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Abstract 

This thes is exa mines a manuscript in Tigrinya that is wr itten in the Arabic script. A text in a non­

Arabic language that is written in the Arabic script is known in Arabic as 'ajaml. The 'ajaml 

manuscript the thes is dea ls with focuses on the 7'h-century king of Abyssin ia, popu larly ca lled 

Najasl by Muslims. He was contemporary with the Pro phet Mul,ammad . The manuscript was 

wr itten by a Muslim clerical scho lar of the Tigray region, Say!] 'Umar Abrar, who lived in the 

last quarter of the 19'" century .and the first half of the 20'" century. In addit io n to a detai led 

philological analys is of the manuscript on Najasl, the thes is provides brief descriptions of 

fourteen other manuscripts of the Say!]. It is believed that this thesis const itutes the first scho larl y 

treatme nt ofTig rinya 'ajaml. 

Most of the manuscripts of Sayl] ' Umar are in Tigrinya 'ajaml; so me are in Arabic and a few in 

Amharic 'ajaml. Apart /i'om the one on Najasl, the other manuscripts deal with such topics as 

inheritance, genea logy, jurisprudence and Mawlid. 

Based on the manuscripts of Sayl] ' Umar, especia lly on the aspects concerning the emigrant 

companions of the Prophet who were welcomed by Najasl, the thesis hopes to contr ibute to the 

history of Is lam and Musli ms in northern Ethiopia. 
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1.1 Background 

CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

The second semester of my first year, 2008, in the MA program of the Philology program was the time I 

started thinking about the topic I should focus on for my thesis. Along with my friends we 

decided to start with surveyin g the theses wr itten 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 sens ible as my assumption was that almost nothing 

had been done so far on the contributions of Muslim clerics of the Tigray region. I considered 

myse lf fortunate and thought that I would bring a new entry into Ethiopian phi lology. 

I consulted Ato Mohammed Seid, head of the Arabic Unit of AAU, who had successfu lly 

defended hi s thesis on a topic in Arabic philology in 2007. I asked him if he could help me in 

identifYing a manuscript from the Tigray region. To my surpr ise, he showed me a copy of a 

manuscript in Tigrinya written in the Arabic script, that is, an ·ajall1lmanuscript. I-Ie 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. J n fact, 

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

What is often said or written about the hi story of Islam in northern Ethiopia is how it was 

res isted 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 kin gdom (Abraham Demoz 1972: I) . 

Thus, many people get surprised when they come across a Muslim, let alone a clerical scholar of 
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merit, from Tigray, a traditiona l Christian regio n. Neverthe less, twenty-one inscriptions found in 

Tigray show that there existed a Muslim communi ty s ince the e leventh century (Gori 2007: 166). 

Hence, Islam is a reli g ion that has been in the no rthern Ethiop ian highlands for ages and has a 

long history of its own (Husse in 1982:2-3,200 1 :58). 

As mentioned above, a lthough promoting Islam in nOlt hern Ethiop ia had been difficult, there 

were individuals who shouldered the responsibility of spreading the faith and cultivating the 

Islamic culture in their commun ity. One such heroic persona lity was Sayl) ' Umar Abrar or, as he 

is popularly known by the Muslims of T igray, Shiil)na Sayo 'Umar ' Our teacher SaYb ' Umar'. 

Apart fj'OITI upholding the Islamic faith during difficu lt days, the fact that he left us manuscripts 

that are of paramount importance for studyi ng the history of Islam in Tigray and generall y in 

Ethiop ia , makes him one of those erudi te tradit io na l Muslim scho lars of Ethiopia. 

Most of the manuscripts of Sayb ' Umar Abrar are in his nat ive language T igr in ya written in the 

Arabic script, that is, in 'ajami - a loca l 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 ca ll the Pers ians either 'ajaml or Furs. The word 'ajaml means ' foreigner ' or 

' non Arab' (E lias 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. A lthough most of Sayl) ' Umar's 

manuscripts are in the ge nre of 'ajami he has a lso written in Arabic. 

Ethiopian Mus lim clerics teach abo ut Islam most ly through the indigenous languages written in 

the 'ajaml fa shio n. Apart fi'o m its re li g ious use the 'ajami literat ure is important as it embodies 

aspects of Ethiopian hi sto ry in general and particularly that of Islam in Ethiop ia. However, as 

many indispensable Arab ic sources on Ethiopia were not g ive n due consideration, the 

contributions of the Ethiopian Mus lim scholars, especially their 'ajaml works, have a lso 

remained for long unnot iced (Endris 2007:4). In addition to manuscript s, information on the 

tombs of local saints w hich could be a subject of inscriptional philology is also in the category of 

impoltant but neg lected written heritage. In the same way as manuscripts are studied , 

examination of the tombs of saints and inqu iry into the literature and oral traditions about shrines 

wo uld g ive c lues for the lacunae in the history of Islam in Ethiopia (Husse in 1984:52-53). 
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Saylj ' Umar' s manuscripts, wh ich are a mo ng the contributions of Muslim c lerical scho lars, are 

an aspect of the Ethiop ian literary trad ition. Of the manuscripts of Saylj ' Umar, the focus of the 

present study is on the one whic h is co ncerned with the ancient Eth iop ian king, popularly ca lled 

NajasT, who was a co ntemporary of the Prophet Mu l)ammad. The next sect ion briefly describes 

what the name NajaST s ignifies and the hi storica l events re lated to the re ign of the King. 

1.2 NajasI 

The hi story of Is lam In Ethiopia is direct ly related to the history of Is lam in Tigray and its 

immediate environs. As it is widely known, Islam reached Eth iopia almost immediately after its 

emergence during the reign of King Asl)ama ibn Abjar I (Ella Sal)am (Sergew 1972: 185» in 

615A.D. That Ethiop ian king is popularly known as Naja,!. The name is an Arabized version of 

the Ethiopic word ntigasi meaning one who is ano inted as a king. The word has gradually 

become an appe llation by which King Asl)ama is known. 

Najasl' s ho spitality to the emigrant fol lowers of the Prophet Mul)ammad is a mi lestone in the 

relationship between the Ethiopian state and Islam. According to Muslim scholars such as Samia 

(2001) the king embraced Is lam. But, for instance, Trimingham (1965:46) represents the 

historical narrat ion as a legend . However, the introduction of Islam into Ethiopia by the 

fo llo wers o f the Prophet MUhammad has not been questioned. 

The tomb of NajaST is found in Tigray, in the town of Nagas wh ich is 10 ki lo meters from the 

town of Wukro along the Mekelle-Ad igrat Road which itse lf is 55 km east of Mekelle, the 

cap ital of the T igray region. Acco rd ing to Gori (2007), the number of inhabitants of the town of 

Nagas is about 1500 where halfofthem are Christ ia ns and the other half Mus lim s. In add it io n to 

beari ng the name of the king, the town is the burial place of some of the fol[owers of the Prophet 

who came and lived in Ethiopia (at the time Abyss inia) for about sixteen years. It is a lso the 

established tradit ion of the Mus lims ofTigray to bury their notables in Nagas. 

1 The name of King NajaST's father is presented in the litcralure as I\bl)ur' (MS I) or 'Abjar' (Munro-Hay 
1991 :261) and even as 'AbDur Abjar' (Ahmeddin 20 11 :57). The confusion bct\vccn the first two is probably the 
Arabic Ictterjim with its dOl resulting in 'Abjar' arlacking the dot and becoming the letter I ~/ and causing 'Al:bur'. 
The third confusion 'Ati)ur A~jar' arises possibly fi'orn considering the former as th e name ofNajasT's father and 
the latter that of hi s grand father. 
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Near the tomb of NajasT is found a church known as Mariam Kadib. Its name is re lated to the 

wife of NajasT. It is be lieved that NajasT once set off w ith hi s 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 to ld her that they were going to the land of Islam. She then 

qu itted the journey and went back. When NajasT asked where his wife had go ne, 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 Kadib ' one who betrays ' (Ahmedd in 20 II :55-56). According to Gori 

(2007: 1109), the to mb ofNajasT's w ife is in thi s church which is built facing oppos ite the to mb 

of NajasT. The Chri stians of the local ity swear by saying Maryaman Ntigasan yagbtirtinna which 

means let us be oppos ite as Mariam (the church) and Nagas (hi s tomb). The phrase is sa id when 

one tries to affirm that they are te ll ing the truth 2 

The place where NajasT's tomb is found served as a place where ordinary Musl ims gathered with 

Muslim clerics for jatwa, that is, for religious exp lanations by the clerics to questions posed by 

o rdinary Muslims. Mus li ms, mainly from Tigray, used to gather there every year to get answers 

to their questions. Acco rdi ng to Futu/:l al-ljabasha 'the conquest of Abyssinia ' (2003: 35 1) when 

Imam Abmed Ibn Ibrahim (grai\i\) raided T igray in the 16th century he passed by the tomb of 

NajaST. This indicates that there was a realization of the existence of the tomb since the sixteenth 

century. 

SaYG' Umar Abrar, the subject of th is research, contributed a lot towards the reconstruction and 

recognit ion of the site of NajasT's tomb (source: SaYG Abmed and SaYG A li). Effort was made to 

reconstruct the s ite but governmenta l recognition was not achieved eas il y. Yet Muslims value the 

place with reverence. Annual ce lebration takes place on the day of AshuraJ
, the day on which 

Prophet Moses defeated the Pharaoh. It is celebrated on the tenth day of the first month of the 

Islam ic calendar, Muharram. Nowadays, people from all over the country and even from the 

Sudan gather and celebrate in memory of NajasT (SaYG Nurbuse in and SaYG Abmed). Poems of 

SaYG' Umar Abrar about NajasT and about other Mus lim sa ints are rec ited in the house of the 

l The episode about the refusal ofNajas!'S wife to head towards the prophet Mttl)ammad with her husband implies 
that Najasl professed Islam. 
3 The celebrati on in memory ofNajasT was done on this day because it is a day on which many bless in gs occurred 
oth er than the defeat of the Pharaoh. 
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Sayu which he gave away for the purpose. These poems are in the form of lIIanZlIma style. A 

mal1ZlIma is a rel igious song sung in a group. It is a kind of panegyric or praise. 

A national symposium on Najas! was held in Meke lle, the reg ional cap ital of Tigray Reg ion in 

1999. The symposium assigned a committee for the establishment of a centre named A$I)ama al­

Najas! Cultural and Ed ucationa l Centre. In 2006 a symposium fo r launching the centre was he ld 

at ECA (Economic Commiss ion fo r Africa). At the symposium the centre was fo rmally 

estab li shed and was promised donations and var ious kinds of SUppOlt. The first donation was 

made to the centre by the Tigray regio nal government by granting I 10,000 square meters of land 

at Niigas town. The centre started operat ion by setting up an office in Addis Ababa. It has the 

object ive of making the project feasib le with the support of both nationa l and international 

figures interested in preserving heritage and culture (I smail 2006). 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

a. General objectives 

The general objective of the thesis is to identify a trad itiona l Muslim clerica l scho lar in the 

Tigray region and to revea l his manuscripts. Based on one of the manuscr ipts of the cleric, the 

thesis aims to bring to light the history of an Ethiopian king related to the emigrant companions 

of the Prophet Mui)ammad. 

b. Specific objectives 

I. to give a brief biography of Sayu 'Umar Abrar, a traditional Muslim clerica l scholar in 

Tigray 

II. to provide brief philolog ica l descriptions of fifteen 'ajaml and Arabic manuscripts of 

Sayu ' Umar Abrar; 

III. to give philo logica l ana lys is of a se lected Tigr inya 'ajaml manuscript of Sayu 'Umar 

Abrar on Najasi; 

IV. to identify and discuss the linguistic features of the manuscript on Najas!. 
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1.4 Methodology 

The study invo lves exa mining the phys ica l co nditi ons, content and language of the manuscripts. 

Data are also co llected fro m informants espec ia lly for the reconstruction of the biography of 

Sayb' Umar and for issues concerning the 'ojomi manu script on Najasi. 

1.5 Scope and Limitation 

The study surveys fifteen manuscripts of Sayb ' Umar Abrar which focus on different subjects. 

Of the fifteen manuscripts, the study provides in-depth analys is to the one which fo cuses on 

Najasl and wh ich is written in Tigrinya ·ojomi. For all fifteen of the manuscripts brie f 

phi lolog ical descriptions are provided. Among the manuscripts, the one which focuses on Najasl 

is analyzed essentia lly from the view po int o f its contents. The analys is is descriptive in 

approach. Interpretations re lated to circumstances are not dealt w ith. However, linguistic features 

characteriz ing the manuscript are identified and described . 

1.6 Literature Review 

Research on '(tjOIl/I literature in Ethiopia is a recent pheno menon. Thi s does not mean that 'ojoml 

is new to Ethiopia. Arabic was in use in several medieva l Is lamic states o f Ethiopia where 'ojoml 

was a lso used. S imilarly, as stated in the MA thes is of Kemal (2007:9), 'ojoml had been in the 

literary culture of some Afr ica n countries but was later terminated during the period of co lon ial 

era. 

Accord ing to Alula Pankhurst ( 1994:258), Enrico Cerulli was the first to discuss Ethiopian 

Muslim poetry in Amharic. Aseffa Mamo (1988) in hi s MA thes is analyzes the 'ajaml mOI1?iimo, 

poems that are usually sung in the Wollo region. He mentions that the poems are in Amharic but 

written in the Arabic script. 

Pankhurst describes and analyzes Amharic '(tjOIllI poems from the viewpo int of content, style, 

occas ion and popularity. He indicates that Islamic poetry in the Ethiopian languages written in 

the Arabic script is very po pular. He a lso points o ut that 'ctjoml poems are found mostly in Adere 

(Harari), Oromo, Amharic as we ll as in Gurage and are o ften rec ited during Ramadan, the ho ly 

mo nth offasting ( 1994: 259). 
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As regards the co ntents of the poe ms, Pankhurst identified ten kind s based on the researches 

done by Ceru lli , Aseffa Ma mo and audio reco rdings ava ilab le on the Merkato. Pankhurst a lso 

points out that there is no man:pIIIJa regarding the emigrants who so ught refuge in Ethiopia. The 

reason he gave is that the loca l Muslim li terature is reluctant to acknowledge the Christ ian king 

(1994:265). Both assumptions, that the scenario of the em igrants is miss ing and that the reason is 

the re luctance in the loca l literature, are not acceptable. Firstly, there are many poems in w hic h 

the emigrants and the ir host are mentioned and glorified. A case in point is the very topic which 

this research is co ncerned with and which I w ill treat later. Secondly, based on written historical 

and Prophet ic t radition, Samia _ (2001:94-97) attests that the Ethiop ian king who hosted the 

emigrants embraced Islam. To that effect, she provides many reasons. T hirdly, the Prophet 

ad mired the king and sa id that he was a fa ir a nd honest king even befo re he became a Muslim 

(Abdusselam 1989:65). 

The preceding scho lars are among those who brought to light the importance of 'ajomi literature 

in Eth iopia. But none of them analyzed 'ajami manuscr ipts from the perspective of textual 

critic ism. The fo llowing three M.A thcscs by indigenous scho lars are perhaps pioneeri ng wurks 

full y devoted to textua l cr itic ism. 

Kema l Abdul Wehab 's MA thesis (2007) focuses on 'ojami manuscripts in Amharic. In hi s paper 

he ana lyzes nine manuscripts of Sayb Tali)a, a Muslim c leric fro m Wo llo who spread the basic 

princ iples of Is lam to the ordinary Amharic speaking Mus lims through the medium of Amharic 

poetry. Sayb Ta ll)a' s poems revo lve around the glorification and descr iption of the deeds and 

characters of Allah a nd the Prophet. They also foc us on prayer through med iation and jihad. The 

Prophet Mui)ammad 's biography is the main subject of the Sayb's manuscripts. The thes is also 

addresses the struggle that Sayb Talha conducted aga inst Yohannes a nd Menil ik, two Christian 

empero rs. He was bitterly against Yohannes for his fierce po licy of convers io n. 

Mohammed Hakim, in his MA thes is (2007), deals with an Oro mo 'ajami manuscript of Sayb 

AI)med SaYb Siraj entitled Brille $afa. The thes is undersco res that the Sayb was a man born to 

praise Allah, love the Prophet and s ing in honor of him. The SaYb is pOltrayed as a virtuous 

c leric who influenced peop le by his piety, poet ic abil ity and dedication. He is a lso presented as 

an intell ige nt Sayb who was endowed with a un iq ue ability of the cra ft of speech and poetry who 
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emerged in his later life as a prominent author and miidi/:l (panegyr ist). He was thus compared 

with leading poets in the g loba l hi story of Islam like Hassan Ibn Tabit, a l-Busayr i and al- Waraq . 

