Ethiopia/Abyssinia

When Father Francisco Alvares published his famed account of the first visit by a
Portuguese, and indeed European, embassy to the Christian kingdom of Abyssinia
(between 1520 and 1526), he gave it the curious title of True Information of the
Kingdom of Prester John of the Indies. Only once or twice in the account does he refer
to the lands he visits as “Ethiopia”, and “Abyssinia” is never used. He, like many
European writers of that period, speaks of that regional and political entity as the
“kingdoms of Prester John”. By “Ethiopia”, travel writers and cosmographers
generally meant the African continent, whereas “Africa” (in Arabic Ifrygia) was used
to identify the coastal areas of North Africa, in antiquity and in the Middle Ages.
Since ancient Greek times, “Aethiops™ has generally designated the “land of the
[people with] burned faces”. So, when used in a more strict sense, the word required
some specification: the eastern African region was called High Ethiopia, also known
as Third India.

[]As to the term “Abyssinia”, it is derived from the Arab habesh (“people of mixed
breed”), a word that is of common use in modern Ethiopia to designate the semiticized
populations of the northern high plateaus. The term appears in medieval maps and
texts: for instance, Marco Polo says that “Abash” is a “very large province in Middle
India”. But its use in European travel literature became more widely adopted after
publication of the writings of the Jesuits (Fathers Manuel Almeida and Jeronimo
Lobo, among others) who, in the early 17th century, gained some influence at the
Christian Orthodox emperors’ court. They would distinguish between Abassia

(Abyssinia) -- the Christian areas of the country they referred to as the High Ethiopia
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of Prester John -- and the southern and western surroundings populated by pagans and
Muslims.

[1To better understand the ambiguities and confusions arising from the
superimposition of these different geographical qualifiers, one has to bear in mind the
ideological weight of the medieval crusading myth of the eastern Christian potentate
Prester John. According to the 12th-century Letter of Prester John of the Indies, this
“king of kings”, who proposed an alliance to Western rulers for a joint conquest of the
Holy Land, lived in the neighbourhood of the Earthly Paradise. In medieval European
visions of the world, the Earthly Paradise lay in the Far East, and was thus represented
at the top of the T in O maps. The eastern regions of the Ecumene bore the mark of the
proximity of God. So, if India, or rather the “three Indies”, were this legendary
emperor’s original home, the later identification of the Ethiopian Christian kingdom
with the Indian Prester John, in the 14th century, was facilitated by the fact that
medieval maps accentuated the eastern location of the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa
-- the Nile River acting as a separator between Hesperian (or western) Ethiopia -- a
land of monsters and evil -- and High (or eastern) Ethiopia -- a rich and beneficial
land. Also the Horn of Africa was frequently drawn to the southeast of the Indian sub-
continent, thus stressing the conception of High Ethiopia as the “third India”.

[1The “oriental” characteristics that European travel writers and cosmographers
attributed to Ethiopia, and more specifically to the Abyssinian plateaus, became an
important framework for the descriptions and images produced by travellers to that
country, well into the 20th century. The stereotypical distinction between Christian
Ethiopia and the rest of Africa was so strong throughout the centuries that it was even
reflected in the more or less benign attitude of European imperial powers towards

emperor Menelik I, in the late 19th century, and in the general acceptance of
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Ethiopia’s exceptional independent status -- Menelik aptly manipulated mutual rivalry
between the Western powers and expanded southward, thus effectively carving an
African “empire”.

[]In a region that compounded Western prejudices about oriental sophistication and
African barbarism, Ethiopians were described accordingly by travellers from a large
number of European countries in a spiral of clichéd visions that were only partially
abandoned with the fall of Emperor Haile Selassie, in 1974. The source of the River
Nile, the Red Sea, the mountainous landscape, as well as the ancient presence of
Christianity and the physical characteristics of the Abyssinians have been the usual
background for a relatively large number of travel accounts about Ethiopia. From very
early on, these accounts have swayed between the traveller’s mythical and fantastical
expectations -- dependent on the images about Prester John -- and the confrontation
with a frustratingly different reality. Some elements are thus recurrent in European
travel literature about Ethiopia since the 16th century, which enunciates a sometimes
very negative stanza: the treachery of the people, the tyrannical character of the
imperial rulers, the heretical character of Ethiopian Christianity, the harshness of
natural disasters.

[1Tales of Ethiopian inaccessibility have spawned from the earliest times in European
travel literature. And yet, visitors to the country haven’t failed to notice the continuous
cultural interpenetration of that region with Egypt, Sudan, the Arabian peninsula, and,
to the East, with India. Already, in his Christian Topography, Cosmas Indicopleustes
refers to how Aksum showed evidence of Egyptian and Middle Eastern influence. The
Ist-century itinerary Periplus of the Erythraean Sea is further proof of how the
Ethiopian highlands were part of an international merchant circuit. Later, the

expansion of Islam effectively created the conditions for developing the European
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vision of an inaccessible Christian kingdom perched near the mountainous sources of
the River Nile, far behind enemy lines. The 14th-century travellers Pietro Rombulo
and Pero Tafur (whose travels are mentioned in Nicold de Conti’s account of his own
travels in the Orient) reflect this perspective. Marco Polo, Jordano Catalani of
Séverac, self-styled bishop of India, and friar Simon Simeonis stressed the idea of the
interchangeability between India and Ethiopia. It was at this period that Catalan and
Genoan cartography began placing Prester John in eastern Africa, on the right bank of
the river Nile.

