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Orality in the Chronicle of King Tewodros II 

Didier Morin1 

The somewhat paradoxical importance of orality in a literary genre as the royal chronicle 
has not been analyzed although it weakens the artificial division made between written and 
oral texts. Along with this specific prosodic contour, the chronicle uses simultaneously 
different levels of language. Colloquial (even uneducated expressions) are side by side with 
literary forms, as archaism or dialectal variants are with standard language. This use of oral 
poetry in a written genre as the chronicle is part of a time-honoured tradition going back to 
the ancient Imperial songs (14th and 15th centuries). 

There are three chronicles published about King Tewodros II (1855-1868). The first 
original Amharic text (Yä Tewodros tarik) was edited by Enno Littmann with the title 
The chronicle of king Theodore, 1902, Princeton) followed by an Italian translation by 
Martino Mario Moreno2. The second and most complete from a biographical point of 
view, since it narrates the entire life and reign of Tewodros until his death, was edited 
by Casimir Mondon-Vidailhet (1904). It was the first translation ever made in French of 
an Amharic book3. A third and latter chronicle, which author is unknown, was published 
by Luigi Fusella4. These chronicles have naturally attracted the interest of historians, but 
also of the specialists of Amharic since they mark a turning moment in the development 
of the language and its literature as pointed out by Tamrat Amanuel when he divided the 
evolution on Amharic in three periods: 1344-1607, the period of panegyric types 
glorifying the kings; 1607-1855, the period of religious disputes; 1855-1941, the raising 
of modern Amharic which begins with the above mentioned chronicles written in the 
Amharic of Shoa5. Thanks to these written sources, one should also note the fame 
gained by a�e Tewodros in novels and plays6, even if there is an on-going debate on the 
mental health of a king who is considered as the most violent of all the monarchs of 
Ethiopia7. 

 
1  LLACAN, INALCO, CNRS, 7 rue Guy-Môquet, 94801 Villejuif Cedex (France). 
2  “La cronaca di re Teodoro attribuita al dabtara ‘Zaneb’”, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, vol. 2 (1942): 

143-180. 
3  Chronique de Théodoros II, roi des rois d’Ethiopie (1853-1868) d’après un manuscrit original 

[written by aläqa Wäldä Maryam, from Shoa], transl. Mondon-Vidailhet C., 2 vol., Paris, E. Guilmoto 
éditeur, 1904. 

4  “La cronaca dell’Imperatore Teodoro II di Etiopia in un manoscritto amarico”, Annali dell’Istituto 
Universitario Orientale di Napoli, VI-VIII, 1957-1959. 

5  cH"™&|¿å¼"À^c&¼'Š"" Bulletin de la Maison des Etudes éthiopiennes, n°11 (July 1997). Probably 
written in 1936 E.C. For a recent analysis, see Taye Assefa and Shiferaw Bekele, “The Study of 
Amharic Literature: an Overview”, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, vol. XXXIII, n° 2 (November 2000): 
27-73. 

6  Taye Assefa, “Tewodros in Ethiopian historical fiction”, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, vol. XVI (July 
1983): 115-128. Paulos Ñoño, ™Ö+ z,¬Åae [Emperor Tewodros], 1985 [E.C.], Addis-Abäba. 

7  McCann J., 1978, “The Ethiopian chronicles as documentary traditions: description and 
methodology”, Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, session B, 
Chicago, Northwestern University, The University of Illinois: 387-396. Crummey D., 1971, “The 
violence of Téwodros”, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, vol. IX, n°2 (July 1971): 107-125. 
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As far as we know, the somewhat paradoxical importance of orality in a literary 
genre as the royal chronicle has not been analyzed although it weakens the artificial 
division made between written and oral texts. As a matter of fact, due to its millenary 
written tradition developed and maintained in a largely illiterate society, Ethiopia offers 
an interesting example of the crossed influence of orality and scripturality in Africa. 
This hybrid context characterised by the co-existence of oral performance and script is 
underlined by the proverb: ¹TÅ\'Š"wõ—¹cRº'Š"vOåLõ"" ‘Profane history is on the 
mouth, sacred history is in the book’8. The traditional religious literature mostly 
apologetic and didactic in fact despised popular usages as it strongly opposed to any 
foreign influences, but it did not banned direct quotations from the written text.  One 
has to insist here on the role of the practice of silent reading coming from the religious 
tradition. A parallel could be done between the structure of the hagiography (ÑÅJ) and 
of the chronicle, the first mentioned providing to the reader the conceptual framework 
for understanding the juxtaposition of quotations and commentaries in a non religious 
text, due to the lack of quotation marks. Ge�ez defined as JdŠ"åM#õ ‘the language of 
writings’ and as a culture of the manuscript based on reading (the first division of the 
church school system is called 'Šwx"v+|) prepared naturally to the modern 
development of its serious but profane genre, the historical chronicle ({]ž"±O'Š) 
written in Amharic. 