The thesis po ints out that the manuscript deals with the sirah (biograp hy) of the Prophet and his 

companio ns. 

Abde lla (2009) is another MA thes is on Oromo 'ajaml manuscript. Accord ing to Abde lla, SaYD 

Ulman Busaysa of Hararge is the author of a manuscript which is entitled Qalro al-Ajurumiyyah. 

The thesis is a phi lolog ica l study of an Arabic grammar manuscript in Oromo 'ajaml. Abdella 

(2009) states that the tradition of learning and teaching class ica l Arabic, mainly grammar and 

morphology, has been a co mmon practice among the Muslim communities in Ethiopia over the 

last two centuries. However the bas ic educat ional system has invo lved oral interpretat ion of 

Arabic grammar. That drew the attention of Sayb Ulman Boseysa. He observed the problems 

and diffic ulties that students faced in learning Arabic grammar and he simpl ified the 

Ajurumiyyah (a we ll-known Arabic grammar textbook) by paraphras ing and translating it into 

the Oromo language. This he lped students to achieve the basic knowledge of the Arabic 

grammar in a short t ime. 

'Ajaml has also been used to write some east gu rage languages . For example, Redwan (20 11 ) 

presents a r oem in Wo lene 'ajaml. 

As ment ioned ear lier the Arabic script had been used wide ly in many Afr ican countries before 

the co lon ial era. N iger ia, Senegal, Ma li and Gambia are some of the countries that have recently 

rev ived the ir 'ajami literature. These countries are searching the ir 'ajaml heritage which they 

be lieve embodies their histo ry. The countries seem to be engaged in a movement of awakening 

in order to study the ir histo ry prior to co lonizat ion (Mo hammed Seid 2006) . 

As observed above, 'ajami literature has been used in Ethiopia and in many African countries for 

some centuries . Thi s literature, which can contribute a great deal to the knowledge about the 

various Afri can countries, has long been neg lected. However, the need for researching the 

I iterature is now grow ing. The present study is one such attempt to reveal the existence and 

contents of Tigrinya 'ajami manuscripts of a renowned Muslim cleric of the Tigray reg ion. The 

fo llow ing chapter presents the biography of that renowned c ler ica l scho lar of the Tigray reg ion, 

Sayb ' Umar Abrar. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

v 

Biography of Say!] 'Umar Abrar 

2.1 Family background 

Sayl]'Umar was born to his father Abrar Ijayr AI)m!"d and his mother Desta Mul)ammadljiyar in 

Addargud, a district in Adua, Tigray region. The exact date of his birth cou ld not be identified 

but it is believed to be in 1878. His fami ly, through hi s father, c lai ms that they are descendants of 

the Prophet Mul)ammad through the Prophet's grandson Hassen. Such a c laim is common in the 

biography of many famous SaYbs in Ethiop ia (Endris 2007). Sayb ' Umar' s father and uncles 

were personal ities who are cons idered as sa ints venerated in the society. Some of their 

descendants are a Iso respected and visited. 

It is be lieved that the birth of the future Sayu ' Umar had been foretold by a saint SaYb ca lled 

Ijalifa. The sto ry goes that Sayb ' Umar's mother dreamed of eat ing honey. She was told by this 

sa int that she would give birth to a so n who wou ld become knowledgeable but would not stay 

long in life. The mother died so mc ycars after she gave birth to the promised chi ld. The father 

died earlier. The young ' Umar became an orphan who was brought up under his unc les' care 

(so urce: Sayb AI)med, Sayb ' Umar's son, and Sayu Juhar). 

It was during the intolerable reign of Empero r Yohannes that the yo ung ' Umar lost his father 

who refu sed to be converted to Christianity. One day officers of A lula Aba Nagga, the highest 

officia l of the Emperor, came and took the father, Sayu Abrar, from his house. Two other 

Musl ims were also taken with him. Later, the bodies of the two ot her individuals were found 

while that of Sayb Abrar was lost. It is believed that s ince he was a saint God took him away 

(so urce: Sayb AI)med, Sayu Ked ir and Sayb Juhar). This kind of exp lanation was commo n in 

those times in the Muslim soc iety ofTigray. Th is was the way they exp lain their steadfa stness in 

their belief. Another case is the death of a saint named SaYb Ukas ha, Sayb Abrar 's brother. The 

story is told that whi le the priests were trying to bu ry the dead body in the Chri stian graveyard it 

spontaneously disappeared. 

The act of forcing Muslims to beco me Chr istians was not practiced by all the co mmon Christians 

of Tigray. Surpr is ing ly, so me of my informants reported that the Christians of Tigray used to 
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help their Mus lim compatriots by test ify ing that they had become Christians though they knew 

that they were pract ic ing Muslims. It is a lso interesting to learn that a Chri stian frie nd of Sayl] 

Abrar known as Kinfe 's father avenged the Sayl] 's death by killing those who revea led the 

re lig ion of the Sayl]. 

During hi s childhood ' Umar lived with hi s unc les serving as a shepherd. He had no chance of 

getting relig ious training at that time because o f the oppress ive nature of the s ituation. However, 

as he was approaching adolescence, he found it difficult to accept being ignorant about hi s 

re lig ion. Hence, he left for Wollo at the age of fifteen chang ing his name to Kal)say to avo id 

being tracked. That was in fact , a common practice by re lig ious lads of the time. After fifteen 

years study ing in Wollo he went back ho me to Tigray (source: Sayb Ai)med and Say I] Juhar). 

2.2. Religious training 

Litt le is known about Sayl] ' Umar' s re lig ious sc hoo ling. In the colophon of one of his Arabic 

manu script s the Sayl] indicates that he co pied it and that it belonged to his teacher Mui)ammad 

Hasan ai-Madani . In formants also ide nti fy one o f his teachers as Say!] Mul)ammad N ur Bigiddo 

of Wo llo who came to Tigray with the intention of taking Sayl] ' Umar back to Wo llo to ass ign 

him as a teacher. But the SaYb refu sed. I-lis teacher Mubammad N ur Big iddo argued that he 

wo uld not find as many students in T igray as in Wo llo. But Sayu' Umar sa id he wo uld knock at 

each door in T igray to get students. The path o f knowledge Sayl] ' Umar took can be ide nt ified 

from the manuscripts he produced. His manuscripts deal with such topics as the biography of 

King Najasl, Islamic inheritance system, Un ity of God (Tawi)ldJ , praise of sa ints, g lorification 

of the Pro phet s, rights of parents and Is la mic jurisprudence. 

Sayl] ' Umar was not limited to writing; he was also active 111 teaching. According to my 

informants when he returned ITom Wo llo he preferred to remain sol itary in a roo m. T he Sayl] did 

not, however, want to remain in so litude when the society was in need of overhauling. The 

concerned members of the soc iety felt that Mus lim identity was lost, mora l laxity was rampant, 

Is lamic jurisprudence was neg lected; the faith was co rrupted by superstition and loca l att itude s. 

So he ca mpaigned hard and succeeded in refo rming the society. He was instrumental for the 

rebirth of the soc iety he li ved in. Sayl] ' Umar thus co mmanded respect and he is remembered as a 

practica l and pious teacher, o r 1II11rabbi as it is wr itten o n the co lophon ofMS 2. 
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It appea rs prophetic that the yo ung ' Umar chose for himse lf the prophet ic name Kal)say long 

ago . In Tigrinya the name implies restoration or retrieva l. Indeed the yo ung Kal)say set out to do 

what hi s martyred fat her intended, that is, to !ill the gap left as the result of the fli ght of Muslim 

teachers due to fea r of persecution. 

2.3. Livelihood and Family 

Acco rding to Sayl] AI)med, Sayl] 'Umar's so n, the ir live lihood was essentially depend ant on the 

agricultura l land they had. Nevertheless, the merchant co us in of the Sayl] , Azmai' Mohammed 

Abdu, a lso used to help the family. Sayl] 'Umar married a T igriyan wo man named Meryem, and 

had twelve children: Ruq iyya, Bali i Muhammad, Mustafa, Fatima, tTad ija, Abrar, AI)med, Tuha, 

Yas in, Zeyneb, Mardiyya, Sofia. Among his children the fo llow ing are a live: Mustafa , Ahmed, 

Yas in and Mardiyya. 

2.4. Contribution to Society 

The co ntr ibutions of Say I] ' Umar are not limited to teaching and writing. He was also engaged in 

soc ia l activities. A shrine to the seventh- century king ofAxum, A"hama Ibn Abjar (E lla ,a l)am) 

and pop ular ly known as Najasl, was erected at hi s ini tiati ve. A c lever trick was invo lved. 

According to Sayl] Ahmed the loca l peo ple se nt some notab les to Emperor Ha ilese llas ie to 

request permiss ion to build the shrine at the tomb of Najasi. However, the Emperor refu sed. 

Then the Sayl] proposed to Azmac Mul)ammad Abdu, hi s co us in, to ask the governor of T igray, 

Ras Soyyum, for permiss io n to build the tomb of his (the cous in ' s) father. Ras Soyyum agreed . 

But, instead it was the tomb of Najasl which was buil t. Regarding the tomb, Busra Sayl] Yal)ya 

(20 I I :65-66) states that it was constructed "with the permiss ion" o f Ras Soyyum. 

The loca l Muslim co mmunity then announ ced that the shrine of Najasl was built. Buses 

be long ing to the we ll-known merchant Azmac MUhammad Abdu brought peo ple from different 

parts o f the co untry to vis it the newly built shrine . But there were Muslims who were aga inst the 

construction of the shrine. They argued that the money co uld have been better spent on matters 

re lated to the teaching of the la ity. However, Sayl] ' Umar respo nded that hi s intent ion in building 

the shrine was to let the history of the just and fri endly king of Abyss inia beco me known. 
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Sayl] ' Umar also served as Qiit;!i 'j udge ' during the Italian occupation and after the return of 

Emperor Hailese llas ie. Later he res igned, partly for fear that he might be tempted to do 

so mething that wo uld displease God. Justice adm ini stration requires much time and that did not 

suit the Sayl], who was co mmitted to teaching and writing. 

It is also worth mentio ning that Sayb' Umar was po litica lly sens iti ve and knowledgable. The 

divide-and-rule po licy of ltaly lured so me sections of the Musl im popu lation and innocent Sayl]s 

with fal se promises. Sayl] ' Umar stood against that po licy and ad vised his peo ple not to do 

anything that mi ght displease and hurt the ir Christian brothers and s isters, as that wo uld have bad 

consequences in the future. He cha llenged the seeming ly benevo lent gesture of the Italians by 

inv it ing them to come to the fo ld of Islam, if they were sympathetic to it (source: Sayl] Ahmed, 

Sayb Ali). 

2.5. Linguistic skill 

It has been mentioned that Sayl] ' Umar produced mal1?1llnaS in T igrinya. In recogn it io n of hi s 

va luable contributions to the develop ment of e levat ing T igrinya literature, a certificate was 

posthumously awa rded to Sayl],Umar by the Assoc iation of Tigray Artists and the Regio nal 

State ofTigray on November 8, 2008. The Arabic and Amharic know ledge of the Sayb was also 

profound, as can be observed from hi s Arabic and Amharic texts. Moreover, members of hi s 

fa mily and stud ents testilY that the Sayl] used to co mmunicate with the Ita lians in Italian, both in 

speech and in wr iting. 

2.6. Old age and death 

Amo ng the things Sayb ' Umar achieved in his o ld age was the performance of !fa)), the 

pilgrimage to Mecca. Acco rdi ng to Sayl] Ali, he was spo nsored by the Ita lians; but according to 

Sayb AI)med he was sponso red by his co usin Azmac Mul)ammad Abdu. After performing the 

/fa)) the Sayl] wanted to v isit the Prophet's mosque in Medina where his tomb is located. 

However, given his deep lo ve and respect for the Prophet his cous in feared that the Sayb might 

remain in Mecca. Hence, the co us in promised Sayb ' Umar that he co uld return for another vis it 

during the next /faj), and they went back to Ethio pi a. However, the Sayl] fe ll ill. After three 

years in bed , he breathed his last in 1967 at the age of e ighty-e ight (Sayb AI)med) . His grave is in 

the town ofNaga~, surrounded with metal fenc in g. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
v 

Survey ofthe manuscripts of Sayb 'Vmar Abrar 

3.1 General information about the manuscripts 

Sayl] ' Umar Abrar authored a number of manusc ripts. As mentioned in section 1. 5 of chapter 

one, I came acro ss fiftee n manuscripts o f the Sayl]. They are ne ither titled nor dated except for 

o ne which I identify as manuscript 2 (MS 2). The MSS I have come across are identi fied in this 

chapter. The manuscr ipts are o f two types: a) those wri tten in loca l languages but in Arabic scr ipt 

( 'ajall1/), b) Those wr itten d irectly in Arab ic. The Sayb's writings in ·ajal1l/can aga in be gro uped 

into two: while most of the manuscr ipts are completely in Tigrinya, some conta in so me 

Amharic. 

A ll of the 'ajam/ manuscripts are written in poetic language, that is, as lI1al1?iillla. However, in 

MS I the dl! '8 ' ( in vocations) and in MS 2 the text on the first three fo lios is in prose. The Sayl] 

improvised specia l characters to represent T igrinya so unds that are absent in Arabic. Usua lly 

dots are added to the Arabic letters; in one case, two Arab ic letters are employed for a single 

T igrinya so und (gn Ulm, nun) = ii). T he innovations that Sayl] ' Umar has made and the 

characteristic lingu istic features of hi s manuscripts are treated in chapter five. Most of the Sayl] ' s 

manuscripts are in the custody of one of his so ns, Sayb AI)med, who lives in Meke lle, the cap ital 

of the T igray regional state particularly the Tabya ' Aydar part of the c ity. MS 8, 9 and 10 are 

with Sayl] Nurh usen B~rhan who li ves in Meke lle in Tabya Samen. I provide brief descriptions 

of the manuscripts in the fo 1I0wing two sections. Section 3.2 deals with the 'ajam/ manu scripts 

while 3.3 treats the Arabic ones. T he orig ina l manuscripts are written mostly in lI1adel, loca ll y 

made ink ; however, modern pen is a lso used occas ionally. Copies of the manuscripts are written 

with madel or modern pen; there is one ma nu script that apparently exists only in photocopy for m. 

3.2. 'Ajall11 manuscripts 

The 'ajaml manu scripts of Say!] ' Umar that I have come across are e leven in number. They are 

written as indicated above, e ither complete ly in Tigrinya or in T igrinya including so me Amharic 

parts. A brie f descript ion of each of the manuscripts is provided below. (The 'ajaml transcription 

system is d iscussed in chapter 5) 
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MS 1 

This is the pri nc ipal manuscript which the thes is is co ncerned with. It is essent ia lly on Naja!;!, 

and chapter four is devoted to it. It can be briefl y described as fo llows. 

I. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajami), with so me parts in Amharic and so me parts in Arabic 

II. Title: no ne 

111. Topic: biography ofNajas! , du 'ij " popular saints, man?llmaS about the Prophet 

IV. Status: original4 

v. Physical material: the text is written on ruled sheets of paper, with 17 lines. Black ink was 

used for co nsonants and red for vowel diacrit ics. T he front and back covers are sewed 

together and are covered with cloth deco rated with red and blue flowers. The word lI1anZlIIna 

is written on the cover in e laborate style. There are addit ional wo rds in blue ink but they are 

partly illegible . 

vi. Pagination: the manuscript has 51 folio s, that is, 102 pages inc ludi ng 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 fo lios. There are also page numbers in 

Arabic numera ls at the top of both the recto and verso of the folio s. The numbers go ITom 

right to left. Each man?llma has its own pagination. Each man?lIma starts from page two: the 

first man?lIl11a, abo ut Naja!;!: pp. 2-25 , incl udin g the closi ng du 'ij ' the seco nd on saints, pp. 2-

17; the third on the Prophet (as an intercessor), pp. 2-2 1; and the fo urth on the Prophet 

(panegyric), pp. 2-25. No page number is given for the doxo logy on the first fo lio, and fo r the 

short supplicat ion on the verso of page 25. At the end of the manuscript there is a brief 

add itional, unpag inated man?llma in Arabic which is not in Sayb ' Umar's handwriting and 

whi ch as a result I do not treat in chapter fo ur. Fina lly there are unpagi nated blank sheets. 

