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ABSTRACT 

This st/(dy is about "tmditional smithery and ils cultural context in Aksum. " This studyji)clIses 

on the hislOrical background uf smiths and smithery of those different calagories: describing 

smithery with different aspects of culture, status of smiths and analyzing the relationships 

between traditional smiths and local people. in order /0 achieve the obj ecti ve of the study, both 

primCll )' and secondary data were collected and used. Secondary data were collected fro m a 

re\'iew 0/ literature, including books, published reports and unpublished sources. Various 

methods of pril1Utry data collection were used to collect the required information such as: 

observation, participant observation, key-info rmant interviews andfocus group discussion. 

£ pcn though tF(-Iditional .Ym ithelY in Ethiopia has a long history and still is practiced in different 

parts o.l Eth iopia, it is not well studied. Traditional smithery studies usually focus in fi" agmented 

way on a single aspect ol smithelY. Some scholars have allempted to study the status of the 

smiths 017(1 the artistic eXjJression 0/ the traditional metalwork, but still do /lot cover all the 

dil1l ensiol1s 0/ it. The tmditional smiths' CIIlture was and still is ignored Most \I'riters are only 

appreciating andfocusing on the materials and deSigns and do not even mention who has made 

those objects. 

There/ore, this thesis intends to add some f acts to the limited data available on traditional smiths 

and smithery in Aksum. The tradit ional smiths in this town have a long history which usually 

relates legend, relig ion and oral histolY of the area. Most of the contemporary traditional smiths 

claim that they are desce ndingfrom ancient Aksumite craft smanship and some o.lthem claim that 

they came Fom israel with the Ark of Covenant. In Aksum now, there are three types of 

tradit ional smiths. There are the black-smiths, the liturg ical smiths and the j ewelry-smiths, with 

their own expression of identity. They produce different types of objects, and use different 

technologies. The lost wax casting is one 0/ the best techniques in producing church objects. 

There are many technical terms, names of objects and · materials. The artistic expression 0/ 
smithel), also lestijies the long hislOJY of lhe area and the influence oj the Ethiopian Orthodox 

Church. The smiths have the local knowledge about the nature of the metals, clays and tools. The 

status also re latively differs among the groups of smiths and is now undergoing status changes. 

in this thesis also an ancient "language" is identified. This language is called Owadu 

"language " and sometimes called "Seyyak language. " The "language" is very secret and the 

loco! societ ic>s do nol even know about its existence. Now the general trend of smithery in Aksum 

is at rapid change. The technical terms, language and the lost wax casting technique is only 

concenlrated in afew p ersons and is found at a late stage of extinction. Whereas the goldsm iths' 

is expanding country wide, agricultural tools and devices are more and more imported and 

replace the traditional implements p roduced by the local blacksmiths by industrial fa brication. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

J.l Backg round of the Stud y 

In many soc ieti es there are indi viduals who are engaged in special crafts such as: weav Ing, 

pottery, go ld smithery, blac k smithery or wood working. The ori gin of craftsmanship was related 

with the emergcnce of complex societies and economic speciali zation in ancient societies like in : 

Indus Vall ey, Egypt, China, Greece Civilizati on, etc (Douglas 2000:41 6). 

Crartsmanshi p in Ethiopia has a long hi story. Historical, lingui stic and archeo logical evidences 

show that the beginning of craftsmanship in Ethiopia is deep-rooted in the production of stone 

too ls, cerami cs and metal implements in prehi story periods (Adejumobi 2007 :7) . 

The se lf suf(i cient economy in the remote past forced the villages and small citi es communi ti e 

or local clans to develop thcir indigenous methods of production. As result of thi s, Ethiopia and 

the I--Iorn of Afri ca have witnessed considerable advancement in arts and craft s. Hi story indicate 

that [or th ousand of years, Ethiopian craftsmen were engaged in the production of farming too ls, 

household goods, clothing, weapons and jewelry (HASIDA 1978 :3). 

Hi stori ans and archeologists state that the ancient Aksum civilization showed some of the 

highe t craft achi evements in the Ethiopia history. For example, according to Bahru Zewde 

(1998:96), "in metalwo rki ng the Aksumites produced for a long period of time gold, sil ver and 

bronze co ins bearing the effi gies of their kings." In addition to that, Munro-Hay (1991 :203) 

states that the type of smithery in ancient Aksum was divided into two. The first were items of 

luxury, such as jewelry, costly boxes, small decorati ve objects, bowls, fi gures in gold, sil ver and 

bronze, or combinati ons of those metals. In the second category of metal obj ects were tools, 

weapons, and other objects, like iron sickles, knives, chisels, saws, axes, tweezers, hinges, spear 

and arrow heads, hooks or stap les . In present Ethiopia also some of the above mentioned types of 

smithery ex isted to some ex tent until today. 
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Contemp raril in a t Afri ca , miths grea tl y contribute to the materi al wa lth f the soc iety in 

whi ch they li ve. For example, writing abo ut iron smiths, Hunley (c ited in ahu enay 1998:4) 

tale: "they make agri cultural tools, va lued posses ion , commodity good , and clothe and 

build hOLi es". In Ethi opia , the Beta Israel blacksmith were kill d in making ploughs, kni\ 'es . 

swo rd , spears, spades, axes, hoes, picks, and other metal implements (Asres 1995:96). 

Currentl ), there are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of di ffe rent types of sil ver and gold objects 

produced by smiths in the highlands of Ethiopia (S ilverman and Sobania 2004:354). The pre ent 

Aksum is one of the centers of traditional smithery in highland Ethiopia (A take lty 2000: 42). 

In the research area , Aksul1l , there are many traditional smith . For exam pi , materi al used for 

church 'crvices arc still produced by traditional liturgical smiths. The cro , the vesse l and l oon 

used during cO l11l11uni oll , the prayer staffs, the book-stand (atranso ), etc. , are made from metal 

ranging Crom brass and bronze to silver and go ld . The homelike ymbol fo r a replica of the Ark 

of Covenant (lI1enbere tabo!) is sometimes also made from metal (Atakelty 2000: 42). 

In add iti on to reli gious objects, in contemporary Ethiopian societi es such a Amhara, Tigray, 

Harar, Gurage, etc. wearing go ld , silver copper and bronze jewelry is common, and those items 

are still produced by traditi onal smiths. For example, Atakelty (2000: 42) explains that, in 

Tigray, women are Imown for wearing di ffe rent types of metal decorations gi ven to them bcfore 

the wedd ing ceremony by the groom's family. Those objects may include kUfsha, (earrings) 

alobo igri (a decoration that women are wearing on their legs) and bracelets made from copper, 

bronze, si Iver and gold. 

The current cultu re of traditional smithery in the study area and in the whole country seems 

transmitted from generation to generation from ancient Pre-Aksumite, AksLlmite and Post­

AksLlmite civili zations . Archeological research made by Cinizia et a1. (1997:26) indicates that the 

continuati on of techniques and other skills of smithery, from past times in to contemporary 

Ethiopian society is more visibl e in the study area, Aksum. This research was conducted in 

Aksum by interviewing over thirty go ld and silversmiths, bl acksmiths, and two tinsmiths: 

conducti ng in vesti ga tions about their work and basic biographical information, documenting the 

type of artifacts made, and the techniques and processes make these artifacts. Interviews were 

al 0 conducted with their patrons Icustomers. According to Cinizia et a!. ( 1997:26), ( I) "smiths 
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still occul Y a pec ific soc ial ni che in the ksumite soci ty, and particul ar quarter in Ak um 

eem to be as oc iated with them, and (2) "despite technology and materi al which have 

dramatica ll y changed over the last fifty years, older metal smiths till u e traditi onal too ls, such 

as oil lamps and the hammer and anvil , fo r producing metal arti facts ." 

The resea rch area, ksul11 , is located in Ethiopia in the M hakelegnaw Zone of the Tigray 

Region near the base of the Adwa Mountains. Geographicall y and admini strati vely, the pre ent 

Aksum town is situated at around 2, 100m on the plain of Hatzebo, in the Laelay Maich w 

Weredo (d istri ct). central zone, in the regional State of Tigray, Federal Democrati c Republi c 01' 

::, thi opia (C hi ari e 2009: 17). Its population is estimated 51 ,727 in 2008 (CSA 2008). 

1.2. Statement of the Problem 

Histori cal and archeo logica l evidences show that Ethiopia was the home of many traditional craft 

wo rks including smithery (Phillipson 2000:374, Munro- Hay 199 1 :203). Those evi dences 

indi ca te that smithery started and was well developed in ancient Ethiopia and had a regres In 

Feudal Ethiopi a. In contemporary Ethiopia also, there are many traditional smiths located In 

many part or the country (Merid Weldearagay ] 976 :5). 

Most of the info rmation regarding smiths are scattered in books, articles , and also are found in 

some soc ial scientists' works; but these cover only a small portion of the whole work. Most of 

those works emphasize the artistic expression and the status of the smiths. 

The arti sti c expression of smithery received good attention from different social scientists. These 

wo rks sometimes are fo und as well among general art as in the form of independent topics. 

Regarding thi s category, the following are significant works: Brus (1975) Ethiopian Crowns: 

AFican Arts, Chojnacki , S (1966) Ethiopian Traditional Art; Deasy (1 999) Ethiopian Christian 

AFica.' Art, Churches and Culture; Henze, Paul (1993) Aspects of Ethiopian Art from Ancient 

Aksum to the 20'Ii Century, McKay (1974) Ethiopian Jewelry: African Arts. Some critics, like 

Gunther ( 1968:77), indi cate that such works of social scienti sts in metalwork onl y foc Li on 

aesthetic aspects and di sregard the function and history of the object in the cul ture in which it 

wa created. He suggests that in the study of metalwork, the culture of the people producing it 

cannot be ignored. 
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The other a pect of mith fo und in different works of oc ial cienti st scholars is their status. 

Mo t of the scholars group smiths as part of the craftsmen and put them in one of the despised 

groups. For example, acco rding to Merid Weldearagay ( 1976:5), the statu of craftsmanshi r 
includi ng smiths in Ethiopia ' s past fe udal system considered as occupation of de pised gro up , 

which is till common in most of rural Ethiopia. 

Moreover, in much of highl and Ethiopia, parti cularly in the Chri tian parts, craft men in general 

belong to a segregated class and were in many cases social ' outcast '. uch skill s as tanning, 

smithery, weaving and portery were left to marginal communities. The Betc Israe l in northern 

Ethiopi a, the Fuf,u among the Gurage, Kambata and J-ladiya, and the Wata among the Walayta 

found in many other parts of Ethiopia are good examples of thi s fact (Bahru Zewede 1998 : 1 00 ; 

Levine 1974 : 169). It is also very common in Aksum. Finneran (2003 :427) suggests that thi s is 

not a rural phenomenon brought about by ideas of economic envy and di strust; even in such a 

thriving and rapidly moderni zing metropoli s like Aksum handicraft s are despised becau e they 

engage in certain manual works, but traditionally not n agriculture . 

Besides the above contex ts, smithery as part of the material culture has a relat ionship with other 

aspects of th culture. For instance, Pfaffenberger, cited in Gosden (1999:161 ), puts forward the 

idea of techno logy as a soc ial fac t involving political , symbolic, soc ial, hi storical and lega l 

dimensions. Bes ides thi s, metallurgy needs some physical and scientific knowledge. For 

exampl e, in their study of bloomer iron smelting in America and Africa, Gordon and Killick 

(1993: 243) , mentioned in (Lahiri 1995:1] 6), underscore the necessity of recognizing that metal 

technology is always practiced in accordance with the principles of physics and chemistry and 

the natural resources ava ilable. Some anthropologists suggest that like other occupati onal 

activities smithery extends far beyond the economic importance of metals in warfare, agriculture, 

and trade (Childs and Killick 1993 :3 19), and reaches cultural and religious dimensions. 

Recent I iterature shows that traditional smithery in Ethiopia is at a dramat ic change. The 

traditional smithery and its cultural parameter are not well studied in Ethiopia. For example, 

Sil verman and Sobania (2004 :355) recommend the following: 

One of the most promising lines of inquiry for re~onstructing the history of gold 
and silper working in the documentation and interpretation of contemporary 
tradition IlCIs yet 10 be pursued. Although many of these tradiliol1s are still 
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I rocliced throughout Ethiopia, some of (hem certainly are beginning 10 atrophy, 
and II/ere is (/ p ressing need fo r documental spec~fical/y collecting vocabularies 
0/ rethnical ra ms and the names of objects; oral histories concerning the 
/ uhricolion and use 0/ gole/. silver, and cuprous objects; and biogr(lph ies 0/ 
individual silversmiths. 

But considering the above context till there is no ample anthropological work available on 

Aksum . As a resul t of thi s anthropologist' point of view smithery is superfi cial and doe not 

cover the different aspect of smithery. It is clear that the previous studies about smiths and 

smithery in kSLll11 we re limited to a specific area and shallow. Most of those studies are 

conducted by non- anthropologists who usually employed a survey method. Traditional smithery 

acti viti es and its cu ltural context in Aksum still is not well studied. This study is going to fill the 

following research gaps. 

I) The oral tradition of smitlts in Aksum , describing them with their soc io-cultural hi story, how 

they became smiths and the hi storical backgrounds of smiths to engage in sm ithery activities; 2) 

The explanati ons of traditional smithery activities, what materi als smiths use in the process of 

smithery and recording names of objects, materials and technical terms; and 3) The relationships 

between the traditional linkage Aksumite smiths with contemporary local peoples. 

Therefore, the aim of thi s study is to investigate the hi storical backgrounJ and the types of 

smiths explaining and recording traditional smithery activities; name of materi als, objects and 

technical terms as well as the relationship between traditional smiths with the local people. So, it 

is important to study traditional smithery and its cultural context in AksUl11 to investigate some 

im portant facts abo ut traditional smithery of Aksum. 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

1.3.1 General Objective 
The general objective of the study IS to investigate the traditional smithery and its cultural 

context in Aksum. 

1.3.2 Specific Objectives 

In the li ght of the general obj ective, the study also has the following specific objecti ves: 

• 

• 

To descri be the hi sto rical background of the traditional smiths of various categories 

To explain tradit ional smithery and its changes . 
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• To investi gate artisti c expressIOn and knowledge of traditional mith regarding their 

work . 

To in vc ·ti gatc the ocial and cultural status of the tradit ional smiths. 

Ba cd on thc above pecific objecti ves, the basic research questions are: 

• Who arc tradi ti onal smiths, and how do they describe them elves? 

• What is trad iti onal smithery, what are the types of traditional smithery? 

• What is arti li c expression of smithery and knowledge ' s of tradi tional smiths about their 

smiths? 

• What are the forms of interaction between traditional miths and the non-smiths? 

1.4. Site Selection 
The site se lecti on was largely influenced by my childhood experienc and memori es. When I 

was a child , 1 u ed to go to the field with my fri ends to search for riesi hans (ancient Aksumite 

co in s). [t was common to tind coins espec iall y during a summer that followed a heavy rain. As a 

re ult of this. when J was a child , 1 vvaS fortunate cnough to find 5 co ins in fi ve consecuti ve 

um mer . During that time. 1 was surpri sed about the smallness of the co ins and their high pri ce . 

I also hea rd many oral traditi ons about how the ancient Aksumite produced co ins and many other 

metal object . Moreover, during my childhood our home was surrounded by blacksmiths, 

liturgical smiths and jewelry smith. This created a good opportunity fo r me to see how metal 

objects were made daily. Even sometimes I participated in the smithery process as children of 

smiths did. When I grew up, 1 was very surprised when I met gold and silver smiths in Gondar, 

Addis Ababa and as fa r as Southern Ethiopia, like Dilla town, and to hear that the smiths 

ori ginated fro m Aksum . 

Because of the above mentioned reasons I was very interested to study traditional smithery. The 

idea of such a study on traditional smithery came to my mind when I had joined the M.A. 

program in Soc ial Anth ropo logy, Addis Ababa University as a student. I se lected traditional 

sm ithery and its cultura l context fo r my M.A. thesis about a matter not yet well studied by 

anthropologists. 
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1.5. Field Experience 

My fi eldwo rk wa ca rri ed out from i ll Febru ary 20 I I to 27
th 

March, 20 I I in Aksum . I km;w the 

re ea rch area very we ll befo re. But these two months were a ve ry criti ca l ti me fo r me to see 

Aksum in a new perspecti e. My childhood perception about the peo ple and Aksum was 

changed. 

When I arri ved In my home town, Aksum, as a researcher, in the fi rst few days I tri ed to 

introduce myself to traditional smiths. But mo tl y, 1 was not welcomed. 1 was frustrated and 

worri cd how to continue my research. After this, I di scussed about how I could introduce myself 

to the trad itional smiths with my rather and two of my fri ends. In the morning, my fa ther 

introduced me to one of hi s best fri ends, a liturgical smith. My friend also introduce me to their 

jevvelry smi th relati vcs. Thi s experi encc gave me am ple informati on about how anthropological 

fi eldwork is very difficult to conduct and how one can manage smoothl y get introduced: it nced . 

tolerance and full cooperation of the local people. 

During my fi eldwo rk, 1 was very much confused how to rai e the issue of 'evil eye ' with my 

informants. As I grew up in that town I knew that the concept of 'ev il eye ' i ' very diffi cult to 

discuss with persons who are considered to have the 'ev il eye' by non-smiths. But during my 

fi eldwork, 1 was very surpri sed that the traditional smiths discussed with me very frankl y about 

the 'ev il eye' issues from their point of view. 
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Th e other part of my field experience was the process of lost wax casting. This fieldwork 

was condu cted in one fa mous liturgical smith's home for 45 days . In thi s part, I exerted 

great effort to persuade him to let me take part in the who le work process. After a long 

di sc uss ion with him he agreed and put some preconditions for me before I could 

parti cipate in the whole process. With this liturgical smith I spent a good time, which I will 

have never forget for th e rest of my life. He introduced me with ancient and contemporary 

Aksum techn ologies, a nd showed me how th ey survived. By parti cipating in lost wax 

casting for 45 days I acquired basic ski ll s how crosses are made by thi s technique 

1.6. Research Methodology 

1.6.1 Research Approach 

In order to achi eve the obj ectives of the stud y: both primary and secondary data were co ll ec ted 

and used. Before go ing to the field , [ co llected and read written materials r lated with the 

research topic. The main research methods employed in thi s research were largely depending on 

qualitati ve aspects. This was because the nature of the topic needed fi eldwork and it covered 

mall)' dimensions to address the re earch objectives. In addition to the qualitative field -based 

information ·s, secondary data from documents employed to enhance anal ys is. Therefore, thi s 

thesis is based on primary and secondary sources. 

1.6.2 Data Collection Methods 

1.6.2.1. Secondary Data Collection Methods 

Secondary data were collected from the literature, including books, publi shed reports and 

unpub lished sources. Those data were utilized in order to investigate and understand the 

tradit ional smiths and diffe rent aspects of their culture. 