[[Meanwhile, a rich travel literature in Arabic also developed, in the wake of Ibn
Hisham’s accounts of Arab migrations to Abyssinia. Ibn Hawqal, Ibn Khaldun (1332][-
11406), Al-Idrisi (c.1099[-]1154) and Ibn Battuta (1304[-]68(?)) are some of the
writers who recorded Islam’s vision of that country -- the ideas of inaccessibility being
much more mitigated.

[IWhile most travellers reporting on Ethiopia in the 15th century were Italian, the 16th
and early 17th centuries were the golden age of Portuguese literature on the country. A
string of Jesuit writers produced report after report not only on their missionary labour
in the country, but also their extensive travels around it. Their expulsion by Emperor
Fasiladas, in 1634, resulted in a partial closing of the country to Western travellers.
Even so, the Italian traveller Giacomo Baratti, the Czech Franciscan Remedius Prutky
and the French doctor Charles-Jacques Poncet forwarded precious information on the
rising Gondarine civilization, in the 17th century. Sparse Turkish and Yemenite
reports, as well as indigenous literature in Ge’ez and in Ambharic languages, gave
further details of northern Ethiopia. While in Germany Iob Ludolf developed a long
collaboration with the Ethiopian monk Abba Gregorius and became the father of

modern Ethiopian studies, in Great Britain Samuel Johnson (1709[-]84) translated
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Father Jeronimo Lobo’s Itinerary (from the French version of Joachin Legrand), and
wrote his influential novel Rasselas, Prince of Ethiopia, which stressed the vision of a
country almost totally cut off from the rest of the world. Around the same time, the
Scottish traveller James Bruce published his Travels To Discover the Source of the
Nile (1790). Dr Johnson scorned Bruce’s claims to be the discoverer of the mythical
river’s source, reminding the public that the Jesuits had been there more than one
century before. Even so, his book still became a model for later European travellers in
Ethiopia, the descriptions of the Nile and its source pervading most accounts.
[1During the 19th century, a growing number of foreigners began visiting the region,
the Abyssinian plateaus and Eritrea featuring high in most travelogues. Travellers,
merchants, and missionaries romanticized the country. The British explorer Richard
Burton (1821[-]90) and the French poet Arthur Rimbaud (1854[-]91) greatly
contributed to the mystique of Harar. Samuel Gobat, Henry Salt, Antonio Cecchi and
Jules Borelli wandered through Gondar, Gojjam and Shewa. The German missionaries
C.W. Isenberg, J.L. Krapf and Henry Stern, the Italian priest Guglielmo Massaia, the
explorers Samuel Backer and F.J. Bieber, and journalists C. Mondon-Vidhaillet and
Achile Bizzoni, among others, further pictured Ethiopia as a lost, feudal and oriental
empire.

[[Diplomatic missions were sent from diverse countries: from Great Britain
(Cornwallis Harris in 1841[-]43, Walter Plowden in 1843[-]47, Hormuzd Rassam in
1864[-]66, and James Rennell in 1896), from France (Ferret and Galinier in 1840,
Rochet d’Héricourt in 1839[-]148, and Anton Klobokowski in 1908), from Italy
(Marchese Antinori in 1876, and Pietro Antonelli in 1887[-]89), from Germany
(Gerhard Rohlfs in 1881, and Friedrich Rosen in 1905[-]06), from Austria (T. von

Heuglin with the Swiss Werner Munzinger, in 1857, Ludwig von Hohnel in 1905),
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from Russia (Nicholas Ashinov and Vladimir Mashkov in 1888[-]89, and Nicholas
Leontev in 1895), from the United States (Skinner, in 1903[-]04), and from Greece
(Demosthenes Mitzakis’ in 1879).

[1There was also a good portion of scientific exploration of the region. Geographical
knowledge of the country progressed in the wake of Antoine and Arnauld d’Abadie’s
intensive explorations, soon followed by surveys in such areas as archaeology,
ethnography, zoology, etc. Scientific expeditions were led by Eduard Riippel (1831]-
133), Théophile Lefebvre (1839[-]43), W.T. Blandford and C.R. Markham (1867]-
168), Philipp Paulitschke (1885), Enno Littmann (1905[-]10), and a profusion of
others. Lalibela, Gondar and Aksum formed the favourite triangle for foreign visitors
who could thus blend evocations of late antiquity, Orientalist traits and rude native
interpretations of Christianity, while in the southeast Harar’s status as a Muslim
closed city further fed the Orientalist curiosity of European readers. Attention paid to
the southeastern flatlands (particularly by anthropologists) became more evident from
the early 20th century onwards.

[JEmperors Menelik and Haile Selassie strongly stimulated European and American
presence in the country since that favoured the assertion of their own imperial
authority in a multi-national and fractioned state. For more than a century now,
scientific expeditions, Protestant missions (in the southern marches), adventurers and
explorers have been criss-crossing the country, and producing an extensive
international bibliography that, until very recently, still echoed the old vision of
Ethiopia as an oriental, “non-African”, country.

Manuel Joao Ramos
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