One could be curious why the Sayb indicates the fi rst page of each man?llllla as page 2. 

According to one of my in formants (Sayb Ali), the fi rst page of each lIlan?llll1a is reserved 

for a doxo logy. For two of the lIlal1?llll1aS the space for the doxology is left blank. For the 

mal1?lI l11a about Naja!;! and the one on sa ints, specifi c doxo logy is written in the MS. 

VII. Size: 10.5 cm x 17.25 cm 

4 Th is MSS and the other manuscripts I have categorized as "original" arc all written in the same handwriting and 
they are with Say!] Ahmed, Saylj 'Umar's son, as an inheritance. 
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VIII. 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 c lear; some of the lines are co mpleted in 

blue ink in a different handwrit ing. The c loth covering is o ld so that the edge of the hard 

cover of the manuscript is ragged. The c loth on the inner side of the cover is we ll preserved. 

IX. Writing style: The four 'ajami man?!lmas are composed of short and long lines; that is, there 

are three to nine shOit 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 fo ur man?l/mas. 

Each set of the short lines between the long ones is a rhyming set. The long lines at the end 

of each rhymi ng set of short lines all have the same rhyme. There is editing in the margin and 

above the verses, so metimes upside down. The conc luding du 'G' of the first manp/ma and 

the isolated du 'G' on the verso of fo lio thirteen are written in prose. 

x. Detailed content: The manuscript has four man?l/mas. The first man?l/ma deals with the 

history ofNajeST including his enthronement, the fairness of hi s rule, the re lationship he had 

with the Prophet and the importance of vis iting hi s tomb. It concludes with a du 'G' in Arab ic 

for Najasl and for those who come to vis it hi s tomb. The second man?!lma is on the status of 

the sa ints. T he text shows the great va lue of sa ints who can do mirac les and are be lieved to 

ha ve the power to intercede. The third manZl/ma is on the Prophet. It starts with the 

importance of praising the Prophet in a gro up (I)a<,lra). It then tells about the position of the 

Prophet among the other prophets. The fourth man?l/ma is on the importance of salawGI. The 

poem underscores that through ~'alawGt one can avoid the mi series of thi s 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. Fina lly there is a 

short Arabic poem which praises the Prophet and an iso lated du 'G' for those who got re lief 

after a disaster. 

MS2 

I. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajaml) and Arabic 

11. Title: none 

III. Topic: inheritance, the unity of God, homily, an Arabic poem on praise and another one on 

sa ints, and the five pillars of Is lam. 
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IV. Status: scribal copy 

v. Physical material: The text is written on sheets from the days of the Halian occupation. The 

sheets are used with the bottom side turned up. Black ink was used for co nso nants and red 

for vowe ls, 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 ins ide 

the hard cover there is a sheet wh ich is thicker than the rest of the sheets; on the sheet in the 

front there are few Italian words (commodity names). 

VI. Pagination : there are 11 2 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 preced ing folio are identified with the 

same page number. In so me pages, where the numbers are not vis ible the copyist used 

catchwords to indicate page seq uence. 

VII. Size: 22 cm x 33.5 cm 

Vlli. Condition: the sew ing is loose, the last man?tlma is not complete but the manuscript is c lean 

and easy to read. 

IX. Writing style: different sty les are observed. Some of the man?L/mas are composed in two 

co lumns; that is, a line of the fir st co lumn rhymes with a corresponding line of the second 

co lumn. Other man?l/mas are composed of alternati ng indented and non-indented lines. Still 

others are composed of short and long lines as in the writing style of MS 1. Each man?tlma 

has its own doxology. However, in the inheritance part, each issue is prov ided with its own 

heading. 

x. Detailed content: the first pali of the manuscript, wr itten in Arabic, is about the five pillars 

of Is lam: belief in the uniqueness (Taw/:lld) of Allah and that Mul)ammad is his messenger, 

performing ~afijl (prayer), fast ing, g iving alms (zakat) and /fa}). The second part is a 

lI1an?tlma wh ich discusses the importance of inheritance as dictated in the Qur'an and f;ladit. 

It discusses the people who are entitled to inher itance and the amount of the inheritance in 

detail. The th ird part focuses on the Tawbld: that is, be lieving in one Creator and that He has 

twenty attributes like the po wer to 'see ', ' hear ', 'speak ', and so on. Then, the prophets of 

Allah and the ir qualities of truthfulness and trustworthiness are presented. The features of 

Angels espec ially 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 Judg me nt, where 
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every human be ing is supposed to stand in front of Allah to get his/her actions weighed. The 

part ends with .ya/alVal on the Pro phet and those who follow his footsteps. It states that the 

Pro phet is the origin of li fe. The Prophet's so ul was the first to be created. Us ing the nIil" 

(light) of the Prophet, God created the other prophets and other creat ions like the sun, the 

moon, and the stars. It points out that the prophets of God were given hi gh position because 

they were created from this l1Iil". The events that took place when the Prophet came to thi s 

world are described. In the month of Rajab, the seventh month of the Is lamic calendar, there 

was ce lebrat ion in Heaven when it was heard that the Prophet MUhammad was in hi s 

mother' s womb. The mirac les that occurred after his birth are listed. T he fift h part of the 

manuscript is a homily. 11 starts with thanking Allah for His guidance and then presents 

.yalalVal on the Prophet. It then provides advice in relation to the missio n of the Prophet. The 

qabl", the grave, is also discussed as a terr ible a nd pa in fu l home for those who co mmitted bad 

deeds. The rig ht of parents over their offspring is another issue that is treated . The focus is 

that those who do not discharge the ir responsibiliti es to their parents wi ll not enter paradise 

but rather are sent to hell. The importance of .. w/al (prayer) and the divine punishment for not 

doing it is also given due attention. The final man;iima is a sho rt version; a fuller version 

appears in MS 10. 

XI. Colophon : it has a tr iangular shape and states the date, the person who compose the MS and 

the perso n who copied it. Lastly there is a prayer to Sayb' Umar by the copyist (his student). 

MS3 

I. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajamT,) 

II. Title: none 

III. Topic: Mawlid and intercessio n of sa ints 

IV. Status: or iginal 

v. Physical material: the text is written on ru led sheets of paper. Black ink was used for 

conso nants and red for vowels . The text is on recto and verso of the fo lios. The manuscript is 

bo und with cardboard which is covered with red cloth. The cloth covering has a strap which 

is des igned in such a way as to hang down fro m the shoulder. 
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VI. Pagination: the number of pages is 148 (74 foli os). The Mawlid part uses catchwords. On 

the other hand the who le 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: so me of the sheets are loose so that some ofthe pages are not ordered co rrectly. 

IX. Writing style: The two man?llmaS have two kinds of handwriting. The seco nd man.lima, on 

the impo rtance of celebrating the birthday of the Prophet (Mawlid) , is written with li ght 

madd in Sayb ' Umar's handwriting. The first man.,lma, on interceding to Allah through the 

saints, is written with bold madd and is not in the Sayb' s handwriting. The man?llmaS are 

composed of short and long lines like the style ofMS 1. 

x. Content: The second man.,lma discusses the importance of celebrating the birthday of the 

Prophet. Ce lebrating Mawlid is presented as a means by which one can get c lose to Allah. 

The fir st man?l/l11a asks Allah for bless ings through the intercession of sa ints. 

MS4 

I. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajami) 

11. Title: none 

111. Topic: about Hashim, the great-grandfather of the Prophet 

IV . Status: orig inal 

v. Physical material: the text is wr itten on ruled sheets of paper of noteboo k size. Black ink 

was used for consona nts and red for vowels. 

VI. Pagination: the number of pages is 16 (8 folio s). Pagination is indicated by catchwords at 

the bottom and European numerals at the top. 

VII . Size: 10.5 cm x 15.25 cm 

VIII. Condition: not bound 

IX . Writing style: The man?llmas appea r in two columns; that IS, the hemist ich III the first 

column rhymes with the hemistich in the seco nd co lumn. 

x. Content: It starts by indicat ing that life orig inated with the creation of the Prophet. NIlI' 

( light) passed to Adam and to other prophets so that they attained a high position. This light 

was then passed o n to righteous people until it reached Hiisim, the great-grand father of the 

Pro phet Mu l)ammad, where tempo rarily the transmiss ion stopped. J-1iisim was worried, so he 
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went to the Ka ' ba and prayed. There he was to ld that he shou ld marry a woman named Salma 

who would bear a so n who would become the grandfather of the Prophet, Abdu lmut\al ib, 

who was known for coordin ating the re lig ious rites at the Ka'ba and for prov iding food to the 

pilgrims. 

MSS 

1. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajal1ll) 

11. T itle: none 

111. Topic: JlIIl1 'a ,Jalal (Fr iday prayer) 

IV. Sta tus: orig inal 

v. P hysical material: sheets of paper, folded in half, with text on verso and recto of eac h ha lf 

as if the fo lded sheet was two fo lios in a book. Black ink is mainly used fo r writing but on 

so me pages red ink was used. 

VI. l'agination: number of fo lias 6 ( 12 pages) with some catchwords. 

VII . Size : 10.5 cm x 18 em 

VII I. 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. Conten t: how to conduct the JUII1 'a $alal (Fr iday prayer) accord ing to the different lI1adahib 

(schoo ls of lega l thought). 

Ms6 

1. La ngnage: Tigrinya ( 'ajal1ll) 

II . Title: none 

111. TOI)ic: misce llaneous 

IV. Status: origina l 

v. Physical mate rial: the text is wr itten on paper verso and recto with black ink for the 

consonants and red ink fo r the vowels. 

VI. Pagina tion : 32 pages ( 16 folios) paginated using catchwords but not consistent ly. 

VII . Size: I I cm x 17 cm 

VI II . Condition: separate sheets of paper. 
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IX. Writing style: two styles are used: a lternating indented and non-indented lines on the one 

hand ; text in co lumns, on the other hand . 

X. Content: These unbound pages are a ll written in the same handwriting, but because of the ir 

d iverse co ntent it is hard to know whether they are "a s ing le manuscript". Many issues are 

discussed; among them is the steadfastness o f the Prophet's companions when they were 

persecuted by the Quraysh5
. The case o f Bila l, the fi rst Ethiopian convert to Islam, is c ited. 

Further themes are the terri fYing nature of the grave, the importance of ~'alawiil, and the 

mirac les on the day the Pro phet was born and the response o f Abdulmu\!a lib to Abra ha's 

plan to destroy Mecca. 

MS 7 

I. La nguage: Amharic and Tigrinya ( 'ajam') 

II . Title: none 

III. Topic: praise of the Prophet and abo ut persecution by the Quraysh 

IV , Status: scriba l co py 

v, Physical material: the text is written in black ink 

VI. Pagination: ten pages (five fo lios) with Arabic numbers at the bottom 

VII. Size: 22 cm x 33 cm 

V III. Condition: no cover and the pages are not sewn together. From the pag ination and a lso 

based on co ntent it was c lear that the pages form a single manuscript. 

IX. Writing style: co mposed o f short and long lines just as in MS I . 

x. Content: Praise of the Prophet and persecution of hi s companions, giving Bila l as an 

exa mple of steadfastness in the face o f persecution. 

MS8 

I. Language: Tigrinya Cajall/i) , 

II. Title: none 

II I. Topic: the marriage o f 1:ladija to the Prophet, and Mawlid 

IV. Status : photoco py of a scriba l copy 

S The Quraysh were the noble tr ibe to wh ich the prophet Mlll~al11mad belonged.The Quraysh, before embracing 
[slam, persecuted the first Musl ims, some of whom the Prophet adv ised to emigrate to Ethiopia. 
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I 

v. Physical material : bound photoco pied sheets. The letters are In the black co lor of a 

photocopy. 

VI. Pagination : there are 102 pages (5 1 fo lios) paginated with European numbers at the bottom 

go ing fro m right to left . 

VII. Size: 18 cm x 24.25 cm 

VIII. Condition: the Mawlid part is not co mplete. 

IX. Writi ng style: composed of short and lo ng lines like the style ofMS I . 

x. Content: It discusses how ljadija (the first wife of the Prophet) was impressed by the 

Prophet. Their marriage ceremo ny is then d iscussed in detai l. There is also a Maw lid part. 

I. 

II. 

111. 

IV. 

V. 

VI. 

VI I. 

VlIl. 

IX. 

MS9 

La ngnage: T igrinya ( 'a)alll/) , Amharic ( 'a)aml) and Arab ic 

Title: none 

Topic: Najasi, saints and praise 

Status : scribal copy 

Physical material: the text is written on bound sheets of paper. The conso nants are written 

in blue ink whereas the vowels, SUbtopics and punctuation marks are written in red ink . 

Pagination : there are 200 pages (100 fo lios), marked with catchwords and a lso page 

numbers at the bottom. Out of the 100 folios 64 conta in wr it ing while 36 are blank. 

Size: 14 cm x20.5 cm 

Condition : well preserved 

Writing style: so me are composed in short and lo ng lines as in MS I. Others are composed 

in two columns like MS 4, wh ile others are composed of alternating indented and non­

indented lines. 

x. Content: part of the manuscript is a co py of MS I (the biography of Najasl and the 

super iority, mirac les and co ntributio ns of the sa ints). There is an Ara bic poem, s imilar to 

what is fo und in MS 2, and again a copy of the du 'a' part from MS 2. Description of Muslim 

scho lars in Hawzen (eastern Tigray) and how the death of those scholars affected the Sayl) 

and the discomfo rt o f li ving with ignorant peo ple are inc luded. There is o ne Amharic poem 

on the Prophet. And there is a short man,lIma in T igrinya on NajaSi. 
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MS 10 

1. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajall1;) 

11. Title: none 

111. Topic: the homily part from MS 2. It also contains the last man;'IlI1a 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 lI1add 

VI. Pagination: there are 196 pages (98 fo lios) paginated with numbers at the bottom, 40 fo lios 

are blank. 

VII. Size: 20.5 cmx27.75 cm 

VIII. Condition : we ll preserved 

IX. Writing style: co mposed of short and long lines like the style in MS I. The last letter of each 

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

MS II 

1. Language: Tigrinya ( 'ajam/) 

11. Title: none 

111. Topic: praise to the Prophet 

IV. Status: scribal co py 

v. Physical material: unbound sheets of paper written with madd 

VI. Pagination: not paginated and it has only four pages (two fo lios) 

VII. Size: II cm x 15.5 cm 

VI II. Condition: the paper is fi'agile 

IX. Writing style: composed of short and long lines li ke the style ofMS I. 

x. Content: pra ise of lhe Prophet 

3.3. Arabic manuscripts 

Among the manuscripts of Saylj ' Umar Abrar, apart from the e leven treated in the preceding 

sect ion 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 Saylj . As I have 
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done for the foregoing eleven manuscripts, brief descriptions of the four Arabic manuscripts are 

given below. 

MSA 

1. Title: none 

11 . Topic: supp lications 

111. 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 cons istently 

VI. Size: 10 cm x 16 cm 

VII. Condition: fragile paper 

VIII. Writing style: prose 

IX. Contcnt: supp lication extracted from the tradition of the Prophet and other scho lars 

MSB 

1. Title: none 

II. Topic: genealogy 

111. Status: original 

IV. Physical material: a bound manuscript. The text is written 111 blue ink but some of the 

co ntents are also written in madd. 

v. Pagination: not paginated 

VI. Size: 10.5 cm x 19.5 cm 

VII. Condition: well preserved 

VIII. Writing style: the first pal1 is in prose but there are also parts written in poetry. 

IX. Content: the ge nea logy of Sayi] Abadir of Harar, with which Sayi] 'Umar identifies himself, 

is written in about three to four pages. The manuscript also contains other Arabic contents 

and man;£imas. 
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MSC 

1. Title: none 

11. Topic: misce llaneous 

111. Status : orig inal 

IV. l>hysical material: sheets of paper detached from binding. The text is written with black ink 

and blue ink, and occasiona lly in red ink for bulleting. 

v. Pagination: 69 pages 

VI. Size: II cm x 15.75 cm 

VII. Condition: loose sheets of paper 

V III. Writing style: prose with a few poems 

IX. Content: it deals with a wide var iety of topics inc luding jurisprudence, law/:lid (unity of 

God), tajwid (Quranic articulation), genea logy, hi story and praise of Allah. 