1.6.2.2. Primary Data Collection Methods 

Various methods of primary data sources were used to collect the required information such as : 

observation, participant observation , key-informant interviews and focus group discussions. 
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1.6.2.2.1. Participant Observation and Observation 

I stayed 45 day in a liturgical mith ' workshop. Thi liturgica l-smith is we ll -known in the 

research area among smiths and more r spected in the local churche . He made many preciou 

church objects and many crosses for hi gh priests and bishop . During the fi eld work, he wa at 

th age or 65. Thi s inspired me to know more about thi s pel's n and 1 selected thi liturgical­

smith for participant observation. In add ition to thi , the election further influenced me becau e 

the liturgica l smiths represent the mai n area of traditional mithery in Ak Lim. 

Fortunatc ly, I successfully convinced him to participate in .hi s dail y life with spec ial empha is on 

hi s materi al production. Th is helped me to find fundamental aspects of the culture: what people 

do , what peop le know, and the objects made and used; J learned and hared thi by participating 

into the da il y li fe with him and members of hi s family. In the whole proces r thi fieldwork , I 

took fi eld notes and many photographs daily. 

Parti cipant observati on of liturgical smiths through actively participating in the dail y life gave 

me a chance to record the day to day acti vities. Specially, it was very important to follow up the 

whole process of the materi al production. In addi tion, thi method helped me to get the internal 

(em ic) point of view and encouraged my cultural interpretation. This also created an opportuni ty 

to introduce me with many smiths. I also acquired the basic skill s abo ut the producti on of 

li turgical objects. 

Besides co ll ecting data uSll1g the above methods, throughout the fi eldwork time, 1 tri ed to 

observe those aspects which might give additional insight into the issues under investigation. [ 

attempted to look in to the nature of smithery in the working area. I also visited the different parts 

of the town, the rcheologieal Museum, Churches as well as many tourist shops. 

1.6.2.2.2. Key Informant Interviews 

In every oc iety, there are individuals that have a special knowledge about the socio-cultural 

practices of the soc iety where they li ve in. In antlu'opology, we use the term ke y informant. For 

th is study, key informants are individuals who are considered as experts of the traditional metal 

technology and knowledgeable about traditional smiths ' culture. Key info rmants were identified 

after personal contact and art~r I had developed some relation with local smith . 
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10 kcy informants wer incl uded in th ludy from all three type of mi th . mong them, nine 

were men and one woma n. The res 'archer elected i fro m jewelr - mith . two frol11 the 

liturgica l-sm ith and twO blacksmiths. The selection was made with th help f my IW of 

Ak sum itc rr iends. They helped me in Ihe whole proce s of my fi ldwo rk. The key informants 

were knowledgeable abo ut smith ' trad ition a well a mi thery materi al technology. Most of the 

time, the interv iews were conducted in the working area and during worki ng tim . ome 

interviews were also conducted in hop and indasvva (loca l be r shop). One add iti onal jcwelry 

smith key in formant was also included from Gondar. In addition to that 3 key in fo rmant were 

among pri c Is of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Those key informants were knowledgeable 

abo ut the cu lt ure of the local people. fnterviews with tho e k y informant help d me to se the 

trad itional smiths from a rel igious and non-smiths po int of view. 

In the whole process, I repeatedl y contacted with key info rmant fo r further elaborati on of fac ts 

when I faced some unclear info rmati on. 

1.6.2.2.3 . Focu s G roup Discussion 

The method or FGD was selected because of the pos ibili ty to di scuss with di ffe rent persons and 

the opportu nity to understand common fee ling and diffe rences of the parti cipan ts. In addition to 

thi , I understand that thi s research method helps to crosscheck and enrich the info rmation 

gained from other methods. One group with 6 members has been formed. They elected based on 

the type of smi thery they are engaging in . The group members selected two from blacksmiths, 

one from li turgical smiths and thJee from jewelry-smiths. 

Thi s FGD helped me to better understand the attitudes, opinions, or self-reported behaviors of 

the trad iti onal smiths. The FG D was held after I had inn'oduced the purpose and goals of the 

FGD and developed a li st of parti cipants, and determined the place and length of the sess ions. 

Then FGD participants were fi rst introduced to the aim of the discussion and then invited to 

di cuss on such topics as: their origin, oral tradition, their relationship with the local people. The 

FGD was conducted fo r two times fo r two and a half hours for each discussion. 
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1.6.3. Method of Data Analysis 

The data analy is is depending on what types of re earch ar employed. Ba ed n the qualitat ivc 

research methods employed in data gath ring, the data analys is in thi s the is is mainl y 

qualitati ve. Data was described, explained and analyzed to arrive at igni ficant and tangible 

resul ts. Most of these data are in the fo rm of wo rd , photo and rather than in number . and in 

general, the resea rcher employed a tri angulati on method t give meaningful amdysis. The data 

was gathered by u ing key info rmants interviews, ob ervati on and parti cipant ob crva ti on. focu 

group dis uss ion and secondary sources of info rmati on. 

1n add iti on to the tri angulat ion method, some informati on has been gath red from parti cipati on 

was taken a it is and di cussed with the help of photos. Moreover, technica l term and names of" 

object . were recorded and many photos were taken to ex plain how the materi al were Illade 

da il y. With the help of research guides , every idea of the participants wa notcd down and tape­

recorded. After conducting interviews and di scussions, at night it was my task to transcribe the 

recorded informat ion along with the research questions. 

1.7 Scope, Significance and Limitation of the Study 

The cope or thi s study on "Traditional Smithery and its Cultural Contex t 111 Aksum" is the 

fo llowin g: 

In thi s thes is, the focus is on traditional smithery means a kind of metalwork as practice by black 

smi ths, li turgica l smith and jewelry smiths. The dimensions of smith 's culture covered in thi s 

thes is are li mited to di ffe rent aspects of smiths that make them di stinct from other local people. 

Even though there is a traditional smithery found in different towns of Tigray, Amhara, Addi s 

Ababa, Harar, etc. this thesis only focuses on traditional smiths fo und in Aksum . 

1.7.1. Significance of the Study 

Studying trad itional smithery in AkSLlm can have the fo llowing significance: 

Even if anthropo logical studies are conducted in many parts of the country, not enough attention 

i given to traditional smi thery. So, thi s study foc uses on traditional smithery of three kinds, and 

is expected to fill gaps and to encourage other researchers to conduct further studies . 
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In additi on t that, it give info rmati on for those who are intere t d in traditional mithery wi thin 

its cultural pa rameters. It i also important to know about the contempora ry ituati on 0 1" 

mithery's technology and about smiths in Aksum . 

1.7.2 Limitations of the Study 
Th limitati on of the stud y start from the literature. I faced a enouS problem to find 

anthropologica l studies related to my work. This is why most of the literatur I c n ulted for thi ' 

thesis is 1"1'0 111 non-anthropological publi cations or other sources. The other problem was the 

budgct. The money given to me by the university was onl y enough to cover transport co 'ts. 

]-I oweve r. two months of fi eldwork is not enough to get more detailed informati on. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Literature 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

The literature is collected from different sources related to craftsman hip metalwork ani ti c , ' 

expression of metalwork, social status, historical and social context of traditiona l smithery. The e 

sources are mostly the products of many disciplines and scattered under different topics. In thi 

thesi s, I consider traditional smithery as a type of craftsmanship that originated a a result of the 

evolution of complex societies in the remote past and sti ll is practiced to some ex tent in many parts 

of the Ethiopia. 

Before r go into details, let me clear the concepts that related with the topic of the th i . A 

already mentioned, the title of the thesis is: TraditionaL Smithety and lis CulturaL Context in 

Aksum. Tn thi s thesis, in a broad sense, 'traditional ' means that a way of li fe of a particular group 

ex isted for long period of time. Generally ' tradition ' means, according to the Oxford Ad va nced 

Learner's Dictionary (2006), "a belief, custom or way of doing something that has existed for a 

long time among a particular group; a set of these beliefs or customs." But when ' trad ition' is 

related with smithery activities, the proper definition has to be taken from the Concise Oxford 

Dictionary of Archaeology (2002) which defines tradition as: "styles of artifact s, assemblages of 

too ls or other items of material culture, architectural styles, economic practices, or artistic styl es 

that last longer than a phase or the duration of a horizon. The idea of a tradition implies a degree of 

cultural continuity even if there are local or regional patterns in the archaeological material." 

Of course, the idea of culture does not refer only to archaeological material , showi ng some kind 

of continuity; it is understood in Social Anthropology as connection of hi story wi th the 

contemporary situation, and connection of material and non-materials. 

The concept of ' culture' in this thesis is used in two ways. The first one applies to culture as 

including material and non-material culture. For this pm-pose, I use Tylor's (1958 [1871]) 

definition of culture. He defines "Culture, or civilization, taken in its broad, ethnographic sense, is 
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In addition to thi s, in its nature, smithery (11'1 talwork ing), a Bier 1998:"49) expl ain , 

"encompasses both the products and the pr cesses of production that compri e most a pects of 

materi al culture." He further elaborates that the work i influenced by "availabili ty of materi als, 

local trad itions of craftsmanship, leve ls of state intervention and other sources of inOuence, as well 

as aesthetic preferences." The same is true in hi story of Ethiopia; mithery is mostly affected by 

the above criteri a. As R. Pankhurst (1970: I) states: "an innovation to be acceptable had therefore 

to be of advantage, or thought to be of advantage, to either, or still more by, both church and 

state ." 

That' s why. hi stori ca ll y, Ethi opian highlander's precious metal smiths mainly concentrate on the 

production of church materi als and government jewelries. Thi situati on is ' plained by Meri d 

Weldearagay (1983 :5) as fo llows: "the smi ths, whether jewelries or iron worker , were organi zed 

into workshops, curiously enough known by the lofty name of Jan Shellamii or royal jeweler . 

Those workshops were almost located in the courts of the emperors or prov incial governor ." As a 

result of the above mentioned reasons, much of the best work of traditional smiths has been done 

in Ethiopia in the center of political and religious authority. Therefo re, No rthern Ethi opian 

smi thery large ly depended on the benefi t of church and state (S imoons 1960: 174, Choj nack i 

1966:5). Also in Southern Ethiopia, smiths in Dimam and Bodi were servants of the local chief 

(Mapunda 1997: 11 3). 

Cassier (1975 :108) suggests that there was no reason fo r Ethiopian arti san to abandon their 

traditional methods because the objects they created corresponded to a rea l social need." For 

example, Brus (1 975 : 8) reca lls the impact of 1974 Ethiopian Revolution on traditional Ethiopian 

smithery as fo llows: "The recent fa ll of Hail e Selassie's monarchy in Ethi opia marked the end of 

3000 years of imperi al rule in Africa's oldest independent state. Concomitant with that co ll apse is 

the termi nation of one of Ethiopia's ancient artistic traditions: the creation of jeweled crowns for 

the emperor, hi s queen and his noblemen." 

Even though, the above facts, in contemporary Ethiopia there are many blacksmi ths in many rural 

and urban areas of Ethiopia. Besides thi s in contemporary Ethiopia, there are many traditional gold 

and sil ver smiths whose \vorks are concentrated in Ethiopian towns. Smiths, a other tradi ti onal 

craftsmen existed based on the economic and social need of their society. For example, acco rding , 
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to Cassier ( 1975: 1 07), the rural Ethi opi an 'ociet wa ba d n ub i tenee c n my, the 

ha nd ierafts developed spontaneou Iy out of the r qui rement f da i I I i ~ . 

Today. in every community in highland Ethiopia, there i a work hop that makc or repair item 

ike axes, sickl es, hatchets, hammer, ancl plough hare (Belai ida 1987 ' . :40). In mo t pa rts 

of Ethiop ia, the blacksmiths, as in contemporary Gurage at pres nl lim , depend ma inl y on clli ng 

fierviccs. Since they do not onen prod uce ori ginc I materi al , th y mak their liv ing by r p'liring 

iron too ls fo r a small profit. Sometimes, payment by the cu tomer i given in kind (Nahu enay 

1998:74-75). Thi s may show that there is a change in th way of producti on. Dimi i al 0 one of 

the most fa mous centers of blacksmiths in Ethiopia. Dimi black 'mith are I r du ing all agri ullurc 

devices and weapons locall y demanded by loca l pe pie until 1970 (Map unda 1997: I I'») . In 

addi tio n to thi s, tradi tional craftsmen played a signifi cant role in producing cul turall y and ciall y 

j mportant obj ce ts. 

Regardi ng the source of the raw materi al and the loca l ex ploitati on of mineral in "thiopia, it i 

not we ll doc umented, but go ld seems to have come fr m the me outh rn 

Ethiopian region and poss ibly from Gojjam, Eritrea, and the B ja country, and ir n ore, il ver, I acl 

and tin are also menti oned, mostly in Portuguese sources (Mum Hay 199 1: 17 1). In general I ca l 

exploi tati ons of diffe rent types of minerals are not well documented, with the exception of gold . 

The main source of raw materi al is the re-using of metal object . A Percze l ( 198 1 :55) states, 

melti ng down of coins or metal objects to re-u e is the main source of metal. He ( 198 1 :5 5) also 

suggests that this practice," may have been go ing on long before the melting down of Mari a 

Theresa Thai r. " Simoons (1 960: 178) also explains the same fac t that, "the principal source of 

sil ver in North West Ethi opia is the Maria Theresa Thaler, which is melted down to make di ffe rent 

types of metalwork by the cire perdue process." 

The other key concept related with smithery is the social status. The status of miths 111 0 t of the 

time is grouped under craftsmen and arti sans. The general characteri tic of Ethiopian craft men 

including smiths, they are despi sed and , nevertheless, play an important role in their oci ty 

(Cassier 1975 :1 18). 
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Hallpi kc (1968:258) summarizes about the thiopian craft tatu a fo llow:" - I' m the exisling 

literature it seems that the attisans in the whol Ethiopia m I CO I11I11 nl y de pi 'ed are weavers, 

smiths. potters, and tanners, and we ometimes hear of hunters." 

Regarding smiths' slatues most of time mentioned black mith i ue. For xample, according 10 

Mapo unda ( 1997: 11 3) in the Dimi community of Elhiopia, "blacksmith were despi ed group ' and 

they we re not permitted to own or inherit land and cattle. They could not interma rry with other 

members the blacksmith caste and were forbidden to enter the homes of ordinary roya l Dimi 

Thi s situation seems common in other parts of East Africa. Fo r exam ple, Poggo (2006: 169) tales 

that. " in Kenya the Kuku blacksmiths occupy a paradox ica l po ilion in the oc iely: they wcrc 

respected and despi sed. They were hi ghl y revered for their technical kills, bUI were despised 

because they deviated from the Kuku values and norms." In many parts of Ethiopia craftsm n are 

usuall y consider to be with an evil eye. In Ethiopia, the transfer of the evil ey i thought t be 

located in the low caste people who transmit it fro m generati on to g nerati on Quirin (1998:208) . 

Schlereth (1985:27) explains that metal arti fac ts have symbolic and ae thetic va lues. He also 

suggests that, " it is characteristic of the materi al culture which scholars have to take in to account, 

not only cogniti ve and behavioral activity, but also aesthetic and sensory experience." In this 

regard there is a different artistic expression among smiths. For example blacksmi ths are mo Il y 

producing the same and useful obj ects far from arti stic expression. The common arti stic express ion 

of sm ithery is round in j ewelries and works of liturgical smiths. Liturgical and jewelries smiths ' 

artistic expression started in ancient Ethiopia. For example, Heldman (1993 : 117) states that, 

"artistic tradition from this period (Aksumite) remained viable through later centuries ." Munro­

I-lay argues in the same way that the Aksumite civili za tion has had influence on later Ethi opian 

smithery artisti c express ion. He explains this situation by using Aksumite coins as examples. 

Munro-Hay (1991:251) also maintains that, "there is also certain amount of evidence that the 

remarkable development of elaborate variations on the cross motif for Ethiopi ans even now very 

notable, was in full swing in the Aksumite time." 

Korabiewicz (1973) in the book, The Ethiopian Cross, gives an introduction about the arli tic 

express ion of Ethiopian crosses. The author states that, .. the Orthodox hurch has not only 
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presc rved the Chri sti an fa ith in Ethiopia; it ha al ntributed t the d el pm nt or a ide range 

of aes theti c value and religiou ymbol , whi ch in turn hav generated ari t r art ." Be ' idc 

thi s, as Percze l (19981 :55) po ints out , one can find al PI' - hri ti an a tral mb I rcadi Iy 

recogni zabl e In the Chri sti an crosses, and rep tition and ari ati n or the ri gina l moti f' ha c 

conti nucd . 

Hence. as Ull endo rfl (1973: 1 52) ex plain , in it · art, Ethi pia di play th amc syncreti ti c trait ' 

whi ch wc have observed in other facets r civili zati on. 

Therel'o re, th e objects made by miths fa ll under "practi ca l" an I "pre ti ge" techno l gie . Il aydcn 

(1 998:46) summari ze thi s diffe rence a ' foll ow: "Practica l techn I gi hav very diffe r nl logic, 

goa ls, con traints, design considerati ons, and outcome than pre ti ge t hn I gi . They 'h uld, 

thercfore, be analyzed using a slightl y di ffe rent fram work , although b th typc r techn I gi 

can be effective ly dealt with using a de ign theory approach." In thi c nt xt, bject macle by 

bl acksmiths are mos ll y catego rized under prac ti ca l t chn logie and the bj ts mad by litur ,iu t! 

and jewelry smiths are catego ri zed under pre ti ge technologie . 
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preserved the Chri sti an fa ith in Ethiopia; it ha also contributed to the d v lopmenl of a wide rangc 

of aesthetic values and religiou symbols, which in turn have generated a vari ety of al1 ." Bes ide 

this, as Perczel (1998 1:55) points out, one can fi nd al 0 Pre- hri tian a tral ymbol readil y 

recognizab le in the Christian crosses, and repetition and va ri ation of the original moti fs havc 

continued . 

Hence. as Ullendorff (1973: 152) explains, in its art, Ethiopia di splays the ame syncretisti c tra it 

which we have observed in other facets of civili zation. 

Therefore, the obj ects made by smiths fa ll under "practical" and "pres ti ge" techno logies . JJ aydcn 

( 1998 :46) summari zes thi s di ffe rence as follows: "Prac tical technologies have very di ffe rent logic, 

goals. constraints, design considerations, and outcomes than presti ge technologie . They houl d, 

therefo re, be analyzed using a slightly different framework, although both type of technologi 

can be effectively dealt with using a design theory approach." In thi s context, objects made by 

blacksmi ths are mostl y categorized under practi ca l technologies and the objects mad by liturgica l 

and jewelry smiths are catego ri zed under presti ge technologies. 
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Chapter Three 

Description of the Study Area and the People 

3.1. Description of the Study Area 

'. 

~
. " . . . .. , 

~. ' ~ 

~ ~ '... ,. . ". ~ 

A. Map of A kslIm Town 

Aksum is a smal l town in north Ethiopia. It is now part ofTigray National Regional State and the 

capital city of Tigray its central zone. The town is sUIT9unded by mountains and hill s. The 

ancient part of the town is located at the foot of the Iszgi-Hasera and May-Kiho mountain. In 

the tovm , there are many churches such as: two St. Maryam Tsion (Mary of Zion) churches, built 

by emperor Fasi ldes and Haile-Sellassie I, respectively. There are also other churches including: 

lnnda-Eyesus, Arbat Inssasa, Abbine-Argawi, Kidanmhret and Inda-Mikale. 

