ababa. It has the
objective of making the project feasible with the support of both national and international

figures interested in preserving heritage and culture (Ismail 20006).

1.3  Objectives of the Study

a. General objectives
The general objective of the thesis is to identify a traditional Muslim clerical scholar in the
Tigray region and to reveal his manuscripts. Based on one of the manuscripts of the cleric, the
thesis aims to bring to light the history of an Ethiopian king related to the emigrant companions

of the Prophet Muhammad.

b. Specific objectives
i. to give a brief biography of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar, a traditional Muslim clerical scholar in
Tigray
ii. to provide brief philological descriptions of fifteen ‘@jam? and Arabic manuscripts of
Sayh ‘Umar Abrar;
iii. to give philological analysis of a selected Tigrinya @jami manuscript of Sayh ‘Umar
Abrar on NajasT;

iv.  to identify and discuss the linguistic features of the manuscript on Najasi.



1.4 Methodology

The study involves examining the physical conditions, content and language of the manuscripts.
Data are also collected from informants especially for the reconstruction of the biography of

Sayh‘Umar and for issues concerning the ‘ajami manuscript on Najast.
1.5 Scope and Limitation

The study surveys fifteen manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar which focus on different subjects.
Of the fifteen manuscripts, the study provides in-depth analysis to the one which focuses on
NajasT and which is written in Tigrinya ‘ajami. For all fifteen of the manuscripts brief
philological descriptions are provided. Among the manuscripts, the one which focuses on Najast
is analyzed essentially from the view point of its contents. The analysis is descriptive in
approach. Interpretations related to circumstances are not dealt with. However, linguistic features

characterizing the manuscript are identified and described.

1.6 Literature Review

Research on ‘ajamT literature in Ethiopia is a recent phenomenon. This does not mean that ‘ajami
is new to Ethiopia. Arabic was in use in several medieval Islamic states of Ethiopia where ‘gjami
was also used. Similarly, as stated in the MA thesis of Kemal (2007:9), ‘ajami had been in the
literary culture of some African countries but was later terminated during the period of colonial

cra.

According to Alula Pankhurst (1994:258), Enrico Cerulli was the first to discuss Ethiopian
Muslim poetry in Amharic. Aseffa Mamo (1988) in his MA thesis analyzes the ‘ajami manziima,
poems that are usually sung in the Wollo region. He mentions that the poems are in Ambharic but

written in the Arabic script.

Pankhurst describes and analyzes Amharic ‘gjaml poems from the viewpo int of content, style,
occasion and popularity. He indicates that Islamic poetry in the Ethiopian languages written in
the Arabic script is very popular. He also points out that ajamT poems are found mostly in Adere
(Harari), Oromo, Amharic as well as in Gurage and are often recited during Ramadan, the holy
month of fasting (1994: 259).



As regards the contents of the poems, Pankhurst identified ten kinds based on the researches
done by Cerulli, Aseffa Mamo and audio recordings available on the Merkato. Pankhurst also
points out that there is no manziima regarding the emigrants who sought refuge in Ethiopia. The
reason he gave is that the local Muslim literature is reluctant to acknowledge the Christian king
(1994:265). Both assumptions, that the scenario of the emigrants is missing and that the reason is
the reluctance in the local literature, are not acceptable. Firstly, there are many poems in which
the emigrants and their host are mentioned and glorified. A case in point is the very topic which
this research is concerned with and which I will treat later. Secondly, based on written historical
and Prophetic tradition, Samia = _ (2001:94-97) attests that the Ethiopian king who hosted the
emigrants embraced Islam. To that effect, she provides many reasons. Thirdly, the Prophet
admired the king and said that he was a fair and honest king even before he became a Muslim

(Abdusselam 1989:65).

The preceding scholars are among those who brought to light the importance of ‘ajam’ literature
in Ethiopia. But none of them analyzed ‘gjami manuscripts from the perspective of textual
criticism. The following three M. A theses by indigenous scholars are perhaps pioneering works

fully devoted to textual criticism.

Kemal Abdul Wehab’s MA thesis (2007) focuses on ‘ajami manuscripts in Amharic. In his paper
he analyzes nine manuscripts of Sayh Talha, a Muslim cleric from Wollo who spread the basic
principles of Islam to the ordinary Amharic speaking Muslims through the medium of Amharic
poetry. Sayh Talha’s poems revolve around the glorification and description of the deeds and
characters of Allah and the Prophet. They also focus on prayer through mediation and jihad. The
Prophet Muhammad’s biography is the main subject of the Sayh’s manuscripts. The thesis also
addresses the struggle that Sayh Talha conducted against Yohannes and Menilik, two Christian

emperors. He was bitterly against Yohannes for his fierce policy of conversion.

Mohammed Hakim, in his MA thesis (2007), deals with an Oromo ‘ajam? manuscript of Sayh
Ahmed Sayh Siraj entitled Brille Safa. The thesis underscores that the Sayh was a man born to
praise Allah, love the Prophet and sing in honor of him. The Sayh is portrayed as a virtuous
cleric who influenced people by his piety, poetic ability and dedication. He is also presented as

an intelligent Sayh who was endowed with a unique ability of the craft of speech and poetry who
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emerged in his later life as a prominent author and madih (panegyrist). He was thus compared
with leading poets in the global history of Islam like Hassan Ibn Tabit, al-Busayri and al-Waragq.
The thesis points out that the manuscript deals with the sirah (biography) of the Prophet and his

companions.

Abdella (2009) is another MA thesis on Oromo ‘ajami manuscript. According to Abdella, Sayh
Utman Busaysa of Hararge is the author of a manuscript which is entitled Qatro al-Ajurumiyyah.
The thesis is a philological study of an Arabic grammar manuscript in Oromo ‘ajami. Abdella
(2009) states that the tradition of learning and teaching classical Arabic, mainly grammar and
morphology, has been a common practice among the Muslim communities in Ethiopia over the
last two centuries. However the basic educational system has involved oral interpretation of
Arabic grammar. That drew the attention of Sayh Utman Boseysa. He observed the problems
and difficulties that students faced in learning Arabic grammar and he simplified the
Ajurumiyyah (a well-known Arabic grammar textbook) by paraphrasing and translating it into
the Oromo language. This helped students to achieve the basic knowledge of the Arabic

grammar in a short time,

Ajami has also been used to write some east gurage languages. For example, Redwan (201D

presents a poem in Wolene ‘ajami.

As mentioned earlier the Arabic script had been used widely in many African countries before
the colonial era. Nigeria, Senegal, Mali and Gambia are some of the countries that have recently
revived their ‘gjami literature. These countries are searching their ‘ajami heritage which they
believe embodies their history. The countries seem to be engaged in a movement of awakening

in order to study their history prior to colonization (Mohammed Seid 2006).

As observed above, ‘ajami literature has been used in Ethiopia and in many African countries for
some centuries. This literature, which can contribute a great deal to the knowledge about the
various African countries, has long been neglected. However, the need for researching the
literature is now growing. The present study is one such attempt to reveal the existence and
contents of Tigrinya ‘ajamt manuscripts of a renowned Muslim cleric of the Tigray region. The
following chapter presents the biography of that renowned clerical scholar of the Tigray region,

Sayh ‘Umar Abrar.



CHAPTER TWO
Biography of §ayb ‘Umar Abrar
2.1  Family background

Sayh‘Umar was born to his father Abrar Hayr Ahm.ed and his mother Desta Muhammad Hiyar in
Addorgud, a district in Adua, Tigray region. The exact date of his birth could not be identified
but it is believed to be in 1878. His family, through his father, claims that they are descendants of
the Prophet Muhammad through the Prophet’s grandson Hassen. Such a claim is common in the
biography of many famous Sayhs in Ethiopia (Endris 2007). Sayh ‘Umar’s father and uncles
were personalities who are considered as saints venerated in the society. Some of their

descendants are also respected and visited.

It is believed that the birth of the future Sayh ‘Umar had been foretold by a saint Sayh called
Halifa. The story goes that Sayh ‘Umar’s mother dreamed of eating honey. She was told by this
saint that she would give birth to a son who would become knowledgeable but would not stay
long in life. The mother died some years after she gave birth to the promised child. The father
died earlier. The young'Umar became an orphan who was brought up under his uncles’ care

(source: Sayh Ahmed, Sayh‘Umar’s son, and Sayh Juhar).

It was during the intolerable reign of Emperor Yohannes that the young ‘Umar lost his father
who refused to be converted to Christianity. One day officers of Alula Aba Nigga, the highest
official of the Emperor, came and took the father, Sayh Abrar, from his house. Two other
Muslims were also taken with him. Later, the bodies of the two other individuals were found
while that of Sayh Abrar was lost. It is believed that since he was a saint God took him away
(source: Sayh Ahmed, Sayh Kedir and Sayh Juhar). This kind of explanation was common in
those times in the Muslim society of Tigray. This was the way they explain their steadfastness in
their belief. Another case is the death of a saint named Sayh Ukasha, Sayh Abrar’s brother. The
story is told that while the priests were trying to bury the dead body in the Christian graveyard it

spontaneously disappeared.

The act of forcing Muslims to become Christians was not practiced by all the common Christians

of Tigray. Surprisingly, some of my informants reported that the Christians of Tigray used to



help their Muslim compatriots by testifying that they had become Christians though they knew
that they were practicing Muslims. It is also interesting to learn that a Christian friend of Sayh
Abrar known as Kinfe’s father avenged the Sayh’s death by killing those who revealed the
religion of the Sayh.

During his childhood ‘Umar lived with his uncles serving as a shepherd. He had no chance of
getting religious training at that time because of the oppressive nature of the situation. However,
as he was approaching adolescence, he found it difficult to accept being ignorant about his
religion. Hence, he left for Wollo at the age of fifteen changing his name to Kahsay to avoid
being tracked. That was in fact, a common practice by religious lads of the time. After fifteen

years studying in Wollo he went back home to Tigray (source: Sayh Ahmed and Sayh Juhar).

2.2. Religious training

Little is known about Sayh‘Umar’s religious schooling. In the colophon of one of his Arabic
manuscripts the Sayh indicates that he copied it and that it belonged to his teacher Muhammad
Hasan al-Madani. Informants also identify one of his teachers as Sayh Muhammad Nur Bigiddo
of Wollo who came to Tigray with the intention of taking Sayh‘Umar back to Wollo to assign
him as a teacher. But the Sayh refused. His teacher Muhammad Nur Bigiddo argued that he
would not find as many students in Tigray as in Wollo. But Sayh‘Umar said he would knock at
each door in Tigray to get students. The path of knowledge Sayh Umar took can be identified
from the manuscripts he produced. His manuscripts deal with such topics as the biography of
King Najasi, Islamic inheritance system, Unity of God (Tawhid), praise of saints, glorification

of the Prophet s, rights of parents and Islamic jurisprudence.

Sayh'Umar was not limited to writing; he was also active in teaching. According to my
informants when he returned from Wollo he preferred to remain solitary in a room. The Sayh did
not, however, want to remain in solitude when the society was in need of overhauling. The
concerned members of the society felt that Muslim identity was lost, moral laxity was rampant,
[slamic jurisprudence was neglected; the faith was corrupted by superstition and local attitudes.
So he campaigned hard and succeeded in reforming the society. He was instrumental for the
rebirth of the society he lived in. Sayh ‘Umar thus commanded respect and he is remembered as a

practical and pious teacher, or murabbi as it is written on the colophon of MS 2.
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It appears prophetic that the young ‘Umar chose for himself the prophetic name Kahsay long
ago. In Tigrinya the name implies restoration or retrieval. Indeed the young Kahsay set out to do
what his martyred father intended, that is, to fill the gap left as the result of the flight of Muslim

teachers due to fear of persecution.

2.3. Livelihood and Family

According to Sayh Ahmed, Sayh ‘Umar’s son, their livelihood was essentially dependant on the
agricultural land they had. Nevertheless, the merchant cousin of the Sayh, Azma¢ Mohammed
Abdu, also used to help the family. Sayh ‘Umar married a Tigriyan woman named Meryem, and
had twelve children: Rugiyya, Hajji Muhammad, Mustafa, Fatima, Hadija, Abrar, Ahmed, Tuha,
Yasin, Zeyneb, Mardiyya, Sofia. Among his children the following are alive: Mustafa, Ahmed,
Yasin and Mardiyya.

2.4. Contribution to Society

The contributions of Sayh ‘Umar are not limited to teaching and writing. He was also engaged in
social activities. A shrine to the seventh- century king of Axum, Ashama Ibn Abjar (Ella saham)
and popularly known as Najasi, was erected at his initiative. A clever trick was involved.
According to Sayh Ahmed the local people sent some notables to Emperor Hailesellasie to
request permission to build the shrine at the tomb of Najast. However, the Emperor refused.
Then the Sayh proposed to Azma& Muhammad Abdu, his cousin, to ask the governor of Tigray,
Ras Soyyum, for permission to build the tomb of his (the cousin’s) father. Ras Sayyum agreed.
But, instead it was the tomb of NajasT which was built. Regarding the tomb, Busra Sayh Yahya

(2011:65-66) states that it was constructed “with the permission” of Ras Sayyum.

The local Muslim community then announced that the shrine of Najast was built. Buses
belonging to the well-known merchant Azma¢ Muhammad Abdu brought people from different
parts of the country to visit the newly built shrine. But there were Muslims who were against the
construction of the shrine. They argued that the money could have been better spent on matters
related to the teaching of the laity. However, Sayh ‘Umar responded that his intention in building

the shrine was to let the history of the just and friendly king of Abyssinia become known.
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Sayh ‘Umar also served as Qadr ‘judge’ during the Italian occupation and after the return of
Emperor Hailesellasie. Later he resigned, partly for fear that he might be tempted to do
something that would displease God. Justice administration requires much time and that did not

suit the Sayh, who was committed to teaching and writing.