MSD 

1. Title: none 

11. Topic: supplication 

111. Status : orig ina l 

IV. Physical material: unbound sheets of paper but they co here 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: llcm x 19 cm 

VII. Condition: not bound 

VIII. Writing style: a lternating indented and non-indented lines of verse. 

IX. Content: supplication, beseeching Allah through hi s names.There is a lso a discuss ion of the 

benefit and harmfulness of med icines. 

x. Colophon: the Sayl] writes that it was copied from his teacher. The title of the manuscript is 

stated: Asmi'i ' Allah a- busni'i ' the beautiful names of Allah'. But no date is provided. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Analysis of the Manuscript on Najasi 

Brief descriptions of the manuscript on the pIOUS Abyss inian king, Najasl, a lo ng with the 

descriptions of fourteen other manuscripts of Sayb ' Umar Abrar, have been g ive n in the 

preced ing chapter. Here, I single out the manuscr ipt on NajaST, MS I, and provide the analysis of 

its co ntents. 

The great majority of the man?lima texts of the manuscript are in Tigrinya 'ajall11 while so me 

texts are in Arabic and a few in Amharic. Reading the texts is so metimes difficult, beca use so me 

of the edges of the fo lios are torn, vowels have not been consistently provided and miss ing line­

ends written vert ica lly in the le ft margin have sometimes been added in ball-point pen. To 

overcome the prob lems, r reso rted to li stening to a recorded version of the man?lImas which I 

bought. The reco rding was do ne by Sayb Nurl)use in in whose custody is a copy of the 

manuscript. Furthermore, I consulted with two of Sayb ' Umar 's students: Sayb Al i and Sayb 

Seid AI)med. 

The orig inal vers ion of the manuscript (in the custody of SaYb AI)med 'Umar, Sayb 'Umar 

Abrar ' s son) and the co py (in the custody of SaYb Nurl)use in) are very s imilar except for the 

doxology part. In the doxology of the origina l manuscript the intercessor is Najasl whereas in 

that of the copy the appea l is to Najasl himse lf. 

I analyse the four major parts, that is, the four man?tlmas of the manuscript, by quoting, 

trans literating, trans lating and by d iscussing the targeted parts. I first g ive the origina l 'ajall1ltext 

(in Arabic script) in the form of a photocopy of the original. This is fo llowed by transcription in 

Latin letters, then by an Eng lish trans lation. 

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

fro m so urces in Arabic, English and Amharic. 

The structure of this chapter fo llows the structure of the manuscr ipt, MSI, itse lf. It has a 

pro logue and an ep ilogue of praise; in other words, it is prefaced with a doxology, praise to 

Najasl, and concludes with a pa negyric, extolling the Prophet Mul)ammad. Among the topics 
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which appea r between the two praIses are: the enthronement of Naja!:T, the welcoming of the 

Prophet 's companions, Naja!:T acting on beha lf of the Prophet for hi s marriage, the importance of 

vis iting NajasT's tomb and narratives abo ut saints. Alter the doxo logy, the main parts of the 

manuscript are the fo ur mal1?llmas: i) on Naja!:T; ii) on popu lar sai nts ; iii) on the intercessor 

Prophet and iv) panegyr ic to the Prophet. The last I/WI1Zllllla ( iv) is what I refer to as epilogue. 

In the transcr iptions below, I use several conventio ns: 

[ ] indicates that the oral text wh ich I am familiar w ith disagrees with the written text; I put 

the oral text in brackets. Also, there are cases where the written text seems not to make sense; 

here I add a correct ion in [ ]. 

() indicates a dittography (unnecessary repet ition) in the written text. 

have tried to transcribe c lear ly Arab ic wo rd s us ing normal Arab ic transcr ipt ion, and clearly 

Tigrinya words using normal T igr inya transcription. Arabic loanwords wh ich have become part 

ofTigrinya are transcribed accord ing to Arabic co nvention. 

In transcribing T igr inya, the vowel- letters <$ ,J and I do not indicate length as in Arabic but on ly 

vowe l quality. (Tigrinya has no vowe l lengt h.) 

As indicated above, the chapter is concerned with a descriptive ana lys is of the contents ofMS!. 

As to the lingui stic and transcriptional featu res of the manuscript, some discussio n is provided in 

chapter five . 

4.1. Doxology 

On the recto o f the first folio of the manuscript on NajasT appears the masrab (doxo logy) which 

is g iven be low. It is a poem praising NajasT which cons ists of three lines. The masrab is recited 

by the congregation alter each stanza, consisting of short verses of the mal1;1ll11a cu lminating 

with a long one, is sung by the leading singer. The first and the second lines are in Arabic wh il e 

the th ird is in Tigrinya 6 

6 Since the paper here is partly torn off, the doxology physically has the form of a collage created by stick ing two 
pieces of paper together, the original paper and a "patch " added to supply the missing text. Consequently, in the first 
line the phrase a/-modad is invisible except for the last letter. In the second line, the word bikulII is unduly repeated. 
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al-madad al-madad ya-sayyid I- 'akbar 

Narju bikum (bikum) 'a ta'l-'a[w]fa ri 

Ui' aljum zayyari 

Oh great lord we ask aid 

We hope for abundant gift through yo u (from Allah) 

On acco unt of visit ing yo u (yo ur tomb) 

The doxo logy is about the intercession of Najasi. SaylJ ' Umar, on beha lf of the visitors to 

Najasl's tomb, asks for the intercessio n of the pious king . 

In recit ing the doxo logy peo ple say 'natillbli l17in/wlI7 ' ' we ask from you', instead of nCl/j!! 

biklllll 'we hope through you' (the second line in the doxo logy above). The difference 

betwee n the two phrases is a po int of theologica l debate. It can be assumed that the lyrica l 

piece was origina lly written with the second option, bikllm. Plaus ibly the Saylj in serted the 

margina l 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 
lI'om Allah. 
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4.2. A~~ama al- Najasi 7 

In Saylj 'Umar's manu script on NajaSl, MS I, two Ethiop ian kings are mentioned. The first is 

King Ab l)ur who was in power befo re the advent of Is lam, while the second is King A~hama ibn 

Abl)ur later better know n as Najas!. The latter was co ntempo rary w ith Mui) ammad' s 

prophethood. 

King A~I)ama is referred to by various names by di fferent authors. Saylj 'Umar's manuscript 

me nt io ns A~ i)ama apart fro m Najas! (3)8. 

Asl)a ma ma lat nasayyid N ajas!, ' ayyu samu 

Wohbat ma lat ' oyyu bo' Arab turgumu 9 

J::Ia mzi ' ilu k itab 'asabbiqu torgimu 

'AI)med Najas!, malat 10' add i ' ayyu samu Jawahi,. al· Ffisan bargas fassari 

Asl)ama is the name of Lord Najas! 

Whose mea ning in Arabic is 'gift' 10 

A boo k has translated this well 

> AI)med N ajas! is a name of a locality; Jawahi,. al·Ffisan exp la ins thi s we ll 

7 The Arabic definite article al 'the' and the noun (name) Najasl 'king' are orthograph ically represented separately. 
Ho\-vever, in pronunciation, the alveolar lateral sound / II of the dcfi ite article is assimilated by the next al veolar 

nasal sound In I at the beginning of Najasl and the pronunciation or al-Najashi becomes GnNajashi 'the king'. 
Loca lly, the name is used without the definite article and in the Ethiopian pronunciation Ntija§i. 

8 The number of the page fi'om which a direct quote is taken appears in parenthesis. 
9 Line 2 of tile verse is retrieved from what is \vritten verti cally to the lell of lines one, three and four. 
10 'Gift ' is not a usual meaning of the word a$i)aTna in Arabic. 
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A~l)ama 11 is the name more co mmon ly used by Islamic sources. On the other hand, Ethiopian 

(Christian) so urces recognize him as Adr iaz (Sergew 1972: 185). Many Muslims in Ethiopia 

cons ider AI)med Najasl as the king' s name, but the Sayb notes that this is actually the name of a 

place, c iting the book known as Jawiihir al-(-fisan. 12 

In thi s thesis the name Najasl, by wh ich the king is genera lly known, is adopted . His fairness, 

and the hospita lity he extended to the Muslim emigrants who were persecuted by the Quraysh, 

whic h is a major theme of the manuscript under discuss ion, won him broad recognition in the 

Mus lim world. Consequently he has become a so urce of pride to Ethiopia. 

4.2.1 Enthronement 

In the lo ng history of Ethiop ia, leaders used to assume power in two ways. Co nve ntionally, a 

roya l fami ly, used to assign the e ligib le individual to the throne pure ly on the bas is of its rules of 

success io n. However, a capable indiv idua l who subdued a ll hi s competitors co uld a lso assume 

leadership by himse lf based on his own merit. The manu script under exa mination co ns id ers that 

the enthronement of Najasl took place both in the former manner, that is, through the rules of 

success ion, and al so due to hi s merit and competence. 

4.2.1.1 Power through succession 

Accordig to Sayb ' Umar the successio n of the monarchic power passed fro m Abl)ur, the father, 

to the son, Najasi . The Sayb describes the lineage in verse in the follo w ing manner (2). 

II Ahmcddin (2003:46), reffering to Encyclopedia AClhiopica, mentions that the original name was Ella Sal)arn. 
12 The name AI)mad has been attached to Nagas probably to give it an Islamic fl avor. According to Sayb ':IOOir, 
many places in Tigray arc known afler in fl uential Muslim personalities such as 'Addi Kubira for 'Addirgud. 
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Sayyid NajasT t~ntii masarati 

N~gu sat ' ~yyom n~gu sa miingasti 

Wiiladi'om 'Abl)ur yabbahal giiza' i maryati. 

Lord NajasT has origin from time immemorial 

His ancestors roya l 

His father Abl)u r, ruler of the land 

The Sayl] also describes how the nob ility plotted to overthrow king Ab~ur to replace him with 

his brother for the simple reason that king Abl)ur had only one son, NajasT, while Ab~u r ' s 

brother had twelve sons. The nobility were worried that the succession ofNajasT wo uld 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 Abl)ur, to deny A~I)ama , NajasT, hi s right to the throne. The nobility went ahead 

with their plot, that is, they killed Abl)ur and brought his brother to power. They did this 

assuming the country wou ld be guaranteed peace for a long time when the twelve sons of 

Abl)ur' s brother succeeded each other. 13 Sayb 'Umar describes the scenario as follows (3). 

13 In r.:1Ct, thi s very nai ve hope did not come true; the text tells LIS that the country was not at peace, wh ich was why 
NajasT was recalled. 
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tJaw 'abl)ur nayru ba' al ' assarta ka lta wuludi 

'Abl)ur ba lay Najas i yana baroy wuludi 

Ministar mal]aru latak' k ' am ' ilom la 'ddi 

Naqtii llo ba lu lazu ba 'a l I)ada wu ludi 

Lal)awu nasu m balu ba' al ' assarta b llala wuludi 

Sumat ' ankaba 'u ['ankab ' u) bl)a llaf lab diik ' k' u karramamiidi 

Basa lam (Basa lam) I]atk'a mmat 'ayya I)abasa 'addi kasa ' ' assarta ka ltii lazzazuri 

Ministar I]ullo m bnuy nagarzuy garamu 

' Abl)ur k 'ati lom sayyid A,I)ama gabiiruwwo m yat imu 

The brother of Abl)ur had twelve ch ildren 

While Abl)ur had no other son than Najas, 

The ministers discussed the future of the nation 

To kill the one with only one son 

And replace him with the one who had twe lve sons 

So that success ion can pass to the sons 

Abyss inia wi ll then be peacefu l unti l the twe lve sons get their turn to rule 

A ll the ministers agreed on this idea 

They thus killed Abl)ur and left Najas, a n orphan 

Neverthe less, the s ituation was not favorable to the ministers as Najas, continued to impress. He 

even outdid the king, his unc le, not on ly in matters of know ledge but also in the art of speech and 

co nversation. The Sayl] depicts th is in the fo llowing lines (3). 
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Sayyid Najasl m~s diik 'k ' i I)awabbo 'om ' atawu lab ma 'allami 

Nasso m konu ' ankab'atom 'a liik ' a\ labbami 

Sa ' ilmi I]ullu I]onu tiik '[q]adda mi 

J:lada tas ' inu kam'omla 'a llami mini satratta ' ilm ri'om 'atiiwom sabbari 

Lord Najasl entered train ing together with his cous ins 

He was found to be the wisest among them 

He exce lled in a ll aspects 

None was even close to his know ledge. T he ministers started getting worried 

As expressed below, Najasi's knowledge exceeded not onl y his cousins' but also that of hi s uncle (4). 

Sayy id Najasl ka rna niifi ' u 

'3 nkab i)awabbo ' om ' akkwa I)al ifu bartlu 

8 a 'ak' [q] li baziiraba nassu tasami' u 

Lord Najasl rea lly exce lled 

He was even wiser than his unc le (the king) 

He was favoured of his inte lligence and speech 

The court iers were determined to do whatever it took to ensure that Najasl wasn' t a source of 

danger. So they ca me up with a plan to get rid of him as they were afraid he wo uld make his own 

move. They brought the idea to the king, Najasl' s unc le. T he king agreed to the ir proposa l and 
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bani shed Najas" se lling him into slavery, The following citation ITom the manuscript briefly 

re lates how the ba ni sh ment was carried out (4), 

-. . 
• 

Lab I)aw~bbo ' om kaydom lJ~fu ' ' asma ' u way lJ~nk ' atlo ba lu way bnabbar~ri 

M~lJla f faril)u nayato l11 ' amri 

Yat~k ' [ q]tii lu da ' a ' ~nbay ' ar1)~k ' [q]~wwo ' ~nkab hagari 

L~I)ada sa\~wwom I~~ada musafiri 

B~sudd~[s]ta mi 'ti dirham dirham bururi 

'3nbyyow 'assagarom lab 'arab m~dri haz i tafasimullom m~lJri ministiri 

The ministers went to his uncle to propose either to ki ll him or bani sh him 

Fearing to differ 

(The king) chose to have him exiled 

They so ld him to a traveler 

For six hundred dirham of si lver 

He was taken to the land of the Arabs to the satisfaction of the ministers'4 

14 This story is remini scent of the story of Joseph in the Quran and the Bible. 
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But the plot of the co urtiers and the dec ision o f the king did not ho ld fo r long. After a short time, 

as seen in section 4.2.1.2 below, the status quo changed and Najasl was brought back from 

s lavery and enth ro ned. 

4.2.1.2. Power through merit and competence 

Acco rding to the manuscript, the king (Najasl' s unc le) d ied of a thunderbo lt. To make matters 

worse, none of his sons proved to be co mpetent eno ugh to replace the king. The country was 

thrown into po lit ical turmoi l. T he SaYb descr ibes the episode as follows (4). 

Nagoda mas i'a labawabbo 'om k' ata liit 

'3 nkab dak' k' u tas ' ana latabz sumat 

Miiryat tac'C'a nnak ' [q]at miiryiit sii lmii tiit 

Bazl)ii miinkara bazha hawkat la 'ayyuwwo sii ' anu wiiyyo m ministry 

A thunderbolt killed the unc le 

No ne of the so ns proved capable of assuming power 

There was huge turmo il and chaos 

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

Na ms1i'ayyo balu lii\ fa 'nayyo wiiddi 

Gaba 'om[gal i'om] tal'ilom 'atawu magaddi 

Babanda y mafattas taganaya 'ab 'arab ' add i 

• 

'3kab ba ra ba sarik'[q]om 'ams ' uwo m k'o riso m magadd i 

'3nkayyow HiSo mu 'atbazuwwom 'addi maryat rag i'a k' [q]araya saggari 

Let 's br ing the one whom we ban ished 

Some of them (m in isters) set off on the road 

He (Najas!) was fo und after a long search 

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

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

there was no more suffer ing 

Despite the fact that his father was un fair ly killed and Najas! was orig inally den ied power, 

a lthough he had every right, ultimate ly Najas! was enthroned. The SaYb cons iders the latter event 

as an outcome of his fa irness and wisdo m. He deserved to be a king fo r hi s qua lit ies more than 

his mere descent from a roya l fa mily. 
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Najasl' s fairness and w isdo m were demonstrated even as a new leader coming back from 

s lavery, that is, long before the hi storic inc ident with the Muslim emigrants from Ara bia . One 

dramatic illustration o f thi s happened when the master o f the ex-slave Najasl came a ll the way 

fro m Arabia to Abyss inia loo king for hi s ' lost slave. Without knowing that the king of 

Abyss in ia was Najasl himself, the slave owner sued the nobil ity around Najasl because they took 

the s lave they had once so ld to him without bothering to pay the money back. The case was 

brought to King Najasl's court. To the surprise of all , Kin g Najasl o ffered either to return the 

sto len s la ve or to pay the money that was due. This made a lasting impress ion on the people, who 

und erstood well what the consequence o f the options wo uld be. That is, if the mini sters dec ided 

to give the s lave back, it was Najasl himse lf who wou ld be taken away. The Sayb g ives th is 

acco unt in hi s manuscript as fo llows (5). 