The legend of the Queen of Sheba is well known in the study area. In Aksum, the Queen of 

Sheba has three different names: Azeb, Makeda and Dengure. Vi ll agers around Aksum call the 

town Aksul11 lnda-Maryam which means home of S1. Mary. In the town there is a celebrated 

ceremony called Hedar-Tsion, the anni versary to celebrate of the Ark of Covenan t and 1. Mar 

(Ki I. Ki2 and Ki3; AksUI11 , February 10, 11 , 12, 20 11 and March 1, 20 11; Observation, Ak um, 

February 20 I 1 and March 20 I I ). 
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The people of the town are in maj ority 'conservati ve ' Orthodox hri ti an beli ever. Even mall 

chil dren in rhe town are swearing by Maryam-Tsion and Tabot-Tsion (' Mary or Zion 'and the 

' Ark ' , respec ti vely) many times per day. Aksum i the onl y town in Ethi opia without a Mosque 

and other nOll-Orthodox Churche (Ki I, Ki 2 and Ki 3; Ak um, February 10, I I, 12, 20 1 1 and 

March 1, 20 11 ). 

In addi ti on to that, Aksum is the home of many beauti ful monuments and many palaces and 

tomb. Now, the largest parts of the old town became an archeological ite and the peopl are in 

transferring their res idence to new parlS of the town. Mo t of the children r Lind around the 

church and the obeli sks produce different types of cros es and other object made from a tone 

loca ll y ca ll ed shasma (Observation, Aksum, February 2011 and March 20 11 ). This is targeted 

for sale to touri sts and for pilgrims. Nowadays, Aksum is a small city with a great pa t and 

memory its. It has not forgotten that it was the center of on of the mo t powerf"ul state in the 

hi story of ancient Africa (Chiarie 2009: 17). 

Hi storicall y, the town survived after the destruction of the Aksumite Empire, as a small town and 

reli gious center of Ethiopia. For example, Manoe! de Almedia and Pero Pai tated about Aks um 

in the 1600s (cited in Gamst 1970:377) as follows: 

Aksum had at that till1e a population o/about lOa and Pero Pais recorded more 
realistically an estimation 0/ buildings indicating a popuLation 0/ l , 000 or less. 
There is no evidence 0/ the existence 0/ any other such small towns during the 
next seven centuries following the destruction 0/ Aksum, but a f ew may have 
occasionallyflourished. 

James Bruce (1838: 166) also says in a few words about the town of Aksum and its population, in 

his famous book To Discover the Source 0/ the Nile, that: ."The present Aksum stands at the foo t 

of the hill , and may have about six hundred houses. There are several manufac turers of coar e 

cotton cloth, and here too the best is made of goats' skins, which is the ordinary employment of 

the monIc" 

The above two quotations show how Aksum survived in different time even i r its populati on 

was sometimes very small. And the town has continued as a center of man craft. The oth r part 

of the history of the town is shared with "modern" Ethiopian town ' hi slor . Aksum wa re-
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estab li hed in the present feature, mor or less related with the inlru ' ion of the Itali ans in 

Ethiopia. Thi s intrusion created an opportunity to re-e tablish con (ructi on and favor d 

urban ization in north Ethiopia, including that of Aksum (Gam t 1970:"80). 

In the course hi story, Aksum has been of religious importance, becau e thi s town i the holy city 

of Chri stianity in Ethiopia. Lev ine (2000: III ) explain that on tex t ca ll s the Ak um the "roya l 

throne of the kings of Zion, mother of all lands, pride of the entire uni ver e, and jewel of kings." 

Thi s indicates how thi s town still ha hi storical and religiou importanc in rhiopia, even 

though it lost its position as capital city before one thou and year. In adJit ion to that, it 

contributed to preserve di fk rent types of Aksumite traditions of mithery important fo r tbe 

church (Ki 1, Ki2 and Ki3 ; Aksum, February J 0, II and 12,20 I J and March 20 I I). 

Therefore, contemporary Aksum staJ1ed as a "modern" town after th itali an conque t in the 

1930s. The first asphalted road in Aksum was built by the Italian. In present day, one can fin d 

many beauti ful houses built by the Itali ans. Still , the center of the town is I nown as piazza (K i I. 

Ki3 and Ki4; Aksum, February 10, 11 and 12, 20 II ; Ob 'ervation, Aksum , February 20 I J and 

March 2011 ). 

The above highlights show how thi s small town has continuity for almost three thousand yea rs. 

Thi s helps to draw a long history of smithery in the study area. 

In present Aksum, on the street from the obelisks to the Aksumite Foundation Library, one can 

find many tourist shops offering traditional clothes and different materi als made of stone, wood 

and metal. In other parts of the town, one can also find many tow-i st shops, go ld- and sil ver­

smiths' work made of go ld and silver: earrings, rings, bracelets, necklaces, ear picks, neck 

crosses, and hair pins (sometimes including beads) (Observation, Aksum, February 2011 and 

March 20 11 ). 

In addition, the Ethiopian Orthodox Churches are full of many precious metal-works such as: 

crowns, process ional crosses , hand crosses, neck-crosses, si trums, fi ni als of prayer ,ti cks, 

chalices and are sti ll in demand from the Church, and till produced by local smith (Ki I. Ki 3 

and Ki5; Aksul11 , February 12, 19 and 2 1, 20 11 ; Observati on. Aksum , Februar 2011 and arch 

20 11 ). 
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The craftsmen's achievements in art and architecture were ex traordinary that th y had a 

profound cultural inOuence in the region fo r centurie . · vidence of tho e out tanding cultural 

achic \·ements are prov ided by the a toni shing monument that make Aksum a city unique in the 

wo rld and one of the UNE CO World Heritage ites ( hi arie 2009: 18). 

3.2 Who are the Traditional Smiths? 

He who built the house has more honor than the hou e. For every hou e is built by someone. 

(Hebrew 3:3-4) 

In dail y life, the smiths' product are more valued than the mith. In additi on to that, thi s 

quotation from the Bi ble tell s us that eve ry materi al ha · a maker and that (he ma ker deserves 

more honor than the product. But in most of the literature, fo und the opp ite. 

In the literature, it is easier to find data about the materi al than about their maker . The makers 

were and still are ignored. Most writers are onl y apprec iating and focu ing on the materi al and 

they do not even mention who has made them. They sim ply try to understand the products 

without the context in which the objects produce culture. Regarding thi s, ' il v rman (1999:8) 

wri tes : "Most scholars have chosen not to engage the people who produce and use the objects to 

study". Of course, thi s is a reality faced when I reviewed the literature. it shoul d be known that 

group identity is more than what a person works, and more than a ource of inc me. 

In social anthropology, work can be analyzed in terms of physical transfo rmati ons, social 

transactions, economic activities or personal identities . Wallman (1 979 : I) explains the relati on of 

work and identity as foll ows: "Work controls the identity as much as the economy of the worke r, 

whether as an individual or as the member of a caste or an .occupational group" 

So, it is important to include in this thesis the traditional smiths' backgro und, their identity and 

cultural context. Because it is necessary to include the makers, before we say something abo ut 

their products. 

The origin of smi ths in Aksum is largely shaped by a mixture of legend, religion and oral hi story 

of ancient Ethiopia, because Aksum is at the center of the legend , reli gion and oral hi tor of 

north Ethiopia. There is oral tradi tion how they started smithery and their ori gin a occupational 

group. Bes ides the oral tradition, archeological evidences also show that there was mith ry in 
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ancicnt Aks uin . Local 'mithery in ancient k um included melting, forging, welding, ri ve ting, 

production of' even-thi ck ness plate , drilling, casting, poli hing, pl ating (includi ng both annea ling 

and mercury gilding) and enameling (Phillipson 2003: 4). 

3.2 .1 Biblical Bezaleel 

During my ti eld wo rk, when 1 a ked miths' key informant and FGD di ussants abo ut 

themselves c1l1d their background , I hea rd a name "Bezaleel", mor oft n than other nam . 

Sometimes, I was confused abo ut the namc Beza leel, becau e some eem d to kn w him vcry 

well , and others told me that he was the father of th liturgical and j w iry ll1ith in Aksum. 

When J hea rd repeatedl y this name, I a ked my key informants and FG D di scu ant to mak thi 

clea r to me. 

Accord ing to di scussants (FGDJ , Aksum, February, 15 and 25 20 II ) and.i welry mith and 

liturgica l key informants (Ki4. Ki 5, Ki6, Ki I 0 and Ki 13; Aksum, February 13. 16, 19, 20 II and 

March 2, 20 It ) the oral tradition of the trad itional liturgical and jewelry miths in Ak um claims 

that they desccnd from the Biblical Bezaleel. Their work is called Seyak work, which mean the 

work of ' wise men' and they consider themselves as children of Bezaleel. A religiou ' key 

informant (Ki 1: Aksum, February 19, 20 11 ), also told me the same story about the ori gin of 

trad itional jevvelry and liturgical smith and gave me some information abo ut Bezaleel from the 

Bible. Then I tried to get acquainted with the Biblical Bezaleel from the Bible context. 

Who is Bezaleel? What does the Bible tell us about him? How is he connected with the 

trad itional smiths? r found the name "Bezaleel" in the Bible (Exodus 31: 1-11 ) mentioned ni ne 

times. The most important thing that attracted me is that the name Bezaleel is mentioned in the 

Bible directl y in connection with the Ark of Covenant, as the traditional miths told me in 

Aksum . Then, if Bezaleel is related with the Ark of Covenant, I expected that he is related with 

the legend of the Queen of Shaba and Menelik I. In the local oral tradition, usuall y the Queen of 

Sheba. Menelik r and the Ark of Covenant are inseparabl e. This story is al 0 mention d in the 

fam ous book Kebre-Negest (, 'Glory of Kings") first compiled in the ea rl y 14th cc:ntury (Levin 

1974 :93). 
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Let me ee Beza lee l in the Bible ( xodu or Mo e II 3 1: 1-4):" nd th LORD poke unt 

Moses, saying. 2. See, 1 have ca ll ed by name Bezale I the son of ri , th son f Hur, of the tribe 

of Judah: J . And I have fill ed him with th spirit of od, in wi d m, and in under landing, and in 

knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship . 4. To devi cunning work , t work in go ld. <1nd 

in silver, and in brass." 

From the above Biblical quotati on we can understand that B zaleel i shown a an all -round 

craftsman including cunning, go ld , silv r, bras, carving timber and many other crafts . Beza le I 

\vas get ting cdl these skill directl y from God . Beza lee l wa eleete I by Cod t produce a ll 

necessary materi als to Judaism. 

Then Bezalee l taught other persons who were helpers in the whole work; according to thi idea 

the bible (Exodus 35:34) says the following: "And he hath put in hi heart that he may tcach, 

[bothJ he, and Aholiab, the son of Ahi samach, of the tribe of Dan ." Then th is craft ac ti vity 

passed from generation to generation , according to the bible, becau e God gave him helpers and 

Beza lee l taught them. Finall y, the Bible concludes that Bezalee l fini hed the work that God 

dictated him (Exodus 38:22) "and Bezaleel the son of Uri , the on of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, 

made all that the Lord commanded Moses." 

The other part of the story of the smiths explains how Bezaleel's skill came to Aksum . This ora l 

trad ition is related with the Queen of Sheba and her son Menelik. According to th oral trad ition 

of the local traditional smiths in Aks LlI11 , their genesis started with the visit of the Biblical Queen 

of Sheba to King Solomon around 1000 B.C. They told me how the Queen of Sheba went to 

Israel and fo r what reason, as this event is written in the Bible and people in Ak um beli eve in it 

like in hi storical fact. (1 Kings 10: 1-2), " 1. And when the Queen of Sheba heard of the fame of 

Solomon concerning the name of the LORD, she came to prove him with hard que tions. 2. And 

she came to Jerusalem with a very great train, with camels that bare spice, and very much go ld, 

and precioLis stones: and when she was come to Solomon, she communed with him of all that 

was in her heart. " 

In my fie ldwork, T observed that most key informants completel belie eel that th Queen of 

Sheba is an Ethiopian even though her COLU1try is not pecificall y m nt ioneel in the Bibl · . Of 
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course, thi s story is very famous in Ethiopia (including ritrea) especial! am ng the Tigray and 

Amhara. The im portant story here i how Bezalee l' craft man hip came to k um . Thi i 

directl y rclateJ to how the Ark of Covenant is b Ii ved t have comc t Ak um . 

According to most key info rmants, (Ki I-Ki 13 ; Ak um, February and March 20 II ), and mo t 

FG D di scus ants, the Ark came to thiopia by M nelik I, Queen h ba ' n. When the Ark 

came to Ethiopia there were many people coming with him . , among thos peo pl , there \ re 

smiths. Regarding thi s story in the literature, it i found in Kebre- egest C lory of Kings" 

(Ethiopia) translated into Engli sh by Budge) . In thi book there are many stori s about Ethi opi a 

including the detail ed story about the Qu en of Sheba and Menelik I. Thi b ok focu e on the 

Ethiopi an G lory of Kings. The greatness of th Ethiopian king i there enhanced by the king a ' 

descendants of David and Solomon by the Queen heba and Menelik l. !lob rman (1983:2-3) 

summari zes the ' Kebre-Negest ' as to how the Ark came to - thiopia in hi arti cle "The thiopian 

Legend of the Ark", as follows: 

The Ethiopians have inherited israel's mantle as God's Chosen People. The kings 
0(' Ethiopia are now the legitimate successors of the kings of i 'rael and Judah. 
7he Ark was taken to Aksum, capital of Ethiopia, where its arri val !JjJarked great 
rejoicing. The p eople disavowed their native gods and embraced the God of 
israel Ethiopia becomes (he second Zion,' Aksum, the New Jerusalem. And the 
Ark is [he unmistakable emblem of this geographicallrarls! er of divine{c/l 'Ur. 

According to the oral tradition of traditional smiths, (based on mo t smith ' key informant , 

Aksum, February and March) they claim that their forefathers came with the Ark and thi s oral 

tradition explains that when Menelik I returned to Aksum with the Ark of Covenant, prie t and 

other persons important to serve the new religion came to Aksum . Among them, ome were 

speciali zed to produce religious objects. Therefore, it is believed that the craftsman hip, 

specificall y of those who arc producing liturgical objects, canle to Ethiopia to I've the rk a 

Moses order them to do (Kil , Ki2, Ki 3, KiS and Ki13 ;'Ak um, F bruary 10, II , 12, 16 and 

March 2, 2011 ). 

During fi eldwork an orthodox key informant priest, (Ki I, Ki 2 and Ki 3; Ak um Februar 12. 13 

19 and March 1, 2011 ), told me that there are many liturgical material not common in other 

Chri stian communities. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church i more [ocu ed on the Id Te tam nt 

than other Chri stian congregati ons. "The Ark of Co enant became an int gral part of ur fa ith ." 
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Rega rd i ng this, Hoberman (1983: 1) states that: "In no hri ti an c untry ha venerati n and 

imitati on of the Old Testament been a more prominent feature f th nati onal reli gi u li fe than 

in e thi opia." 

3.2.2. Origin of Liturgical and Jewelry Smiths 

In Aksum , the traditional smiths that claim their ori gin from the Queen of heba and Bezalee l 

ca ll th m elve 'Seyak '. Seyak means in their ' language' a wi e and skill ful per on. The w I'd 

Seyok is not known to oursiders. The , eyak call the I cal p ople ' I ~)Ide h(/ ' which mean ' 

' ignorant.' Hydebo is derogative, but eyak ha a po iti ve connotati on. The ' ,<,'eyak ' consider 

themselves more beauti ful and physica ll y more attracti ve than the J-/ydeba. B ide thi , the I cal 

peop le beli eve that if a person is handsome, he or she may de cend from a , eyak famil y (Ki6, 

Ki7, Ki II , K 12 and Kil3 , Aksum, F bruary 16, 17, 19 and March 2, 20 II ). 

The contemporary traditional smiths and speciall y the Seyak claim th ir de cent from I rae !. 

They also think that their di et is as superior to that of the Hydeba. My liturgica l k y informant , 

(Ki S, Aksllm, February 21, 2011 ), said that "We are eating white tejJ ingera and the animal are 

slaughtered strictly according to the law so that we do eat onl y fresh Dod ." This may indica te 

their economic strength or their background related with ancient I rael' and Mo 'es ' dietary 

laws. During my di scussion with one jewelry-smith, (Ki7 , Aksum, February 17, 2011 ) he sa id, " I 

am Seyak but I am not Tigri an. " 

Moreover, their work sometimes is called Ide -Solomon, which means the ' hand of Solomon' . 

And the David star is called Mahle-S%mon, which means ' So lomon' s stamp ' . It is u unlly 

found in most metal objects made by local smi ths. One elderl y jewe lry- milh key informant, 

(Ki4 . AksLlm, February 13, 2011 ), told me: "We are Israelites. Sometimes 1 do not under land 

why Israe l' s govenunent does not remember us. In the past when the Israe l government took 

man y Beta-Israel from nearby (probably the operation Moses or Solomon), I decided to go to 

Israel but 1 did not go for the sake of my family." 

The same info rmant told me that, though he thinks that hi s ancestor came from [ rael, h doe 

not consider himself a Beta-Israel. In addition to that, the tradi tional mith in k um do not 

intermarrv with the Beta-Israe l. Most smiths key info rmants, (Ki6, Ki . Ki 10 and K 12, k urn . 
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February 16, 17, 18 and March 2, 20 11 ), and FGD di u ant , . 1, k um, . ruar _ , 

10 1 1) call the Beta-israel who live around Aksum and hir K La and Ja l1'. 

Hi sto ri cally, the Seyak served as lan-SheLLamii (royal jewelr make r ) in pr clu Ing r 

jewelri es. They are still very important for the Ethiopian Orth d x hur h. F rtunal 1 

the Ethiop ian Church in Aksum and I saw precious object mad b 1 ca l litupi al milh . 

Accord ing to my smiths' key informants and FGD discu ant 

Aksum , most of them are descendants of the trad itional Jan-

b rn and gr Ul" In 

Based on my findings the origin of traditional smith in "m d rn" Ak um an b r up dint 

two. The one group is called Seyak and it seems similar to th pr vi u Jan -, hellamii. In lh 

literature I did not find any mention of the term ' Seyak or Hydeba. But I G und lh de i lnali )n 

.fan-She/lomii in works of Merid Weldearagay (1983:5). Most inG rmanl , (Ki5, Ki6, Ki7, Ki I 0, 

Kill , and Ki12, Aksul11, February 16, 17, 18, 19 and March 2, 20 11 ) and ' 0 di u 'ant, 

(FGD 1, Aks um, February, 15 2011), told me that .fan-Shellamii onl y r lat c eyak or 

li turgical- and jewelry-smiths, in other word, not including black mith . But Meri I 

Weldearagay states, "Jan-Shellamii" include jewelry worker and ir n w rk rs. He tate Lil'l l , 

"The smi ths, whether jewelry or iron workers, were organized into w rk h p . curiou Iyen u 'h 

known by tbe lofty name of "Jan-Shellamii" or royal jewelries." 

But if .fan-Shellamii means ' royal jewelries' workers as Merid say , it seem that the expre ion 

of Jan-Shellamii is only appropriate for liturgical and jewelry smith , becau e in hi story a w II 

as in con temporary Ethiopia, jewelry made from iron is very rare. 