It is also worth mentioning that Sayh‘Umar was politically sensitive and knowledgable. The
divide-and-rule policy of Italy lured some sections of the Muslim population and innocent Sayhs
with false promises. Sayh'Umar stood against that policy and advised his people not to do
anything that might displease and hurt their Christian brothers and sisters, as that would have bad
consequences in the future. He challenged the seemingly benevolent gesture of the Italians by
inviting them to come to the fold of Islam, if they were sympathetic to it (source: Sayh Ahmed,

Sayh Ali).

2.5. Linguistic skill

It has been mentioned that Sayh‘Umar produced manziimas in Tigrinya. In recognition of his
valuable contributions to the development of elevating Tigrinya literature, a certificate was
posthumously awarded to Sayh‘Umar by the Association of Tigray Artists and the Regional
State of Tigray on November 8, 2008. The Arabic and Amharic knowledge of the Sayh was also
profound, as can be observed from his Arabic and Ambharic texts. Moreover, members of his
family and students testify that the Sayh used to communicate with the Italians in Italian, both in

speech and in writing.

2.6. Old age and death

Among the things Sayh‘Umar achieved in his old age was the performance of Hgjj, the
pilgrimage to Mecca. According to Sayh Ali, he was sponsored by the Italians; but according to
Sayh Ahmed he was sponsored by his cousin Azmaé Muhammad Abdu. After performing the
Hajj the Sayh wanted to visit the Prophet’s mosque in Medina where his tomb is located.
However, given his deep love and respect for the Prophet his cousin feared that the Sayb might
remain in Mecca. Hence, the cousin promised Sayh‘Umar that he could return for another visit
during the next Hajj, and they went back to Ethiopia. However, the éayb fell ill. After three
years in bed, he breathed his last in 1967 at the age of eighty-eight (Sayh Ahmed). His grave is in

the town of Néga$, surrounded with metal fencing.
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CHAPTER THREE

Survey of the manuscripts of sayb ‘Umar Abrar

3.1 General information about the manuscripts

Sayh'Umar Abrar authored a number of manuscripts. As mentioned in section 1.5 of chapter
one, | came across fifteen manuscripts of the Sayh. They are neither titled nor dated except for
one which I identify as manuscript 2 (MS 2). The MSS [ have come across are identified in this
chapter. The manuscripts are of two types: a) those written in local languages but in Arabic script
(‘ajami), b) Those written directly in Arabic. The Sayh’s writings in ‘@jami can again be grouped
into two: while most of the manuscripts are completely in Tigrinya, some contain some

Ambharic.

All of the ‘ajami manuscripts are written in poetic language, that is, as manzima. However, in
MS | the du'a’ (invocations) and in MS 2 the text on the first three folios is in prose. The Sayh
improvised special characters to represent Tigrinya sounds that are absent in Arabic. Usually
dots are added to the Arabic letters; in one case, two Arabic letters are employed for a single
Tigrinya sound (gn (jim, nan) = ). The innovations that Sayh ‘Umar has made and the
characteristic linguistic features of his manuscripts are treated in chapter five. Most of the Sayh’s
manuscripts are in the custody of one of his sons, Sayh Ahmed, who lives in Mekelle, the capital
of the Tigray regional state particularly the Tabya “Aydér part of the city. MS 8, 9 and 10 are
with Sayh Nurhusen Barhan who lives in Mekelle in Tabya Siamen. I provide brief descriptions
of the manuscripts in the following two sections. Section 3.2 deals with the ‘ajami manuscripts
while 3.3 treats the Arabic ones. The original manuscripts are written mostly in madd, locally
made ink; however, modern pen is also used occasionally. Copies of the manuscripts are written

with madd or modern pen; there is one manuscript that apparently exists only in photocopy form.

3.2. ‘Ajami manuscripts

The ‘gjami manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar that I have come across are eleven in number. They are
written as indicated above, either completely in Tigrinya or in Tigrinya including some Amharic
parts. A brief description of each of the manuscripts is provided below. (The ‘gjami transcription

system is discussed in chapter 5)
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MS 1

This is the principal manuscript which the thesis is concerned with. It is essentially on Najasi,

and chapter four is devoted to it. It can be briefly described as follows.

Language: Tigrinya (‘ajam? ), with some parts in Amharic and some parts in Arabic

Title: none

Topic: biography of Najast, du ‘a’, popular saints, manziimas about the Prophet

Status: original®

Physical material: the text is written on ruled sheets of paper, with 17 lines. Black ink was
used for consonants and red for vowel diacritics. The front and back covers are sewed
together and are covered with cloth decorated with red and blue flowers. The word manzuma
is written on the cover in elaborate style. There are additional words in blue ink but they are
partly illegible.

Pagination: the manuscript has 51 folios, that is, 102 pages including blank ones. Those on
which texts appear are 85 pages while the other 17 pages are blank. The page sequence is
based on catchwords at the bottom of the verso of the folios. There are also page numbers in
Arabic numerals at the top of both the recto and verso of the folios. The numbers go from
right to left. Each manziima has its own pagination. Each manziima starts from page two: the
first manziima, about Najast: pp. 2-25, including the closing ¢ ‘@’ the second on saints, pp. 2-
17; the third on the Prophet (as an intercessor), pp. 2-21; and the fourth on the Prophet
(panegyric), pp. 2-25. No page number is given for the doxology on the first folio, and for the
short supplication on the verso of page 25. At the end of the manuscript there is a brief
additional, unpaginated manziima in Arabic which is not in Sayh ‘Umar’s handwriting and
which as a result I do not treat in chapter four. Finally there are unpaginated blank sheets.
One could be curious why the Sayh indicates the first page of each manziima as page 2.
According to one of my informants (Sayh Ali), the first page of each manziima is reserved
for a doxology. For two of the manziimas the space for the doxology is left blank. For the
manziima about Najast and the one on saints, specific doxology is written in the MS.

Size: 10.5cm x17.25 cm

 This MSS and the other manuscripts [ have categorized as “original™ are all written in the same handwriting and
they are with Sayh Ahmed, Sayh 'Umar’s son, as an inheritance.
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Viil.

iii.

Condition: the manuscript is old, the sheets are fragile and a bit damaged; some pages (pp.
1, 2 and 3) are ripped and part of the lines are not clear; some of the lines are completed in
blue ink in a different handwriting. The cloth covering is old so that the edge of the hard
cover of the manuscript is ragged. The cloth on the inner side of the cover is well preserved.
Writing style: The four ‘ajami manziimas are composed of short and long lines; that is, there
are three to nine short lines of verse concluded with a long line which is written curving
upward at the end of the line. The pattern repeats to the end of each of the four manzimas.
Each set of the short lines between the long ones is a rhyming set. The long lines at the end
of each rhyming set of short lines all have the same rhyme. There is editing in the margin and
above the verses, sometimes upside down. The concluding du '@’ of the first manziima and
the isolated du ‘@ on the verso of folio thirteen are written in prose.

Detailed content: The manuscript has four manziimas. The first manziima deals with the
history of Najast including his enthronement, the fairness of his rule, the relationship he had
with the Prophet and the importance of visiting his tomb. It concludes with a du ‘@ in Arabic
for Najast and for those who come to visit his tomb. The second manziima is on the status of
the saints. The text shows the great value of saints who can do miracles and are believed to
have the power to intercede. The third manziima is on the Prophet. It starts with the
importance of praising the Prophet in a group (hadra). It then tells about the position of the
Prophet among the other prophets. The fourth manziima is on the importance of salawat. The
poem underscores that through salawat one can avoid the miseries of this world and be
successful in the hereafter. The Prophet’s mercy is described as extending not only to
humans but also to animals. The Prophet’s death is mentioned as an agony where some
became deaf and others dumb due to the intense love they had for him. Finally there is a
short Arabic poem which praises the Prophet and an isolated du'a’” for those who got relief

after a disaster.

MS 2

Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajami) and Arabic
Title: none
Topic: inheritance, the unity of God, homily, an Arabic poem on praise and another one on

saints, and the five pillars of Islam.
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vi.

vil.

viil.

Status: scribal copy

Physical material: The text is written on sheets from the days of the Italian occupation. The
sheets are used with the bottom side turned up. Black ink was used for consonants and red
for vowels, titles and words that the author wanted to emphasize. The manuscript is bound
with a thin cardboard cover and again covered with decorated white and red cloth. Just inside
the hard cover there is a sheet which is thicker than the rest of the sheets; on the sheet in the
front there are few Italian words (commodity names).

Pagination: there are 112 pages (56 folios). The manuscript is a modern one and it is
paginated with the European numbers at the edge of each recto and verso of the folios. The
recto (left) of one folio and the verso (right) of the preceding folio are identified with the
same page number. In some pages, where the numbers are not visible the copyist used
catchwords to indicate page sequence.

Size: 22 cm x 33.5 cm

Condition: the sewing is loose, the last manziima is not complete but the manuscript is clean
and easy to read.

Writing style: different styles are observed. Some of the manziimas are composed in two
columns; that is, a line of the first column rhymes with a corresponding line of the second
column. Other manziimas are composed of alternating indented and non-indented lines. Still
others are composed of short and long lines as in the writing style of MS 1. Each manziima
has its own doxology. However, in the inheritance part, each issue is provided with its own
heading.

Detailed content: the first part of the manuscript, written in Arabic, is about the five pillars
of Islam: belief in the uniqueness (Tawhid) of Allah and that Muhammad is his messenger,
performing salat (prayer), fasting, giving alms (zakat) and Hajj. The second part is a
manziima which discusses the importance of inheritance as dictated in the Qur’an and Hadit.
It discusses the people who are entitled to inheritance and the amount of the inheritance in
detail. The third part focuses on the Tawhid.: that is, believing in one Creator and that He has
twenty attributes like the power to ‘see’, ‘hear’, ‘speak’, and so on. Then, the prophets of
Allah and their qualities of truthfulness and trustworthiness are presented. The features of
Angels especially of the ten prominent ones, their names and responsibilities are described.

The fourth part gives an extensive account of the Last Day, or the Day of Judgment, where
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Xi.

iil.

iv.

every human being is supposed to stand in front of Allah to get his/her actions weighed. The
part ends with salawdt on the Prophet and those who follow his footsteps. It states that the
Prophet is the origin of life. The Prophet’s soul was the first to be created. Using the nir
(light) of the Prophet, God created the other prophets and other creations like the sun, the
moon, and the stars. It points out that the prophets of God were given high position because
they were created from this nir. The events that took place when the Prophet came to this
world are described. In the month of Rajab, the seventh month of the Islamic calendar, there
was celebration in Heaven when it was heard that the Prophet Muhammad was in his
mother’s womb. The miracles that occurred after his birth are listed. The fifth part of the
manuscript is a homily. It starts with thanking Allah for His guidance and then presents
salawat on the Prophet. It then provides advice in relation to the mission of the Prophet. The
gabr, the grave, is also discussed as a terrible and painful home for those who committed bad
deeds. The right of parents over their offspring is another issue that is treated. The focus is
that those who do not discharge their responsibilities to their parents will not enter paradise
but rather are sent to hell. The importance of saldat (prayer) and the divine punishment for not
doing it is also given due attention. The final manzima is a short version; a fuller version
appears in MS 10.

Colophon: it has a triangular shape and states the date, the person who compose the MS and

the person who copied it. Lastly there is a prayer to Sayh‘Umar by the copyist (his student).

MS 3

Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajamt,)

Title: none

Topic: Mawlid and intercession of saints

Status: original

Physical material: the text is written on ruled sheets of paper. Black ink was used for
consonants and red for vowels. The text is on recto and verso of the folios. The manuscript is
bound with cardboard which is covered with red cloth. The cloth covering has a strap which

is designed in such a way as to hang down from the shoulder.
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vi.  Pagination: the number of pages is 148 (74 folios). The Mawlid part uses catchwords. On
the other hand the whole is paginated with Europian numbers at the bottom starting from the
end to the beginning (left to right).

vii.  Size: 14.8 cm x 20 cm

viii.  Condition: some of the sheets are loose so that some of the pages are not ordered correctly.

ix.  Writing style: The two manziimas have two kinds of handwriting. The second manzitima, on
the importance of celebrating the birthday of the Prophet (Mawlid), is written with light
madd in Sayh ‘Umar’s handwriting. The first manziima, on interceding to Allah through the
saints, is written with bold madd and is not in the Sayh’s handwriting. The manziimas are
composed of short and long lines like the style of MS 1.

x.  Content: The second manziima discusses the importance of celebrating the birthday of the
Prophet. Celebrating Mawlid is presented as a means by which one can get close to Allah.

The first manziima asks Allah for blessings through the intercession of saints.

MS 4
i.  Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajamr)
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topic: about Hashim, the great-grandfather of the Prophet
iv.  Status: original
v.  Physical material: the text is written on ruled sheets of paper of notebook size. Black ink
was used for consonants and red for vowels.
vi.  Pagination: the number of pages is 16 (8 folios). Pagination is indicated by catchwords at
the bottom and European numerals at the top.
vii.  Size: 10.5cmx 15.25 cm
viii.  Condition: not bound
ix.  Writing style: The manziimas appear in two columns; that is, the hemistich in the first
column rhymes with the hemistich in the second column.
x. Content: It starts by indicating that life originated with the creation of the Prophet. Nir
(light) passed to Adam and to other prophets so that they attained a high position. This light
was then passed on to righteous people until it reached Hasim, the great-grandfather of the

Prophet Muhammad, where temporarily the transmission stopped. Hasim was worried, so he
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went to the Ka'ba and prayed. There he was told that he should marry a woman named Salma
who would bear a son who would become the grandfather of the Prophet, Abdulmuttalib,
who was known for coordinating the religious rites at the Ka'ba and for providing food to the

pilgrims.