Prosody and oral style in a written genre 

As said, the Ethiopian script is missing quotation marks. It is through intonation that the 
enclave direct speech is pointed out. The written text is read according to a prosodic 
contour. When in French there are no prosodic (and syntactic) differences between (1) 
Jean voit que Jacques dort and (2) Jean dit que Jacques dort, Amharic makes this 
double discrimination: 
 

 (1) ¿K'Še"¼¯px"›'ŠÀ"z“"¾{¹ªJ"" or: Oz“z%"¾{¹ªJ"" 
 (2) ¿K'Še"¼¯px"z”~J"™H"" 

 
The one who quotes lends his voice with a different melodic inflexion to the quoted 

one. The change in voice maintains an audible demarcation between the two parts of the 
sentence, giving to the speaker or narrator a possible shift in responsibility when 
selecting the relevant words of his quotation. It is through prosody and a specific 
intonation that the quotation in the direct style is delimitated inside the sequence, such 
as9: 

 

vRÓYz%"HRnÖJ"žv+|"c&Ñv#"¹5®O|"JÏ"›ÉŠz%'Š"›Ëª'Š"¾´"›'ŠÀ"|I'Š|"
³ÉŠT"›'ŠÃ¾O{'Š"Š¾"}H:"›'ŠÓw"›¼H"c&¼Hoe"›ÉŠz%T"e{Hoe"™¾z«"Ö¹
m%—
¹JË'ŠT"ŠÑ`"vcP"ï×]½"TŠ«"›'ŠÂF"{À`Ñ“HF"¨¾"›Š+'Š"}H:"ÓÀJ"õ
Ø[|F"¾[õ"xH«"™Joc«"H&nÖH#"¹m[v#|'Š"BH#"T[«|"v¹AÑ\"Ñw"" 

The next morning, when they were entering the houses in order to burn them, a boy of 
five years holding her mother’s hand said: ‘Come quickly, let us go inside not to get 
drenched as yesterday.’ Seeing the boy crying but not the mother, he [Tewodros] asked 
why. And listening the boy’s words [referring to the massacre ordered the day before], he 

 
8  Baeteman J., 1929, Dictionnaire amarigna-français, col. 1204. 
9  Chronique de Théodoros II (Amharic text: £7). 
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said: ‘O my Creator! Look what you have done to me! Let me die quickly that your 
creatures will finally have some rest!’ And all those who had to be burnt when coming to 
him, he freed them and let them go back to their country. 

 
Any Amharic native speaker has in mind that verbs as ‘to say’, ‘to ask’, ‘to advise’ 

are not used with indirect style through subordinate clauses but introduce direct 
quotations without quotations marks as said, so that difficulties in finding where the 
quotation begins and ends is primarily the weak point of the beginner in Amharic. 

Along with this specific prosodic contour, the chronicle uses simultaneously different 
levels of language. Colloquial (even uneducated expressions) are side by side with 
literary forms, as archaism or dialectal variants are with standard language. As such the 
text appears as bilingual, mixing two ways of expressing through the strong stylistic 
opposition between short sentences in the direct style (using pronouns I, you) and long 
and complex subordinate sequences. As far as we know Prof. Goldenberg has been the 
first to underline these peculiarities in Mängəstu Lämma’s chef d’oeuvre which 
provides us the longest transcription of spoken Amharic ever recorded from the same 
person, aläqa Lämma Haylu, author’s father10.  

This mixing of colloquial and polished style first appeared in royal chronicles 
making what has been said, or even sung in laments (Jof) part and parcel of the 
historical narration11: 
 

v±&F"±O'Š"OoÀI"Ñxz«"Øm*|"m'Š"cŠvz%"¨À"vÑ+"TÅ`T"¨`À«"zmTÖ
«"c&Š:\"¨¾±a"zªv‚"Qe|¬"{OP12"v±&FT"Ñ&±+"žvÑ+"TÅ`"zŠez«"¨
À"¨[F"¾OŠ#"¨Øz«"À[o"¨¾^"CÀ«"c&cõ\"›z,Ñ+"zªv‚"™[ó""v±&F"Ñ&±+
"vXí'Š"™Å`Ñ«"v™JÒ"¨À"Óh'Š"HOnx`"c&¼Ñ#±#"'ŠÑ#W#"›'ŠÂF"™Hmc#— 
 ›ez*"Ö¾m%J”"`m*"d|K+Å" 
 ›z,Ñ+"zªv‚"Qe|ÉŠ"Ñ[Å" 
 ›ÏÓ"e`"™ªm*"|I'Š|ÉŠ"Uz‚" 
 OÅ†Š*z%'Š"Td"{vI”"Šv[‚"™H#"" 
^e"™H&T"¹¾zÑ+13"zªv‚"™w|"¨À¹Ë"sI"zcÀ«"¾ˆ\"Šv`ÉŠ"¾F'Š'Š"¹JÏ
¬'Š"U|"cTz«" 
 ÖÏ"™R[”"eI|"R\'Š"{eàÉŠI‚" 
 ^v”T"eI|"›FH#'Š"{eàÉŠI‚" 
 v[À”T"eI|"hR"|cÃH‚" 
 H+w½"z¾´"wJÒ"|EÃH‚" 
¹|"™w~'Š"™«n"{d³Š“H‚"xH«"™Hmc"" 

 

At that time, he [the king] stayed few days in Mäqdäla and went on his travel 
toward Bägemdər. While he was establishing his residence, his wife Wäyzäro 
Täwabäč went ill. The king left Bägemdər and repaired to Warrah Yimanu and 
settled his camp at Därräq Wäyra when the queen passed away. The queen was 
put in a coffin and carried on a bier to be buried in Gəšän. During this, the king 
composed this lament: 
Please, ask me before she goes away 
If Itege Täwabäč was not a good spouse and servant 
She who knew many secrets has died yesterday 
She who used to bring me my meal as a remedy to my worries. 