Wiiyyo goy to' om masi ' u d~dd~bri ' om sa ' ibu 

Ya-sayy idi ya-sayy idi ' ilu \iiri ' u tiizaribu 

Barya 'ayyu ' ilom siiy!omu lay wiisid om giinzabu 

Siirik ' [qlom 'ams ' uwwo wayyo lasa\uwwo ganzabu 

'3 nkayyow layyow 'akkaba llu siib 

Biirya 'u [baryu' ul yawsiid bii lu way yasiid giinziibu giinzii b nahab ' ina bii lu wiiyyo m ministr'i 

Habii sa tii ' aljibom bozu 'adli fardi 

Sayyid NajiiSl lara ' som lafariiduwwo fard i 
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LaZli sab'ay ganzab yasad maliit way barya'u [baryu ' u] yawsad i 

Barya ' u[baryu 'u] yawsad kamba lu ' azo m nayo m jundi sayyid Najasl nayro m mas ' u biiyad i 

His (Najasl's) master fo llowed after him ( King Najasi) 

He exc laimed, " My master, my master, 

The ministers too k money for a s lave they so ld to me 

Then stole the slave back. " 

He (Najasi) immediate ly ca lled the mini sters 

He dec lared, " Let him take either his s lave o r his money back". 

The ministers agreed to pay back the money 

The Abyss inians were struck by the fa irness of the ruling, 

The judg ment Lord Najasl gave on himse lf 

That the master shou Id get his money back or hi s s lave 

Had the ministers chosen to give the s lave back 

It would have been King Najaslthat wo uld have go ne 

As can be see n above Najasl was a kin g known for his fa ir administrat ion. In refere nce to Najasl 

the prophet undersco red, " ... where no one is unfa irly treated in his land" (Abdusselam 1989: 

65). 

4.2.3. Welcoming the Prophet's companions 

Not long after that event the Prophet Mui)ammad sent a group of emigrants to seek asylum in 

Abyss inia . The emigration to Abyssinia did not happen by chance. It was an order from the 

prophet Mul)ammad who advised his ad herents to flee persecution by the Quraysh. The 

following is a c itation from Sayl] ' Umar' s narration about the initiation of the emigration (6). 
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I~ , 

'Adi l malj"'anom maskiromullom nabi Mubammadi 

'Ab makka ~ggggr 'agnayo m nayrom nayo mjundi 

'At yom ' ilom lab ' gs lamanna magadd i 

Gaba 'u[Gali 'u] yaqaWi l gaba' u[Gal i' u] bawwi yanaddgdi 

tlamkadkum ba luwwo m lab ba li' ' addi 

'Amru b~a ' Igzghgr rabbuna $amadi ' 5 

Labay ' ina langbiid balu Ig-nabi Mul)ammadi 

Sallallahu 'alayh i 'abad al - 'abadi 

Lab Babasa ' isara ga baru zargi l)om ' idi 

Fa- ' inna bi ha malikan Ia-yazl imu wa- Ia-yuzlamu ' indahu 'a I)adu n battari ya llay 'amma $i ya llay 

Malat ' ayyu 'ab I~ abasa ' addi ba$g bbuq nGgus mabmud al-babari '6 

The Prophet Mul)ammad witnessed Najasl's fa irness 

When his fo llowers were persecuted in Mecca 

Fo r accepting Islam 

Some of them were killed and others burnt 

He adv ised them to leave for another land 

Until the Lord makes it sa fe 

lS Line 6 of the verse is retrieved from what is wrinen vertically in the margin. 
16 The same holds for Line 11. 
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Where to? they asked the Prophet Mu~ammad , 

May Allah's mercy be upon him foreve r 

He po inted to the land of Abyssinia 

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

There is neither robber nor rebellion 

Regarding the persecution the fo llowers of the Prophet underwent and the ir emigration to 

Abyss inia, Endris (20 I 0) describes as fo llows: 

Accord ing to Ibn Jari r a l-Tabar i (839-923), there came a trial which 

severe ly shook the peop le of Is lam; so me were seduced. The messenger of 

God co mmanded them to immigrate to Abyss inia. He to ld them that there 

was a righteous king in Abyss inia in whose land no one was oppressed 

and who was praised for his righteousness. The messenger of God 

commanded the m to do this. A batch of re fugees went to Abyss inia 

because of the coercion they were being subjected to. His fear was that 

they would be seduced from the ir re lig ion. 

The emigratio n of Muslims to Ethiopia happe ned in two ro unds, the first and the seco nd . The 

fi rst one was ordered by the Prophet when the oppressio n of the Quraysh was intolerable to the 

Mus lims. Safiy a l- Ra~man (1979: 118) describes the emigrat ion as, " I n Rajab of the fifth year of 

prophethood a gro up of twelve men and four women left for Ethiopia . Among the emigrants 

were ' Ulman bin 'Affan and hi s wife Ruqaiyah the daughter of the Prophet". 

However, they went back when they heard that the Quraysh had embraced Is lam. But they found 

that the persecut ion had rather increased. Therefore, the Prophet instructed them to emigrate to 

Abyss in ia for a second t ime. This seco nd group of emigrants co mpr ised e ighty-three men and 

e ighteen or nineteen women (Safiy a l-Ral)man 1979: 120- 12 1). Sayb 'Umar mentions so me of 

the names of the emigrants with admirat ion as follows (6): 
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'3 n kab makka tal 'a lu 'nom gotat 'asyad i 

'3 nbaytay ruqiyya bint nabi MUQammadi 

Zawj uha 'Ulman sa!] iyy a l-yad i 

' Ulman ' ibn Maz 'un 'a!]i ri <;la ' I ~ nabi Mul)ammadi 

Mas 'o m ma$yo m bozuQat 'asyad i ba$abbuq nagus mat luw a l-!]abari 

The honorable emigrants began the ir journey from Mecca 

Ruq iyya, the Prophet Mul)ammad' s daughter, 

Her husband Ulma n, the genero us 

Ulman Maz' un, " nurse-brother"" of the Prophet MUQammad, 

Mo re dignitaries were a lso in the group that came to the good and fa mous king 

The Say!] ment ions the names of the most notabl e ones of the emigrants: Ruq iyya, daughter of 

the Pro phet, her husband Ulman, the Pro phet' s best fr iend, who was cons idered generous, and 

Ulman, the "nurse brother" of the Pro phet. He generalizes that all were respected individua ls, 

The Quraysh, on learni ng of the hospita lity of King Najas! towards the emigrants, dispatched 

the ir own emissaries asking Najas! fo r the handing over of the Muslim emigrants. The emissaries 

ca me with g ifts to Najas!'S ministers and serva nts so as to win the ir hearts. But the scheme wo ul d 

not be effective under the stra ight, log ica l and fa ir king as discussed below (7). 

17 According to SaYb ' Umar, Ulman was brought up breast- fed together with the Prophet Mul)ammad. Hence, in 
Arabic: 'ab a! -ri9a ' literally translated as 'nurse-brother ' 
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Bgdabna bgl11acca taqammatu ';}zom asl)abi 

' ::Iziy sami'om da 'a I)azanu na-makka sab 

I:l~nma lsom ' ina ba lu lafta ' ~nabiirwwa b~fu ' 'agab 

y ~tUi ' akab tiibhilu (ii ' akkibu b~zui) giinza b 

B~bb~ ' ayniitu la miikWa n~nti lawwiihab I~ Najasi I ~wwiihab 

N~sdad ' ilom sadadu i)ayyalat kalUi siib 'Amr bin ' A~ i bal ' ayu 'Amiri 

Bnub had~yya I)izo m ma~u 'nom k~ lta sabat 

' ::I lia I)alafu 'adda lu I~i)a sab~r bmiikWananti 

Labu llu bii ' all11ii ' all~bu llu ' abbayt i 

Hayya I)aggazuna ba luwwo l11 ' al11l11angasti 

Sabat ma~ i ' ol11 'allawu baluwwo l11 lab nayatkul11l11aryati 

j 

L~ganal11 yabonay lal)azuwwo haYl11anot labzuy hadil11o l11 biizil)uwwol11 sagg~ri 
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Masaggar l ama~om ball)at miigaddi 

Nab i ' ayyii laba l mii~ i ' u I)ada 'ab 'addi 

' Ayyaqiirabay laflom nayna ma'b odi 

'3zom siibat ' zi 'om 'atiiwu lab nayu miigiiddi 

Tiima lasu ' ilu ' asiigg irullom 'alyiit zamadi saggar ' am~i ' uwwom lab nayatkum madr i 

Upon hearing thi s (the well-be ing 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 we ll as to Najasl. They sent two diplomats 

Aim bin a l- ' A~ and Amir 

The two individual s came with many g ifts 

They distri buted them amo ng the serva nts as we ll as the nobles 

To all the min isters and the great ones 

They urged them to he lp them in their case: 

That they (the emigrants) have a strange relig ion 

That they had fled after gett ing punished 

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

He does not even get close to our gods 

And these people joined his party 

Family and re lat ives tried to reconvert them 

But they came to yo ur land . 

The poem has very s imilar contents with the narration of Mo hammad Tayib (2007: 14) but in hi s 

vers ion the names of the two Quraysh messengers are ' Amr ibn a l- ' As and Abdu llah Ibn 

Rabi 'ah. 
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According to Sayl] ' Umar, the em issaries appear ing before NajasT presented their case as follows (8). 

Lab Najasl ' atawu wiiyyo m blta sabati 

Lababa miis i' ana balu sadidomuna ' abbayt i 

Nayna sabat masi'o m 'a llawu 'abzu nayka maryati 

lIawwakti ' ayyo m hazbi mabbalasawti 

Kaya!mamu ' ~yyu I~tal' abnayyo mal' bti 

Kathabiinna nadiilli biiluwom ' nom sabat 

I-Iabbatom blilu lablil' u mak"a nanti sa'a I)aggizom laba l'u I)asab~ri 

The two men entered Naja!;!'s court 

They said, we came to you, sent by nob le people 

A few diss idents have come to yo ur land 

They are disobedient, corrupt ing people 

We have been sent to prevent thi s 

We request you to hand them over to us 

The mini sters who took gifts supported the req uest 

The servants too who took gifts supported 
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The incident was critica l. ' Amr bin a l- ' As was no ordinary man. He was carefully chosen to 

persuade Najasl with his e loquence. Alo ng with the distributed gifts the pressure on Najasl was 

immense. ' AIm tried to co nv ince the k ing that the emigrants professed a strange and corrupt 

re lig ion. The mi nisters also suppolted the c laim and pressured the king to turn the emigrants over 

to the Meccan Quraysh. 

King Najasl, however, did not succumb to the pressure . As a wise leader and, above a ll , a just 

king, he had to listen to what the emigrants had to say. He gave them a cha nce to present and 

defend the ir case (8). 

Habbatom dii ' a balu 'nom hadiyya laba l'u 

Sayy id Najasi ra9 iya llah u 'anh u layzang 'u 

Yasaddaday ba lu mari,om labay latasagga' u 

Zaraba 'om basamma ' ba luwwo m ya" awwu ' u ,awwa' i siidadu labzom 'akabiri 

Turn them over sa id those who took gift s 

Yet king Najasl, may A llah be pleased with him, refused 

I am not to turn over those who seek protection trusting me 

Ca ll them, and let's hea r what they say 

'AIm made sure he explo ited every opportunity to acco mplish hi s mi ss ion. He seized upon the 

emigrants' manner of greeting, which co uld be considered very rude. In those times, peop le had 

to bow or even prostrate in ITont of kings, especia lly when they antic ipated some kind of fa vor. 

The inc ident is presented in the Sayb's manuscript as fo llows (9). 
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' Amir ' agnaya ba ll)at maba 'asi magaddi 

M~s sayy id i Najasl goytay sayyid i 

' Eman labbal lasa ma ' I ~ babdi 

'3zom sabat buru ' at 'ayyo m ' ankab ku llu 'addi 

' Enta 'atwullawu ayyawarduy sujftd i 

San~umma ba latom batri ' u ' ibum gud i ' anta' atwu lab zu 'afdagga bari 

' Amr got a means to cause d iscord between the emigrants 

And Lord Najasl 

Which is co nvinc ing 

These people are arrogant 

When they enter they do not bow down 

You will see when they enter at the gate 

The e migrants were exerc is ing the new code of conduct as taught by the Prophet Mu l)ammad: no 

one prostrates in front of another human be ing, regard less of status difference. Prostration is 

reserved fo r the Creator only. The following lines from the manu script present the response of 

the emigrants ( 10). 
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' Assala mu 'alayka ' ilom 'atawlI ' nom 'asyadi 

Tayy~qllwom sayyid NajaSl goytay sayy idi 

'Bntay b"enkum baluwwo m iaygabarkumullay sujiidi 

Ijalkilunna ' ~yyu balu nabi Mu~ammadi 

Sujud ' ayyaw~rraday bilu[' ilu] , ilia I a-rabbuna ~amadi 

Ijalkilunna 'allo balu b~zul) bafu' magadd i 

Sa lam bilnaka [bilnakka] balu bi-tal)iyyatijannat al-iJuldi rac;liya llahu 'anhum ' ozom 'akab iri 

The dignified (emigrants) sa id peace be upon you, on entering the court 

Lord Najasl asked them 

How come yo u did not bo w? 

T he Prophet Mu~ammad has prohibited it, they sa id 

No more prostrat ion except to the Eternal Lord 

He prevented us from com mitting ev il acts, they said 

We have greeted yo u w ith the sa lute of the people of paradise 

May A llah be pleased with those noble people. 
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King Najasl then asked Lord Jafar , the COUSin of the Prophet, to speak on behalf of the 

e migrants ( II). 

Barot dina OOnlmllas ognmallg ' ' amri 

'AI)rar 'gyyo m bala oasasi 'atom 'Amiri 

K'atilnado 'allana bgnk'gtlal ' ammakka m, dri 

Yak ' [q]ata luy bala basasi ' atom 'Amiri 

Ganzab wasid nado 'allana bgk ' [q]ahri 

La ' yiiwasad uy ba la basasi ' ato m ' Amiri ' gntay dii ' a biiluwwom t,dalyuwom 'amri 

Are we slaves that we should return and fulfill the ir orders? 

' Amr, the accuser, answered, they are free people. 

Did we kill peop le so that we should be killed in Mecca? 

They did not kill , sa id the ir accuser 'Amr. 

Did we take money by force? they asked. 

No, they did not take, sa id ' Amr, the accuser 

Then what wrong did they do? 
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'Amr responded as fo llows ( I I ). 

'Amr malisu malsi lagoytay sayyidi 

Nabnay nGssato miy nerna ' ab I)ada miigiiddi 

Kaydo m 'amanu ba Mul)ammad magaddi 

I:;! anmalsom bamalat ' ina nayna muradi 

Lab 'abbo 'om miigiiddi lab 'ajdadi magiiddi bamzuy ' il u basasi ' atom 'Amir i 

'Amr rep lied to the king 

We and these peo ple used to fo llow one path 

But they went over to MUl1ammad ' 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 interest ing, as portrayed by the Sayb, is the response of NajasT, which is 

consistent with hi s character. He always gives a chance to the accused, too . One can imagine the 

situat ion in the court with emotiona l tension rising whi le King NajiisT mainta ins his composure 

trying to arrive at the truth underlying the ri ft between the Quraysh de legates and the Mus lim 

emigrants (I I ). 
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Sayyid Najasl tiiyyik ' [q) u lotom 'asyad i 

Lomntay lak ' ik'kum[liiqiqkum) ba luwwo m nawii ladbum miigaddi 

King Najasl asked the noble ones (emigrants) 

Why did yo u abandon the path of yo ur fo refathers? 

Ja ' fa r declared why they chose to fo llow the Prophet Mul!ammad. He explained that the religion 

they decided to embrace has va lues that wo uld not accept the 'estab lished' customs of Meccan 

soc iety, no matter how popular such customs might be. 

The manuscript briefl y provides the argument of Jrl far at the court, which has been reported by 

many historians ( 12). 