MS 5
i.  Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajami)
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topic: Jum ‘a salar (Friday prayer)
iv.  Status: original
v.  Physical material: sheets of paper, folded in half, with text on verso and recto of each half
as if the folded sheet was two folios in a book. Black ink is mainly used for writing but on
some pages red ink was used.
vi.  Pagination: number of folios 6 (12 pages) with some catchwords.
vil.  Size: 10.5cmx 18 cm
viii.  Condition: loose sheets, not sewn together, but they cohere thematically as a single
document.
ix.  Writing Style: composed of alternating indented and non-indented lines.
x.  Content: how to conduct the Jum ‘a salat (Friday prayer) according to the different madahib

(schools of legal thought).

MS 6

i.  Language: Tigrinya (‘ajami)
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topic: miscellaneous
iv.  Status: original
v.  Physical material: the text is written on paper verso and recto with black ink for the
consonants and red ink for the vowels.
vi.  Pagination: 32 pages (16 folios) paginated using catchwords but not consistently.
vii.  Size: [1 cmx 17 cm

viii.  Condition: separate sheets of paper.
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ix.  Writing style: two styles are used: alternating indented and non-indented lines on the one
hand; text in columns, on the other hand.

X.  Content: These unbound pages are all written in the same handwriting, but because of their
diverse content it is hard to know whether they are “a single manuscript”. Many issues are
discussed; among them is the steadfastness of the Prophet’s companions when they were
persecuted by the Quraysh’. The case of Bilal, the first Ethiopian convert to Islam, is cited.
Further themes are the terrifying nature of the grave, the importance of salawat, and the
miracles on the day the Prophet was born and the response of Abdulmuttalib to Abraha’s

plan to destroy Mecca.

MS 7

i. Language: Amharic and Tigrinya ( ‘ajami )
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topic: praise of the Prophet and about persecution by the Quraysh
iv.  Status: scribal copy
v.  Physical material: the text is written in black ink
vi.  Pagination: ten pages (five folios) with Arabic numbers at the bottom
vii.  Size: 22 cmx 33 cm
viii.  Condition: no cover and the pages are not sewn together. From the pagination and also
based on content it was clear that the pages form a single manuscript.
ix.  Writing style: composed of short and long lines just as in MS 1.
x.  Content: Praise of the Prophet and persecution of his companions, giving Bilal as an

example of steadfastness in the face of persecution.

MS 8

i.  Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajami),
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topic: the marriage of Hadija to the Prophet, and Mawlid

iv.  Status: photocopy of a scribal copy

* The Quraysh were the noble tribe to which the prophet Muhammad belonged. The Quraysh, before embracing
Islam, persecuted the first Muslims, some of whom the Prophet advised to emigrate to Ethiopia.
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Vi.

vil.

viil.

iX.

iii.

iv.

Vi.

Vil

Viii.

MS 9

Physical material: bound photocopied sheets. The letters are in the black color of a
photocopy.

Pagination: there are 102 pages (51 folios) paginated with European numbers at the bottom
going from right to left.

Size: 18 cm x 24.25 cm

Condition: the Mawlid part is not complete.

Writing style: composed of short and long lines like the style of MS 1.

Content: It discusses how Hadija (the first wife of the Prophet) was impressed by the
Prophet. Their marriage ceremony is then discussed in detail. There is also a Mawlid part.
Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajami ), Amharic ( ‘ajami ) and Arabic

Title: none

Topic: Najasi, saints and praise

Status: scribal copy

Physical material: the text is written on bound sheets of paper. The consonants are written
in blue ink whereas the vowels, subtopics and punctuation marks are written in red ink.
Pagination: there are 200 pages (100 folios), marked with catchwords and also page
numbers at the bottom. Out of the 100 folios 64 contain writing while 36 are blank.

Size: 14 cm x 20.5 cm

Condition: well preserved

Writing style: some are composed in short and long lines as in MS 1. Others are composed
in two columns like MS 4, while others are composed of alternating indented and non-
indented lines.

Content: part of the manuscript is a copy of MS 1 (the biography of Najast and the

superiority, miracles and contributions of the saints). There is an Arabic poem, similar to
what is found in MS 2, and again a copy of the du ‘@’ part from MS 2. Description of Muslim
scholars in Hawzen (eastern Tigray) and how the death of those scholars affected the Sayh
and the discomfort of living with ignorant people are included. There is one Amharic poem

on the Prophet. And there is a short manziima in Tigrinya on Najast.
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MS 10
i.  Language: Tigrinya ( ‘ajami)
ii.  Title: none
iii.  Topie: the homily part from MS 2. It also contains the last manziima of MS 2 in a fuller
version. See MS 2 for details.
iv.  Status: scribal copy
v.  Physical material: bound ruled sheets of paper whose texts are written with madd.
vi.  Pagination: there are 196 pages (98 folios) paginated with numbers at the bottom. 40 folios
are blank.
vii.  Size: 20.5cmx 27.75 ¢cm
viii.  Condition: well preserved
ix.  Writing style: composed of short and long lines like the style in MS1. The last letter of each

indented line is black, red or green. He also uses green for headings and red for emphasis.

MS 11

i.  Language: Tigrinya (‘ajamr)
ii.  Title: none
iii. ~ Topie: praise to the Prophet
iv.  Status: scribal copy
v.  Physical material: unbound sheets of paper written with madd
vi.  Pagination: not paginated and it has only four pages (two folios)
vii.  Size: 11 cm x15.5 ¢cm
viii.  Condition: the paper is fragile
iX. ~ Writing style: composed of short and long lines like the style of MS 1.
X.  Content: praise of the Prophet

3.3. Arabic manuscripts _

Among the manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar, apart from the eleven treated in the preceding
section 3.2, there are four manuscripts written in Arabic. I refer to these as MS A, MS B, MS C
and MS D. Of these Arabic MSS one (MS D) is a copy as mentioned earlier in section 2.2.

Nevertheless, at the end of the manuscript, there is a half-page Arabic text by the Sayh. As I have
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done for the foregoing eleven manuscripts, brief descriptions of the four Arabic manuscripts are

given below.

MS A

i.  Title: none
ii. ~ Topic: supplications
iii.  Status: original
iv.  Physical material: partly a bound book; partly loose sheets of paper. The text is written in
black ink.
v.  Pagination: there are 126 pages (63 folios). Catchwords are used but not consistently
vi.  Size: 10 cm x16 cm
vii.  Condition: fragile paper
viii.  Writing style: prose

ix.  Content: supplication extracted from the tradition of the Prophet and other scholars

MS B

i.  Title: none
ii.  Topic: genealogy
iii.  Status: original
iv.  Physical material: a bound manuscript. The text is written in blue ink but some of the
contents are also written in madd.
v.  Pagination: not paginated
vi.  Size: 10.5cmx 19.5 cm
vii.  Condition: well preserved
viii.  Writing style: the first part is in prose but there are also parts written in poetry.
ix.  Content: the genealogy of Sayh Abadir of Harar, with which Sayh ‘Umar identifies himself,
is written in about three to four pages. The manuscript also contains other Arabic contents

and manziimas.
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MS C

i.  Title: none
ii.  Topic: miscellaneous
iii.  Status: original
iv.  Physical material: sheets of paper detached from binding. The text is written with black ink
and blue ink, and occasionally in red ink for bulleting.
v.  Pagination: 69 pages
vi.  Size: 11 cmx 15.75 cm
vii.  Condition: loose sheets of paper
viii.  Writing style: prose with a few poems
ix. Content: it deals with a wide variety of topics including jurisprudence, tawhid (unity of

God), tqjwid (Quranic articulation), genealogy, history and praise of Allah.

MS D

i.  Title: none
ii.  Topic: supplication
iii.  Status: original
iv.  Physical material: unbound sheets of paper but they cohere thematically as a single
document. The text is written with black ink.
v.  Pagination: 12 pages (6 folios); catchwords are used for pagination
vi.  Size: 1lem x 19 cm
vii.  Condition: not bound
viii.  Writing style: alternating indented and non-indented lines of verse.
ix.  Content: supplication, beseeching Allah through his names. There is also a discussion of the
benefit and harmfulness of medicines.
x.  Colophon: the Sayh writes that it was copied from his teacher. The title of the manuscript is

stated: Asma’ Allah a- husna ‘the beautiful names of Allah’. But no date is provided.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Analysis of the Manuscript on Najast

Brief descriptions of the manuscript on the pious Abyssinian king, Najasi, along with the
descriptions of fourteen other manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar, have been given in the
preceding chapter. Here, I single out the manuscript on Najasi, MS1, and provide the analysis of

its contents.

The great majority of the manziima texts of the manuscript are in Tigrinya ‘ajami while some
texts are in Arabic and a few in Amharic. Reading the texts is sometimes difficult, because some
of the edges of the folios are torn, vowels have not been consistently provided and missing line-
ends written vertically in the left margin have sometimes been added in ball-point pen. To
overcome the problems, I resorted to listening to a recorded version of the manziimas which 1
bought. The recording was done by Sayh Nurhusein in whose custody is a copy of the
manuscript. Furthermore, I consulted with two of Sayh ‘Umar’s students: Sayh Ali and Sayh

Seid Ahmed.

The original version of the manuscript (in the custody of Sayh Ahmed ‘Umar, Sayh ‘Umar
Abrar’s son) and the copy (in the custody of Sayh Nurhusein) are very similar except for the
doxology part. In the doxology of the original manuscript the intercessor is Najast whereas in

that of the copy the appeal is to Najast himself.

[ analyse the four major parts, that is, the four manziimas of the manuscript, by quoting,
transliterating, translating and by discussing the targeted parts. I first give the original ‘gjami text
(in Arabic script) in the form of a photocopy of the original. This is followed by transcription in

Latin letters, then by an English translation.

To verify completeness and authenticity I have referred to supplementary sources. I have drawn

from sources in Arabic, English and Amharic.

The structure of this chapter follows the structure of the manuscript, MSI, itself. It has a
prologue and an epilogue of praise; in other words, it is prefaced with a doxology, praise to

Najasi, and concludes with a panegyric, extolling the Prophet Muhammad. Among the topics
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which appear between the two praises are: the enthronement of Najasi, the welcoming of the
Prophet’s companions, Najasi acting on behalf of the Prophet for his marriage, the importance of
visiting Najas’s tomb and narratives about saints. After the doxology, the main parts of the
manuscript are the four manziimas: i) on Najasi; ii) on popular saints; iii) on the intercessor

Prophet and iv) panegyric to the Prophet. The last manziima (iv) is what [ refer to as epilogue.
In the transcriptions below, I use several conventions:

[ ] indicates that the oral text which I am familiar with disagrees with the written text; [ put
the oral text in brackets. Also, there are cases where the written text seems not to make sense;

here I add a correction in [ |.
() indicates a dittography (unnecessary repetition) in the written text.

[ have tried to transcribe clearly Arabic words using normal Arabic transcription, and clearly
Tigrinya words using normal Tigrinya transcription. Arabic loanwords which have become part

of Tigrinya are transcribed according to Arabic convention.

In transcribing Tigrinya, the vowel-letters ¢ ,5 and ! do not indicate length as in Arabic but only

vowel quality. (Tigrinya has no vowel length.)

As indicated above, the chapter is concerned with a descriptive analysis of the contents of MSI.
As to the linguistic and transcriptional features of the manuscript, some discussion is provided in

chapter five.

4.1. Doxology

On the recto of the first folio of the manuscript on Najast appears the masrab (doxology) which
is given below. It is a poem praising Najast which consists of three lines. The masrab is recited
by the congregation after each stanza, consisting of short verses of the manziima culminating
with a long one, is sung by the leading singer. The first and the second lines are in Arabic while

the third is in Tigrinya(’.

® Since the paper here is partly torn off, the doxology physically has the form of a collage created by sticking two
pieces of paper together, the original paper and a “patch™ added to supply the missing text. Consequently, in the first
line the phrase al-madad is invisible except for the last letter. In the second line, the word bikum is unduly repeated.

26



* al-madad al-madad ya-sayyid |-"akbar
Narji bikum (bikum) ‘a ta’l-"a[w]fari

L#’ahum zayyari

Oh great lord we ask aid
We hope for abundant gift through you (from Allah)

On account of visiting you (your tomb)

The doxology is about the intercession of Najasi. Sayh ‘Umar, on behalf of the visitors to

NajasT’s tomb, asks for the intercession of the pious king.

In reciting the doxology people say ‘natlubu minkum’ ‘we ask from you’, instead of narjit
bikum ‘we hope through you’ (the second line in the doxology above). The difference
between the two phrases is a point of theological debate. It can be assumed that the lyrical
piece was originally written with the second option, bikum. Plausibly the Sayh inserted the

marginal comment ‘ay min Allah ‘that is, from Allah’ as a response to the controversy.

Top right, the expression ‘ay min Allah *that is from Allah” is a later addition to point out the abundant gift is sought
from Allah.

27



4.2. Ashama al- Naja31 ’

In Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscript on Najasi, MS 1, two Ethiopian kings are mentioned. The first is
King Abhur who was in power before the advent of Islam, while the second is King Ashama ibn
Abhur later better known as Najasi. The latter was contemporary with Muhammad’s

prophethood.