Regarding the classification of traditional smiths in north Ethiopia, I found ne book ' Tarik 

Iltyopya ', 'History of Ethiopia' in Tigrinya written by Debtera Fisha byezgi ( J 889: I 5 . 

According to this book, "Tibebti are classified into two: one is gold- and sil er- 'mith pr cl ucing 

jewelry and the others are blacksmiths only producing agricultural t 1 and ther meta l object 

made from iron." He further states that the tibebti are physicall y more hand m than th I cal 

people, and in the local society, when one is physically attractive, he or she i 

Tibib, or he or she has some genealogical relation with Tibib. H compar d 

att ractiveness wi th the children of God and human beings mentioned in Bible ( 
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"And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on lh fa f lh rth , and dau Jhlcr \ er 

born unto lhem, that the sons of God saw th daught r f m n lhal lh [\ver ' l fa ir; an I the 

took them as wi ves of all which they chose." 

But in m)' ticldwork, I observed that the smi th are phy icall y indi tingui habl fr m th ' I cal 

people. But still they consider themselves to be relati vely m r hand m . Re la rding thi the 

foll oV\i ng example gives a hint about their perception of th ir ph i al ap i "Hanc. h 'n I 

di scLi ssed thi s poin t with the father or a small girl who asked me, AI" 0/1 Se)'ok!. I ans\\cred. 

'yes '. But the girl said : J do not think that you are eyak, because you ar nol b 'autiful. Then, I 

reported thi s to her father and her father told me: " It is common if a trang r C me l ur h mc 

that our children ask him or her whether he or she i Seyak or Hydeba. I f the an w r i "Seyok" 

they easil y approach the stranger as Hydeba, showing their un-willingne t appr ach r c en t 

talk with the stranger." (KiS; Aksum, February 2 1,2011 ). 

Most liturgical and jewelry-smiths key informants, (Ki4, KiS , Ki6, Ki7, Ki I 0, Ki II , Ki 1- an I 

Ki 13 . Aksum, February 13 , 16,21, 17, 18, 19 and March 2, 20 1 J), r member lhat Ak Ulll b rn 

Seyuk fami li es became lan-Shellamii and served in the court of mper r Y hann 41h . During 

the reign of Emperor Yohannes the 411\ they were )an-Sh?Llamii at the court ; am ng th m wcre 

BegJ'Ol1d Araya and lngeda I-Iaftu. Begrond Araya )an-Shellamii pr duced Ii ffe rent tYI e ' r 
objects for the emperor. Even my informants (most of them are de cendants of emper r ' )011-

She//amii) did not specify what they produced, They said si mpl y: evely thil1g. Among ) 0 11 -

Shellamii in the past, there are still very famous ones in Aksum becau e of their wealth uch a : 

Degacht Kenfu and Fatwrari Gebremaryam who were in Asmara during the re ign of Hail e-

Sellassie 1. 

3.2.3 Origin of Blacksmiths 

The second group of traditional smiths in Aksum traces its ori gin from black mith ' fam ili e ·. 

They ori ginate from AksuJI1 and the surrounding villages. They produce different agri cultural 

tool s. They do not know the story of Bezaleel , not the ' language' of the eyak. Th y are, a ther 

blacksmiths, fo und in different parts of the country; in the Aksum conte t, th yare mainl 

li ving in vill ages around Aksum (FGD I; Aksum, February 15 and r , 20 11). The cent r f th 

blacksmiths around Aksum include villages such as : Asba, Ma akono -IJli. ddi-Klu luzab. 
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Add i-Taka and Merera, and as far a Segli, near Adwa. Wh n c mpared 'V ith th r mall itie , 

Aksum is surrounded by blacksmiths' village . Thi large am unt r bl k mil h ' ili a 'C may 

indica te thal there was a large amount of mith in previou tim in that ar' a. Thi 111<.1 ) b ' 

related to the past importance of bl acksmiths (Ki8 and Ki 9; Ak um February I nd I , 2 I I). 

In thi s regard, Merid Weldearagay (1976: J) state the imp rtance r bla k mi th in th ' 

Aksumi te period in the foll owing way: 

The Aksumile had also developed an iron culture. Local a. ' well as imj or/ed iron 
was smelted, tempered and shaped into several LOols and weap ns. In addi/ion /0 

the skills and tools necessary fo r the erection of heavy buildin 7S ond hewing 0/ 
granite monoliths, the Aksumites were able to dig oul or construcl reservoirs for 

drinkinf; as well as fo r irrigation purposes . 

Some blacksmi th key informants (Ki8 and Ki9; Aksum, February J and J 9, 20 I I) t Id mc lhat 

in the past, there were unknown large metal objects in Ak urn and that they wc re taken away b 

the Italians. 

Therefore , the Seyak specialized in precious metalworking nece ary fo r church, lalc, and 

contemporary jewelry necessary fo r wedding ceremonies. But bla k mi ths peciali z'ed iJ 

agri cul tural tools; in the past they also produced hasin-me kel (ir n eros ) (Ki8 and Ki9. 

Aksum, February 18 and 19, 2011 ; FGD1 , Aksum, February 15 and 25, 201 J). 

3.3. The Owadu Language 
On my way to the study area, Aksum, I had a stop off in GondaI' where 1 came aero a gold 

smi th with vvhom I had a conversation on a topic related to my study. He had tipped me ab ut a 

fun ctional "language" common among gold and silver -smiths. He advi d me to have a 10 k 

into this language which, he said, is call ed Owallu . I had not read of a ' language" named 

Owadu. The gold-smith with whom I got a chance to speak a person who ha knowledge about 

the language. 

He related that the birth place of Owadu is Aksum. lilt is a common "language" anlong the 

smiths all over the country. For instance, gold and silver smiths in GondaI' do peak Owadu . I 

knovv of gold and silver smiths in Asmara, Adanla, and Addis Ababa ho speak the "language" 
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far bell r than I do, A nd I ill gi u an addr mith 

thi s rega rd " sa id the inform antlm tin nd r. " 

OlVadu is al '0 call d Seyak 's language. [ \earn d fr m th 

Ki 12. b um, February [3, 16, 17 and 2, 20 II ) that th r ar 

Aramuic I kbrcw, A rabic and T igrinya, A t thi time, Owadll i n 

elaborat gram mar an I only a limit d vocabul ary b I' iml I purp c ' , 

a I 

II ), 

m thcr t 

help in 

K i7 und 

r m 'l 'gre, 

A l11 y l i turgical key in fo rmant, (Ki5 , Ak UI11 'ebruar 2 1,2 II , t Id 11 " 0 , odll i 

uS d by the Seyak smiths to ensure crecy in tran miltin J m a 

a language whi ch exhibit a strong affi liati n with Arabic and II , lund 'rstan I that 011'0(/11 

i more common amongst the liturgical and j w Ir mith than am n ) tI ' bitt k ' mith ~, I hc 

foll owing word s are specimen of common w I'd ' f th Owa(/II. 

Owadu 

'a:[.,T1'::: 

a;kfl 'r 

a;l1lrl '! 

heidii 

bciGjol 

bii! 'l1i 

bCiyaii 

bishroo 

buda 

duskul 

erur 

jemii 

jel170i i 

ha{tu 

Ha,l'debo 

hllmer 
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English 

lei 

g tp 

j1 mal 

il n e 

materia I 

oIlier 

he 

trade 

hich 

e il 

ina ti 

br nze 

famin 

p r 

g Id 

ign rant 

d nk 

th h UI1 l'l 11 and anit al 



a 

l}uy 

idran 

kihsi 

kisro 

krum 

lohuin 

lihuk 

mara 

miihshel 

mcidklll 

miiqdor 

miisdiidya 

m{isha bal i 

mCisheibrli 

m(il 'neiy 

mogdol11 

mllgsham 

mizrii 

mlcni 

mil 'rih 

nuywud 

nc:ji-z 

osse)' 

rCigan 

raws; 

samulla 

sesma 

Seyak 

shahuwGY 

siqni 

sill III' 
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di ea e 

drunkard 

~ Ii h 

inger I 

br ken 

m at 

g d 

woman 

copper 

I bread 

make it p lI ul d 

kn w 

mon y 

water( r drinkab l li quid) 

make fI Ii h 

my share 

teal 

lost 

WQ (local be r) 

ear 

let II go 

silver 

hit 

food 

rich 

fear 

prostitution 

slave, black 

the work of skill fu l per on 

m fr iend 

work 

child 



.1' 111 'or bulk 
Ilihee m n 

liikulem p ak 
liikulumena g lh r 

Ie/who hid i l 

leku),ami pp rtun i l 

leiis/11o lit pro tilul ( ~ mal 

IZyai bad 

zuha male ex rga n 

::ehndeba t wear 

The above words are very far from the Tigrinya languag that i mm n In k um, cx 'rl 

muzllni, which me~ll1S ear, it seems derived from ezni, the Tigrinya w rd mean illg ar. Th ' th ' r 

word s such as "humer " and "kisra " seem directly derived fr m Arabi w rd which mcan ' 

"donkey" and ingera respectively, with the same meaning in Arabic, 

I wrote these words after cross-checking their meaning with my informant . II th ab v w I'd ' 

were included in the li st when my informants agreed on the meaning. With I' lati n t thi 

language, liturgical smith key informants told me the following story: 

Before 60 years one precious object was stolen by someone from Ihe hurch. 
Then one person found the object in Addis Ababa, and 'ent a letler I the church, 
the introduction part written in Tigrinya and he said: give this letter to my frie nd, 
but he wrote the derails in the Owadu language. Finally, his friend interpreted it 
and the church gave this information to the police and Ihu the object VI as 

ret1lrned }rom Addis Ababa. 
(Kil3 ; Aksum, March 2, 2011). 

Sometimes the language, also used mixed with Tigrinya, transfer om hi dden me age. G r 

example the Seyak say that, "Haydeba naywa hiben mebshal zehndba ", hi h mean lhat 

haydeba give us silver but they received copper from us. Thi means ha) deba are ign rant , th , 

do not even differentiate silver from copper. 
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Contemporarily the Owadu language 's functi on m t b the ar J a I ani ' ul r ' r up. n 

the other hand, it in line with the context characteri tic f ( rg t, it far I'r 111 ar I l. I, I' 

example, LC 'lau (1952:102) under the title of "An thi pian Min tr that, "the 

characteristic feature of the argot is the deformation of the r ot r th gen ral Ian 'uag' that i 

Amharic." and he further explains, "The great majori ty of th w rd i lak n I' m mhari '." 

General! y. cha racteriSTics of Ethiopian argot such a m r 'hant " oZ/II or;.·· (m i n tr I:). and 

persons "possessed by zar spirits", as Teshome Demis e et al. ( 198": ) e pi in "th e ar ' t ' 

are Amharic-based: They are composed of deliberately tran fo rmed Am hari c W I'd and entcncc 

structu res, and are used for confidentiality in in-group communication. " I' I' th 'e W I'd • th ' 

argot makes use of dialectal expression" But when we I ok at Owar/II , th' n ith r d I' I'm 

Tigrinya nor are most roots from Tigrinya. These word and xpr ns ar till rud il11 ntary in 

its co ll ection. [t seems to be a secret work language among th eyak, bu t n ilher d ba 'i ' 

grammar nor syntax has yet been identified. It needs further study b n ludin ' wh ther the 

category argot applicable or not. 
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Chapter Four 

Work Analysis of Traditional Smithery 

4.1 General Description of the Nature of Traditional Smithery in Aksum 

The traditiona l smithery in Aksum, the way of acquiring th kill , a \ II a 111 ( t th l11it hcI) 

knowledge is traditional. In present Aksum, smithery i pril11aril an 

also a sc ience and art. The historical roots go back to Ak umite and pI' -I\k umit ci ili za ti n ' . 

Every traditional smith whether he/she is a blacksmith, j welry- mith r litur Ii ·, 1- l11ith , \carns 

the skill sometimes from hi s/ her neighbors and friend a a re ult or ' ia li zati n rrc III 

chil dhood and gets materials that have impoltance in the wh I pr ce rr 111 hi /h r r lali c: ( r 

fri ends. Thi s type of leaming is common among most traditional l11iLh Ki , Ki7 and I . , 

Aksum, February 16, 17 and 18, 20 ll ). For example, ilverl11an ) Lat ' th t, 

"traditional craftsmen in Ethiopia acquired their peciali z d knowl d b b 'cr in' (.I n I 

imitating thc actions offamily members and friends." 

Tradi tional smiths are expected to know the whole proce s of the w rk b au th arc n t 

cooperating with each others. They consider their work as a hidden w rk. m timc the ar 

not even ready to share their skill and knowledge with their clo e relati es (F I , k ' um , 

February 15 and 25, 201 1). 

So, every smith is expecteu to have the knowledge to involve him- h r elf completely in the 

whole process, independently of others. Every smith is expected to ha e the knowl dgc and 

experience of the historical past and of the technical processes of the pre ent. Liturgical l11ith 

(Ki5 and kiJ3; Aksum, February, 15 and March 2, 2011) are also avaI f th n ce it )' f 

historical and religious knowledge for their art and aesthetic xpre ion \ hen th d ign no 
f 

decorate their work. Moreover, the work is also influenced by indi idual cr ati it , cap a it 

innovation, the use of different tools and the understanding of the work proce . 

f I b . r t' n f w rk , \. rk pIa '. 
An analysis of the work usually includes division 0 a or, p cIa lza I . 

economic ac ti vities, etc. In the study area, most of the mith ar ding at h 111. 111 th r ' 
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also are do ing in their shops. Wallman (1979: 12) write that, " in m \ rk i '10 el y 

identi fied with a particular place that the place becom the mean per~ rmanc ." 'I hi 

applies to the work areas of traditional jewelry -and liturgica l- mith . Th rkin c rca 

jewe lry and liturgical smiths' key info rmants look r a I pr pared 

to perform a specific work. Children and stranger are not all ow d t nt r th rk rca, ith 

some excepli ons concerning the wife ' s and chilelren' s participati n (Ki4, Ki5, i i , Ki I I an I 

Ki 12: Aksun1 , February 2011 ). 

In all types of traditional smithery, there is a division of labor that includ hildrcn' and ife" 

participation. Of course, all societies practice at least some di vi i n f lab r by x and a lC 

(Platter 1989:3 18); what anthropologists, along with other in neighb ri n J Ii ip linc, havc been 

di scovering is that men are only partial economic providers. 

In addition to that, the participation of women and children in the tradi ti nal mithery pI" 

very common and important. Without women's and children's parti cipali n, peciall y in th I st 

wax casting technique, it is nearly impossible to fini sh a work alone. The di i 'i n f la r (j nd 

the nature of Ethi opian crafts can be seen in the work ofCassier (1975:105), whi h give ' I11 C 

addi tional hints about the metalwork in the following way: "Th th i pian arti an i a 

hand worker; hi s tasks are organized like a SOli of famil y enterpri se, ba eel on the ecul ar meth d 

that his parents transmitted to him." For example, in blacksmiths' familie , th re i a el i i i n of 

labo r bet\veen fa ther and son; they can be seen heating the fire with a pair of bell ow , bea ti ng r 

filing down the metal. Even though most traditional smiths are male, 1 found two women in the 

study area engaged in traditional smithery as full time workers. One of them to ld her li fe hi t ry 

in her words about, how she became jewelry smith: 

1 was born in Asba village near Aksum. During my childhood, 1 work d in pOl/ery 
wilh my 1110lher. At the age 17, I married a gold- and silver- milh who /iv d in 
Aksul11. Then I helped my husbandfor many years jn our home. nforlunalely, my 
husband suddenly died. At this time, 1 had five children. I wa fr uslrated and 
anticijJated a serious economic crisis. During this time some people came 10 our 
home and told me 'we gave an order for your husband to work 1/115 and that 
jewelty ' Then I said to them 'come tomorrow and I will check it. ' 1 had fo und I/p 

. . ' . ' d Th I d 'd d to finish the obiect . and 1 fin i h d obJecls }II /uch were 11.01 jimshe . en eCI e . ' ".I • 

Ihem in two days. I feared that they would accept It or not. Then Ih y al71e and J 
. ~. h Ii' 'h d the n ' They appre laled Ihe obJecl scnd. '1" ortunately he already as . mls e I " . 
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and gave me 200 birr. From that lime on 1 became a old-and i/v ' r- IIlith. A.' 
Y0 1l see nuw, I can. work bracelets, ear picks (meokoki), n ' ck/ I . '.' (hab! ) , 
earrtngs (kutucha), rtngs (katim) , etc. 

(Ki7; Ak um ebruar 24, 20 I I 

This indica tes that even though tradit ional smi thery in Aksum i d min I d b men ' rk, i r the 

opportunity is opened and the local perception is changed, it i po ible t find \ m n en )aged 

in thi s wo rk. Of course, I heard that some women can work with th ir hu band in th ir h m , 

but the income and fame is only given to their husbands and son . 

Murray (c ited in Wallman 1979: 12) states that the most cO.mmon eva luati n r rk by the pia e 

in which it is done pertains to the place in which women mI n n w rl , wh til ' r 111 

"traditional" or "modern" societies: home-centered work, hou ehold pI' du ti n and h rk 

are defined by the place of performance of women and are economicall y under alued metimc 

give n no fo rmal economic value at all. 

The traditional smiths in Aks um are doing their work in their home. But thi im plic the PI ) 'ill: 

of the above idea of work analysis. First, the work is traditionall y dominate I by males. 'c nd , 

their economy is stronger than other activities. So, it is important to undet .. tand thi w rk in it 

specific sett ing. 

As Wall man (1979: 13) wri tes, "some work is appropriate onl y to particular kind of p pie, 

either the ' real' requirements of its perfo rmance demand strengths, skills or talent that they n I y 

have, or because it is restricted by custom, by right or obligation to a parti cu lar social cat g ry." 

Of co urse, the primary cause of the existence of traditional smithery a work- p cialization a a 

group performance has historical reason. But traditional smiths in Aksum incl ude what 

(1979: 13) li sted as background : cause of specialization of work as ' r ai' r qui remenl 

all man 

r it 

perfo rmance demanding strengths, skills or talents, and because it also i r stricted b cu I m 

and by right or obligation to particular social categories. 

Traditional smithery in the study area can be understood as a work fu ll of ri k . ome milh key 

informants told me that physical injury can happen at any stage of the \ ork . eriou injul,) an 

I 
.' tl etal when c mpari ng tll PI' babi lity 

a so happen especia lly during meltmg and hammenng 1e JTI , 

of risk, it is common among blacksmith, liturgical smiths than je\velr mith . Th am 
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in formants 'aid that their health statu is not good' the b Ii lhat lhi i a r ' ult 

time ex posure to fire without any protection, A are ult of thi , udd n d alh i ' n am n' 

them (Ki 5, Ki 7, Ki9 and KilO; Aksum, f ebruary 20 11 ; F I, Ak um, ru r I nd _ , 

20 11), 

4.2 Types of Traditional Smiths in Aksum 

There are three types of traditional smiths in contemporary Ak um : th 

I iturgica l-sm i ths and jewelry-smiths, 

arc bla k- ' J11 ilhs, 

Black smiths are those who are engaged in producing ax , i kl , hammer 1 1 u 'h hare, and 

tool s that may be used by other smiths (Ki8 and Ki9; Ak um, ebruar 2 II " I, ksum , 

February 15 and 25, 2011). 