...... '-#,-,--. --"'-"J 
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I:lammak' [q] 'ayyu balii nawaladd ana magaddi 

Nasab ganzab yawassad nayru bagaddi 

Bazuh nayruwwo nasaytan magadd i 

Lasobbuq 'ontadalyalna rabbuna samadi 

Rasiil sad idulna nabi Mui)ammad i maral! i bonayri magda fi lastirri 
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$aruy 'alyal ' ayyu \anUi masarati 

l:I aqqan ria ' ayyu yaballuy I)asoti 

'Amin 'yyu yaballuy lJad 'ali 

'3nkab baqol'a ' u I)izu b sa ' la 'abbi ' abyat lJamz iy ' ilu malisu sayy id Ja ' fari 

Our fo refathers' path was an ev il one 

It was normal to usurp peoples' money 

It was full o f de vi lish acts 

But when the Lord chose for us a better path 

He sent us a messenger; the Prophet Mul)ammad Who gu ides to the good and 

forbids the bad 

He has a fine ge nealogy 

He is truthful and knows no lies 

He is trustworthy with no deception 

From his child hood to adu lthood. In such a manner d id master Jafar present his 

rcply. 

T he SaylJ emphasizes in the manuscript that King Najasl ca lled hi s offic ia ls and c lergy to liste n 

to what Ja ' fa r had to say ( 12). 
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'3 nkyyow I~yyow naq us tawiiqi' u 

' Ulama masu nanaqus d~msi I ~siim ' u 

Sayy id Jafar nagoytay wasfi ' asm' u 

Mana 'u barbiru I ~bbbatom wiiqi ' u w us\o m biirbiru I~ siim ' uwwo s irri 

Immediate ly a bel l rang 

The c lergy came in upon hearing the be ll 

Master Jafar presented the attributes of the Lord 

Which touched the ir hearts and minds 

It was a new en lightenment 

Such was the power of description of Jafar who moved the clergy. The king was keen to 

compare the words of Ja far w ith the teachings of his religio n. Therefore, he asked Ja' far to 

recite so me verses fi'om the reve lation sent to the Prophet (13). 

L 

Q ur'an 'as m' uni balu goytay mukarrami 

Sayyid Ja fa r k' ari ' u surat al- ' Anka but wa al-Rumi 

Saa babyu I ~ta ' akkiiba qawm i 

Faydi t:is isu fayda n mukiirrami kasa ' I ~w~ssafbaqur ' an sa\ri 

N~b ' atom koynu fayd i waradi 
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Ijamlay nabara nn i balu sumat' add i 

M~ljadku nayra ba lu lab nabi Mul)ammadi 

Sa ' nom [matasakkamku} nayra m~ljonku I)a~ab i ' id I~nabi Mu l)ammad i I ~nab iy I-muljtari 

The king asked to hear the Qur' anic verses 

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

Everyone of them wept 

Tears poured, tears of the king to the extent that it was expressed in Qur 'anic lines 

His tears gushing o ut, he said 

I wish [ had no leadership responsibi lity 

[ would have gone to the Prophet Mul)ammad 

[ wou ld have carried his shoes and served under him, the Prophet Mui)ammad, 

the chosen one 

The king was touched by the teachings of Is lam as presented by Jaar. The same story is told in 

a similar way in most of the history books, but the Quranic suras vary. The sura which is rec ited 

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

Najasl's dedication to protecting the emigrants is expressed in the manuscr ipt as fo llows (13). 

~~~-'lp' ~"t"~~) 
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'Absiru ba luwwom 'ab 'adday taqammatu b~ ' aman 

L~zom sabat I~ra ' ayli balj~fu ' ' ayn i 

Lalla sayyid 'Uthman ' ibn 'Afan 

'Amray Ijalifu faqad ' a~ani radiyallahu ' anhu ma 'din a l-Ijayri 
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Be glad and live in peace in my country 

Whoever looks at these peo ple ma liciously 

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

He ha s di sobeyed me; (may A llah be pleased with him, as he is a mll1e of 

good ness) 

This was the fina l blow to the Meccan envoys as King Najasl affi rmed his co ntinuous protection 

of the emigrants. 

As can be seen above King Najasl 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 ha s also been a mode l for imitation even in modern times 

(Endris 20 I 0) . 

4.2.4. An attack on Najasi 

Acco rding to Sayl] ' Umar's manuscript, Najasl' s kingdom was attacked from the direction of the 

N ile Ri ver. The attack was to overthrow the king. Najasl went to the batt lefi e ld, which was on 

the other side of the N ile River. Sayl] 'Umar discusses the emotiona l attachment the emigrants 

had to the King. Having enjoyed a long, peaceful and stable situation, they were concerned that 

things would not be the sa me without Najasi. Thus they vo lunteered to participate in the battle on 

hi s side, whi ch Najasl decli ned (15). 
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Badal)na tiiqammilo m ' Gntaiawu '~zom ' asyadi 

Na Najasl sa la ' i masa baa l-bn ul) ju ndi 

M~s Najasl tii'alaqu 'nom 'asyad i 

Yawas~dakkum~y balu wwo m goytay sayy idi 'ab bay tasag iru m ~stom I)asabari 

haza n 'atawanna balu 'ab babdGna s~ bbGr 

Fiiril)na nGgus Najasl kayy~sii'a r 

LabbGra nna yaniig~nn~y ' ilna kii l11 nayu l11abbar 

Wh ile the emigrants were liv ing in peace 

An opponent ofNajasl ca me with a large army 

The digni fied ones prepared together with Najasl for the batt le 

Najasl refused to take them and he crossed the N ile w ith his so ldiers 

They (emigra nts) sa id, we are grieved 

We are terr ified that King Najasl l11ight lose the battle 

Thus we might lose the honor he afforded us 

When the news of the battle was de layed, Zubair, one of the promine nt co mpanio ns of the 

Prophet, went to the batt lefi e ld and inqu ired ( 15). 

--
Wara b~ l sii ' anu 'nom ' no 111 ' aka biri 

tI~layy~q.ta l ' a l ii sayyid al-Z ubayri 

B~laqota \ ayro m tasagaru ' abbay ba l)ri 

T~ggatiil11u ' agnGyuwwo l11 nabull i' om I) asa b~ r i 
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'Ab kWinat wa'a la 'assayid al-Zubayri 

'3 nbyyow layyow 'agnayu nasri 

sala' i'om nagus tatl) izu hac;la ra nasrun minallahi min rabb il qad ir 

When the dignified ones co uld not get news of the battle 

Zuba ir went to inquire 

He crossed the N ile w ith (an inflated) anima l sk in 

He found the two armies fighting 

So he joined the batt le 

Immed iate ly the army won the batt le 

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

The s iding of the emigrants w ith Najas! highlights how c lose ly attached they were to him. The 

leve l of concern they had is discussed in the fo llowing lines (16) . 

. ., ., 
............ _ .. 4· « .... , , 

KWinat ba lziil)ala nagar bal 'arasa 

Sayyid al-Zubayr lab sabu tamalasa 

' Abbay UiSag iru ba laqota ' a llal)a mmasa 

Najas! nas iru ' ilu la 'ana 'al)aggosa 

'3ntaymo balakka ' nasa 'u ta l)agWas rabuna yafall at sami' a l- ba~ir 

Once the battle settled down 

Lo rd Z ubair returned 
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Crossed back over the Ni le swimming with (an inflated) anima l skin 

Najasl was victorious, whic h made us happy 

Our (the emigrants') joy was im measurable; on ly God knows how much we were 

happy 

The scenario of the battle is yet another manifestation of the relationship between the emigrants 

and Najasi. Their worry when the king went to the battle and the ir joy at hi s v ictory test ify to the 

strength of the bond between them. 

4.2.5. Representing the Prophet for his marriage 

The specia l re lationsh ip between the Prophet Mul)ammad and King Najasl was enhanced when 

the Prophet married one of his wives, Ramla, who was then in Abyss inia. Ram la, widely known 

as Umm Habibah, was the daughter of Abu Sufian who was one of the leaders of Quraysh. In 

Is lam ic marr iage, both the bride and the bridegroom are required to give their approva l to the ir 

marriage. If they are not around , the fat hers or other close family members serve as legal 

representat ives. The Prophet req uested the hand of Ramla whose husband, 'Ubaydah bin Jal)s, 

had been converted to Christianity and later died while in Abyss in ia. King Najasl was honored to 

serve as the Prophet's representative to conclude the marriage ( 16). 

Ba 'd al-Hijra 'ab siiw 'atta 'amati 

Nayna nabi sadiidu waraqati 

Lab sayyid Najasl gaza' i maryati 

lju taba liay maiM lanbaytay Ram lat i 
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Sab'aya mO)1U sami 'om b~r iddati 

Maccam nayna nabi ral)mat 'ayyu I~ummati 

l:lii)1~saggar ' ilom badiniiy labadat saddiit sayyid Najas!mal'u nanabiyy ina 'amri 

Seven years after the Hijra 

Our Prophet sent a letter 

To King Najas! the lord of Abyss inia 

Asking him to get for him Lady Ramla in marr iage 

Whose husband died as an apostate (became Christian) 

Our Prophet of course is merciful towards humanity 

Concerned for her (Ramla) who emigrated profess ing Islam. King Najas! fulfilled 

the Prophet's request 

The response of Lady Ramla is shown in the following lines (17). 

Sayyid Najas!la' ibu badimatu Abra hiit i 

Kidi ' ilom I ~ ' a buwwa lab 'anha)1iiy Ramlati 

Wariiqa! ma~ i ' unna biiliyya ' ankab bayr al-bariyya 

I:.iu\tiballay mala! lanba)1ay Ramlati 

Abrahiit kayda ab~al)at mal' bti 

Enkiyyow haba'a na ' idan sall~mat natahgWas nagar 'aylakka 'ay qadri 
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Lord Naja!:! sent his servant Abrtihat 18 

He sent her to Lady Ramla 

Te ll her that a letter has been sent to us from the best of human being (the 

Prophet) 

To Betroth Ramla to him. 

Abrtihtit delivered the message 

Out of de light she (Ramla) gave her her brace let 

Endris (20 I 0) re lates this story as follows: 

His wife Ummu Habiba immediately separated from him [her former 

husband]. She was shocked at the inc ide nt [i.e hi s convers ion to 

Christianity]. He d ied 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 hi s 

name. When she consented al-Asl)ama betrothed Ummu Habiba to the 

Pro phet 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 de light over the marriage and later he a lso 

accepted Islam. 

4.2.6. NajasI as companion of the Prophet 

Some scho lars co ns ider NajiiS! ( 0 be a Sababi, that is, a co mpanio n of the Prophet Mul)ammad. 

Other scholars co nsider him as Tabi 'i 'follower', a title g iven to one who follows the Prophet's 

teachings as transm itted by the companio ns (the Sababis). Sayb ' Umar considers Naja!;! as one 

or the compa nio ns o rthe Prophet (23). 

r: 
1( 

L ? ili '; . ,,-\ ~y\t;1 , 
« Y';J~' '''~ '';"' ~;- '''' -
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18 Abriihat, literally ·she gave offlighl', is a typical Tigrinya woman's name. 
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Atta 'GtnGyyor zayyor bG ' adab 

ljusO ' bG?ahir busu ' bG-qa lbi 

'Ab Najasl 'GntG 'ati 'afiu sal)ab i 

'Alayka 'alayka bi l)u<;lur I-qalbi btGwwahab ' iba lo'abayii qadri 

Whoever visits should do so with utmost discip line 

With interna l and external concentration 

When yo u enter the shrine ofNajasl, the compan ion, 

It is cruc ial to have full concentration; yo u will then be rewarded with great va lue 

4.2.7. Importance of visiting NajasI's tomb 

Visiting the Prophet's grave is one of the recommended actions in Islal11 . Sayb 'Ul11ar draws a 

parallel between vis iting the grave of King Najasl and vis iting the grave of the Prophet (22). 

NajasllG-zayyara kam nabi IGzayyara 

Mallat mii si ' unna nayru bazul) babari 

'3111111an yabalnayyoy yiignanay b"enna salri 

1-liiziml11a ' onUira' nayyo bG 'ayni ' i' tibari 

'3 111man bbbahal ' il u IGsiima' nayyo babari 

' Aq~a l)izol11 'allawu na-nabiy 1-111ubtari 

IG ' 0111 111azGyyar YGgGnna nabi l11azGyyar 'aq I)a bOl11bbar waslu YGlpbbiir 
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Visiting Najasl is like visiting the Prophet 

We have heard s imilar stories 

We co u Id not tru st them as there was no written source 

But when we look into it 

We tend to be lieve what we have heard 

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

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

The poetic narratio n, the manzt7ma, co ncludes with the fo llowing Arabic du 'ii ' (invocation) to 

Najasl and to the congregation of vis itors (25), 

• I'D 

'~~ t;. ..\l ~ Ul\ eLkf 
~~l.,. ~x'/~ ~ 

'A 'anaka A llahu 'a la al-dunya bissa'a 

Wa 'aIa a l- ' abira bi-I-magfi ra 

' A ~yaka Alla hu I)ayatan hani'a 

Wa'amataka mawtan ra9i yya 

• 

May Allah take care of you in th is vast 1V0rid 
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And in the hereafter with forgiveness 

May Allah make yo ur life pleasant 

And your death agreeable 

Allahumma ' ij 'al ijtima 'ana bil-riil)ma wa-ftiraqana 

bil-magfirati wa-I- ' isma, wa-batimatuna bis-sa ' ada 

wa- ' alhimna al-rasad. Allahumma ' irzuqna 'at -taqwa 

fa- ' innaha bayru I-zad. Allahumma ' inna nabiitu ni 'amik 

fa -Iii taj ' alna I)asa' ida niqma ' ik. Allahumma ' inna na ' ugu 

bika min gullin ' il ia ' ilayk wa- min al-faqr i ' ilia ' ilayk. Wa-nas 'a luka 19 

a l- 'afwa wa-I- 'afiyata fi-d-dini wa-d-dunya 

wa- I 'abira nas'a luka 'aflyatan kafiyatan wa-n 'as ' aluka tamam I- 'aflya 

wa- 'as 'aluka dawam al- 'aflya. min Kanz a l-Madftll1 

Oh Allah make our gathering full of mercy and our departure 

Fu II of forg iveness and protection, our end joyful 

And inspire us with gu idance. Oh A lIah 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 indignat ion. Oh Allah we ask refuge 

from being humiliated except by yo u, and ITom being impover ished except by 

you. We also ask yo u forgiveness and we ll-being in our religion and in this world 

and in the Hereafter. We ask you fo r sufficient and completeness we ll -being. 

And I ask yo u for eternal we ll-be ing 

At the end of the du 'ii' Sayb 'Umar indicates that it was drawn fi 'om al-Kanz ai-Mac/jim 'the 

bur ied treasures' . 

19 The Say!] doesn 't follow defined formats for word breaking. 
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4,3, Du 'rI ' 

On the verso of the preceding Arab ic dll '[j ' (not pag inated) there is a short ell! '[j ' rec ited after a 

re lief from anxiety. 

Ha\la rill '(I ' al-faraj ba 'd al-sidda 

Allahumma ya-Illuballi~ al-m3wltld min 91q maba.;i 'ullllllihi 

Wa-ya mu' afi- I-ma lsii' min sidd ati hammihi wa-gammihi wa-ya qadirun 

'ala kulli say' in bi- ' ilmihi ' as 'aluka bi-I)aqqi Mul)ammad wa-ismihi 

'An- takfi ya ni kulla ?a limin bi-~ulmihi . (Kanz a l-Madfiin) 

This is an invocation recited after the time of hardship 

Oh Allah you frees the baby from the griefofthe labor pains of his mother 

You are the hea ler of the one who is stung ITom his grief and anxiety; yo u are the 

mighty who is capable of everything. I ask yo u by the rights of Mul)ammad and 

his name that yo u protect me from any o ppress ion of an oppresso r 

At the end of the elu '[j ' the SaYb ind icates that it (like the prev io us one) is drawn from Kanz a l­

Mad fUn ' the buried treasure '. 

After this iso lated ell! '[j > there are s ix bla nk pages; then co mes the following IIlGnpllIlG on sa ints. 
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4.4. Popular saints 

This sect ion of the manuscript which contai ns seventeen pages discusses the status and 

contr ibutions of popular sa ints. The manuscript ident ifies fo ur saints. Among them, 'Abba 'ay 

$a lil) 20 (a lso known among clerics as Kabirii Sal il)) is the most popular. The manuscript dwells 

on this saint at length. I focus also on him. Acco rding to the manuscript the saint was born in 

Tibillu Emba (now in Er itrea) and he is a desce nd ant of the Prophet through Hasan the grandson 

of the Prophet (2). 

Sili llah sayy idi 221 narjii bikum madad 2 ya 'aba Mul)ammad ('Abba 'ay $a lil)) 

Hazi ban nagar batagray zaraba 

K ' urub ban nagar latii' akkabnayyo 'ababa 

Nazo l11 goytana(abba 'ay $a lil)) latawa liidu 'ab T ab illu '3 mba k' alb abu m 'akk abu gotat 
, asyiidi 

'3zom goytana lanta masarriiti 

Siir ifat ' ayyom ~abbuqat 'alyat i 

Batara gayra kaqo~ar mab 'alku bawaraqati 

20 'Abba'ay $alil) (the popularly used form of the name) is probably the contracted form of 'Abbay . Abiy Salib, as 
it appears elsewhere in the manuscript. 
21 The number 2 signifies that the phrase preceding it should be recited twice. I observed thi s fi'om a recording or 
anoth er manuscript, MS 9, where marked phrases are recited twicc. 
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Faril)a dii 'a kaya nwal)o g izayal ma b~ahbu nayra lab f:l assan sayyidi 

We ask fo r A llah's he lp through yo u Oh the fa ther of Mul)ammad (abba ' ay 

Sa lil) ' s so n) 

Now let me speak in T igrinya 

So that we comprehend the mea ning 

Let me say a few wo rds to the co ngregation 

Of our lord ('Abba 'ay Sa Ii!)) who was born 111 Tab illu '3mba ; listen with 

concentrat io n, honorabl es 

Our sa int has descent from time immemoria l 

The genea logy goes back to the Prophet 

I co uld have traced it back in detail on paper 

But I am afra id it wo uld take too long; otherwise I cou ld have traced it back to 

Hasa n (grandso n of the Prophet) 

' Abba'ay Sal il) is considered to be a descenda nt (fi fth generat ion) of Abadir of Harar. Abadir 

begot Muhammad (who went fro m Harar to T igray to the place ca lled Arra (Enderta)) and 

begot Ismail and Ismai l begot Musa (who went to Tabi llu '3 mba (now Eritrea), Musa 

(co mmo nly known as Feqih Musa) married and begot 'Abba ' ay Sa lil) (sou rce: Sayb Ked ir), 

Then the manuscript discusses the status of Kii birii Sa li!) among other sa ints, According to 

the manuscript, the sa ints raised the ir hand s up, Whe n they did the hand of Kabira $a lil) was 

found to be the longest. He was, thus, proven the best of the saints (3), 

'aja ' ib 'allani 'aja ' ib babari 
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Uignanayyo 'ankabtom 'akab iri 

' Idom zarg l)lI ' awliya ba 'a l k ' iidr i 

bafaltu maqam l aba~I)[awo l s irri ' ankab kllilom ' id niiw i~a nagoytay ' idi 

I have an amaz in g story 

Which we got /Tom the elders 

The sa ints raised their hands 

To know the level of knowledge they get from Al lah. Of a ll the hands 

that of Aba 'ay Sa lil) emerged the longest. 

Sa ints are bel ieved to have ka/'iima (Spiritua l power). 'Abba 'ay Sa li~ is known for his 

sa intliness. The manuscr ipt portrays in the fo llow ing lines a case where the sa int used his 

ka/'iima (3). 

' 3 nkab ' Ali ' Abbas nagus nayru gaza' i maryati 

Baqli tafi ' atto bawark ' i sa llamti 

Jinni k 'iitifuwwa lab Sammiiryati 

' Ab ta 'ab ' atawu 'ab mafitas miiryiiti 

Lab gaza [kada 1 ba 'sara malakbti 

Baqliiy ' am ~a ' ull iiy ba lom wa rk' i sa llamti 

A king came from the famil y of Ali ' Abbas 

He lost a mule deco rated with go ld 

A demo n took it to the land of the Sam (Syr ia) 
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He statted loo king for it 

He went to the sa int guided by peop le 

Bring back my mule which is decorated with go Id, sa id he 

The manuscript d iscuses the karama of the saint as fo llows (4) . 

f' ~.~(»td r S . ~ ~ 
I-> ...-, 

1... L" ~(~...),. ( .,.0 

J.:.U" ~I' .J~' 
I .:JS.':' ao.!~~ 