King Ashama is referred to by various names by different authors. Sayb ‘Umar’s manuscript

e

mentions Ashama apart from Najasi (3)®.
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Ashama malét nasayyid Najasi “ayyu samu
Wahbit malit "ayyu ba‘Arab turgumu9
Himzi "ilu kitab "asdbbiqu torgimu

"Ahmed Najasi, malit lo'addi "oyyu somu Jawahir al-Hisan bargos fassari

Ashama is the name of Lord Najast
Whose meaning in Arabic is ‘giﬁ’10

A book has translated this well

"Ahmed Najast is a name of a locality; Jawahir al-Hisan explains this well

7 The Arabic definite article a/ ‘the’ and the noun (name ) Najast ‘king’ are orthographically represented separately.
However, in pronunciation, the alveolar lateral sound / I/ of the defiite article is assimilated by the next alveolar
nasal sound /n / at the beginning of Najasi and the pronunciation of a/-Nagjashi becomes anNajashi ‘the king’.
Locally, the name is used without the definite article and in the Ethiopian pronunciation Nejasi.

® The number of the page from which a direct quote is taken appears in parenthesis.
? Line 2 of the verse is refrieved from what is written vertically to the left of lines one, three and four.
¥ “Gift’ is not a usual meaning of the word ashama in Arabic.
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Ashama ' is the name more commonly used by Islamic sources. On the other hand, Ethiopian
(Christian) sources recognize him as Adriaz (Sergew 1972:185). Many Muslims in Ethiopia
consider Ahmed NajasT as the king’s name, but the Sayh notes that this is actually the name of a

place, citing the book known as Jawahir al-Hisan."

In this thesis the name Najasi, by which the king is generally known, is adopted. His fairness,
and the hospitality he extended to the Muslim emigrants who were persecuted by the Quraysh,
which is a major theme of the manuscript under discussion, won him broad recognition in the

Muslim world. Consequently he has become a source of pride to Ethiopia.

4.2.1 Enthronement

In the long history of Ethiopia, leaders used to assume power in two ways. Conventionally, a
royal family, used to assign the eligible individual to the throne purely on the basis of its rules of
succession. However, a capable individual who subdued all his competitors could also assume
leadership by himself based on his own merit. The manuscript under examination considers that
the enthronement of Najast took place both in the former manner, that is, through the rules of

succession, and also due to his merit and competence.
4.2.1.1 Power through succession

Accordig to Sayh ‘Umar the succession of the monarchic power passed from Abhur, the father,

to the son, Najasi. The Sayh describes the lineage in verse in the following manner (2).

"' Ahmeddin (2003:46), reffering to Encyclopedia Aethiopica, mentions that the original name was Ella Saham.
" The name Ahmad has been attached to Nigas probably to give it an Islamic flavor. According to Sayh Hedir,
many places in Tigray are known after influential Muslim personalities such as ‘Addi Kibira for ‘Addirgud.
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Sayyid Najast tontd misiriti
Nogusat 'ayyom nogusd mingasti

Wiiladiom "Abhur yobbihal giza'i miryiiti.

Lord Najast has origin from time immemorial
His ancestors royal
His father Abhur, ruler of the land

The Sayh also describes how the nobility plotted to overthrow king Abhur to replace him with
his brother for the simple reason that king Abhur had only one son, Najasi, while Abhur’s
brother had twelve sons. The nobility were worried that the succession of Najast would not last
long if they let it happen since he had no sibling to take over after his death. So, they decided to
kill and depose Abhur, to deny Ashama, NajasT, his right to the throne. The nobility went ahead
with their plot, that is, they killed Abhur and brought his brother to power. They did this
assuming the country would be guaranteed peace for a long time when the twelve sons of

Abhur’s brother succeeded each other.” Sayh ‘Umar describes the scenario as follows (3).
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* In fact, this very naive hope did not come true; the text tells us that the country was not at peace, which was why
Najasi was recalled.
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Haw "abhur ndyru bd‘al ‘assirtd koltd wuludi

"Abhur boldy Najasi ydniabiroy wuludi

Ministar mihdru latdk’k’am * ilom la‘ddi

Nogqtillo bélu lozu bd‘al hadd wuludi

Lohawu nosum bilu bi‘al ‘assirtd kollotd wuludi

Sumiit *ankaba’u [‘enkab’u] kohallof lab ddk’k’u karrdmamadi

Bosiilam (Bosilam) hotk'ammit "ayya habisa ‘addi ko%a’ ‘assirti koltd lazzazuri
Ministor hullom bazuy nigirzuy gitimu

"Abhur k’itilom sayyid Ashama gidbiruwwom yatimu

The brother of Abhur had twelve children

While Abhur had no other son than Najasi

The ministers discussed the future of the nation

To kill the one with only one son

And replace him with the one who had twelve sons

So that succession can pass to the sons

Abyssinia will then be peaceful until the twelve sons get their turn to rule
All the ministers agreed on this idea

They thus killed Abhur and left Najast an orphan

Nevertheless, the situation was not favorable to the ministers as Najast continued to impress. He
even outdid the king, his uncle, not only in matters of knowledge but also in the art of speech and

conversation. The Sayh depicts this in the following lines (3).

B
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Sayyid Najast mas dik’k’i hawabbo om "atdwu lab ma’allami
Nassom konu “ankab’atom alik’at libbami
Ba‘ilmi hullu honu tidk’[q]4dddami

Hadi tds’inu kiim’om Ia"allami minisatrat ta‘Iim ri’om “atdwom $abbari

Lord Najast entered training together with his cousins
He was found to be the wisest among them
He excelled in all aspects

None was even close to his knowledge. The ministers started getting worried
As expressed below, NajasT’s knowledge exceeded not only his cousins’ but also that of his uncle (4).
S
z.-ﬂw-—-ﬂ Ly JF ol b
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Sayyid Najast kiirna niifi‘'u

"dnkab hawabbo’om "akk™a halifu birtiu

Ba'ak’[q]li boziiriba nassu tdsimi‘u

Lord Najast really excelled
He was even wiser than his uncle (the king)

He was favoured of his intelligence and speech

The courtiers were determined to do whatever it took to ensure that Najast wasn’t a source of
danger. So they came up with a plan to get rid of him as they were afraid he would make his own

move. They brought the idea to the king, Najasr’s uncle. The king agreed to their proposal and
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banished Najasi, selling him into slavery. The following citation from the manuscript briefly

relates how the banishment was carried out (4).

Lab hawabbo’om kiiydom hafu’ "asmé‘u wiy honk’itlo bilu wiy konibbarari
Mohlaf firihu nayatom "amri

Yitok’[q]tilu dd’a "anbdy 'arhak’[q]ewwo 'onkab hagiri

Basudda[$]td mi'ti dirham dirham bururi

*Ankoyyow 'a$Sagdrom lab ‘ardb modri hizi tifisimullom mahri ministiri

The ministers went to his uncle to propose either to kill him or banish him
Fearing to differ

(The king) chose to have him exiled

They sold him to a traveler

For six hundred dirham of silver

He was taken to the land of the Arabs to the satisfaction of the ministers 14

' This story is reminiscent of the story of Joseph in the Quran and the Bible.
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But the plot of the courtiers and the decision of the king did not hold for long. After a short time,
as seen in section 4.2.1.2 below, the status quo changed and NajasT was brought back from

slavery and enthroned.

4.2.1.2. Power through merit and competence

According to the manuscript, the king (NajasT’s uncle) died of a thunderbolt. To make matters
worse, none of his sons proved to be competent enough to replace the king. The country was

thrown into political turmoil. The éayh describes the episode as follows (4).
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Nigoda misi'a lohawabbo’om k’atalat

"Hnkab ddk’k’u tds’anid latahz Sumiit

MYy

Miryit tad ¢’ dnndk ' [q]dt méryit sdlmatét

B#zhd minkéra bizhd hawkit la‘ayyuwwo sd’anu wiyyom ministry

A thunderbolt killed the uncle
None of the sons proved capable of assuming power
There was huge turmoil and chaos

The ministers did not know what to do
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To turn to Najast became inevitable. The search for him is portrayed in the citation below (5).

Sy

Nimsé dyyo bilu litfa nayyo widdi

Gébd’om[gili’om] tél ilom "atiwu magiddi

Bshanddy mafattas tiginidyid ab ‘arib ‘addi

"dkab bardha sirik’[q]om "ams’uwom k’orisom mégiddi

"dnkayyow tdSomu "athazuwwom ‘addi miryit rigi'a k™ [qdriyd Soggori

Let’s bring the one whom we banished

Some of them (ministers) set off on the road

He (Najast) was found after a long search

They stole him from the desert and brought him back, cutting the road short

He was immediately enthroned to rule the land; things went back to normal and

there was no more suffering

Despite the fact that his father was unfairly killed and NajasT was originally denied power,
although he had every right, ultimately Najas7 was enthroned. The Sayh considers the latter event

as an outcome of his fairness and wisdom. He deserved to be a king for his qualities more than

his mere descent from a royal family.
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Najasr’s fairness and wisdom were demonstrated even as a new leader coming back from
slavery, that is, long before the historic incident with the Muslim emigrants from Arabia. One
dramatic illustration of this happened when the master of the ex-slave Najasi came all the way
from Arabia to Abyssinia looking for his ‘lost slave . Without knowing that the king of
Abyssinia was Najast himself, the slave owner sued the nobility around Najasi because they took
the slave they had once sold to him without bothering to pay the money back. The case was
brought to King Najasr’s court. To the surprise of all, King Najasi offered either to return the
stolen slave or to pay the money that was due. This made a lasting impression on the people, who
understood well what the consequence of the options would be. That is, if the ministers decided

to give the slave back, it was Najast himself who would be taken away. The Sayh gives this

account in his manuscript as follows (5).
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Wiyyo goyto'om misi'u doddshri’om sa‘ibu

Ya-sayyidi ya-sayyidi’ilu tiri‘u tdzaribu

Barya "ayyu "ilom $dytomuldy wisidom giinzibu

Sirik’[qJom "ams’uwwo wiyyo lagituwwo ginzibu

"dnkayyow layyow "akkibillu sib

Birya'u [baryu’u] yowsid bilu wiy yasid génziibu ginzib nahab *ina bilu wiyyom ministri
Hébisa td ajjibom bazu ‘adli fardi

Sayyid Najast lora’som lafirdduwwo fardi
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Lozu sib’ay ginzib yosid maldt wiy barya'u [baryu’u] yawsidi

Barya'u[baryu’u] yowsidd kdimbélu  azom nayom jundi sayyid Najasi niyrom mas’u hiyadi

His (Najasrs) master followed after him (King Najasi)
He exclaimed, “My master, my master,

The ministers took money for a slave they sold to me
Then stole the slave back.”

He (Najasi) immediately called the ministers

He declared, “Let him take either his slave or his money back”™.
The ministers agreed to pay back the money

The Abyssinians were struck by the fairness of the ruling,
The judgment Lord Najasi gave on himself

That the master should get his money back or his slave
Had the ministers chosen to give the slave back

s

It would have been King Najasi that would have gone

As can be seen above Najast was a king known for his fair administration. In reference to Najast
the prophet underscored, “...where no one is unfairly treated in his land” (Abdusselam 1989:

65).
4.2.3. Welcoming the Prophet’s companions

Not long after that event the Prophet Muhammad sent a group of emigrants to seek asylum in
Abyssinia. The emigration to Abyssinia did not happen by chance. It was an order from the
prophet Muhammad who advised his adherents to flee persecution by the Quraysh. The

following is a citation from Sayh ‘Umar’s narration about the initiation of the emigration (06).
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‘Adil mah“anom miskiromullom nabi Muhammadi

'Ab makka Soggor "agnayom nidyrom nayom jundi

"Atyom 'ilom lab “aslomonna mégiddi

Giba u[Giliu] yaqattil gdba’u[Gili’u] hawwi yeniddadi

Hamkéddkum baluwwom lab hali’ ‘addi

'Amru koa“ lazohar rabbuni samadi'’

Labdy "ina lanohdd bdlu lo-nabi Muhammadi

Sallallahu “alayhi "abad al-’abadi

Lab Hébésa "iSara gibdru zdrgihom idi

Fa-’inna biha malikan la-yazlimu wa-la-yuzlamu ‘indahu ’a hadun hittari yilliy ‘amma si yilliy

Malit "ayyu "ab Hibisa ‘addi basabbuq nagus mahmud al-habari'®

The Prophet Muhammad witnessed Najasi’s fairness
When his followers were persecuted in Mecca

For accepting Islam

Some of them were killed and others burnt

He advised them to leave for another land

Until the Lord makes it safe

** Line 6 of the verse is retrieved from what is written vertically in the margin.
® The same holds for Line 11.
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Where to? they asked the Prophet Muhammad,

May Allah’s mercy be upon him forever

He pointed to the land of Abyssinia

There is a king under whose rule no one either oppresses or is oppressed

There is neither robber nor rebellion

Regarding the persecution the followers of the Prophet underwent and their emigration to

Abyssinia, Endris (2010) describes as follows:

According to Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (839-923), there came a trial which
severely shook the people of Islam; some were seduced. The messenger of
God commanded them to immigrate to Abyssinia. He told them that there
was a righteous king in Abyssinia in whose land no one was oppressed
and who was praised for his righteousness. The messenger of God
commanded them to do this. A batch of refugees went to Abyssinia
because of the coercion they were being subjected to. His fear was that

they would be seduced from their religion.