Liturgica l-smiths are those who are producing objects important fi r th ' hurch su h a ': 

(zem./i) , pri est and deacon crowns (aklil) , proces ional cr e (kew 1m; l'/1'sk ,1 , hand 'ros 'l':s 

(edr! meske/), staff finials (mekamyia), si strums (tesnastil), etc (Ki 5 and Ki 1 ; kSLlm , I· 'b ru <l ry, 

and March 2011 ; FGD1 , Aksum, February 15 and 25, 2011). 

Jewelry-smiths are those who are producing beads (alba) , earring (kuluc:ha) , ring kal im , 

necklaces (hub/e), ear picks (m eakaf...i) , neck crosses (nay k ad me 'kef), and hair pin (we/bo 

(Ki4, Ki6, Ki7 , KilO, K11 , Ki12 and KiD ; Aksum, February and Mar h 2 1 I; F DI , k 'um, 

February 15 and 25 , 2011), 

Those three specializations are not clearly demarcated, especially in the ca e r th e h are 

prod ucing liturgical objects, and those who are producing jewelry. om ti me, lilurgi al mi lh ' 

can work processional crosses or other obj ect for anybody who ask fo r th m. h e gr up ar' 

more or less exhibiting differences in technology, skill, knowledge, eeon 111 and tatu , 
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4.2.1. Blacl{smiths 

The bl ac ksmith technology 111 contemporary Aksum I' a I'elatl' ely . Im ple t hn I ) ' , \ hen 

compared with jewelry-smiths and liturgical-smiths' technolog la k mith U ' ir n nl f r 

making axes. Imives, and different agricultural tools. TIley al'e c.. ' b l3 1.1 In nu m r. ut hi l ri ·a ll) . 

they had a very important contribution for that area. 

A lot of maleri al evidence came to the knowledge of the cientific c mmunit fr me ea ali ns 

at Aksum . Previously, the iron was locally obtained, as Mum - Hay (19 1:17_ 'latc : "s Li re's 

of iron orc were apparently fairly common in Tigray." It wa m Ited an u 'cd ~ r if'fc rcn t 

purposes, as Phillipson (2000:405) states: "Iron knives, tri angul ar and blad d 

hammerheads that were excavated in Aksum." 

> 

Among the tools of the liturgical smiths (where I conducted pal1ieipant 

February and March 2011), I found different types of material s made by I al 

k ' LlIl l, 

tool s help to make other tools in the processing of liturgical and jewe lry bj ets. Thi \ as n ' 

type of the traditional blacksmiths' contribution. This may be different fr m ther black miths 

found countrywide. This type of technique seems to have a long hi t ry and wa one [ th 

preconditions for the production of other smithery as it has been known for thousand f y ars. 

For example, in the study area, the blacksmiths produced different type r hammer (117 Jdos!w) 

for different purposes. In addition to this, the hammer was also used for the preparati on [ merel­

mslli and meret-cowrry. The anvil locally made by local blacksmiths, is call ed mes/n. Th 

literarily meaning of mesfn is feudal, it is used to hammer any metal and the nam also indicat 

their unlikeness to the feudal system. Weska (photo one) is an iron tool that help to re hape nd 

decorate materials and is usually used for sistrums and other function . Mebred i an ir n fil 

that helps to modify and decorate metal. It is also used for sharpening materi al . Mozen a quare 

a material used to measure angles and lines. The main function of mozen i to help de ign n 

wax and is used to measure angles and lines. It is an iron compass to mea ur circle in \ ax l' 

on the metal. Menekesha (photo two) is a group of small metals u ed ~ r mbalming an I 

decorating the metal , muzevvhi (photo three) is used for ductile material . II the m tal bj l 

were made by local blacksmiths and other smiths and still exist to some ext nl. 
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These materials are still common among the liturgical mith and pr vi al mm n 

among jewelry smiths . By doing this, until recentl y, Ak umite black mith ar r mark able in 

preserving so much of their ancient traditions. 

Photo One: Weseka 

Photo by: The researcher (February 20, 2011 Aksum) 

This instrument (Photo one) which is called weseka, is made from iron by black mith almost 

unchanged since 100 years. This instrument is used to shape different large materi als e I ecia ll 

for mekomya (sistrums), hand crosses and processional crosses. 

Photo Two: Menakesha 

Photo by: The researcher (February 20, 2011 Aksum) 
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These three tools, called menakesha are used to embl d d ' em an ecorate th m teri al after ca t i ng 
it into metal. These materials are made from iron by blackslTII·th , metime b liturgica l and 
jewelry sm iths themselves. Each menakesha has its . ~ . ulllque {Unction. or xampl , a menekes/w 

cal led hasfll va is used to produce many dots at one time. Tile otller mm n lI1enuke ·hu i . LI 'cd 
as a pencil to draw pictures on the metal. 

Photo Three: Mezzewhi 

Photo by: The researcher (February 21, 2011 Aksum) 

This materi al is made by local blacksmiths and other smiths since 100 yea r . Thi i call ed 

mezzewhi used to shape the metal long and wire like. But now, this material is replaced by a 

machine, a metal forming instrument called rolling mill used for wires. 

Sometimes, blacksmiths are engaged with repair of iron material including car , mill and thcr 

machines in the town. Contemporary blacksmiths in Aksum employ only a fi 'iI' implment ""h ich 

consist mainly of charcoal (}ham) , menjihia made of goat skin (bellow) hammer and an il 

(mes/n) , large and small pliers (gutaets). They often use a piece of flat iron as an an it. In 

addition, implements such as iron files (mebred) are used to sharpen and modify the blad f 

kni ves and sickles. This indicates that tbey use only a small stock of working in trument . Th· 

charcoal is a special type of charcoal called faham Ie hay whicb mean : charcoal mad frolll the 

{ahay tree. This type of charcoal burns a long time before it turns to ashes. Thi help b au e 
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l 

iron needs a stronger heat than other metals (Observation, Aksum, March 20 11 ; Ki8 and Ki9; 

Aksum, February 17 and 18, 2011). 

The basic technique of the blacksmiths in Aksum is similar to the familiar method beatino or 
I:> 

squeezing the metals into the designed shape, and iron was softened by heating it hot in a fire. 

The blacksm ith uses iron anvil and beats the iron into a shape with a hammer. The work i very 

similar, even identical , to other blacksmiths' work. For example, what Simoons (1960: 181 ) 

wrote about blacksmiths of North West Ethiopia is very similar to what I aw in Aksum: 

The smith usually starts his vllork in the cool of the early morning, and sometimes 
Horks .lor the entire day. He builds his charcoal jire in a circular pit about one 
fool deep and one or two feet in circumference. The pipe ends with two bellows 
placed dOl'm at one end of an iron pipe which extends underneath to the charcoal 
.lire. An apprentice operates the bellows, one in each hand, moving them 
rhythmically up and down. The iron to be worked is buried in the hot coals of the 
fire and the bellows are operated for five minutes or so until the iron is red hot. 
Then the smith picks up the iron with long pincers and places it on an anvil while 
he either pounds himself or holds it while someone else pounds it with a heavy 
hammer. Ojien, fwo men or boys pound the iron in turn or with alternating blows, 
When the iron cools, it is replaced in the fire and reheated. To bend the end ofa 
hoe or p low point, the smith stretches the iron between two rocks and pounds it 
down, 10 make holes in the implement. He places a small iron plate with a hole in 
it on the anvil, places the red-hot implement over it, and then pounds it with a 
hamrner and chisels it until a roll isjarmed above the hole in the plate, 

Confirm wi th (Observation, AksLlm, March 2, 2011; K8 , Aksum, February 17 and 19, 2011 ), 

Blacksmiths, v,rhen they produce agricultural tools with the same ancient technology, the produce 

does not show any change. For example, Merid Weldearagay (1983: 16.) states that this situation 

shows: "Agricultural technology, in particular, remained unchanged for millennia." 

Of course, agricultural tools in rural Ethiopia are still unchanged, but other materials made by 

blacksmiths that are very important for other smiths are found at the last stage of extinction, The 

tools such as: weska, mebred, menekasha, anvil, hammer, iron compass, formerly made by 

traditional smiths, are now replaced by imported ones. 

Th ' . h' 'thery is the change in getting the iron e other most Important aspects concermng t e Iron sml 
. f It'ng various iron ore. Blacksmith key SOurce. Iron smi thery started from the discovery 0 sme I 

informants told me that in the past the forefathers produ~ed iron from hammed hasten, which 
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means Iron ore which came from Medbay, a place 5 km orth W t of k urn . But the 

contemporary blacksmiths do not know where the hammed hasten (iron or ) i I cated there and 

they are even astonished of how their grandfathers were abl to melt th iron b u ing bell ows 

(Mencifh) (Ki8 and Ki9; Aksum, February 17 and 18, 20 II ). 

This indicates lost of iron mining and the change in acces ing iron ourc . Thi happ ned a a 

result of the intrusion of Italy in Eritrea. During that time, iron was ea il y obtained at a cheap 

price . In addition to that, the new iron was very easy to get r -u ed fo r mak ing different tYpL: ' of' 

tools. The iron was imported in the form of utensils and differ nt 'par part of Id ca rs. 

Compared with the traditional mining, the availability of iron as pare part and old meta l bj ct 

was very easy. In the fieldwork mining of iron from iron ore ha totall y di appeared. In 

contemporary Aksum , the source of iron is old cars and different type of military weapon . 

After a 14 year lasting struggle, the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLr) took co ntI' I f the 

entire northern Ethiopian Province of Tigray in 1989 (Young 1997:81 ). During the civil war, 

some of the blacksmith participated by repairing and maintaining the weapon . One or the 

blacksmiths key informants told me that during the civil war, one Beta-l rael black mith nea r 

Selekleka place around 30 km West of Aksum, could even produce guns by hi own (Ki8: 

Aksull1. February 17, 2011). 

The long years of civil war and the Ethio-Eritrean war (1998-2000) created a chance fo r the 

availability of different types of iron objects for traditional smiths. Those wars al 0 had a direct 

impact on the source of iron in that area. In one blacksmiths ' home, I saw many llsed military 

weapons as iron source (Ki9; Aksum, February 18, 2011). In addition to that, it also becamc the 

Source of copper and bronze for other smiths. These weapons were coli cted by them clve 

during the civil war and the later war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. Sometime, the weapons are 

bought for a few Birr. The blacksmith, the liturgical smith and jewelry mith do not u e the 

weapons directly . First, they neutralize the weapon and make it ready for re-u e. But ol11etime, 

it outbursts and kills or inj ures the smiths (Ki8 and Ki9 ; Aksum, February 17 and 18. 20 I I; 

FGDI , Aksum, February 15 and 25 , 2011). 
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Moreover, in recent times, the replacement of agricultural tool made by traditi nal mith. b 

imported facto ry products is very high. Contemporary black mith larg I ar ngageei in 

maintaining and repairing agricultural and other iron tools. A a re ult, mo t of' til bla I Illi ths 

leave their work and shift to other types of economic acti viti uch a trad, liturgica l and 

jewelry smiths (Ki9; Aksum, February 18, 2011; FGDl , Ak um, Februar IS and 25 20 11 ). In 

the fi eld , 1 fOLlnd onl y a few people engaged in black smithery. I al 0 founei them a jewelr 

smith with a blacksmith background. One jewelry smith informant sa id th r, !lowing: 

I was hurn in Asba near Aksum. My father was a blacksmith ma () funner. '0, / 

helped myfamity by participating infarming and smithery. Then during the Derg, 
Ijoined the J 978 military and served/or many years. And 1 returned II1d tried to 
live os a blacksmith, but 1 could not get enough income. In the middle of this, / 
married the daughter of a silver-smith in Aksum. This changed my life and / 
sturted to learn the skill and knowledge of gold-and silver-smith ' 's work f rom my 
fa ther-in- la w. Now I am working gold and silverjewelries and even my son learnt 
ji'017l me and he has opened a small shop in Addis Ababa. 

(Ki9; Aksum, February 17, 20 I )) 

The above example shows the shift of work from blacksmith to liturgica l-and jewelry- mith a a 

result of marriage and economic reasons. This type of shifting is now very c mm n III k L1I11 . 

4.2.2. Liturgical Smiths 

Liturgical smiths are mostly related with the production of church object. The pri ma ry 

technique to produce those church objects is known as lost wax casting technique. The Ak 'um 

Mary of Zion church contains many precious objects produced by thi tedll1 ique. Brus (1975:8) 

summari zes lhe hi story of Aksum Mary of Zion Churches with mass of crown as fo llow: 

As Christ ianily spread, churches were built, the most important of which wa ' the 
Cathedral 0/ Sf. Mary of Zion at Aksum. Not only was this church once the 
coronation site for Ethiopian sovereigns, but, as it was the custom fo r each ruler 
to have a new crovlln made for his coronation and for the crown of his 
pred('cessor to be p reserved, the cathedral also served as a treaswy for 

coronation crowns. 

The lost wax casting technique is also applicable in jewelry smither , but rec nll y it i in the 

. h a e srah Megaze- rah i a te hnique process of replacement by other techl1lques suc as meg z - . 

that lIses smull saw and other tools mainly in producing small neck-cro and mall j " Irie. 
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This method seems what Hecht et at. (1990:7) explain a "an th r m th d, u d with me 

processional crosses, hand crosses and even neck-cros e ... . t trac th image 

a sheet of the metal and then to cut or punch it out. e ros e made b thi te hniqu are thi nner 

than ones made by the lost wax method." 

Lost wax casting is locally called naysmii-srah, which literally mean : work r wax . he gcneral 

process or lost wax casting is a technique for making a unique object by ca ting it in m Iten 

metal. McKay (1974: 36-38) writes that, "the cire perdue or 10 t wax meth d of" ca tin J i ' an 

anc ient art and it has a long history." 

Th is techn ique is a general process of wax replacement by gold sil ver, c pp r, br nz , ctc. The 

process of the lost wax gold technique is very complex. In cont mporary k L1I11 , m timc ' the 

preparat ion of wax from honey is also part of thi s technique. 

The general process of the lost wax method seems the fo ll owing a d cri b d by IIecht ct al. 

(1990:7): 

Most of the early processional crosses were made in the lost wax rnethod. The 
image was firs t made on wax. This was then covered with the .fine clay, leaving 
twu channels or openings. The clay was heated so that the wax melled and ran 
oul. The empty core 0/ the backed then had the negative shape of the eros ·es. 
AjierllJards the molten melal was poured into this mould. Once the melal cooled 
and sel; the clay mould was broken. Then every cross made in this way is unique. 

Lost wax casti ng is very common for liturgical objects, but is especially we ll-known fo r different 

designs of crosses. Even though lost wax casting as a general technique i kn wn in other part r 
the ""'orld. it seems that the lost wax technique using for more complex de ign r church obj 'ct 

is more common in Ethiopia. Perczel (1981:52) puts the particularity of the Ethiopian 1 t \ a, 

techn ique for complex designs in the following way: 

The metal cross produced by lost-wax casting is a significant traditional art fo rm 
in Christian Ethiopia, and its infinite variety and distinct decorati ve chara ter are 
particular to Abyssinia. This does not appear to have been the case, for 10 I-wax 
cost ing lI 'QS not used to produce emblems or ornaments in early MediI rranean 
art, and, further, the cross was not a Significant/arm in the Greco-Roman world. 

Another casting technique practiced among traditional liturgical mith i th u e fmltn 

metal poured in holes in SlOne or clay molds and recentl y they u cem nl la m ul d and 
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sands. When the metal becomes solid, it would take the shape of the f lh mid. Thi 

type of ca ·ting helps to produce one object many time. om time , ell -d i Ined an I m Id 

casling use as a machine to produce one design many time. But I t wax a ting i u cd nl 

for one time (Ki5 and Ki 13 ; AksulTI , February 13 and March 2, 20 II ; Participanl b cr ali n, 

Ak urn. March 4, 20 11 ). Comparing it with other casting techniqu f i t va ca tin J Greer 

(2009: 15) slates that, " it played a large step forward in the metal casting indu 11' " 

4.2.3. Jewelry Smiths 

.Jevvelry smiths arc those who produce earrings (kutucha) , rings (katim) ncckl cc (hah/e), car 

picks (meo/wki) , neck crosses (yeksad meskel) , and hair pin (weleba), differ nl lype F kir 

(upper ea r deco ration), zebto (circle like decoration usuall y put in the middl r the n ck 1'( .), 

includ ing bead decoration (albo). 

In Tigray culture, wedding ceremonies without some of the above menti oned jewelri are n I 

common. The bridegroom's family gives jewelries to the bride and thi vent i ca lled me ·h!arn . 

During the wedding ceremony, the relatives of the bridegroom ay: inlay amfseki l1abzi zeza ;::0111 

yshlmuk; work ihabsh aleowo, which means "why are you searching in thi home and th y houl d 

prai se yo u \-v ith guld of habsha." This may show that the giving of j welri s i cul tura ll y 

appropri ate and highly va lued (Ki I: Aksum, February 19,2011 ). 

Most of these jewelries are made by local smiths. Generally, the task of trad itional j we lri es 

smiths is dong by order and sometimes they look for the market tlu'ough relat i e and fri end . 

Some of lhel11ll1ay have their gold and silver shop, and others work in their home. 

Some of the metal objects are more than decorative objects. For example kalim (ring) i 

primarily used for the decoration of fingers. But kalim also uses for the ymbolic meaning when 

yo ung people avow in fi'ont of their families and relatives to stay tog th I' for all of their liIl 

(Ki3: Aksul11 . February 12, 201 J). 

In Aksum, there are two liturgical smiths who can make crowns and priests h ad d 

(aklil) (Ki5 and Ki 13 ; Aksum, February 21 and March 2, 20 II) . But the ontemporar 

oration 

elr 

smiths onl y make wedding jewelry and decorating jewelry. The j elri 

Usually measured in a few grams. Large objects such as: processional I' 
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crosses are not made by jewelry smiths (Ki4, K6, Ki7 and Ki 10' Ak um F ~ bru r , I , 16 and 

17.20 II ; FG Dl Aks um February 25, 2011 ). In addition to that, the jew Ir 'mith d not kllOw 

how the lost wax casting is done. The tools that are important for making 1< rge bje t · urc n t 

ava il able in their working area. One jewelry-smith key informant told m that h d e n t ha e 

an idea of how the lost wax casting technique is practiced. But he i v ry kill ed in hi mithcr 

(Ki 1 0; Aksum, February 2011). 

Compared with blacksmiths and liturgical smiths, the jew Iry smith arc 111 re ex p 'cd t 

"modern" metal tecbnology. Most oftbem are businessmen and hav g Id and 'il vcr h p ' . The 

instruments they use are made in foreign countries. But still the u e compa , twcezer (gigar), 

flat pliers (deblb l-kisaj), pointed pliers (tsjh-kisaj) , bow-sa~s (medeghe) , ma ni fying gla (Iins) , 

rOLind ring trib let (kalim mesrhi), and hammers (medosha) are in u e. 