~~~~ 
I ~~"'J?:~~ ~~~ 
Habanni baluwwo haba nni maalti saw 'atta ma 'alti gayrullommi 'adi 

'3 nkayyaw b" lwa~a ' onkab gaza 

Wayya baqli ma~at lohazatto I) iza 

Bogoytay kar{a}ma bo-ta ' yTd rab a l- ' izza 

Baht ' ma ls i mal isullom jaza bofu ' tazarabommahzani lobabdi 

Give me time, he sa id to him; he gave him a week22 

As soon as the king went out 

The mu le ca me back w ith what it was carry ing 

Through the miracle of the sa int with the suppo rt of A llah 

But he respo nded to the favor with bad wo rds 

The sa int was displeased at the king's harsh wo rds and they quarre led. When the sa int 

rea lized that the quarrel cou ld lead to an armed c las h he sent men to the king of his country. 

T he king responded that it would be too risky to engage in war aga inst a strong king. T he 

saint brought the gun s of the Turki sh king put them under his rug. He showed the guns to his 

co untrymen who then concentrated on preparing for a battle (4). 

22 The saint is addressing the Turkish king, accordi ng to oraltraditioll. 
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'Aq 'a' u [' Aq~a ' ul 'ab tal)ti mala lla Ui'akkibu 

Lab ,la ' irat mangast i sad idu 110m siibi 

Baluwwo balu gabiirallu I)arbi 

Ijamelna biillawwo m bank 'all)arbi 

Ma!a lla ga li$om 'ar ' iiyuwwom wiiyyo ' akkubi kiiydom giitiimu llu wayyo bazulljundi 

His "things,,23 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) . 

• 

23 The "thi ngs" may be Turkish weapons. 
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Lab bazu l) jund i kaydom ga\amu 

Wayyo I)ayya l nagus tas ' iru hadimu 

Kamay da'a layassa' aru layhadmu 

Nawa liyyi firala [firasa]lal)alfu lataraga mu 

Nayo m hazbi sa'u taganimu ba-barakat maw lana babarakat sayy idi 

They went and fought aga inst a large army 

The strong king was defeated 

He lost the battle 

Those who act badly aga inst sa ints are cursed 

His people emerged victorious by the bless ings of the saint 

According to Sayo AI)med, the Turki sh army attacked Embasineity i (near Adwa in T igray) and 

stalted extract ing go ld from around Wara ' i. The saint took the initiati ve to fi ght agai nst the Turks 

and to restore sovereignty. As indicated above, the peop le were frightened. But he enco uraged 

them and promised to help both in fi ghting and prayer. He took a gun and to ld one of them to 

shoot an erected pole but fai led. He took the same gun and gave it to another person who was 

able to hit the target. He told the peo ple to consider the first gun as that of the T urks and the 

second as their own. The people were fill ed w ith confidence and went to the batt le fi e ld and won 

the battle. The place where the battle took place is st ill known as Mamwal Turki 'death of the 

T urks' while the distr ict is known as Add i Kabira after the saint. 
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The ma nu script then descri bes how peo ple vis it the to mb of the sa int and ask for his intercess ion 

( 16). 

Silillah 2 Abaay Sa lil) waddi MUsa 

'3grna masya lababum gasgisa 

Abl)aburabum [ ' Abburabura bum] ta 'akkibna rija la n wan isa 

Da lina ' ina naykum ' igasa ' abs iru ba luna goytay sayyidi 

Oh Aba 'ay Sa lil) son of Mus a 

O ur feet have hastened toward s yo u 

We, men and wo men are gathered by yo ur hee ls 

We need yo ur intercess ion; welcome us 

The to mb of 'Aba' ay Sa li!) is located in ' Addargud in Tigray (source: She ikh Ahmad ' Umar). 

4.5 Panegyric 

Thi s section of the manuscript IS pa negYric, that is, a mal1?1ll11a 111 pra ise of the Pro phet 

Mul)a mmad. It is wri tten in T igrin ya and Amharic 'ajallJ /, switching irregularly from a stanza in 

one la nguage (0 a stanza in the other. The foc us is on the importance of pra ising the Pro phet in a 

group (2). 
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K' urub bannagar na goytayya mad~ i 

Siib 'antagniya na'ustay l a~anna ~ 

'3 ntiibonasabba kasa' lawaggal) 

Ba-ta 'abka lakka' 'ayyu !awab labazzal) lal)aznayya layti haway nalla' am 

Let me praise my Lord (Prophet) a little 

If there are people who can stay a bit 

Ifposs ible till morning 

Because one is rewarded commensurate with effort 

The praise fa lIows (4 ), 

'Antum" zaynu zaynu 'af\lall- 'umami 

'Antum zaynu zaynu siTau I- ' umami 

'Antum zaynu zaynu mabrahti 'aliimi 

24 An Arabic 2pl being used as would be used [ Tigrinya (ror respect). 
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, A bsiru ba luna nal)na IJan!ak'k ' am ' antaoonii bagahd i wa la' k wa ba-manam 

Oh handsome, handsome best of all creatures 

Oh handsome, handso me medic ine for al l creatures 

Oh handsome, handso me light of the world 

Cheer us up in reality or in dreams 

The follow ing is another citation abo ut the status of the Prophet among other prophets (6). 

'Anbya Hili!om nagoytay k'adri 

'Abzuy bal:(:ahara 'aba-ddunya madri 

Lagoytay ~awa· u 'antagnayu saggari 

' Enbyyow faraja yagnayu ' ankab goyta 'amri 

'Awwalu 'abuna 'Adam 'abu-I-basari 

Bagoytay liimminom kaydulom saggar i ba-sabab nabi nabi-I-mukarrami 

The prophets of God knew his (Prophet Mul)ammad ' s) status 

When he came to this world 

They ca ll upon my Lord when they face a problem 

Immediately they rece ive a so lution 
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The first was our father Adam, the fat her of all humans 

He asked the intercession of the respected Prophet and his problem was 
so lved 

The status of the Prophet is also expressed in a blend ofTigrinya and Arabic as follows (7). 

Sarayta min I)aramin laylan ' il a I)arami 

Kama marra I-badru fi dajjin mina ~-~alami 

'Ab bayt al-maqdis 'agniyom ta'akibbom 'akarimi 

, Ella baliluallah nabi ' Ibrahimi 

al-Musa al-kallmu 'Jsa ibn Maryami 

ai-NUl) al-jailiu masmu ' al-kalami ~alat ' asgaduwom 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 

Eloq uent Noah, they performed .5alal with the Prophet as imam 
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As indicated above, Sayl] 'Umar Abrar was versed not only in writing in Tigrinya 'ajaml and 

in Arab ic but a lso in Amharic 'ajaml. The fo llowing excerpt is another illustration of hi s 

abi li ty. Though the piece is in Amhar ic some Arab ic elements are apparent (9). 

r 
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'Ajab ' ajab 'anbiil biizza siiwyya 

Fi-maydan al-qudra 'a.iiag ziibiin yak'oyyii 

Allah qad ir niiw yilal biiqii lb layya 

Mu'jiza b-s-r [Iisiira]laggasaw nabiyya 

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 mirac les 

4.6. The Prophet as intercessor 

, 

Thi s section of the manuscript presents a text which has the nature of ,alawal (prayer/pra ise). Although it 

is basically in Tigri nya, Arabic expressions are also incorporated (2). 
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Nabi al-mukarrami saft' al- 'umami 

Biiliilliiy da'a ~away mosayyiiy go\ii mi 

Lol)aznayya layti b sa' tglla'ami 

' In5a ' Allah raja[ '] 'all anna I]ayrat bngo\iim 'gnkab ra~mat-I- ' alami sa fi ' u-I- ' umami 

Respected Prophet, the intercessor of nations 

Brother, say this with me 

During this night till morning 

By the wi ll of God we will be given many good things thro ugh the intercessor of 

Nations 

The next piece underscores the importance of,aiawiil (4) . 

'Ayyuha I-rijal bg~;a lawat diiwwgmu 

Bosalawat ' umrgl]um 'alla ' mu 

Bg sa lawat 'oyyu Igllii'a l siigamu 

'Abodd unya 'alam 'ab 'al]ira ' alam bama~ra ta 'attijannat I-na ' imi 

Oh yo u men take time to make ,sa/alVal 

In perfo rming ,5a/awaf you will be blessed with longevity 

Through sa/awaf problems will be so lved 

In this world and in the hereafter, through his mercy you will enter paradise. 
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The intercessio n of the Prophet is most highl y va lued as expressed in the following citation 

(I I). 

K'addamot ' ~nt~ IJii lfu ' a llawu nagoyto 'om 'amri 

Y~ I~wwatu nayro m lab qird i lab binz iri 

'Ayni ' ~ww~n y~\ii ff~ ' nayru ' ~nt~ ri ' u layg~bba ' nagar 

' Ezuy bullu qaryulna ba-naby I-mubtari 

When the peo ple of thc past transgressed 

They were cha nged to monkeys and pigs 

They became blind if their eyes s inned 

All thi s has been avo ided through the chosen Pro phet 

The Prophet is also presented as being merc iful toward s anima ls ( 13). 
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B~goytay nabi nabi ' a layhi ' assalami 

S~ggar tiirilu ' ~nkab baha' imi 

Ma$i ' om (ari 'om I~-nabi al-mukarrami 

Baz il)unna ta ' iib baz il)llllna d~ljami 

' 3 nkiyyow 'al' allu '~nabarom $agami tafarriju Ijaydu tal' ilu $agami 

By my Lord the Prophet, peace be upon him, 

Problems were so lved for the animals 

They came to the Prophet and compla ined 

That they were overburdened and exhausted 

Immediately he so lved the ir problems 

The following brief quote is from the description of the death of the Prophet ( 14). 

Hazan barti ' uwwo m gotat kirami 

Warntu b~ lmasii nabi a l- mukkarrami 

M~l'a l tas 'anom b~rki tiiljarkimu 

Gabi 'om ' aww~n ' aljras koynom mall)a s tii loggimu 

\ 

I 

Hak' k 'ato m ' ~yyom n~ba l lazo m 'akarimi $ii l)ay ri l)aquwwo m wanna'aliim sum 
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They (the companions) were so much grieved 

When they heard ofthe 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 Pro phet] drifted away from them, the ruler of the wo rld 

At the end of the manuscript o n Najasl there is an Arabic text "alawal . From the style of wri t ing, 

the poetic text does not seem to have been written by Sayb 'Umar. Hence I have not treated it in 

the analys is of the manuscript. 

77 



J 

CHAPTER FIVE 

'Ajamf Transcription and Linguistic Features 

Say!] 'Umar wrote his manu scripts in three languages, Tigr inya, Amharic and Arabic. For all 

three languages he employed the Arabic script. As po inted out in the introductory chapter, the 

T igrinya and Amharic texts written in the Arabic letters are re ferred to as 'ajami- languages 

other than Arabic that are written in the Arabic script. The majo rity of Say!] ' Umar' s manuscripts 

are in T igrinya 'ajami while some are in Arabic and so me of the texts in Amhar ic. In so me cases, 

the Sayl] blend s Tigrinya with Arabic express ions and a lso T igrinya with Amharic. 

S ince the main focus o f the thes is is on the manuscript I have labe led as MS I, the concern of this 

chapter is ana lyzing the transcription and linguistic features o f this sa me manuscript, espec ia ll y 

the 'ajami texts. 

The transcript io n a nd lingui stic features o f the 'ajaml texts of MS I that are to be analyzed 

inc lude the fo llow ing: 

I. Co nso nant representation 

2. Vowels and ge mination 

3. Loanword s in T igr inya 'ajami 

4. Dialect 

5.1. Sound Representation 

5.1.1 Using standard Arabic symbols 

Below are given Arabic symbols whi ch match (or almost match) those o f Ethiopic in the ir 

representat ion of the co rresponding conso nantal so und s. Each pair of the co rrespond ing Arabic 

and Ethiopic symbo ls is g ive n the equivale nt phonetic symbo l. The 'ajami texts be low will be 

transcr ibed in phonetic script to faci li tate the compre hens ion of the reader. In cases where an 

Ara bic character does not have a n equiva lent Ethiopic character, the slot is left open. 
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Arabic characters Fidlil characters Phonetic representations 

I. • ~\ 

2. y n b 
3. w r t 

4. G 1 
5. C 'f. J 
6. C '" b 
7. C 1i b 
8. " .!: d 

9. :, d 
10. ~ t. r 

II. ~ H z 
12. lY' 1'1 s 
13. ' I IT S lY' 

14. lJ"" 
2 

~ 

15. ~ 9 
16. ..l.3 m \ 
17. .b ?: 
18. t 0 

19. 
. 4 
t [;r] <q> (phonetic [g]) 

) 20. '--' 6. f 
21. 