The emigration of Muslims to Ethiopia happened in two rounds, the first and the second. The
first one was ordered by the Prophet when the oppression of the Quraysh was intolerable to the
Muslims. Safiy al-Rahman (1979:118) describes the emigration as, “In Rajab of the fifth year of
prophethood a group of twelve men and four women left for Ethiopia. Among the emigrants

were ‘Utman bin "Affan and his wife Ruqgaiyah the daughter of the Prophet”.

However, they went back when they heard that the Quraysh had embraced Islam. But they found
that the persecution had rather increased. Therefore, the Prophet instructed them to emigrate to
Abyssinia for a second time. This second group of emigrants comprised eighty-three men and
eighteen or nineteen women (Safiy al-Rahman 1979:120-121). Sayh ‘Umar mentions some of

the names of the emigrants with admiration as follows (6):
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"Hn kab makka tél‘alu “azom gotiit "asyadi
"Hnbiytdy ruqiyya bint nabi Muhammadi
Zawjuha ‘Utman sahiyy al-yadi

‘Utman "ibn Mazun "ahirida‘ lonabi Muhammadi

Mas’om midsyom bazuhat “asyadi basabbuq nagus matluw al-habari

The honorable emigrants began their journey from Mecca
Ruqiyya, the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter,

Her husband Utman, the generous

2517

Utman Maz un, “nurse-brother”" " of the Prophet Muhammad,

More dignitaries were also in the group that came to the good and famous king

The Sayh mentions the names of the most notable ones of the emigrants: Ruqiyya, daughter of
the Prophet, her husband Utman, the Prophet’s best friend, who was considered generous, and

Utman, the “nurse brother” of the Prophet. He generalizes that all were respected individuals.

-

The Quraysh, on learning of the hospitality of King Najasi towards the emigrants, dispatched
their own emissaries asking Najast for the handing over of the Muslim emigrants. The emissaries
came with gifts to Najast's ministers and servants so as to win their hearts. But the scheme would

not be effective under the straight, logical and fair king as discussed below (7).

" According to Sayh ‘Umar, Utman was brought up breast-fed together with the Prophet Muhammad. Hence, in
Arabic: "ah al-rida’ literally translated as ‘nurse-brother’
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Bodahna bamac¢a tdgammitu “azom ashabi

"Hziy simi‘'om dd’a hazdnu na-makka sib

Honmélsom 'ina biilu lafta ' snidbirwwa hafu’ ‘adab

Yattd akib tdbhilu td akkibu bazuh giinzib

Babba‘aynétu lomik “ananti lowwihab 1o Najasi lowwihab
Nasdidd "ilom sddddu hayyalat kalté sib *Amr bin “Asi hal’ayu ‘Amiri
Bozuh hadayya hizom misu "azom kalti sibat

"Hlla haldfu ‘addilu Iahasahor lomik“ananti

Lohullu ba‘al mé‘al Iahullu “abbéyti

Hayyi haggozuna bialuwwom 'ammiing asti

Sabat mési’om "allawu bdluwwom lab nayatkum méryiti

Lagittom ydhondy lahazuwwo haymanot labzuy hadimom bizihuwwom Saggari
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Mosoggar lomdsom balhat magiddi

Nabi “ayyi lobal mési'u hadi "ab ‘addi

" Ayyaqérabay laftom nayna mab tidi

"Hzom sdbat "zi’om "atiwu lab nayu migiddi

Tamaldsu “ilu "agaggirullom ‘alyit zdmadi Saggar "amsi uwwom lab nayatkum madri

Upon hearing this (the well-being of the emigrants), the Meccans were dismayed
They started plotting to bring them back to the previous harsh punishment
Money was amassed

To be given to the ministers as well as to Najast. They sent two diplomats
Amr bin al-‘As and Amir

The two individuals came with many gifts

They distributed them among the servants as well as the nobles

To all the ministers and the great ones

They urged them to help them in their case:

That they (the emigrants) have a strange religion

That they had fled after getting punished

A man arose in the town (Mecca) claiming to be a prophet

He does not even get close to our gods

And these people joined his party

Family and relatives tried to reconvert them

But they came to your land.
The poem has very similar contents with the narration of Mohammad Tayib (2007:14) but in his

version the names of the two Quraysh messengers are ‘Amr ibn al-‘As and Abdullah Ibn

Rabi‘ah.
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According to Sayh ‘Umar, the emissaries appearing before Najast presented their case as follows (8).
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Lab Najasi "atdiwu wiyyom kolté sibati

Labaha misi’ana bilu sddidomuna ‘abbiyti

Nayna sdbat misi’om "allawu "abzu nayka méryiti
Hawwiikti "ayyom hazbi mabbilasawti
Kiyidtmomu "ayyu latdl ahnayyo mél hti
Kathabiinna nadilli bdluwom’ ozom sébat

Habbatom biilu labél'u mik “ananti $a’a haggizom lobél u hasahori

The two men entered Najast’s court

They said, we came to you, sent by noble people
A few dissidents have come to your land

They are disobedient, corrupting people

We have been sent to prevent this

We request you to hand them over to us

The ministers who took gifts supported the request

The servants too who took gifts supported
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The incident was critical. ‘Amr bin al-*As was no ordinary man. He was carefully chosen to
persuade Najast with his eloquence. Along with the distributed gifts the pressure on Najast was
immense. ‘Amr tried to convince the king that the emigrants professed a strange and corrupt
religion. The ministers also supported the claim and pressured the king to turn the emigrants over

to the Meccan Quraysh.

King Najasi, however, did not succumb to the pressure. As a wise leader and, above all, a just
king, he had to listen to what the emigrants had to say. He gave them a chance to present and

defend their case (8).
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Habbatom di’a bilu *azom hadiyya labdl'u
Sayyid Najasi radiyallahu “anhu ldyz ang'u
Yisidddaday bdlu mirisom labay letdsigga‘u

Zirdbd’ om hasomma’ biluwwom yassdwwu ‘u siwwa'i sididu labzom "akabiri

Turn them over said those who took gifts
Yet king Najasi, may Allah be pleased with him, refused
I am not to turn over those who seek protection trusting me

Call them, and let’s hear what they say

‘Amr made sure he exploited every opportunity to accomplish his mission. He seized upon the
emigrants’ manner of greeting, which could be considered very rude. In those times, people had
to bow or even prostrate in front of kings, especially when they anticipated some kind of favor.

The incident is presented in the Sayh’s manuscript as follows (9).
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‘Amir *agniyi balhat midbi’asi migiddi

Maos sayyidi Najast goytay sayyidi

’Eman ldbbol losoma’ lohdbdi

"Hzom sibat huru‘at "oyyom enkab kullu “addi

"Enta ’atwulliwu ayyswiirduy sujidi

Sanhumma bilatom hatri’u "ihum gudi’anta’atwu lab zu "afdiggd biri

‘Amr got a means to cause discord between the emigrants
And Lord Najast

Which is convincing

These people are arrogant

When they enter they do not bow down

You will see when they enter at the gate

The emigrants were exercising the new code of conduct as taught by the Prophet Muhammad: no
one prostrates in front of another human being, regardless of status difference. Prostration is
reserved for the Creator only. The following lines from the manuscript present the response of

the emigrants (10).
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"Assalamu ‘alayka “ilom "atawu " azom ‘asyadi
Tdyyaquwom sayyid Najasi goytay sayyidi

"Hntay h"enkum baluwwom ldygibarkumulldy sujudi
Hilkilunna® ayyu bilu nabi Muhammadi

Sujud "ayyawarrddoy bilu[ ilu] "illa le-rabbuna samadi
Halkilunna "allo bélu bozuh hofu’ midgaddi

Sélam bilnaki [bilnakka] bdlu bi-tahiyyati jannat al-huldi radiyallahu “anhum * ozom "akabiri

The dignified (emigrants) said peace be upon you, on entering the court
Lord Najast asked them

How come you did not bow?

The Prophet Muhammad has prohibited it, they said

No more prostration except to the Eternal Lord

He prevented us from committing evil acts, they said

We have greeted you with the salute of the people of paradise

May Allah be pleased with those noble people.
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King Najast then asked Lord Jdfar, the cousin of the Prophet, to speak on behalf of the

emigrants (11).
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Barot dina honmollds honmillo” "amri

"Ahrar "ayyom bild hdsasi’atom ‘Amiri
K’itilnado "allana hank’attdl "ammakka madri
Yak’[qlatdluy bild hdsasi’atom “Amiri
Ginzib wisidnado "allidna boak’[glahri

La’ yawisidduy bild hidsasi’atom ‘Amiri " antay did’a biluwwom tadidlyuwom "amri

Are we slaves that we should return and fulfill their orders?
‘Amr, the accuser, answered, they are free people.

Did we kill people so that we should be killed in Mecca?
They did not kill, said their accuser “Amr.

Did we take money by force? they asked.

No, they did not take, said ‘Amr, the accuser

Then what wrong did they do?
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‘Amr responded as follows (11).
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‘Amr milisu milsi lagoytay sayyidi
Nohnay nassatomiy nerna 'ab hadd mégiddi
Kiydom *aminu ba Muhammad migaddi
Honmilsom bamalit "ina nayna muradi

Lab ’abbo’om mégiddi lab *ajdadi mégiaddi himzuy 'ilu hisasi’atom "Amiri

‘Amr replied to the king

We and these people used to follow one path
But they went over to Muhammad’s path
All we want is to bring them back

To the way of our forefathers

Amr’s argument could not go beyond accusing the emigrants of abandoning the religion of their
forefathers. What is interesting, as portrayed by the Sayh, is the response of Najast, which is
consistent with his character. He always gives a chance to the accused, too. One can imagine the
situation in the court with emotional tension rising while King NajasT maintains his composure

trying to arrive at the truth underlying the rift between the Quraysh delegates and the Muslim

emigrants (11).
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T

Lomntay lik’ik’kum([liqigkum] bédluwwom nawilddhum migéddi

King Najasi asked the noble ones (emigrants)

Why did you abandon the path of your forefathers?

Ja‘far declared why they chose to follow the Prophet Muhammad. He explained that the religion
they decided to embrace has values that would not accept the ‘established” customs of Meccan

society, no matter how popular such customs might be.

The manuscript briefly provides the argument of Jafar at the court, which has been reported by

many historians (12).

asadelifna livolcwl
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Hammak’[q] "ayyu bild nawiliddena migiddi
Nasiib ginzib yawassdd ndyru bagaddi

Boazuh ndyruwwo nasdytan migiddi

Lasobbuq “antadilyilna rabbuna samadi

Rasil sididulna nabi Muhammadi marahi bahayri méagdafi loSirri
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Soruy ‘alydt “ayyu tontd mésdriti
Haqqififia “ayyu yiballuy haoti
’ Amin "yyu yiballuy had ati

*Tnkab baqola’u hizu kaga’” lo*abbi ‘abyit himziy ’ilu milisu sayy id Jafari

Our forefathers’ path was an evil one

It was normal to usurp peoples” money

It was full of devilish acts

But when the Lord chose for us a better path

He sent us a messenger; the Prophet Muhammad Who guides to the good and
forbids the bad

He has a fine genealogy

He is truthful and knows no lies

He is trustworthy with no deception

From his childhood to adulthood. In such a manner did master Ja'far present his

reply.

The Sayh emphasizes in the manuscript that King Najas called his officials and clergy to listen

to what Ja ‘far had to say (12).

i
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"dnkyyow layyow naqus tawéqi'u
‘Ulama mésu nanaqus domsi lasdm'u
Sayyid Ja'far nagoytay wasfi 'asm‘'u

Ma‘na’u birbiru lolabbatom wiqi‘'u wustom biirbiru lasim‘uwwo sirri

Immediately a bell rang

The clergy came in upon hearing the bell

Master Ja‘far presented the attributes of the Lord
Which touched their hearts and minds

[t was a new enlightenment

Such was the power of description of Ja‘far who moved the clergy. The king was keen to

compare the words of Ja‘far with the teachings of his religion. Therefore, he asked Ja'far to

recite some verses from the revelation sent to the Prophet (13).
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Qur’an “asm‘uni bilu goytay mukarrami

Sayyid Ja‘fir k’dri‘u surat al-' Ankabiit wa al-Rumi

Sa‘a bihyu lotd’akkidbd gawmi

Faydi fisisu faydan mukérrimi ko3a’ lowassaf baqur’an satri

Nob‘atom koynu faydi wiradi
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Himldy nébérdnni bilu Sumit‘addi
Mohidku niyra bélu lab nabi Muhammadi

Sa’nom [metigikkamku} ndyrd mehonku hasabi "id Jlanabi Muhammadi lonabiy l-mubtari

The king asked to hear the Qur’anic verses

Ja'far recited the suras of the Spider (sura 29) and the Romans (sura 30)

Every one of them wept

Tears poured, tears of the king to the extent that it was expressed in Qur’anic lines
His tears gushing out, he said

[ wish I had no leadership responsibility

[ would have gone to the Prophet Muhammad

I would have carried his shoes and served under him, the Prophet Muhammad,

the chosen one

The king was touched by the teachings of Islam as presented by Jdar. The same story is told in
a similar way in most of the history books, but the Quranic suras vary. The sura which is recited

is Mary (sura 19) in many sources (e.g. Abdusselam 1989:70).

Najas’s dedication to protecting the emigrants is expressed in the manuscript as follows (13).
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* Abgiru bialuwwom ab ‘addiy tigammitu ba’aman
Lazom sibat lord’dyd bohafu’ “ayni

Lallo sayyid ‘Uthman "ibn ‘Afan

' Amriy hilifu fagad ‘asani radiyallahu ‘anhu ma‘din al-hayri
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Be glad and live in peace in my country

Whoever looks at these people maliciously

At the group of Utman ibn Afan (one of the emigrants)

He has disobeyed me; (may Allah be pleased with him, as he is a mine of

goodness)

This was the final blow to the Meccan envoys as King Najasi affirmed his continuous protection

of the emigrants.