In addition to that, some of their skills and knowledge seems adopted recentl y and aff'cctcd by 

those imported tools. Of course, the change started before many year. E'or xample, h jnacki 

(1966:5) gives the similarity with other parts of the world as fo llow: " peciall , il ver fili gree 

work, of some resemblance to that of the Middle East, has attained a hi gh tandard f 

perfection. " 

Perczel (1981:54) gives the same idea about changes of jewelry smith and their kill and 

knowledge as fo llows: 

Originally employed by silversmiths for making jewelry, applique and filigree 
methods ll'ere adopted jor the manufacture of neck crosses 0/ which the 
traditionul surface patterns consist of interlaced bands and engraved mottis. 
Twisted wire and beaded ornaments are common characteristics of Ihe more 

recent applique types. 

They also use an imported instrument called zewhit-tekaait, an instrument used for ducti lit that 

allows to be pulled or stretched into a wire, and to be malleable and squeezed into a h t. Tho 

are the common characteristics of metal that can be formed into a number of u eful hape 

without break ing or cracking (Observation, Aksum, March 2011). Tv 0 important rking 

Prop ·t· f I d '1 ' d lleability This work is done b th zwahil-Iekaiil el les o · meta are uctl Ity an ma . 

instrument. In addition to that, menC!lhi (bellows) are now totall ab ent and are r pl ac I b 

r; h f ction a mena(h. It i made in Italy j orllja. Fo/"uja is a manual machine that serves t e sanle un 
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and Ge rm311 Y· The oi l lamp that was commonly u ed by jew Ir mith nd u 'cd l j in difTer nl 

parts of melal objects is also replaced by an electric machin (Ki4 and 1 : k um, arch 

20 I I), 

4.3 The P"ol:ess of Lost Wax Casting in Present Aksum': by Takin J One ilvCf' Hand r'Os ' 

as an Exa mple 

4.3. I Prepat'a tion of Wax (Semaii) 

In thi s pa rt most of the info rmation was gathered from my dir ct parti ip ti 

in Aksu1l1. February and March 2011, 

The type of wax used for this technique is the yell owish wax. Fir t fr m th 

c sling 

honey ca ll cd sc/el water is boiled and added to the seJeJa fter me minut an I p urcd inlo Ih l: 

holl ow object that contains water. When pouring boiled wat r into that jar n ' mu t usc a '1 til 

like ti ssue called kisha in order to prevent dirty from the boiling wat r. Aft r a h rt tim " the.; 

wax is taken out of the water. This is Llsually done by ·all member [ the [am il y includ in ' 

women and children , After this procedure, the wax ean be stored fo r a I ng tim and i ready G r 

use at any time. 

4.3. 2. Designing of metal sample in wax 

Photo Four: Designing of metal sample in wax 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksul11 , February 25, 20 II ) 
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This tep is to prepare a good quality of wax dependin n th IZ lh plann I bj , ·t. ·1 he 

most common type of preparing wax for de igning the m tri al i pr par 'd lik il7f!, ' /'U then 

reshnped nnd prepared with the help of an instrument ca lled mehkeki 'mii, kni f' -like t Imnle 

from iron. The design is made primarily with a tool, mekrlse 'mii, (p n e I I m d ' f'r 111 

metal). In designing the wax, it is also common to u e mazen whi ch m a ur th p r ~ t angle . 

and a metal com pass fo r measuring circles. After th de ign i fini hed, I , 111 11 '{J(: / IO , 

must be prepar~d at the top of the wax which servc a op 11 place t h Ip ' I1 t ' I' th melted metal. 

Then it is co \ered with clay. 

Photo Five: Designed wax upper part Photo IX: 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, Februar 27 2 I J) 

Designing wax for a cross is done separately. The most common type of de igning is t trea t thc 

parts separately, the upper part, middle part, and bottom parr. The e thr part are epamtcly 

designed, covered by clay and melted independentl y. 

Photo Seven: The bottom pal1 of the cross ready to be covered with cia 

Photo by: The resemcher (Aksum, Februar - 2 I I 
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4.3.3. Preparing the Clay 

The clay is known as mer<!l mslIi , which means clay of the image. Thi clay me from I/.g i-

Hasera, a small mountain in Aksum. The clay is brougi1t by children under tr i ecrc) , t 

preserve the secret where the clay is found. Then the clay is prepared in a a and 

covered with the Inslli (designed wax). In the final preparation, th clay ca ll d m ' r el l71 \11kal 

(which means that preparation of clay mixed with cotton and animal wa Ie pr du I ) and 

repeatedl y b(;at on stone by a hammer. This is entirely the task of w m nand hi ldren 

(Observation; Aksum, March, 2011 ; Ki5 and Ki 13 ; Aksum, February 16 and March 2 20 I I). 

This preparation of the meret mslli (clay) is based on the main function t pre r 

wax we ll. keep the integrity of the wax design and help to protect the pr bability f crackin , an I 

suddenl y breaking of the clay when fired and when the melt d metal i P lIf dint th lay. The 

careful process of covering the designed wax by the clay i ~ called mshjan I11slli . "I hi part is d nc 

by the designer ofihe wax. 

Photo Eight: Clay covered with wax called mslii and Photo Nine: Mslii with its m uth ca ll I 

mewacho 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 1, 2011) 
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4.3.4. Mjla" (Melting) the Metal and Poured to the Clay 

Thi s is th e last stage of lost wax casting, called niflah (melting . Thi i the pr " 

rep lacement of wax by gold, silver, copper, bronze, etc. At thi 

melt the wax from the clay and empty it. Then it melt the metal in th 

COll'rI )' is also prepared by a local liturgica l smith . The la i u d ~ r 

the lire' t 

0 1 , .,. . I he 

all 'd mer e( 

CO\'\' /"I y. and it comes from the lowland of the Merb Ri ver 'v ry n ar t th b rd 'r r ' ritr a. I he 

clay is brought to the to wn by villagers, but the contemporary traditi nal 'mith 

exact locati on (Ki5 and Ki 13 ; Aksum February 21 and March 2, 20 II ). he 

the 

wilite, but the- color of mert mslli is red. It is used only to prepare cown y. Th pI' I arati n r the 

cown) ' is the same as the preparation of mere! mslii. Then th c wn y i dri d in th sun all I 

sometimes in fi re. But recently the cowrry has been I' pi a d b 'ow!"r 111 de in Iw l) al1d 

Germany (Parti cipant Observation, Aksum March 6, 20 II ; Ki4, Ki 5, Ki and Ki I ' k SLIITI , 

February 20 11 ). Then they are pouring the melted metal into the mslli immed iatel . J\fter m ' 

minutes break the clay and obtain the metal as designed in th wax (Parti ipant 

Aksum FebruJry 9. 2011) . 

Photo Ten: Locally made coV\wry Photo Eleven: The melting proce with th h Ip f traditi nal 
cowrry 

PhOTO by: The researcher (Aksum, March 9, 20 II 
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Somet imes. il may not be successful in the last tage. Thi s i ca ll d megudalmslii \ hieh mean ' 

failure in the las t stage) . So mjlah, is usually conducted in a very il nt r m: an U" 11l 'c r I ' 

trier ly forbidden to enter at this stage. Us ually mjlah i conducted with pr parmi n f me ' n 

of ceremony such as coffee and sometimes preparation of food by slaught rin a h n, heep r 

goat Thi s ce remony is believed to create a good condition fo r mjlah and minimiz m?,od d 

(Observati on. Aksum, March 9, 2011 ; Ki4 K5, K6 and Ki I 0; k um r bruar I , 17 anJ 18 

2011 ). 

Photo Twelve: The metal after having replaced the wax to joining different pan 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 12, 2011 ) 

Then the metal is given its final shape; it is made completely by hand or by u ing onl y imple 

tools. 

Photo Thineen and Photo Fourteen: Show the fi nal result of the hand cro s 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 18, 2011) 
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4.4. Local Knowledge and Mflash 

mithery in Aks ul11 is done based on the cumulated knowledge v r a I ng p ri I. P pie in thm 

profession have knowledge about the nature of metals copp I' : ni k'l , 

bronze, etc. Most of the traditional smiths can easily identified lem nt \. ith Lit LI in' fire I' a 'id 

ex periments (Ki4. KiS and Ki6; Aksum, February 13 and 16 20 I I) . • I' xa mpl '. i th ' el Jl1ent 

has all attrcteti ve yel low color, brightness and a certain weight, it i ) Id (Parti oil Hilt 

Observati on, Aks Llm, March 3, 2011 ). 

They are also awa re of the melting degree of each element. Mo t liturgi al and jew II' k ° 

informants put the elements in a chronology based on the melting point in a relati man ner. The 

foll owing chl"Ono iogy is the common knowledge of local mith ab ut th m Itin nature r 
elements. From the lowest to the highest melting point relati vely tand il er, g Id , 

nickel, and iron. This chronology fits with the scientil:i c truth of the m Itin ' pint r 'aeh 

element: sil ver (962), go ld (1064), copper (1083), nickel (1453), and ir n ( I 

Celsius (Ki4 K5 , K6, and Ki7; Aksum February 13 , 16 and 17,2011). 

) in I, ' I' 'C 

This kno\-vlcdgc is very important to join different parts of large object . J. r ample, if the 

obj ect is only silver, it is important to alloy it with nickel that helps to rai e the m Iting pint and 

it resists to fire jo in the different pa11s. 

When joining different parts, the traditional liturgical and jewelry mi th u e a mi xture r 
different elements called melsbek. This helps in joining two parts; mel 'bek h uld melt b ~ I' 

the two pal1s do, and this joins them. This is prepared with the full knowledge in meta ll urg , and 

is usually done under great secret. Among liturgical and jewelry smiths in Ak urn , thi s part f the 

knowledge is the secret of only a few persons. 
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Photo Fifteen: Melsbek (the alloy of diffe rent metals that h Ip t join pa rt il r 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 14, 2011 ) 

Li turgica l smiths know what weight of wax gives what weight of go ld , il r, c pp r, brollz , 

etc. Thi s is very important in lost wax casting because it helps in determining th IZ f the 

cowrry and weight of the metal needed. Lack of thi s knowledge leads t of I ( 

wax casting at the last stage of fini shing, called (megudal) (Ki5 and Ki I J. Ak um, February _ I 

and March 2, 201 I ). 

Mflash (the process of purification of gold and silver) 

Usually elements are found mixed with other elements. The proces of rem vlI1g U\1Jl eCe sary 

items from gold and sil ver is locally call ed mjlash. The primary method of rem ing dirt i ' b 

using fire. This is done by repeatedly melting the elements. Then, finall y, one get pure g lei and 

silver. I observed that 20 grams of "gold" contains 15 grams of pure go ld and that 5 gram f 

copper becomes pure as a result of repeatedly melting and use it with white acid (Patti Ipan t 

Observation. Aksulll March 4,2011 ). 

Sometimes, liturgical and jewelry smiths are also practicing the direct oppo ite of mjla h, al l d 

mdkal. This is done by adding copper to gold and silver melting together in ne cowny. Th 

purpose of this is to increase the weight of gold or silver, and, for economic r a on. ometi me . 

mdkal can be done. because it helps fo r the process oftbe work . For e ample rom pure g Id it i 

very diftic uit to make jewelry; it is better alloy wi th copper. The am a pur ~ 

also diffic ult to join by Ll sing fi re: So, one should add some nickel in rd r t in r 
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point (Ki4, Ki5, Ki6 and Kil3 ; Aksum, February 13 , 16 and Mar h 2. 201 1' I an i irant 
Observa ti on, Aksum, March 2011). 

The most common type of mflash is the use of very dangerou mercur (baz>qa)' lut i n 

carri es fin ely gro unded particles of one over plates covered with mercur . Th i 'an b 

one person in a ve ry far place where children and animal ar a en!. Th 

immediately leaves the area after he puts it into fire. After, that it i h at d in pla tc and b ii ' I 

with a ye ll ow color gas and with its bad smell. This is done repeated ly. ,et pure 

go ld (Participation Observation, Aksum, March 2, 2011). 

The knowlcd ge a traditional smiths in Aksum claims is that it de cend d fr m their an ' ' to r 

called qedamot (forefathers). According to Phillipson (2000:497) m t r the metallul' Ii 'al 

studies of objects excavated from Aksum have yielded information n th di rr, rent t 1 ' S r 
copper all oys and gilds, as well as an alteration of the original I mental c mp siti n, 

corrosion. 

The contemporary liturgical and jewelry smiths in Aksllm know the lemental mp iti n r­

the ori ginal element. For example, they use the element copper for alloy f g Id and il cr, but 

they do not alloy bronze with gold and silver. Because they know that a mall am lint [br n~e 

alloying with gold or silver can have a serious effect on the elements, because g Id and il .,. d 

not contain bronze in the natural composition. To their understanding, gold and il er c ntain 

copper in different proportion. This knowledge agrees with "modern" chemical knowledge. F r 

example, 18 karat gold means, in modern chemistry, a composition of 75% go ld , 10% il er, ncl 

6.5% copper and other elements, The gold also is used for gilding silver or copper. 

4.5. Design and Artistic Expression of Smithery in Aksum 

In contemporary Aksum, the designs and artistic expression of traditional mith are c mm n to 

the liturgical smith and the jewelry-smith, rather than to the blacksmith . The arti ti expr 

and the design of the objects are influenced by pre-Aksumite, Ak umite and later thi plan 

h· t C·' · . I . th des 'lgn and decorati n of 111 tal bi t . 
IS ory. hn stlaI1lty has played a very great ro e !I1 e J 

TI b ' d d . t' e found on k umit in. R li giou le est examples of metalwork deSign an eCOla IOn ar 

ideology had a large influence on the design and decoration on those coin . 
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The main criteria to divide the Aksumite coins into pre-Ch,'" t,'an and h' , , 
n tlan ll i lh d ign 

and the motto written on the coins. The images on the pre-Chri ti an Ak umite 

different writings, signs and images. The Aksumite coins have b com ur 

di fferent types of crosses even after the fall of the kingdom. Munro-Hay (200 : 152) late th 

fo ll owing. "the coins issued by the Chri stian kings of Ak urn over eral nturi ar a ri ch 

ro variety of cross fo rms, including precisely the 'Crusader' and 'Templar 

the European usage of the same form by many centuries, and can b 

temples by Coptic Christians as well." 
en ca rv d n ' I pli an 

In add ition to that, regarding Ethiopian crosses, Hecht et al. (1990: I) tat th t, "th rc is n 

region in the world where the artistic endeavour to repre ent the cro ymbol ha pr du 'cd, 

since centuries, so many flourishing varieties as in Ethiopia." Hecht et al. 1990:8) !'urthcr 

explain that, ··the decoration is incised; pictorial decoration occasionally c ur , In ripti n 

consist mainly of the name and prayers of the individual priest. Some in cripti n give th nam 

of the donor. '· 

Contemporari ly, the sources of designs for liturgical and jewelri es mith are nature an ient 

jewelry, modifying of previous materials. In addition to that the Akswnite obeli k and chur 'h 

buildings are found in some crosses and other liturgical objects (Ki4, Ki5 , Ki6 and Kil3 ; Ak um , 

February 13.21 and March 2, 2011 ; FGDl ; Aksum, February 15 , 20\\), 

Nature provides many opportunities for the design of jewelry. It gets its de igns by c pi ng 

animals, plants and landscapes. For example, kulusha, well known Tigray type of earring eem 

deri ved from gefegfe meskel flower. I found some magazines and books as so urce of de ign in 

liturgical and jewelry smith houses. One jewelry key infom1ant told me that he copie differen t 

photos of metal objects from different magazines and books and he uses them a s urce f de ign 

and sometimes modifies them. The copy of ancient objects or some part of it i a mean of 

a '. ' , '.C' d . I 'th who can copy ancient Ak limite ,CqUllll1g deSIgns and decoratIOn. I lOtln one Jewe ry sml 

d ' . . . Ak March 11 20 11 ' Ki6 ' k lim eSlgn almost perfectly (PartICIpant ObservatIOn, Slim, " , 

February 201 1). 
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Photo Sixteen: Original coin Photo Seventeen: Copied coin 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March .11 , 2011 ) 

The Process of Designing 

The designs of metal objects are various. For example, in the case of larg bj ect ma I in lost 

wax technique, most of the liturgical smiths start the work with a design in mind and fini h the 

design in a long work process. The decoration of crosses and sistrums usuall y ca lled hal'eg, 

include a decoration by complex interrelated different lines and holes that ori ginate in th plant 

vine (Parti cipant Participation, Aksul11, March 2011 ; Ki5 and Ki 13; Aksul11 February 21 and 

March 2, 201 1). 

Photo Eighteen: Design on wax Photo Nineteen: Addition decoration and des ign on metal 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 2 and 14, 20 11 ) 
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The complex designs of crosses, sistrums and other liturgical object n Hla qiddisCJ / ha > 

symbolic and religious interpretations. For example the most common xpre 

and hand crosses represent the bottom part called selLat and the above part r pr nt the IObo /. 

Sometimes the above part of the cross is decorated with the picture of t. Mar and her b'l cd 

son. This is done under strict order of the priests and sometimes the priest 111 with an Id 

crosS and permits to copy its designs. In addition, innovation and modi ficati n f de ign ' are 

made by some talented smiths (Observation, Aksum, March 20 II ; K4 KiS , Ki 6, Ki I 0 and Ki I I; 

Aksum, February 2011). 

4.6. Source of Metal in Contemporary Aksum Town 

When I interviewed a jewelry smith (KII; Aksum, February 19,20 II) about the urce r m tal 

he sa id, "our land is full of many precious minerals including gold. The Qu n f heba t k all 

minerals away from our land." And the Bible tells in 1 Kings (10:2) " h to J ru alcl11 

with a very great train, with camels that bare spices, and very much gold and pr i 

According to the oral tradition of the traditional smiths (FGD1; Aksum, February 15, 2011 ; Ki4 , 

KiS , Ki6, Ki 10 and Kill; Aksum, February 13, 16 and 18, 2011), the availability f gold ar und 

Aksum is the result of a go ld rain. The common oral tradition is that once upon a time "a rai n f 

gold, pearls and si I ver fall at Aksum for eight days and nights." 

In contemporary Aksum, the main source of raw material is the re-us of metal. Mining f 

metals is totally absent. The only source of metal locally found is gold "mining". For example 

gold is found in different parts of Tigray such as around Addi Arbate, Shrarao, Tekeze, . reb 

River, etc. So, jewelry smiths buy a few grams from the local people (FGD 1; k urn, 

15, 201 1). 

bruar 

Th " . h b t '. blacksmith in detail. But in additi n e source of Iron IS already mentIOned under t e su - OplC 
.' 11 11 d b I Ie 'a (part of car) and I'd r th to that the cl ients sometimes come With Iron usua Y ca e a s I 

bl . h only for the ork K8 and Ki ; 
acksmlth what type of object he should make, they t en pay 

AksumFebruary 18 and 19,2011). 
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The primary so urce of silver in contemporary Aksum ' M . · T ' IS ana here 'la haler , It ha , i I ve l' 

purity of 800 karat which means it contains about 80<Y< 'I o pure Sl ver. It ha a ci Jht r 2 '1' m 

(Belai 1987 E.C:44). This silver is usually used alloyed 'th . WI copper. Anoth r m th d r Jainin J 

sil ver is re-using other silver objects (FGDl' Aksum Feb 15 20 , , ruary , II ; Ki4, Ki , Ki . i7. 