- 5 

'" 
k' Ll 

22. ~ h k 

23. J i\ 

24. ~ 
un m 

25. LJ ~ n 
26. , U h 
27. J I1l w 
28. i.f r y 

, 
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Notes: 

I ..; is used interchangeably for two T igr inya sounds: s (0) and c ('f). 

2 Although Arabic ~ u.o (ve larized) corresponds li ngui stically to tidal s', 0/7, (eject ive), the 

SaYb c learly did not feel these two so unds to be si milar. He wr ites s' in a different way (see 

be low) . 

3 Arabic .1, (velarized) corresponds linguistica lly to tidal m (ejective). Here the Sayb 

apparently did fee l the so und s to be similar, because he uses.1, to transcribe m. 

4 The letter t ~ [g] is used by the Sayb to trans literate tida l ;/;, the fricat ive a llop hone of 

<P(k') in T igrinya. This is a uvular fricative or approx ima nt. I w ill transcri be it as <q>, wh ich 

however wi ll not have its usua l va lue of a uvular stop, but a uvular fricative . 

5 The Sayb uses Arabic Li to transcribe tidal k' <P. The Arabic letter here does not have its 

Arabic value of a uvular stop [q] , but has the tidal va lue [k' ], and I wi ll transcribe it as <k'>. 

In the above list, 22 Ethiopic characters co rrespond direct ly w ith those of Arabic. Sayb ' Umar 

employs these for the 'ajaml texts mo re or less without any alteration. Of the tive rema ining 

Arab ic letters, the four characters w:' ,yo..6 have no phonetic equivalent in Tigr inya, and indeed 

the Sayb never uses ,yo..6 in T igr inya transcription. S ince Arab ic w (!) is pronounced as [s] by 

Tigr inya speakers, the Sayb so met imes transcribes 1'1 [ s 1 as lY', so metimes as W, apparent ly at 

random. Similarly, the vo iced equivalent H [z] is sometimes transcri bed as j, sometimes as:' as 

exemplified below. 

E thiopic Ara bic Tigrinya Literal G loss Page/Line 

character character word transliteration 

n (s) U'" ( s) ~~ sabat persons 8/ 1 

.:. (t) 
, 

mal UA with 14/4 

/I (z) j (z) ..,;~ hazanu they were grieved 7/2 

j (g) C"! bag ul) many 7/4 
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There are three Arabic characters which the Say!] uses only for Arabic loanwords. These 

characters are: '-"" (~), c...Wo (<;I) and 1, (~) which appear in such loanwords as the following . 

Arabic Arabic Tigrinya Gloss l'agclLine 

character loanword pron ullcia tioll 

L>'" (~) ~ ntis iru he won 16/4 

u"' (<;I) ~ fayd i flood 13/5 

1, (~) ~ lozo hor will manifest 6/6 

In these words the endings -u, -i and the prefix 1,- represent "Tigrinyanization" of the Arabic 

words. 

5.1.2 Using innovated symbols 

For Tigrinya so unds that are absent in Arabic, Say!] 'Umar devised spec ial symbo ls by adding 

diacritic dots. [n one particular case he uses a seq uence of two characters for the representation 

of a single so und . 

a) Adding dots 

The fo llowing are devised symbols formed by adding dots. 

Innovation Tigrinya Tigrinya G loss PagelLine 

word pronunciation 

4l (g) batagray in Tigrinya 2/3 

<y; (ts') ~abbiqu became beautifu l 4/2 

0' (c') 
.' 

taC'annaqat worried (fem.sg) 4/ 17 

Jl (c') taC'annaqu worried (they) 4/3 

Note that [c '] can be represented in two ways, 0' and 0', w ith just one example apiece, both on 

the sa me page (page 4). 

81 



o 

However, the added dots are used inco ns istently. In the following examp les, in (a) the Arabic 

charactersl .!l I and I<Y I employed for the Tigrinya Igi and I ~I respectively are dotted while in (b) 

they are not. 

a) Dotted Arabic Transcription G loss PagelLine 

character 

hagar co untry 4111 

~ala ' i enemy 15/2 

b) Undotted Arabic Transliteration Gloss Page/Line 

bdgnddi by force 12/2 

ma~ i > unJ1a it reached us 17/3 

b) Sequence of two characters 

To represent the Tigrinya palatal nasal UI) the Snyljjo ins two Arabic characters, C 0 (gn) - c on 

the left (!), 0 on the right, thus: ~. Here he was influenced by the Italian scr ipt with which he had 

acquaintance. In Italian, the palatal nasal so und is <gn> as in Bologna (name of a city). 

However, there is a discrepancy between < C u> and <gn> . Since Arabic is read from right to left 

the first to be encountered is 10 I (n) whereas in the Italian case it is IgI; the Arabic reproduces 

the visual ordering of the Italian. 

Innovation Tigrinya Tigrinya Gloss Page/Line 

word pronounciation 

I)aqqa"na truthful I Di ll 

Two of the Tigrinya labiovelars, Ikw/and IIj"'i, are represented in Sayb ' Umar's manuscript with 

simple Arabic symbo ls l.!l , t I, the same symbols that are used for Ik I and 11]/. The labiove lar gW 

is represented with the innovated Arabic character for I g1, I<!J I. That is, both gW and g are 

represented with <!J whi le k and kW are represented with.!l. 
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Ethiopic Representation Tigrinya Transliteration Gloss PagelLine 

Character in the mannscript word 

kW .;J (k) battle 15/13 

t (b) mabwanol11 that they are 611 

~ (g) translator 2/4 

The preced ing brief discuss ions are with respect to sound representations, that is, how Arab ic 

characters are emp loyed for 'ajall1l purposes. Now we will look at some features of orthograp hy 

observed in the manuscript. 

5.2. Vowels and Gemination 

In this section we wi ll see some inconsistencies 111 vowe ling and geminat ion whi ch are 

encountered in the manuscript. Moreover, unnecessary graphic vowel lengthening and 

inco mplete representation of the seventh order characters are also observed. Let us look at the 

inconsistencies by cit ing examples. 

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

Usually, Ca (4Ih_order tidal) is represented with an Arabic long a (consonant-a li I): 

ba = 'l =\.f 

The vowel Cii (I 'I-order tidal) is usually represented with no alif: 

/ 

bii = 1l = y 

/ 

However, this is not done consistently, so that sometimes I..; = ba and ':;:; = btl, Moreover, the SaYb 
sometimes adds the vowel-lengthening waw and ya ', either redundantly together with Qamma or 
kisra (bu= y, bi= "') or as a pure mater lect ioni s (bu= Y. , bi = ",). (Tigrinya has no vowel length, .. .. .. 

so this added alif, waw, or ya ' does not indicate length in Tigrinya 'ajallll.) 
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(a) Added or missing alif T ransliteration Gloss PagclLine 

0;5 (10;5) [missing alif] <kayda> = [byda] she went 17/5 

,l.... (L...) [added a lif] < masa ' u> = [mas 'u] with him 917 

(b) Unnecessary added wawl ya ' Transliteration Gloss PagelLine 

~p.'1 (,....'1) [added waw] <ia 'ablim> = [ la ' abum] for you 1/3 

L;;! (W!) [added ya ' ] < 'Tna> = [ ' ina] we are 14/2 

5.2.2 Voweling: other remarks 

In the manuscript the first ten pages are wrritenus ing vowe ls whi le the following fifteen pages 
are lInvoweled . (I looked only at the first 25 pages orthe MS.) 

The examples below illustrate that Sayb ' Umar appl ies vowe ls in so me cases and omits them in 

ot her cases. 

a) Voweled word Transliteration Gloss PagelLinc 
, 

slib 2/4 ..".. perso n 

. , 
& na f1 ' 11 became smart 4/5 

b) Unvowcled word Transliteration Gloss PagelLine 

l.i.b..l.....: sadidulna he sent us 12/5 

·L.L u . ba ' aman in peace 13/9 

The Sayb uses the short vowel signs properly in the cases where he provides vowe ls. However, 

with the seventh order Ethiop ic consonants (Co) he uses mostly fal(lG, e.g. ~kdyk 'tHlom, but 

sometimes damma. Moreover, for wo rd- initia l schwa (CJ) he employs kisra e.g. uL.1; ba ' aman. 

Sukun is used fo r the first e lement ora conso nant c luster medial ly (e.g J:;i; naqtallo .) 
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5.2.3 Consonant Gemination 

In the exam ples below, the gemination sign (sadda) is used in (a) whi le it is missing in (b). 

a) Gemination sign used Transliteration Gloss Page/Line 

"'- I)ak'k' i truth 9/3 <>'-

w.fo assHrta ten 3/5 

b) Gemination sign missing Transliteraion Gloss PagelLine 

<$.lL!1 'ab 'aday in my country 13/9 

,.."sli tU 'akibom they were gathered 1717 

5.3. Loanwords in Tigrinya 
, 
ajamr 

The 'ajami texts of Sayb ' Umar are characterized by the use of Arabic loanwo rds, alternating 

synonyms and, in so me cases, phrases in word form which show assim ilation. 

5.3.1 Loanwords 

Sayb 'Umar commonly makes use of Arabic loanwords in hi s 'ajoml 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 PagelLine 

amr command amriiy my command 13112 

fahima he understood kaffa ham to be understood 2/ 11 

dabbara to plot ladUbbaru who plotted 2116 

balafa to disobey bUli fu to disobey 13112 

bada 'a to cheat bad 'at cheating 12/8 
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In add it ion to Arabic loanwo rds, SaYb ' Umar em ploys Amharic loa nword s as the following 

exa mples illustrate. Tigrinya morphemes are added when necessary. 

(b) Amharic 

Amharic Gloss Loanword Gloss PagelLine 

tanta masarUt or ig in !anta masarat i ongm 2/ 13 

alak 'a! in excess ' alak 'a! in excess 3/14 

awk'at knowledge awk'at knowledge 4/ 1 

sa bbar terror sabbari terror 3/ 1 

5.3.2 Synonyms 

The practice o f representing one concept with various words and us ing the words alternate ly is 

another common feature in Sayb ' Umar' s manuscript. This is illustrated by the examp les that 

fo llow. 

a) the Prophet 

rasii I 'messenger' 

nabiy ' prophet' 

al-basTr 'announcer' 

b) officia ls of King Naja,! 

ministiri ' m in ister( s)' 

c) compan io ns of the Prophet Mui)ammad 

'abyar ' chose n' 

'asyad ' iord s' 

'ashab ' co mpanions' 
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5. 3.3. Sound Changes 

Ass imi latio n is a process of o ne sound influencing another neighboring so und so that they 

become more a like . This is commo n in speech. Sayb ' Umar, at times, uses assimilatio n in hi s 

'ajamT texts with the prepo sitio n 'ab . 

Assimilation Components 

' ammadina ' ab mad ina 

ammayda ' ab mayda 

Gloss 

at/ in Madina 

at/in the fie ld 

Page/Line 

14112 

21 17 

Also sometimes word-initial schw a or ' ;) can be deleted in word combinations; for example, 

nagarzuy this matter 3/8 

5.3.4. Dialect 

A mixed dialectal pro fil e is observed in the manuscripts of Sayb Umar. This was due to his 

exposure to different dia lects 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 wo rd use of hi s 

manuscripts, 

Dialects from the Manuscript: 

Northern dialect25 Page/Line Other dialects PagelLine Meaning 

kullu 2/4 bullu 311 5 all 

hagar 411 1 ' addi 6/5 country 

~aqqi 22/3 ;)mman 10110 truth 

bzzarab 211 b;)11I1agar 10113 I will speak 

2S The northern dialect is used in medi a. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Despite the widespread misconception that the northern Ethiopian highlands are strict ly a 

Christian domain , this study unfolds the existence of a diverse wealth of Islamic tradit ions dating 

back to the emigrat ion of the Prophet Mul)ammad's companions to Abyssinia in 6ISA.D. The 

study is concerned with manuscripts produced by Sayl] 'Umar of the Tigray region who was 

born in the 18705 and whose biography appears in chapter two of this paper. The Sayl] wrote his 

manuscripts in three languages: his nat ive language Tigrinya, Amharic and Arabic. However, he 

wrote most ly in Tigrinya. For all three languages he used the Arabic script. In addition to 

producing a number of manuscripts, Sayl] 'Umar was soc ially very active. His initiative for the 

construction of the shrine of Najasl, the king of Abyss inia who was contemporary with the 

Prophet Mul)ammad, is a case in point. 

In the course of Illy research, I examined fifteen manuscripts of Sayl] 'Umar. Eleven are written 

in 'ajaml (mostly in Tigrinya and so me in Amharic) and four in Arabic. Brief philological 

descriptions of the fifteen manuscripts are given in chapter three. Of the fifteen manuscripts I 

selected the one which I labeled as MS I and wh ich focuses on the seventh-century king of 

Abyssi nia, Najasl, who hosted the emigrant companions of the Prophet Mul)ammad. Th is 

manuscript is the core of the thesis, and chapter four is devoted to it. Chapter five presents 

ana lyses of the 'ajamltranscription and of some lingui stic features reflected in the Sayl]'s 'ajo/l11 

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 fo llows: 

I. The first known presentation (apparent ly) of Tigrinya 'ajo/l11, which in turn pushes back the 

frontiers of research into the genre of 'ajoml in Ethiopia. 

2. Identification of Sayl] 'Umar Abrar, a Mus lim clerical scholar of the Tigray region who 

produced a number of manuscripts espec ially in Tigrinya 'ajami and some texts in Amharic 

'oja/l1l as well as manuscripts in Arabic. 
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5.2.3 Consonant Gemination 

In the examples be low, the ge mination sign (~adda) is used in (a) wh ile it is missing in (b). 

a) Gemination sign used Transliteration Gloss PagelLine 

.; 

0>- ~ak'k ' i truth 9/3 

w 
w?",- assHrUi ten 3/5 

b) Gemination sign missing Translite raion Gloss PagelLi ne 

'" .>..;1 ' ab ' aday in my co untry 13/9 

,..,.sl:; tii'a kibo m they were gathered 1717 

5.3. Loanwords in Tigrinya 
, 
ajamf 

The 'ajami texts of Sayb ' Umar are characterized by the use of Arab ic loa nwords, alternating 

synonyms and, in so me cases, phrases in word form wh ich show ass imilation. 

5.3.1 Loanwords 

Sayb ' Umar commo nly makes use of Arabic loanwo rds in hi s 'ajwJ1J texts. He does so by 

making whatever adj ustments may be necessa ry so that each loanword fi ts in Tigri nya 

mo rpho logy. Exa mples are prov ided below. 

a) Arabic 

Arabic Gloss Loanword Gloss PagelLine 

'amr co mmand amdiy my co mmand 13/12 

fahima he understood k.ffaham to be understood 211 1 

dabbara to plot I.diibbaru who plotted 2/ 16 

balafa to disobey bii I if II to disobey 13/ 12 

bada ' a to cheat b~d ' at cheat ing 12/8 
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3. Presentat io n of fifteen manuscripts by Sayb ' Umar, of w hich I have dea lt in so me detail with one 

o f them (MS I) and the rest are brie Ay described. 

4. Present ing the history of the advent of Is lam in Ethio pia from an Ethiopian perspective (i.e the 

Sayb's perspective). Thi s co ncerns the introduction of Is lam into Ethiop ia through the e migrant 

companions of the Prophet Mul)ammad in the seve nth century during the reign of King Najasl 

(Ella Sa l)am). 

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

which has been usua lly considered as a dist inctive ly Christian domain. 

I believe that further invest igat ion into the various manu scripts of SaYb ' Umar, includ ing the one 

the present thes is has fo cused on, co uld result in more findings that wou ld fill gaps in Ethiop ian 

history espec ially from the viewpo int of the Ethiopia n Muslims. I also recommend that the 

search for and in-depth study o f 'ajaml manuscripts should be strengthe ned so as to learn more 

about our histo ry and in so me cases other fi e lds o f know ledge as we ll . 
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A certificate awarded to Sayb' Umar by the Assoc iation ofTigray Artists and the Regiona l State 
ofTigray on November 8, 2008. 
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Burial place of one of the companions of the Prophet at Nagas. 
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