As can be seen above King Najasi was not only a source of peace for his country but also for the
emigrants who sought his protection. In fact this was a milestone in setting a crucial example to
the rest of the world, This legacy has also been a model for imitation even in modern times

(Endris 2010).

4.2.4. An attack on Najast

According to Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscript, Najast’s kingdom was attacked from the direction of the
Nile River. The attack was to overthrow the king. Najasi went to the battlefield, which was on
the other side of the Nile River. Sayh ‘Umar discusses the emotional attachment the emigrants
had to the King. Having enjoyed a long, peaceful and stable situation, they were concerned that
things would not be the same without Najast. Thus they volunteered to participate in the battle on

his side, which Najast declined (15).
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Badahna tigimmitom entéliwu 'ezom "asyadi

Na Najasi sila’i mésd baal-bazuh jundi

Mas Najas td atiqu "ozom 'asyadi

Yiawisaddkkumay biluwwom goytay sayyidi'abbay tdSagiru m astom hasahori
hazin ’atiwinna bilu "ab hibdana Sabbar

Firihna nagus Najasi kilyyosd'ar

Lihbarinna yinidgonnay ’ilna kim nayu mahbar

While the emigrants were living in peace

An opponent of Najast came with a large army

The dignified ones prepared together with Najas for the battle
Najas refused to take them and he crossed the Nile with his soldiers
They (emigrants) said, we are gricved

We are terrified that King Najast might lose the battle

Thus we might lose the honor he afforded us

When the news of the battle was delayed, Zubair, one of the prominent companions of the

Prophet, went to the battlefield and inquired (15).
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Wird balsid’anu “azom “azom akabiri

Hatayyaqtil ald sayyid al-Zubayri
Baldqota %ﬁyrom tigagiru "abbay bahri

Taggatimu "agnayuwwom nahulli om hasahori
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*Ab k%inat wi‘ald "assayid al-Zubayri
*Ankoyyow loyyow "agndyu nésri

Sila’i’om nogus tithizu hadara nasrun minallahi min rabbil qadir

When the dignified ones could not get news of the battle
Zubair went to inquire

He crossed the Nile with (an inflated) animal skin

He found the two armies fighting

So he joined the battle

Immediately the army won the battle

The enemy king was caught and brought back; the success was from Allah

The siding of the emigrants with Najast highlights how closely attached they were to him. The

level of concern they had is discussed in the following lines (16).
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KYinat balziihald nigir bal'ardsi

Sayyid al-Zubayr lab sébu tdméldsi

’ Abbay tdsagiru baldqota “ollahammésé

NajasT ndsiru "ilu [a’ana "ahdggosd

'Intaymo holokka‘ naga’u tahag"as rabuna yafillot sami' al-basir

Once the battle settled down

Lord Zubair returned
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Crossed back over the Nile swimming with (an inflated) animal skin
Najasi was victorious, which made us happy

Our (the emigrants’) joy was immeasurable; only God knows how much we were

happy

The scenario of the battle is yet another manifestation of the relationship between the emigrants
and Najast. Their worry when the king went to the battle and their joy at his victory testify to the
strength of the bond between them.

4.2.5. Representing the Prophet for his marriage

The special relationship between the Prophet Muhammad and King Najasi was enhanced when
the Prophet married one of his wives, Ramla, who was then in Abyssinia. Ramla, widely known
as Umm Habibah, was the daughter of Abu Sufian who was one of the leaders of Quraysh. In
Islamic marriage, both the bride and the bridegroom are required to give their approval to their
marriage. If they are not around, the fathers or other close family members serve as legal
representatives. The Prophet requested the hand of Ramla whose husband, ‘Ubaydah bin Jahs,
had been converted to Christianity and later died while in Abyssinia. King Najast was honored to

serve as the Prophet’s representative to conclude the marriage (16).
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Ba‘d al-Hijra "ab Saw attd ‘amiti
Nayna nabi sididdu wirdqiti

Lab sayyid NajasT géza’i miryiti
Hutdbilldy malét lanbiytdy Ramlati
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Séb’aya moytu simi‘om boriddéti
Miceim nayna nabi rahmét “ayyu loummati

HiytoSoggir "ilom badindy lohédit saddit sayyid NajasT mal'u nanabiyyina "amri

Seven years after the Hijra

Our Prophet sent a letter

To King Najast the lord of Abyssinia

Asking him to get for him Lady Ramla in marriage

Whose husband died as an apostate (became Christian)

Our Prophet of course is merciful towards humanity

Concerned for her (Ramla) who emigrated professing Islam. King Najast fulfilled

the Prophet’s request

The response of Lady Ramla is shown in the following lines (17).
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Sayyid Najast la’ihu hadimatu Abrihéti

Kidi 'ilom la’ahuwwa lab "anbéiytdy Ramlati
Wiirdqit médsi'unna béliyya’ ankab hayr al-bariyya
Hutiibilldy malat lanbd ytdy Ramlati

Abrihit kidyda absihit mil hti

Enkiyyow haba'a na’idin §ollomat natahg™as ndgir "aylokka'ay qédri
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Lord Naja&i sent his servant Abrihit'®

He sent her to Lady Ramla

Tell her that a letter has been sent to us from the best of human being (the
Prophet)

To Betroth Ramla to him.

Abrihit delivered the message

Out of delight she (Ramla) gave her her bracelet

Endris (2010) relates this story as follows:

His wife Ummu Habiba immediately separated from him [her former
husband]. She was shocked at the incident [i.e his conversion to
Christianity]. He died as a convert in Abyssinia. In the seventh year of the
Hijra, 627 AD, the Prophet then sent to Ja’far to propose to her in his
name. When she consented al-Ashama betrothed Ummu Habiba to the
Prophet and sent her across the Red Sea with a wedding present of 400
dinars. On the other hand, Ummu Habiba’s father, the Meccan Quraysh
leader, was not able to hide his delight over the marriage and later he also

accepted Islam.

4.2.6. Najasi as companion of the Prophet

Some scholars consider Najasi to be a Sahabi, that is, a companion of the Prophet Muhammad.
Other scholars consider him as 74abi ‘i ‘follower’, a title given to one who follows the Prophet’s
teachings as transmitted by the companions (the Sahabis). Sayh ‘Umar considers Najast as one

of the companions of the Prophet (23).
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18 Abrihit, literally “she gave off light’, is a typical Tigrinya woman’s name.
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Atta 'otozayyar zdyyar ba’adédb

HusU* bazahir hudu’ ba-galbi

"Ab Najas 'onto’ati "aftu sahabi

‘Alayka ‘alayka bihudur l-qalbi katowwahab "iha lo‘abdyid qadri

Whoever visits should do so with utmost discipline
With internal and external concentration
When you enter the shrine of NajasT, the companion,

It is crucial to have full concentration; you will then be rewarded with great value

4.2.7. Importance of visiting Najasi’s tomb

Visiting the Prophet’s grave is one of the recommended actions in Islam. Sayh ‘Umar draws a

parallel between visiting the grave of King Najast and visiting the grave of the Prophet (22).
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Najas1 la-zayyara kiim nabi lazayyara

Mallit mési’unna ndyru bazuh habari
*Imman yibilnayyoy ydgninay h“enna satri
Hiizimma ontira’nayyo ba‘ayni "i‘tibari
*Imman kobbihal ilu lasima‘nayyo habari
’Agha hizom “alldwu na-nabiy l-muhtari

lo’om mazayyar yaganni nabi mozayyar ‘agha bamhbar wastu yahabbir
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Visiting Najasi is like visiting the Prophet

We have heard similar stories

We could not trust them as there was no written source

But when we look into it

We tend to believe what we have heard

He (Najasi) has something (knowledge) he got from the chosen Prophet

Visiting him is visiting the Prophet; respecting something is respecting what is in it

The poetic narration, the manziima, concludes with the following Arabic du'a’ (invocation) to

Najast and to the congregation of visitors (25).
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"A‘anaka Allahu ‘ala al-dunya bissa'a
Wa‘ala al-"ahira bi-l-magfira
’Ahyika Allahu hayatan hani'a

Wa’amataka mawtan radiyya

May Allah take care of you in this vast world
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And in the hereafter with forgiveness
May Allah make your life pleasant
And your death agreeable

Allahumma 'ij‘al ijtima‘ana bil -rahma wa-ftiraqana

bil-magfirati wa-I-‘isma, wa-hatimatuna bis-sa‘ada

wa-"alhimna al-rasad. Allahumma’irzuqna "at -taqwa

fa-"innaha hayru l-zad. Allahumma’inna nabatu ni‘amik

fa-1a taj'alna hasa’ida niqgma’ik. Allahumma "inn@ na‘tidu

bika min dullin ’illa "ilayk wa-min al-faqri "illa "ilayk. Wa-nas’aluka 2
al-‘afwa wa-I-"afiyata fi-d-dini wa-d-dunya

wa-| "ahira nas’aluka ‘afiyatan kafiyatan wa-n’as aluka tamam I-"afiya

wa-"as aluka dawam al-"afiya. min Kanz al-Madfun

Oh Allah make our gathering full of mercy and our departure

Full of forgiveness and protection, our end joyful

And inspire us with guidance. Oh Allah bestow on us piety

Since it is best of all provisions. Oh Allah we are the plants of your favor

And do not make us harvesters of your indignation. Oh Allah we ask refuge

from being humiliated except by you, and from being impoverished except by
you. We also ask you forgiveness and well-being in our religion and in this world
and in the Hereafter. We ask you for sufficient and completeness well-being.

And I ask you for eternal well-being

At the end of the du'a’ Sayh ‘Umar indicates that it was drawn from al-Kanz al-Madfun ‘the

buried treasures’.

' The Sayh doesn’t follow defined formats for word breaking.

61



4.3. Du'a’
On the verso of the preceding Arabic du '@’ (not paginated) there is a short du 'a’ recited after a

relief from anxiety.
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Hada du'‘a@’ al-faraj ba‘d al-sidda
Allahumma ya-muhallis al-mawlid min diq mahad "ummihi
Wa-ya mu'‘afi-l-malsti® min $iddati hammihi wa-gammihi wa-ya qadirun
‘ala kulli 3ay in bi-"ilmihi "as’aluka bi-haqqi Muhammad wa-ismihi

" An- takfiyani kulla zalimin bi-zulmihi. (Kanz al-Madftin)

This is an invocation recited after the time of hardship
Oh Allah you frees the baby from the grief of the labor pains of his mother
You are the healer of the one who is stung from his grief and anxiety; you are the
mighty who is capable of everything. I ask you by the rights of Muhammad and

his name that you protect me from any oppression of an oppressor

At the end of the du ‘G’ the Sayh indicates that it (like the previous one) is drawn from Kanz al-

Madfiin ‘the buried treasure’.

After this isolated du ‘G’ there are six blank pages; then comes the following manziima on saints.
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4.4. Popular saints

This section of the manuscript which contains seventeen pages discusses the status and
contributions of popular saints. The manuscript identifies four saints. Among them, "Abba‘ay
Salih * (also known among clerics as Kibiri Salih) is the most popular. The manuscript dwells
on this saint at length. I focus also on him. According to the manuscript the saint was born in
Tihillu Emba (now in Eritrea) and he is a descendant of the Prophet through Hasan the grandson

of the Prophet (2).
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Silillah sayyidi 2*' narja bikum madad 2 ya’aba Muhammad ( Abba‘ay Salih)

Hazi honnagir batagray zériba
Bolidy torg“ami ma‘na’a hanrihba
K’urub hennagir latd’akkibnayyo "ahidba

Nazom goytana(abba‘ay Salih) lotdwilidu "ab T shillu’dmba k’dlb shum "akk abu gotit
"asyadi

"Hzom goytana tantd masirriti
Sirifat *ayyom sabbuqat ‘alyiiti

Batira géyrd kaqosar moh’alku boawiriqiti

20 > Abba‘ay Salih (the popularly used form of the name) is probably the contracted form of "Abboy ‘Abiy Salih, as

it appears elsewhere in the manuscript.
I The number 2 signifies that the phrase preceding it should be recited twice. I observed this from a recording of
another manuscript, MS 9, where marked phrases are recited twice.
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Firihd dd’a kdyinwaho gizdyat mibsahhu ndyrd lab Hassan sayyidi

&

We ask for Allah’s help through you Oh the father of Muhammad (abba’ay
Salih’s son)

Now let me speak in Tigrinya
So that we comprehend the meaning

Let me say a few words to the congregation

Of our lord ('Abba‘ay Salih) who was born in Tshillu *dmba ; listen with
concentration, honorables

Our saint has descent from time immemorial
The genealogy goes back to the Prophet
I could have traced it back in detail on paper

But I am afraid it would take too long; otherwise I could have traced it back to
Hasan (grandson of the Prophet)

' Abba‘ay Salih is considered to be a descendant (fifth generation) of Abadir of Harar. Abadir
begot Muhammad (who went from Harar to Tigray to the place called Arra (Enderta)) and
begot Ismail and Ismail begot Musa (who went to Tahillu’dmba (now Eritrea). Musa

(commonly known as Feqih Musa) married and begot ’Abba‘ay Salih (source: Sayh Kedir).