Ki I O. Ki II and Ki 13 ; AksLlm, February 13 , 16, 17 18, and March 2 20 II ), 

Photo Twenty and Twenty One: Maria Theresia Thalers as main Source f 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, March 3, 2011) 

The ava ilab il ity of natural silver in the local area is a controversial matter. cording t my 

liturgical smith key informants (Ki5 and Ki13; Aksum, February 21, and March 2, 20 11 fc 

months before I went to the field more than one kilogram of silver was fo und in one i Il ag 

around Aksum. It was the first time that such a large quantity of silver has been found in Ak um , 

This created a hot discussion: Is this silver natural silver or some processed si l er? It i common 

to find processed silver or silver somebody had previously prepared fo r use in a D w gram" f 

Course, l used to search for silver during my childhood, as my friends did, But thi s large quan tit 

of silver was difficult to identify, whether processed by previous smiths or fo und in natur , Then 

some liturgical and jewelry smiths tried to identify it by using fire and acid , But the did n t 

reach an agreement. Some of them said that it is a natural silver and they ex p ct to find m re f 

it. Others said lhat thi s is a processed silver. 

of dir~ r nt 
The most common sources of copper and bronze are imported objects and remain 

types of military weapons. One jewelry key informant told me that during Hail - Iia i . lime 
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peop Ie tried to collect copper wires from telecommunication area by cutting th m. a r ult r 
I· tile informant and his friends were put in prison for one month (Ki4 ' Ak LIIn Februar I 1'1 , t lI S. , 

20 II). 

ickel is gathered in the form of re-used imported objects, like spoons and ~ rk . m ti me, the 

raw material is also found in the form of electric wires. 
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Chapter Five 

5. Status and Social Relationships 

The most common indicators of social status are wealth, prestige and p w r. C rdin J l th ' 

functionali sts, status is one of the key elements used to analyze social r lati n . 

In different societies, the way of acquiring status can be grouped into two. A 

(1907: 19) "statuses that are assigned to individuals automatically, by virtuc r th 

cert ain socially deli ned characteristics, are said to be ascribed. Statu whidl an nl y b wk ' I 

on as a result of demonstrating certain skills or accumulating suffici ent wea lth are aid 1 be 

achieved. " 

Nahu Senay (1998:39) summarizes the status of artisans among the Ourage and hi d finiti )11 f' 

status seems also appropriate for this thesis. Bergel (1962 :20), cited in Nahu 'enay ( I 

defines status as " resting essentially on conception of social honor or esteem which i atta 'hed t 

particu lar styles of life that are pursued by groups of people." I agree with d finition that al 

can be appl ied to the situation in Aksum. 

Regarding the above idea, Merid Weldearagay (1976:5) states that it is common in highl nd 

Ethiopia, hi storically and contemporarily, "to have a number of pejorative term which dri e 

their origin from the word gebir (Geez root for doing or working) which is mainly deri d f'r m 

economic activities." 

Of course, it is not only in Ethiopia, but also common in other parts of Africa, that the talLl f 

smi ths is "low". Especially blacksmiths are the most despised group in mo t parts of fri a. 

Finneran (2003 :427) states that, "this is part of the symbolism of iron working and magi al 

powers that the iron working artisan possesses, seems that this may have a comm n and 

universal foundation. " 

In tl ". . . hIt t ' of smiths is consid r d the am , ut le eXlstll1g II terature, It IS common to find t at t 1e s a us 
th O . . S I lars suggest that thi cIa ifi li n 

IS seems to be loo much of a generahzatIon. ome sc 10 

60 



needs further research. Among those scholars, Silverma~ and Sobarua (2004 :" 

fo llowing to show the status variations among artisans: 

There is a tendency in much of the writing about the.s·e occurpat ' II IOns a 7roups 10 
treat them as a whole. A!any authors suggest that all smiths were treated in the 
same man~er. But eVidence found in travel accounts, hagiographie ', and 
ethnographIes suggests that there may be some variation of stratification amon 7 
the various arfisanai groups. 

t th 

Broadly, the type of smithery can be grouped into two, first practical technology, and nd 

prestige technology. Practical technology of metalwork includes all agricultural t I and Ih' r 

obj ects worked by blacksmiths and prestige technology includes all jewelrie and lit uroi al 

objects. It is also usually better to take into account change and continuity f tatu in Ih 

"modern" vvorld as a result of globalization. Therefore, ,the status of smith hould lak inl 

account the economy. artistic expression of traditional smiths in Aksum. 

Of course, the urban origin of prestigious smiths differs from the rural origin of the black Illiths' 

work in terms of art, economic and religious implications (Ki1, Ki2, KI3 , Ki4, Ki 5 Ki6 Ki8 and 

Kil3 ; Aksum. February 10, 11 , 12, 13,16, 17 and March 2, 2011 ; FGDl , Aksul11, Februar 2 

20 11 ), The spread of the concept of the "evil eye" in Aksum was not inherited from an anci nl 

Aksumite perception and ideology, rather it was the result of the feudal system that emerged 

after the fal l of the Aksumite kingdom. Merid Weldearagay (1976:5) clearly tates thi : 'The 

caste like position which, throughout the centuries, craftsmen have held among t va ri ou 

Ethiopian societies can be understood only in telIDS of the superimposition of a 'primiti e 

culture over the urban and cosmopolitan Aksumite civilization." 

As already mentioned in the previous chapters there are two lines of ori gin of smith , h II' 

genealogical lines show that these two groups were put in different categories, especiall 

Who live in Aksum. Historically, these groups were different, the first one is of urban origin and 

' . . . f'l1 origin and speciali z cI in Speclaltzed 111 church and jewelry objects, the second one IS 0 VI age 

agricu ltural tools and other household objects. They were also different in terms of ta tu , 
. H d b want" belonging t th economy and way of life. The Seyak called the blacksmIth yea Ignor 

co . . h (K3' Aksum F bruar I , 01 1 , I1ll1lon people. One of my informants, a rehglOus teac er, I , 
expl' d "s k are respected becau e the PI' lu , allle the diffe rence between Seyak and Hydeba: eya 
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terials that serve in the church such as: crowns processional c k ma ' rosses, nec r , m k 111 i I 

(staff fini als). fesnastil (sistrums), to praise God." He further explained that: ' h bla k mith 

were neglected until recently; were forbidden to give services in church be au e th 

be lieve that they have the 'evi l eye ' and are considered dangerous to p ople an chur h, unt il 

recently acti ons were taken in order to minimize the fear of the common pe pie t vi I e 
poweL" 

The Beginning of Intermarriage between Smiths and the Expansion of Smithery 

A mentioned in the former paragraph, there are two lines of origin of the traditional mi lh. in 

Aksum. Most of my key informants, (Kil, Ki2 Ki3, Ki7 and KilO; Aksum ebruary I II I 

17 and March 1, 20 11 ), and most FGD discussants, (FGD 1, Aksum, February 15 and 2 2 I I 

told me that the two groups did not intermarry before 100 years. The Seyak intermarried ith th 

clergy engaged in needlework. But the blacksmiths were endogamous. A change cam up a a 

result of di sagreements wh ich happened between Seyak and the needle-work r gr up . n 'r til > 

disagreement for a few years, the lan-Shellamii (Seyak) practiced intermarriag am n I 

themselves. This made it difficult to find culturally appropriate partners becau e in Tigra p' pi 

are not allowed to marry beneath seven descent generations. Then the Jan-Shellamii br ke thi 

norm and mmried up 10 the fourth generation. And the local society said, "mebsow libib /esbih 

which means "narrow marriage of tibib. " This clearly indicates that thi s action chang 'd the 

marriage custom in Tigray from seven to four generations. But this was not a solution and th 

number of traditional Seyak became less and less as time passed. Then the elders of the e ak 

discussed seriously about what should be done, about selecting mates, because tm 

question of survival for them. Then after long discussions, the elders of the Seyak agre d t 

inlemlarry with blacksmith and declared that marriage with blacksmiths is appropriate for lh Ir 

members (Ki4, Ki5 , KilO and Kill; Aksum, February 13, 16, 18 and 19, 20 11 ). 

Afte tl ' . . b Th th'r craftsmanship and their ki ll r lIS, they lIlcreased more and more m num er. en, el 
w, I h" 't 1'n was ver important in th ele a so transferred to their new partners. Fortunately, t IS Sl ua 10 

h' . f the expansi n of old- nd Istory of "modern" Ethiopia, because this created an opportUnIty 0 ' 

sil b . t' went on t thi tim , lh ver-smiths from Aksum to the whole of Ethiopia, as ur amza Ion " 
trad' . . h fi d across Ethi opia In lu in 

ilIonal smiths claimed that the gold- and silver-smlt oun . . 
Eritre ) ' . (K'4 KS Ki lOKi 12 and Ki 1 a onglnated from Aksum. Most informants, I , , ' 

, urn 
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February 13, 16, 18 and March 2,20 11 ), FGD discussant~ (FGDI Aks F b 
' ,urn, ruary 15 and 25 

2011) told me they have relatives in different parts of Eritrea adS d . 
, n u an a go ld-and II r-

1iths In Ethiopia, their relatives are found in Adwa Shere Humera M kiD . sn . , , ,e e e, es Ie, Hawa a, 
Gondar, Bahri-Dar, Adama, Direr Dawa, Dilla and in many other towns. In addition to that, m I 

gold-and silver-smiths fo und in Addis Ababa, including those around piazza, are their r lat i 

The precious metal smithery in "modern" Ethiopian towns seems to have spread from Ak urn . 
For example Simoons (1960: 178) argues that, "silver working skills were introduced t rth 

West Ethiopia in fairly recent times from Aksum, for neither the Agaw speaking people n r 

other ethnic groups of the region know this skill, and even today the majority of il ver-w rk r 

claim to have learned their trade in Aksum." In addition, Silverman (I 999: 186) writ ab LIt 

go ld- and sil ver-smiths tha t they originated from Aksum and spread out to Addi Ababa in the 

following way: "Even today, many, if not most, of the silver-smiths in Addis Ababa com eith r 

from Aks Llm or the nei ghboring community of Adwa." 

During my fiddw0rk 1 observed that marriage unions are common between Aksum and [h r 

towns where go ld-and si lver-smiths are found. Fortunately, during my field-work, I witne d 

marriages of gold-and si l ver-smiths from Aksum to gold and silver smith families found in Add i 

Ababa, Dessie, Mekele, even as far as USA. 

According to traditional smith key info rmants and FGD discussants, the ideology of the "e i I 

eye" was introduced in that area by the Portuguese, The Portuguese Catholics said that "in ou r 

country there are no blacksmiths and God does not love them. The nails with which Jesu Chri t 

was crucified were made by blacksmiths. From that time, it became the ideology of th I cal 

society." (FGDI: Aksllm, February 25, 20 11 ; Ki4, Ki5 , Ki6, Ki7, Ki8, Ki9, KilO, Kil I. Kil2 

andKiI3 ;Aksum, February 10, 11 , 12, 1316, 17 and March 2, 2011). 

In dd" . ' d' 'd Is and groups there are al 0 a ItJon to that ascribed status given by the socIety to m IVI ua , 
othe' . . . 11 d k'b . In this society kibri (mor r I Cfltena to evaluate the status in Tigray socIety ca e I rz. . 
less '. . I ublic opinion is e aluat Jl1g similar with achieved status) indicates that the genera P 
individ , . . . . ' I' t keep or improve hislher taru . uals for their ach ievements and that the mdlvldua tnes 0 , 
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A Ording to Bauer, mentioned in Mulugeta Debalakew (2000"45) k'b ., d fi 
cc . , I rt IS e 'Ined a fo Il " : 

"Kibri is what a man possesses, the product of possessing a numbe f .. 
r 0 component qualltle 

(spirituality, age, political, and so on), having accumulated wealth and heading a iabl 

independent household are two of the most important components." Regarding the ab ve fit ri a 

the traditional smiths have a good status especially tho~e who have a good income, \ h,ther 

liturgical orjewelry smiths. 

Therefore, the status of traditional smiths in Aksum shows differences. The bl acksmith hay a 

relati vely lower social and economic status. In villages around Aksum and in Ak urn it If 

blacksmiths are feared and despised. There are many gossips about the blacksmith that p 

"evil power" and their "evil deeds." The most common assumption of buda in Ak urn i that 

they transfonn themselves into hyenas and eat human flesh. Sometimes, they can kill apr 11 

simply from their home. Their evil power is concentrated in their eye and anyone upon wh m 

the 'gaze ' of buda falls becomes ill or dies. (Ki1 , Ki2 and Ki3; Aksum, February 10, 12 19 and 

March 2, 20 ]1 ~ FGD I, Aksum, February 15 and 25, 2011). One jewelry key informant (Ki ; 

AkslIm, February 1.5 and 2 1, 20 I I) told me that in "Aksum we label each other buda but r r 

others who live arollnd Aks Llm the whole people of the town are considered as buda. 

The jewelry smiths can be considered as a new developing businessmen. Most of them have go ld 

or silver shops. They are very strong in their economic resource. This kind of work attracts man 

people from l1on-smi th origin . This has become one of the main sources of income fo r many 

people in the town. Their status is usually considered higher than that of the blacksmiths (K5, 

Ki6, Ki7 and K1l 0; Aksum, February 16, 17 and 18, 2011; FGD1 , Aksum February 15 and 25. 

20 11 ). 

According to a 76 years old jewelry smith key informant (KI4; Aksum, February 13, 20 II ) \ ho 

told me his experience about social statues seems the following. 

He I • • 11 h . from a blacksmiths fam il 'v\as born Ifl a small vi llaae near Aksum. Genealoglca y, e IS 
Unlik bl " . I:> • • • ~'I d other blacksmiths pia d in e acks111ahs found 11l other parts of EthiOPia, hiS laml y an 
differe . h 1974 Revolution. In other pan f nt Villages of Tigray had their own land before t e 
Eth' . h 1974 Revolution. ot ni l 

IOPla, ownership of land by blacksmiths started after t e 
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blacksmiths, but also the Beta-Israel had their own land in Tigray befi r th R v luti n. Thi 

goes in accordance with the following explanation of Abbillk (1990:40 I ) : 

Only in the Tigray region, v~here .some Beta-Israel group ' seilleel du,.ing {h 191h 
cel1{w y , they ~Jere less restl"lcted m their movements and could sometime get {itle 
to land oj the{r own. But the Falasha were especially known a Ih > era { '/17 11 0 

Northe~n Ethiopia. they d~d the blacksmithery, weaving, tannin , an'd po{{er ! 
work. They were Jorced mto these, locally disdained, occupation. ' hy {hei,. 
Amhara overlords in the 161h and I 71h century. 

Like other blacksmiths found in other parts of the country, they did n t parti cipate in hur h 

ritual s. One informant remembered that during his childhood the black mith w re ' lri etl 

forbidden to parti cipate in church ceremonies and even to enter the church. H ' rem m red, en 

the names or deacons and priests of blacksmiths origin, persons wh parti ipat d in th I 'al 

church for the first time when he was 30. 

He explained also that sometimes there occurred some seriou conflict betw en lh I ca l pe )pl 

and the blacksmiths . The main cause of this conflict is that some loca l p opl laim til'll n 

member of their family has been attacked or died by the power of black mith . Regarding lhi 

conflict happened before many years; the same informant told me the followin g ca e: 

When 1 was young, a group oj people came to our home and said repeatedly to my 
elder hrother: 'ple{{se leave ollr brother, he is in danger and leave him pi ase. 
And my brother became very angry, but he .spoke peaceJul and then he said, 
'Where is he?' and they answered, . he is at home. : Then my brother said: 'lel U ' 

go. Then my brother shot at him and he became a shifla. 

The blacksmith informants said that (Ki8 and Ki9; Aksum, February 19 I nd 18. 20 11 ) befi re 

some years, their incomes were collected in the form of some amount of crops, animal and 

animal prod ucts from the local people. First, the blacksmith sharp n and maintain the 

agricultural tools collecting his reward in the next harvest season (qweii) . The crop \ ere 

collected by the blacksmiths themselves. But I observed that their source of income i al 0 

changed, and by now they collect their income in cash and sometimes the re ei e grain an 

charcoal as a gift. 

D . - h bl k 'ths are attendino r li giou unng my tIeldwork, I observed that t e ac sm! t> 
ann 

bl k . . bl ksmith key informant ob ac -smiths people. Of course, accordmg to one ac 
r ali 11 . m 
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people complain about their participation in church activities and someon in ul t d a bla k 'mi th 

by utterin g: '-you are not to enter into the church, remember your background , r n t equ /. " 

(K i9 ; AksLl t11, February 18,2011)_ 

Still some priests are not happy about the participation of blacksmith in r li gi Ll r i _ Th 

strongly di :,;agree with the participation of people of blacksmiths origin in the hur h and tr l 

hinder their participation. During my fieldwork , one key priest informant (Ki2 - Ak 'um, Februar 

11 and March I, 2011) tried to give me an explanation of the cause of black mith I w r talu 

in the local society and why they should not participate in church activities_ H told m that with 

Judas ex-changed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver. The priest asked me wher th 0 pi 

silver have gone? He cited the Bible (Matthew 27:3-10): 

(2 7:3) Then Judas, which had betrayeth him, when he saw (hal he was 
condemned, repented himself, and brought again the thirty pieces oJsilver (0 (he 
chief priests and elders, ( 27:4) Saying, I have sinned in that I have betrayed (h 
innocent blood And they said, what [is that] to us? see thou [to rhat.j(27:5) And 
he cast dOvlin the pieces of silver in the temple, and departed, and wenl and 
hanged himself( 2 7:6) And the chiefpriests took the silver pieces, and .·aid, il is 
not I(/w/u/ 10 put them into the treasury, because it is the price 0./ bluod. (2 7: 7) 
And rhey look counsel, and bought with them the potter 'sfield, to bwy stranger ' 
in. (2 7:8) Wherefore that field was called, the field oj blood, unto Ihis doy. (27:9) 
Then was fulfilled that which was spoken by Jeremy the prophet, saying, And they 
took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of him that was valued, whom they oj the 
children of Israel did value,' (27: J 0) And gave them Jar the pOller 's field, as the 
Lord appointed me. 

The above q llotation is the religious justification of why blacksmiths should not participate in the 

church. This is related to the non-smiths perception and who are called someone hagadi wh ich 

means: someone who makes fire and is usually interchangeable with buda. This aJ 0 indi ate 

the generali zation of insulting who participate in work related with fire , including poner and 

smithery. 

But blacksmiths, liturgical , jewelry smiths key informants and FGD discussants believ that th 

. f h " '1 " 's the result of ignorance of th cause of the fear and the general perceptIOn 0 t e eVI eye I 

. . h t I nd maintaining bl' ken t I and non-smIths about the nature of work. Meltmg t e me a a 

P f' . . d b h I al people as th ork of a d i I r erl0rmmg other smithery activities are perceIve y t e oc 
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nlagician (FG Dl , Aksum, February 15 and 25, 2011 ,' Ki4, Ki5, Ki6 K'7 K' K'9 d K' I"' . I , I , I an I ; 
Aksum, February 13, 16, 17, 18, 21 and March 2, 2011). 