Then the manuscript discusses the status of Kibira Salih among other saints. According to
the manuscript, the saints raised their hands up. When they did the hand of Kabird Salih was
found to be the longest. He was, thus, proven the best of the saints (3).
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‘aja’ib "alldni ‘aja’ib habari
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Ligndnayyo ‘ankabtom "akabiri
"Idom zirghu ‘awliya bd‘al k’ddri

hofiltu maqam labdsh[awo] sirri “ankab kullom "id nawiha nagoytay 'idi

I have an amazing story

Which we got from the elders
The saints raised their hands
To know the level of knowledge they get from Allah. Of all the hands

that of Aba’ay Salih emerged the longest.

Saints are believed to have karama (Spiritual power). "Abba‘ay Salih is known for his
saintliness. The manuscript portrays in the following lines a case where the saint used his

kardama (3).
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"Hnkab ‘Ali ‘Abbas nagus ndyru giza'i maryiti
Biqli tifi atto bowdrk’i $allamti

Jinni k’dtifuwwa lab Sam méryiti

"Ab ti'ab “atiwu “ab mofttas miryiti

Lab giiza [ kiid4 ] ba’Sara malokkati

Biqldy 'amsa’ullidy bidlom wirk’i $allomti

A king came from the family of Ali “Abbas
He lost a mule decorated with gold

A demon took it to the land of the Sam (Syria)
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He started looking for it
He went to the saint guided by people

Bring back my mule which is decorated with gold, said he

The manusecript discuses the karama of the saint as follows (4).
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Habénni biluwwo habanni méalti $iw attd mé‘alti giyrullom mi‘adi
’dnkoyydw balwisd “ankab géza

Wiyya bdqli misit lohazitto hiza

Bagoytay kar[aJma ba-ta’yid rab al-‘izza

Hafu’ milsi malisullom jaza hofu’ tézardbom mihzini lahdbdi

Give me time, he said to him; he gave him a week?

As soon as the king went out

The mule came back with what it was carrying

Through the miracle of the saint with the support of Allah

But he responded to the favor with bad words

The saint was displeased at the king’s harsh words and they quarreled. When the saint
realized that the quarrel could lead to an armed clash he sent men to the king of his country.
The king responded that it would be too risky to engage in war against a strong king. The
saint brought the guns of the Turkish king put them under his rug. He showed the guns to his

countrymen who then concentrated on preparing for a battle 4).

22 The saint is addressing the Turkish king, according to oral tradition.
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"Aq‘a’u ["Agha’u] "ab tohti matalla td’akkibu

Lab da‘ifat mingasti sddidullom sébi

Biluwwo bdlu gabirillu harbi

Hidmelna béilloawwom hank sl harbi

Matalla gilisom *ar’ iyuwwom wiyyo “okkubi kiiydom gétdmullu wiyyo boezuh jundi

His “things”* were gathered under the rug

Messengers were sent to the weak ruler

Tell him to fight

How can we fight against the strong king? was his response

He raised the rug and showed them the “things™; then they went and fought

And the enemy king was defeated (6 and 7).

g‘“j}ﬁd-@awd
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? The “things” may be Turkish weapons.
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Lab bazuh jundi kdydom gétdmu

Wiyyo hayyal nogus téds iru hadimu
Kémiy did’a ldyassid aru liyhadmu
Nawaliyyi firata [firasa] lohalfu lotdragimu

Nayom hozbi $a‘u taganimu ba-barakat mawlana babarakat sayyidi

They went and fought against a large army
The strong king was defeated

He lost the battle

Those who act badly against saints are cursed

His people emerged victorious by the blessings of the saint

According to Sayh Ahmed, the Turkish army attacked Embasineityi (near Adwa in Tigray) and
started extracting gold from around Wira‘i. The saint took the initiative to fight against the Turks
and to restore sovereignty. As indicated above, the people were frightened. But he encouraged
them and promised to help both in fighting and prayer. He took a gun and told one of them to
shoot an erected pole but failed. He took the same gun and gave it to another person who was
able to hit the target. He told the people to consider the first gun as that of the Turks and the
second as their own. The people were filled with confidence and went to the battlefield and won
the battle. The place where the battle took place is still known as Mamwat Turki ‘death of the

Turks’ while the district is known as Addi K#biri after the saint.
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The manuscript then describes how people visit the tomb of the saint and ask for his intercession
(16).
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Silillah 2 Abday Salih widdi Miisa
"dgrna misya labahum gisgisa
Abhahurahum [ Abhurahurahum] td’akkibna rijalan wanisa

Dilina ’ina naykum igasa ‘absiru biluna goytay sayyidi

Oh Aba‘ay Salih son of Musa
Our feet have hastened towards you
We, men and women are gathered by your heels

We need your intercession; welcome us

The tomb of *Aba‘ay Salih is located in ‘Addergud in Tigray (source: Sheikh Ahmad “Umar).
4.5 Panegyric

This section of the manuscript is panegyric, that is, a manziima in praise of the Prophet
Muhammad. It is written in Tigrinya and Amharic ‘gjami, switching irregularly from a stanza in

one language to a stanza in the other. The focus is on the importance of praising the Prophet in a

group (2).
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K’urub hannagiir na goytayyi madhi
Séb “ontdgniyd no ustdy losdnnah
"HAntidhonédsabba kasa“ lowidggoh

Bo-ta‘abka lakks® "ayyu tawab labizzoh lahaznayya ldyti hawidy nalla’am

Let me praise my Lord (Prophet) a little
If there are people who can stay a bit
If possible till morning

Because one is rewarded commensurate with effort

The praise follows (4 ).
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'Antum** zaynu zaynu *afdal I-'umami
"Antum zaynu zaynu Sifau |-'umami

"Antum zaynu zaynu mdbrahti‘aldmi

* An Arabic 2pl being used as would be used I Tigrinya (for respect).
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* Abgiru biluna nahna hontek’k’dm "antéhoné bagahdi wiila'k"“a ba-midnam

Oh handsome, handsome best of all creatures
Oh handsome, handsome medicine for all creatures
Oh handsome, handsome light of the world

Cheer us up in reality or in dreams
The following is another citation about the status of the Prophet among other prophets (6).
\ Q,LJLJ- 4 I
)\_a.» ‘sf oo éé""‘s" %
\;_S j—" r ™ i f

-

' Anbya fiilitom nagoytay k’adri

' Abzuy balzahdra *aba-ddunya madri
Lagoytay siwa'u "antdgndyu Soggari
'Enkoyyow faraja ydgnayu “ankab goyta “amri
' Awwalu “abuna *Adam ’abu-l-baSari

Bogoytay limminom kdydulom $aggori ba-sabab nabi nabi-l-mukarrami

The prophets of God knew his (Prophet Muhammad’s) status
When he came to this world
They call upon my Lord when they face a problem

Immediately they receive a solution
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The first was our father Adam, the father of all humans
He asked the intercession of the respected Prophet and his problem was
solved

The status of the Prophet is also expressed in a blend of Tigrinya and Arabic as follows (7).
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Sarayta min haramin laylan’il & harami

Kama marra Il-badru fi dajjin mina z-zalami

"Ab bayt al-maqdis "agniyom td’akibbom "akarimi
" Ella haliluallah nabi "Ibrahimi

al-Miisa al-kalimu ‘Isa ibn Maryami

al-Nih al-jalilu masmi' al-kalami salat "asgdduwom koynom "imami

You went from one holy place (Mecca) to another (Jerusalem) at night
As the light crept out from the dark

Then the Prophet found all the prophets before him

Ibrahim, the beloved of Allah,

Moses, the one who spoke (with Allah), and Jesus son of Mary

Eloquent Noah, they performed salar with the Prophet as imam
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As indicated above, Sayh ‘Umar Abrar was versed not only in writing in Tigrinya ‘ajam? and
in Arabic but also in Amharic ‘ajami. The following excerpt is another illustration of his

ability. Though the piece is in Amharic some Arabic elements are apparent (9).
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‘Ajab “ajab "anbil bdzza siwyyi
Fi-maydan al-qudra "ajjog zidbin yék’oyyé
Allah gadir ndw yilal bégilb layyi

Mu‘jiza b-s-r [ lisdra] liggisiw nabiyyd

Let us be amazed by that man
Who stayed long in the world of decision
A person who sees him knows the power of Allah
Allah granted him to perform miracles
4.6. The Prophet as intercessor

This section of the manuscript presents a text which has the nature of salawat (prayer/praise). Although it

is basically in Tigrinya, Arabic expressions are also incorporated (2).

& -
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Nabi al-mukarrami $afi’ al-'umami
Bildlliy di'a hawidy masayydy gatdmi
Lahaznayya ldyti kaga“ talla’ami

'Inga’ Allah raja[’] ’allinna hayrat kangatidm "ankab rahmat-I-"alami $afi’u-l-"'umami

Respected Prophet, the intercessor of nations

Brother, say this with me

During this night till morning

By the will of God we will be given many good things through the intercessor of

Nations

The next piece underscores the importance of salawar (4).

L emiplaglel |
PR
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'Ayyuha l-rifl bosalawat ddwwamu
Bosalawat ‘umrahum "alla’mu

Ba salawat "ayyu lalld‘al sdgdmu

"Abaddunya ‘alam 'ab "ahira ‘alam baméhra to’atti jannat I-na‘imi

Oh you men take time to make salawat
In performing salawat you will be blessed with longevity
Through salawat problems will be solved

In this world and in the hereafter, through his mercy you will enter paradise.
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The intercession of the Prophet is most highly valued as expressed in the following citation

(11).
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K’addamot “antohilfu "alliwu nagoyto’om "amri

Yalowwitu ndyrom lab qirdi lab hinziri
‘Ayni’awwan yotiffa’ niyru “ento ri'u liygabba’ ndgir

'Ezuy hullu géryulna ba-naby l-muhtari

When the people of the past transgressed
They were changed to monkeys and pigs
They became blind if their eyes sinned

All this has been avoided through the chosen Prophet

The Prophet is also presented as being merciful towards animals (13).
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Boagoytay nabi nabi ‘alayhi "assalami
Saggar til'ilu ankab baha’imi
Miisi’om téri‘om la-nabi al-mukarrami
Bizihunna ta'ab bizihunna dohami

"Ankiyyow "al‘allu "endbirom sdgami tifirriju hdydu tal ilu sdgami

By my Lord the Prophet, peace be upon him,
Problems were solved for the animals

They came to the Prophet and complained
That they were overburdened and exhausted

Immediately he solved their problems

The following brief quote is from the description of the death of the Prophet (14).
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Hazéin bérti'uwwom gotit kirami

Wafatu balmésd nabi al-mukkarrami
Mol al tds’anom barki tihirkimu
Gibi'om "awwan "ahras koynom miélhas tdloggimu

Hak’k’atom "ayyom nabil lozom ’akarimi sdhay rihaquwwom wanna'alim sum
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They (the companions) were so much grieved

When they heard of the death of the Prophet

They were unable to stand up

Some became dumb

They were right [to do so], we can say, the honorable ones; the sun

[the Prophet] drifted away from them, the ruler of the world

At the end of the manuscript on Najasi there is an Arabic text salawat. From the style of writing,
the poetic text does not seem to have been written by Sayh ‘Umar. Hence I have not treated it in

the analysis of the manuscript.
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CHAPTER FIVE

‘Ajamt Transcription and Linguistic Features

Sayh ‘Umar wrote his manuscripts in three languages, Tigrinya, Amharic and Arabic. For all
three languages he employed the Arabic script. As pointed out in the introductory chapter, the
Tigrinya and Amharic texts written in the Arabic letters are referred to as ajami— languages
other than Arabic that are written in the Arabic script. The majority of Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscripts
are in Tigrinya ‘ajam? while some are in Arabic and some of the texts in Amharic. In some cases,

the Sayh blends Tigrinya with Arabic expressions and also Tigrinya with Ambharic.

Since the main focus of the thesis is on the manuscript I have labeled as MS1, the concern of this
chapter is analyzing the transcription and linguistic features of this same manuscript, especially

the ‘ajami texts.

The transcription and linguistic features of the ‘ajami texts of MS 1 that are to be analyzed

include the following:

1. Consonant representation
2. Vowels and gemination
3. Loanwords in Tigrinya ajami

4. Dialect

5.1. Sound Representation
5.1.1 Using standard Arabic symbols

Below are given Arabic symbols which match (or almost match) those of Ethiopic in their
representation of the corresponding consonantal sounds. Each pair of the corresponding Arabic
and Ethiopic symbols is given the equivalent phonetic symbol. The ‘@jami texts below will be
transcribed in phonetic script to facilitate the comprehension of the reader. In cases where an

Arabic character does not have an equivalent Ethiopic character, the slot is left open.
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Arabic characters

Fidil characters

Phonetic representations
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Notes:

| Ui is used interchangeably for two Tigrinya sounds: § (1) and € (°F).

2 Although Arabic s = (velarized) corresponds linguistically to fiddl s, 0/A (ejective), the

Sayh clearly did not feel these two sounds to be similar. He writes s’ in a different way (see

below).

3 Arabic & (velarized) corresponds linguistically to fiddl m (ejective). Here the Sayh

apparently did feel the sounds to be similar, because he uses L to transcribe (.

4 The letter ¢ = [g] is used by the Sayh to transliterate fidil ¢, the fricative allophone of
¢(k”) in Tigrinya. This is a uvular fricative or approximant. I will transcribe it as <q>, which

however will not have its usual value of a uvular stop, but a uvular fricative.

5 The Sayh uses Arabic 3 to transcribe fidil k° ¢. The Arabic letter here does not have its

Arabic value of a uvular stop [q], but has the fiddl value [k’], and I will transcribe it as <k’>.

In the above list, 22 Ethiopic characters correspond directly with those of Arabic. Sayh ‘Umar

employs these for the ‘gjami texts more or less without any alteration. Of the five remaining

Arabic letters, the four characters & 3 =k have no phonetic equivalent in Tigrinya, and indeed
the Sayh never uses o= L in Tigrinya transcription. Since Arabic < (1) is pronounced as [s] by
Tigrinya speakers, the Sayh sometimes transcribes (1[s] as o#, sometimes as & apparently at
random. Similarly, the voiced equivalent H [z] is sometimes transcribed as _, sometimes as 2 as

exemplified below.

Ethiopic Arabic Tigrinya Literal Gloss Page/Line

character character word transliteration

1 (s) o (9) Gl sdbat persons 8/1
(1) Cia moat with 14/4

H(z) J(@) S hazinu they were grieved 7/2
3(d) zu baduh many 7/4
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There are three Arabic characters which the Sayh uses only for Arabic loanwords. These

characters are: ua (s), o2 (d) and & (z) which appear in such loanwords as the following.

Arabic Arabic Tigrinya Gloss Page/Line
character loanword pronunciation
o (9) i ndsiru he won 16/4
oa (d) pad fiydi flood 13/5
L () gkl lozahar will manifest 6/6

In these words the endings -u, -i and the prefix la- represent “Tigrinyanization™ of the Arabic
words.

5.1.2 Using innovated symbols

For Tigrinya sounds that are absent in Arabic, Sayh ‘Umar devised special symbols by adding
diacritic dots. In one particular case he uses a sequence of two characters for the representation

of a single sound.
a) Adding dots

The following are devised symbols formed by adding dots.

Innovation Tigrinya Tigrinya Gloss Page/Line
word pronunciation

< (g) i8] botogray in Tigrinya 2/3

s (ts) G sidbbiqu became beautiful 4/2

o (€) S tac’dnnaqit worried (fem.sg) 4/17

S @) G t3& annéqu worried (they) 43

Note that [¢’] can be represented in two ways, o and s+, with just one example apiece, both on
the same page (page 4).
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However, the added dots are used inconsistently. In the following examples, in (a) the Arabic
characters/ & / and /s / employed for the Tigrinya /g/ and / §/ respectively are dotted while in (b)

they are not.

a) Dotted Arabic Transcription Gloss Page/Line
character
o5 hagir country 4/11
¢Sy sila’i enemy 15/2
b) Undotted Arabic Transliteration Gloss Page/Line
25 bagaddi by force 12/2
Ule mési unna it reached us 17/3

b) Sequence of two characters

To represent the Tigrinya palatal nasal (1) the Sayh joins two Arabic characters, z O (gn) — on
the left (1), o on the right, thus: . Here he was influenced by the Italian script with which he had
acquaintance. In Italian, the palatal nasal sound is <gn> as in Bologna (name of a city).
However, there is a discrepancy between < z &> and <gn>. Since Arabic is read from right to left
the first to be encountered is /o / (n) whereas in the Italian case it is /g/; the Arabic reproduces

the visual ordering of the Italian.

Innovation Tigrinya Tigrinya Gloss Page/Line
word pronounciation
= [ENCIN haqqénna truthful 10/11

Two of the Tigrinya labiovelars, /k“/and /h"/, are represented in Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscript with
simple Arabic symbols /&, & /, the same symbols that are used for /k / and /h/. The labiovelar g*
is represented with the innovated Arabic character for / ¢/, /& /. That is, both " and g are

represented with & while k and k™ are represented with d,
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Ethiopic  Representation Tigrinya Transliteration Gloss Page/Line

Character in the manuscript ~ word

k" d (k) s k"inat battle 15/13
LY £ () pllia mah"“anom that they are  6/1
g 4 (g) plai targ"ami translator 2/4

The preceding brief discussions are with respect to sound representations, that is, how Arabic
characters are employed for ‘gjami purposes. Now we will look at some features of orthography

observed in the manuscript.

5.2. Vowels and Gemination

In this section we will see some inconsistencies in voweling and gemination which are
encountered in the manuscript. Moreover, unnecessary graphic vowel lengthening and
incomplete representation of the seventh order characters are also observed. Let us look at the

inconsistencies by citing examples.

5.2.1 Vowels: use of alif, waw, and ya’ as matres lectionis

Usually, Ca (4”‘—order fidil) is represented with an Arabic long a (consonant-alif):
ba=a =\

The vowel Ci (1%-order fidal) is usually represented with no alif

bi=a =5
However, this is not done consistently, so that sometimes L = ba and < = bi. Moreover, the Sayh
sometimes adds the vowel-lengthening waw and ya’, either redundantly together with damma or
kisra (bu=3, bi= ) or as a pure mater lectionis (bu=s, bi = ). (Tigrinya has no vowel length,
so this added alif, waw, or ya~ does not indicate length in Tigrinya ‘ajami.)
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(a) Added or missing alif Transliteration Gloss Page/Line

a8 (1aS) [missing alif] <kdydd> = [kdyda] she went 17/5
¢las (Lis) [added alif] < mpsa’ u> = [mas’u] with him 9/7
(b) Unnecessary added waw/ya’ Transliteration Gloss Page/Line
a53Y (pAY) [added waw] <ld’ahim> = [ 1d’ahum|] for you 1/3
L) (Y1) [added ya'] <’ma>=["ina ] we are 14/2

5.2.2 Voweling: other remarks

In the manuscript the first ten pages are wrriten using vowels while the following fifteen pages
are unvoweled. (I looked only at the first 25 pages of the MS.)

The examples below illustrate that Sayh‘Umar applies vowels in some cases and omits them in

other cases.

a) Voweled word Transliteration Gloss Page/Line
Gl sib person 2/4
159’ nifi'u became smart 4/5

b) Unvoweled word Transliteration Gloss Page/Line
Lilsas sédidulna he sent us 12/5
gub ba’aman in peace 13/9

The Sayh uses the short vowel signs properly in the cases where he provides vowels. However,
with the seventh order Ethiopic consonants (Co) he uses mostly fatha, e.g. S kiyk ‘ditlom, but
sometimes damma. Moreover, for word-initial schwa (&) he employs kisra e.g. b ba’aman.

Sukun is used for the first element of a consonant cluster medially (e.g J& naqtillo.)

84



5.2.3 Consonant Gemination

Tn the examples below, the gemination sign (adda) is used in (a) while it is missing in (b).

a) Gemination sign used Transliteration Gloss Page/Line
féé hak’K’i truth 9/3
< e ‘assirti ten 3/5
b) Gemination sign missing Transliteraion Gloss Page/Line
g ‘ab‘addy in my country 13/9
aSls td’akibom they were gathered 17/7

5.3. Loanwords in Tigrinya ‘ajamr

The ‘ajamr texts of Sayh ‘Umar are characterized by the use of Arabic loanwords, alternating

synonyms and, in some cases, phrases in word form which show assimilation.

5.3.1 Loanwords

Sayh ‘Umar commonly makes use of Arabic loanwords in his ‘gjami texts. He does so by
making whatever adjustments may be necessary so that each loanword fits in Tigrinya

morphology. Examples are provided below.

a) Arabic
Arabic Gloss Loanword Gloss Page/Line
‘amr command ‘amriy my command 13/12
fahima he understood  kaffiiham to be understood 2/11
dabbara to plot laddbbiru who plotted 2/16
halafa to disobey hélifu to disobey 13/12
hada‘a to cheat had at cheating 12/8
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In addition to Arabic loanwords, Sayh ‘Umar employs Amharic loanwords as the following

examples illustrate. Tigrinya morphemes are added when necessary.

(b) Amharic

Ambharic Gloss Loanword
tontd méasarit origin tontd mésariti
‘alidk’at In excess “aldk’ ot
“awk’dt knowledge “awk’dt
Sabbor terror Sobbari

5.3.2 Synonyms

Gloss Page/Line
origin 2/13

in excess 3/14
knowledge 4/1

terror 3/1

The practice of representing one concept with various words and using the words alternately is

another common feature in Sayh ‘Umar’s manuscript. This is illustrated by the examples that

follow.

a) the Prophet
rasil ‘messenger’
nabiy ‘prophet’

al-basir ‘announcer’

b) officials of King Najast
ministiri  ‘minister(s)’

mik anant ‘nobles’

¢) companions of the Prophet Muhammad
‘ahyar ‘chosen’
"asyad ‘lords’

“ashab ‘companions’
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5. 3.3. Sound Changes

Assimilation is a process of one sound influencing another neighboring sound so that they
become more alike. This is common in speech. Sayh ‘Umar, at times, uses assimilation in his

ajami texts with the preposition 'ab .

Assimilation Components Gloss ' Page/Line
"ammadina ‘ab madina at/in Madina 14/12
amméyda ‘ab  miyda at/in the field 21/7

Also sometimes word-initial schwa or "o can be deleted in word combinations; for example,

ndgérzuy nagér ‘azuy this matter 3/8

5.3.4. Dialect

A mixed dialectal profile is observed in the manuscripts of Sayh Umar. This was due to his
exposure to different dialects as he moved from town to town for teaching and even to Asmara
while he was Qadi during the Italian period. This can be seen from the word use of his

manuscripts.

Dialects from the Manuscript:

Northern dialect® Page/Line Other dialects Page/Line Meaning
kullu 2/4 hullu 3/15 all

hagir 4/11 ‘addi 6/5 country
haqqi 22/3 ‘smman 10/10 truth
kazzardb 2/1 ' hannagér 10/13 [ will speak

** The northern dialect is used in media.
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CHAPTER SIX

Conclusion and Recommendation

Despite the widespread misconception that the northern Ethiopian highlands are strictly a
Christian domain, this study unfolds the existence of a diverse wealth of Islamic traditions dating
back to the emigration of the Prophet Muhammad’s companions to Abyssinia in 615A.D. The
study is concerned with manuscripts produced by Sayh ‘Umar of the Tigray region who was
born in the 1870s and whose biography appears in chapter two of this paper. The Sayh wrote his
manuscripts in three languages: his native language Tigrinya, Amharic and Arabic. However, he
wrote mostly in Tigrinya. For all three languages he used the Arabic script. In addition to
producing a number of manuscripts, Sayh ‘Umar was socially very active. His initiative for the
construction of the shrine of NajasT, the king of Abyssinia who was contemporary with the

Prophet Muhammad, is a case in point.

In the course of my research, I examined fifteen manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar. Eleven are written
in ‘ajami  (mostly in Tigrinya and some in Amharic) and four in Arabic. Brief philological
descriptions of the fifteen manuscripts are given in chapter three. Of the fifteen manuscripts [
selected the one which I labeled as MS1 and which focuses on the seventh-century king of
Abyssinia, Najasi, who hosted the emigrant companions of the Prophet Muhammad. This
manuseript is the core of the thesis, and chapter four is devoted to it. Chapter five presents
analyses of the ‘@jami transcription and of some linguistic features reflected in the Sayh’s ajami
writing. The background of the study, review of related literature and other preliminaries are

covered in chapter one.
The contributions of this thesis can be summarized as follows:

The first known presentation (apparently) of Tigrinya ‘gjami, which in turn pushes back the
frontiers of research into the genre of ‘ajam in Ethiopia.

[dentification of Sayh ‘Umar Abrar, a Muslim clerical scholar of the Tigray region who
produced a number of manuscripts especially in Tigrinya ‘ajami and some texts in Amharic

ajami as well as manuscripts in Arabic.
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5.2.3 Consonant Gemination

In the examples below, the gemination sign (3adda) is used in (a) while it is missing in (b).

a) Gemination sign used

b) Gemination sign missing

S

sl

Transliteration

hak’k’i

‘assirti

Transliteraion

‘ab'adidy

td’akibom

5.3. Loanwords in Tigrinya ‘ajamr

Gloss
truth

ten

Gloss

in my country

they were gathered

Page/Line
9/3

3/5

Page/Line
13/9

17/7

The ‘ajami texts of Sayh ‘Umar are characterized by the use of Arabic loanwords, alternating

synonyms and, in some cases, phrases in word form which show assimilation.

5.3.1 Loanwords

Sayh ‘Umar commonly makes use of Arabic loanwords in his ‘ajami texts. He does so by
making whatever adjustments may be necessary so that each loanword fits in Tigrinya

morphology. Examples are provided below.

a) Arabic
Arabic Gloss Loanword Gloss Page/Line
‘amr command ‘amriy my command 13/12
fahima he understood  kaffiham to be understood 2/11
dabbara to plot ladidbbiru who plotted 2/16
halafa to disobey hélifu to disobey 13/12
hada‘a to cheat had‘at cheating 12/8
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3. Presentation of fifteen manuscripts by Sayh ‘Umar, of which I have dealt in some detail with one
of them (MS 1) and the rest are briefly described.

4. Presenting the history of the advent of Islam in Ethiopia from an Ethiopian perspective (i.e the
Sayh’s perspective). This concerns the introduction of Islam into Ethiopia through the emigrant
companions of the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century during the reign of King Najasi
(Ella Saham).

5. Enrichment of the history of the Ethiopian Muslims by further research into northern Ethiopia,

which has been usually considered as a distinctively Christian domain.

[ believe that further investigation into the various manuscripts of Sayh ‘Umar, including the one
the present thesis has focused on, could result in more findings that would fill gaps in Ethiopian
history especially from the viewpoint of the Ethiopian Muslims. I also recommend that the
search for and in-depth study of ‘ajami manuscripts should be strengthened so as to learn more

about our history and in some cases other fields of knowledge as well.
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A certificate awarded to Sayh‘Umar by the Association of Tigray Artists and the Regional State
of Tigray on November 8, 2008.



The tomb of NajasT: external and internal view




Burial place of one of the companions of the Prophet at Négas.
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