When I was in a blacksmith ' s a dabtara came, and greeted us and bought n mall pi e r 
copper for 80 Birr. Immediately after the dabtara left, the blacksmith laugh d I udl , and he I Id 

me: 

This dabtara is my customer and he usually comes to buy a piece of copper 
considered as protector against the "evil eye ", In the first time when he a 'ked me 
1 was not willing. After he repeatedly asked me, I asked him to buy me 0 birr and 
he says ok. imagine that this piece of copper is only 2 birr worth. Bul j sold it for 
80 birr! j sell many pieces of copper at this price, 'In addition 10 Ihal the dabtara 
usuu/~y confirms thut my piece of copper is very effective to protect whom a JainSI 
the evil eye. And I usually 'think about the foolishness of people and Ih II HI ' Ire 
offe,.ing the medicine against the evil eye, 

(Ki8, Aksum, February 19, 2011 ) 

Photo Twenty Two: Piece of copper made by blacksmiths used to protect wh III again t th 'ev il 

eye": 

Photo by: The researcher (Aksum, February 19,2011). 

h r t e they are grouped under pr IOU The status of the liturgical-smiths is not clear. In t e Itera ur , " , 
, .... . I ut among the black mlth , BUI I! I smIths and jUl1-shellamii. Sometimes their status IS simp y p 

k 'ths In the past the had land, th clear that their status is not being the same as the blac S,ml . , 

. " h riest families. But bla k mlth pra Ii d could become priests and they used to mtermarry Wit p 
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endogamy. Regarding blacksmiths, Silverman and Sobania (2004:351 ) a th ~ II 

of the earli est references concerning the status of this group of arti ans i f, und 
ing:" ne 

111 

account of hi s visit to Aksum in which he referred to a vi'llage located near the ancient 

was completely occupied by blacksmiths, an allusion to their endogamou statu .' 

ar I 

it that 

Even though, liturgical smiths are few, they have a great contribution for th church and (' r 

cultural conservation. Liturgical smiths and some jewelry smiths give fre ervice fi r the hur ' l1 . 

During Hdar-Ts ion and Hosaena the precious object ofthe church are cleaned and maintained b 

those smiths (Kil and Ki3 ; Aksum, February 10, 12 and 19,2011 ; FODI , Ak um ebruar I 

and25,2011). 

With the introduction of a western style of education, urbanization, and gl bali za ti n, thcr 

emerged a nev, elite group and a status change took place in Aksum as in other part r th 

country. Even though their famil ies are not happy about it, in Aksum, marri age am n' i il 

servants are common among smiths and non-smiths without taking into con icierali n their 

family background. This type of status change emerged with the expan ion of t wn b·r re 

many years. For example, Shack (1976: 166) explains the change in status and urbani za ti n a 

follows: "Like in other African towns everywhere, urban Ethiopians now engage in, or a pire t 

occupations as ski ll ed specialists which carry altogether new social prestige. Traditional alue 

associated with traditional labor undertakings have undergone adjustment and modi fication,' 

Therefore, the general characteristic of the smiths in contemporary Aksum is status change and 

variations a1110nu them as combinations of traditional and new values. Compared with the I al to , 

people, the uaditional smiths in Aksum can be considered as one social group. Th ha e 

defined limits which establish who is a member and who is not. Because of the negati e attitud 

of the non-smiths towards traditional smiths, as well as negative attitudes of smi ths toward th 

non-smiths and economic reasons of smiths it leads to the endogamy marriage system. 

68 



Chapter Six 

Summary and Conclusion 

Reviewing literature about smithery has indicated that information about it, i ~ und ith an u' 

topics such as: craftsmanship, metalwork, artistic expression of metalw rk and ial statu '. 

These so urces are mostly the products of many di sc iplin~s and scattered under di ffe r nl l pi 

In thi s literature it is easier to find data about the objects than about their maker . Th m k r 

background and their culture were and still are ignored. Most writers are nl y appr cia lin ) and 

focusing on the objects and they do not even mention who has made them. Th y 'impl y Ir I 

understand the products without the context in which the objects produce culture. 

The absence of ample anthropological work related with traditional smith in Aksum mak > 

difficult to conceptualize this thesis, Therefore, the thesis conceptuali zed with relat d i 'ue 

especially from: Crafts, art, metallurgy, work and social status. 

This study has attempted to explain the traditional smithery and its cultuJal context in Ak urn . in 

this thesi s. the description of the area, the background of the smiths, their technologie of 

metal work, thcir sources of the metal, artistic expression, local knowledge about mith r and 

status are described and discussed. 

The study was conducted in Aksum. Aksum has been the capital city of the old Ak umite 

kingdom and center of the legend of the Queen of Sheba and the home of the Ark of the 

Covenant. Aksum continued as a small but historically important town for almost three th u and 

years. The town is also registered by the UNESCO as world heritage. 

In present Aksum, there are many tourist shops offering traditional clothe and di fTer nt 

materials made of SlOne wood and metal. In other parts of the town, there are al 0 many t uri t , 

shops, go ld - and silver-smiths ' work made of gold and silver: earring ring , bra It , 

necklaces, ear picks, neck crosses, and hair pins. 
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In addition, the Ethiopian Orthodox Churches are full of many preciou m I-w rk u h a ': 

croV\!1S, processional crosses, hand crosses, neck-crosses, sistrums, fini al r pr r Ii 'k 

chalices and are still in demand from the Church, and still produced by local milh . 

The origin of smiths in Aksum is largely shaped by a mixture of legend r li gion and hi I r r 
ancient Ethiopia. because Aksum is at the center of the legend, religion and hi t r 

Ethiopia. There is oral tradition how they started smithery and their origin a ccupati nal gr up. 

Besides the oral tradition, archeological evidences also show that there wa mithery in an i nL 

Aksum. 

The origin of the traditional smiths in Aksum shows two different lin s. Th fir I n i ' th 

Seyak origin. According to the oral tradition of trad~tional smith , they laim that th ' ir 

forefathers came with the Ark and this oral tradition explains that when Men lik J returned t 

Aksum with the Ark of Covenant, priests and other persons important to serv the n w r Ii Ii n 

came to Aksum. Among them, some were specialized to produce religiou bj ecL. Thi . e 10k 

origin is related with the legend of the Queen of Sheba and the Ark of the venanl. Th 

consider themselves as the children of the biblical Bezaleel. Historically, they erved a jan­

shellamii (royal jewelry makers) at the courts of Kings and produced different type of hur h 

objects. Therefore, it is believed that the craftsmanship, specifically of those who are pI" du Ing 

liturgical obj ects, came to Ethiopia to serve the Ark as Moses orders them to do. 

The second group is the descendants of blacksmiths families. The origins of tho e black mith 

are villages around Aksum. 

Among smiths in AksLlm, the way of acquiring the skill is traditional. All of thi kno I dg 

learned in Aksum. In Aksum, smithery is primarily an economic activity; and it i al 0 a 

art and hobby. The historical roots of smithery go back even to pre-Aksumite ci ilization . 

E . ' h' I smith or liturgical- mith, learn very traditi onal smith whether he/she IS a biacksmit ,Jewe ry-

th k'll . . . th hole process from hi e s I and gets matenals that have Importance 10 e w 
ler relati 

son' . . . d . It of socialization fr m let1l11es trom hiS/ her neighbors and fnen s as a resu 
hildh d. hi 

type of learning is common among most traditional smiths. 
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In its general characteristic traditional smithery in the study area can be und r t d a 

of risks. Physical injury can happen at any stage of the work. Seriou Injury an al 

especially during melting and hammering the metal 

rk full 

happ n 

In my fieldwork , a new "language" could be identified. This language i ca ll d ) lI'u l li 

"Ianguage" sometimes called Seyyak "language." The "la~guage" is ecret and the I al p ' pic 

do not even know about its existence. It seems more or less related to Arabi and [ebre\ . Bu t in 

the contemporary function, it seems a secret language that is usually comm n in ur rkin J 

area only. r collected some words and in the hope that it can encourage other re earch r ' t 

conduct further research on this topic. As the word-roots are of the thr e- c n nant t pc, 

temporarily a Semitic root can be assumed. 

As stated above, there are two lines of origin of the traditional smiths in Aksum. The tw r up 

did not intennarry before 100 years. The Seyak intermarried with priest who w r en age lin 

needl ework . But the blacksmiths were endogamous. In villages around Ak um and in J\k 'um 

itself blacksmiths are feared and despised. Among local people usually many go ip ab ut the 

smiths that possess "evil power" and their "evil deeds make the round." Marriage betwe n th 

two groups has only started in the beginning of the 20th century. 

Contemporari ly, there are three types of traditional smithery in Aksum. There are black mith , 

liturgical smiths and jewelry-smiths. The blacksmiths are mostly producing agricultural t I 

from iron. The source of this iron we use nowadays is the re-use of iron objects. Mining of ir n 

is now totally absent. Of course, agricultmal tools in rural Ethiopia are still unchanged, but ther 

materials made by blacksmiths that are very important for other smiths are found at the la t ta e 

of extinction. The tools such as: weska, mebred, menekasha, anvil, hammer, iron compa , 

formerly mack by traditional smiths and very important for other smiths, are now repla d b 

Imported ones. 

L't . ' . ., f h h b,iects The technique that u I llI glcal smiths are producll1g dIfferent types 0 c urc 0 J . 

P· d . . I sses hand cro se neck- r 
10 lice the Itturgica l objects such as: crowns, processlOna cro , 

si t· hn' It is a complex and long I' s rums and finia ls of prayer is called lost-wax tec lque. . 
il I d' . f h t I before designing and lru turin 

1C u I11g the preparation of wax and the meltmg 0 t e me a , 
th b' f placement by gold il er pp I' e 0 ~ects. This technique is a general process 0 wax re 
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bronze, etc. In contemporary Aksum, sometimes the preparation of wax fr 

of this technique. 
al I an 

Jewelry smiths are also producing different types of jewelry made from il ver and g Id . Th 

different types of imported materials. Some set up their own bu ine e for al 
LI 

lh ir 

production. Design and artistic expressions of smithery are largely influenced by th hi l I' and 

religion of the area. The liturgical smiths are mostly under the influence of th pi n 

Orthodox Church and the artistic design of those objects has religiou m ani ng . R ntl 

je'Aelry smith ancl liturgical smiths use different books, magazines, ph t a UJ' c f 

inspiration fo r their design. 

Those three speciali zations are not clearly demarcated, especially in the ca f lh se wh arc 

producing liturgical objects, and those who are producing jewelry. Sometim , liturgica l milh 

can work processional cross or other object for anybody who asks for th m. Th e gr LI pS ar 

more or less exhibiting differences in technology, skill, knowledge, economy, and tatu . Th r ' 

is also shift of wo rk from blacksmith to liturgical-and jewelry-smith as a result f marriage and 

economic reasons. 

In all types of traditional smithery, there is a division of labor that include children ' and 

women's participation. In addition to that, the participation of women and hildren in the 

traditional smithery process is very common and important. Without women's and childr n' 

participation, especially in the lost wax casting technique, it is nearly impossible to finish a w rk 

alone. Even thouoh there are many women made different types objects, but the income and 
b , 

fame is only given to their husbands and their sons, 

Smithery in Aksum is done based on the cumulated knowledge over a long peri od. People in that 

profession have knowledge about the nature of metals copper, silver, go ld and alloys: nj k I, 

bronze, etc. The local smithery knowledge is usually acquired through sociali zation I arning 

f · . . 1 d 'd t'f 'ng the mineral the ch mi I 10m relatIves and friends, The knowledge mc u es 1 en 1 yl 
I M t f th ir tradili nal 

compositions of diffe rent elements and the melting point of e ements. os 

knowledge is more or less in accordance with modern chemistry. 
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The common assumption of regarding the status of the traditional smith in rhi pia i t put 

them in "one pot", to see them as one group. But this is too much of a g neralizati n. Th 

blacksmiths in Aksum could have their own land before the 1974 Revolution. Bur b D r th 

Revolution it was not common for blacksmiths to own land in most parts ofEthi pia. In k um , 

there are status' differences among those blacksmiths, liturgical smiths and jew If - mith . 

The liturgical smiths were related with the church and had their own land were all w d 

intermarry with priest families and participated in church rituals. The jewelry mith ar m tI 

from Seyak families and share a common history with the liturgical smiths, wh r a th bla k 

smiths were forced to endogamy until recently. Additionally, the introducti on of a we t rn t I 

of education, urbanization, and globalization there has been status change to k place in Ak um 

as in other parts of the country. Even though their families are not happy ab ut it in Ak UI11 

marriages among civil servants are common among smiths and non-smiths with ut takin ' int 

consideration their fami Iy background. This type of statuschange emerg d with th expan i 1\ f' 

towns before many years. 
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Annex I. Th e Researcher participating in lost wax ca ting (Ak UI11 , F' brUlH1' and March 

201 I). 

Photo by : Bisrat. 
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Annex 11: Profil e of Study Participants 

1.1. Profil es of Focus C roup Discussion P~H· tic ipa n ts 

No Code PI<1 ce of' FGD 

FGD Aksum 65 

2 FGD A "- sum 73 

3 FGD Aks llm 26 male 

4 FGD Ak Lim 45 male 
----

5 FGD A i< surn 77 III a Ie 

6 FGD Aksulll 22 III a Ie 

1.2. Profil e or Key In fo rmants (hint, Ki: Key fnror'manl In terv iew) 

Name Age Pl ace cc upat ion Dat r fnterview 

------
K il 63 Aksum male N 11 - nlitil F bruary 10 and I , 2011 

2 Ki2 72 Ai< 'lim male Non- mith February I I and Mar h 1,20 I I 

3 Ki3 65 Akslim male Non- m ith February 12,20 I I 

4 Ki4 76 Aksllll1 male J ewe I ry-sm ith February I ,2011 

Ki 5 35 !\ksllm III a Ie L ilurgica l- mith February 16 and 21, 20 I I 

6 Ki6 55 A ksum ma Ie Jewelry-smith February 16,20 I I 

7 Ki7 60 Aksum fema le Jewe lry-smith February 17, 20 I I 

8 Ki8 21 Aksum male Blacksmith February 17,and 19,20 I I 

9 Ki9 51 Aksum male Black- smith February 18,20 II 

10 KilO 46 Aksllm ma Ie Jewe lry-smith February 18,20 I I 

11 Kill 50 AkslIlll ma le Jewe lry sm ith February 19, 20 II 

12 Ki l2 44 Aksum ma Ie Jewe lry-smith March 2, 20 I I 

~ 

Ki l3 63 Aksll m ma le Li tu rgica I-Sill ith March 2,20 I I j 

14 Ki l4 64 GondaI' 111 a Ie Jewelry Sill ith February 2, 20 I I 
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Annex Ill: Research Questions 

1.1. Key Informant Interview Guides for Traditional miths 

General rnt,·oduction: The main purp . of thi int rview i t ga ther rei ant in ~ rm ll tion 

about traditional miths them elves and diffe rent a 'p ct f their culture "1' m traditi nal 'Illilh " 

key info rmants. Thi s interview i prepar d ~ r M Th i : 7i-adiliona/ milhet)' and /IS CII/Iliro/ 

Context in Aksum . The purpo e of thi intervi w I fo r acad mic rea n nl y. Thank y u ~ r y ur 

cooperati on and giving your prec ious time. 

1. Personal Data of Key Jnformants 

Age _____ _ 

Sex ----
Reli gion _____ _ 

Marital sta tus ._-----
Occllpati on. ______ _ 

Work experi ellce _______ _ 

Birth place 

Place of interview -----------
Date ----------

2. Questions Related to Origin and Background of Traditional mith and mithery? 

I. How do yO ll describe your ori gin? 

2. How do YO ll perce ive smithery, and ho w smithery was started in Aksum? 

3. [-[ow do you perce ive being smith? 

4. What was the work of your ancestor and how do YO LI describe th m? 

5. How cio you explain your way of life in the past and in present time? 

82 



3. Questions Related with Smithery Activitie '? 

1. What is the name of yo ur work? 

2. How do you explain yo ur work? 

3. How do you get the materi al , tools and other thin Imp rtant to ur work '. 

4 .How do yo u describe ga ining and pr ducing differe nt mat ri al in th e pa t tim and in 

the current situation? 

4. Question Related to l~ elation s hips between Traditional miths and to Non-smiths? 

1. How do descr ibe yo ur relati on with yo ur non-smith . 

2. What is the common typ of oc ial relati on and what t xtant are y u int 'grating with the 

non-smiths? 

3. Are yo u parti cipating in reli giou ritual ac ti vity. 

4. How do yo u ex plain smith ' marri age? 

1.2.Key Informant Interview Guides fOI' Non-Traditional mith 

General Introduction : The main purpo 'e of thi interview i to ga th r releva nt inG rmati n 

about traditional smith and difG rent a pect of their cu lture fi ' m n n- mith ' key 

informants. Th i interview is prepared for MA Thesi : Traditional mithcry Clnd lts ullural 

Context in Alesurn. The purpose of thi s interview is fo r academic rea on nly. Thank au r r 

yo ur cooperation and giving yo ur prec ious time. 

1. Personal Data of Non-Smiths Key Informants 

Age _ _ _ _ _ 

Sex ---- --

Religion, _____ _ 

Mari tal statu s, _ _ _ __ _ 

Occupation 

Birth place 

Place of interview _ _______ _ 

Date, ________ _ 
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I. Questions Related with Traditional Smiths and Their Relation with Non- mitll 

I.How do you think smiths descended from and the possible rea on? 

2. How do yo u describe traditional Smithery and how it was emerged? 

3. How do you perceive traditional smiths? 

4. What is the contribution oftradilional smiths in the local pe pie. 

S. Is the traditional smiths genealogy different from Non-traditional smith ? 

6. How traditional smiths were treated in earlier times and in the current ituation. 

1.3. Focus Group Discussion Guides for Traditional Smiths (FGD) February 15,2011 and 

Februal"Y 25, 2011) 

General Introduction: the main purpose of this FGD .is to gather relevant in formati n ab Lit 

traditional smiths themselves and diffe rent aspects of their culture from trad iti nal l11ith ' 

FGDs. This FGD is prepared for MA Thesis: Traditional Smithery and lIs ultural onl ' I 

in Aksul1l. The purpose of thi s FGD is for academic reason only. Thank you (' r ur 

cooperation and lending your precious time. 

t. Personal Data of FGD Participants 

Age ____ _ 

Sex ----- -

Religion 

Marital status . _ ____ _ 

Occupatioll _ _ ____ _ 

Birth place 

Place ofHID ___ . _ ___ _ 

Date 
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2. Question Related with Origin of Traditional Smiths and their smither'), (Februa ry 1-

2011) 

1. !-low do yo u perceive being traditional smith? 

2. How and when traditional smiths emerged? 

3. How do yo u acquire the skills, raw materi als and tools? 

4. What are the types of traditional smithery and how do you xplain them'. 

5. How do you describe the change and continuity in gaining the raw material and 

in producing metal objects? 

6. How do you interpret the metal objects made by yourself and what d it mean fI r 

you? 

3. Questions Related with the Social Relationship between Smiths and the Non-smilh ' 

(February 25, 2011) 

l. What lypes of social relationship do you have with the 110n- mith ? 

2. How do yo u see the interactions you have with the non-smith? 

3. Are the social and cultural contexts of AksLlm suitable for smiths? 
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Photo of Aksum Town Aro und Hawelti 

Source: Ethiopian Cultural Heritage Project 2007 
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AKS UM WORLD HERITAGE SITE 

Source: Ethiopian Cultural Heritage Project 2007 
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