 
10  Goldenberg G., 1981, ‘Les mémoires d’Aläqa Lämma et l’étude de l’amharique parlé’, Rassegna di 

Studi Etiopici, XXXVIII: 41-56. 
11  Chronique de Théodoros II (excerpts from pp. "1-@2). 
12  Note the absence of punctuation between the two sentences. 
13  Note the difference in orthography with ›z,Ñ+ (line 6) 
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Ras Ali, Itege Täwabäč’s father who at that time was in exile in the lowlands of 
Yäğğu when hearing his daugther’s death composed a complain: 
 When I said ‘I like hydromel’ she ordered to bring some to me 
 When I said ‘I am hungry’ she ordered food for me 
 When I said ‘I am cold’ she ordered blankets for me 
 Taken by my thief, then she goes in a bier 
 Knowing her father, how can she cause him so much sorrow?, said he. 

 
One can see here the many facets of a genre which alternates narration and 

quotations chosen in order to oppose king’s sincere grief and queen’s father more 
studied one with a possible pun: H+w½ lyebae ‘my thief” and Jv+ ləbbe ‘my heart’: with 
my heart deprived, she goes in a bier14. The text offers many instances of variability in 
tonality going from sophistication to familiarity (›ez*"Ö¾m%J”") which doesn’t breed 
contempt but strikes the exact balance of what is happening in the context of the 
conversation in educated circles. One can see the coexistence of two registers in the 
same written text, the high and serious one with literary references and the colloquial 
one as used between relatives. Such is the following distich with religious background: 

 

Ñ:h#"›'ŠÀ"œ`¿"™H&"›'ŠÀ"Ãª*|" 
¹Ø'Š|"™¾ÀHU¾"zJ¢"OU|"" 
 
Gwoshu is like Uri, Ali is like David 
Is it not the way he sent him once to death?15 

 
These verses come just after the following anecdote in prose16: 

 

¨¾±a"zªv‚'Š"™Óxz«"™R‚"BŠ«"c&Š:\"OÅ†Š&|"mTc«"›^z,'Š"xH
«"v&Jž#"¨`‚"YÒ"O×J¬""JÏ"ŸdT"¨`‚"YÒe"™JvIT"ÑTy“T"™¾Æ
HB17"xH«"OHc#|""¨¾±a"zªv‚T"Qe|¬"™Ñ`"¼HFT'Š"{Öo"›'ŠCÅ" 
v&H#"TŠ«"¹H”"xH«"¾±ª€«"m<^"¨[Á"™w"{Öo"zwH#"" 
 
After marrying Wäyzäro Täwabäč, being [ras Ali’s] son-in-law, he stayed in his 
house. One day he had to receive his medicine and said: ‘Bring me my lunch’, he 
was served with poor meat. Ləğ Kasa having said ‘I don’t eat poor meat, I’m not a 
servant’, he sent it back. Wayzäro Täwabäč, his wife saying: ‘The land you say 
you have, better would be to prepare us to go? — How, no land? said he, and he 
took her to Qwara and was called Abba Ta�äq. 

 
The word gämbonya ‘the servant which carries the water or the hydromel in a jar 

gambo’ is side by side with what will be the name of war (‘name of horse’) of the king. 
There is an obvious contrast between the political importance of this new name and the 
circumstance through which it has been chosen. What begins like a joke between a man 
and his spouse ({Öo"›'ŠCÅ"v&H#...™w"{Öo"zwH) is publicized as a message 
addressed to the Nation: ta�äq ‘be ready!’18 Even more surprising, the chronicle discloses 
a situation in which Kasa, feared by everyone in public, is somewhat mocked in private. 

 
14  There is also a possible play on the word ™JÒ ‘bed’ or ‘throne’ (penultimate verse). 
15  Chronique: 2. The distich recalls an alleged love affair between ras Ali and däğaz Gwoshu’s wife. 

Note the swifty pronunciation ™¾ÀHU¾ for ™¾ÀHT"¨¾"" 
16  Chronique: 2. 
17  Instead of ™¾ÀHBT. 
18  Mondon-Vidailhet (Chronique: 83, note 10): ‘Le mot tât’aq pourrait se traduire: « en donnant des 

marques de respect, » c’est-à-dire en portant la toge enroulée au-dessous des bras, à la façon d’un 
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From message to motto 

This way of addressing as tu and toi is not only used in privacy. It characterizes also the 
manner the king speaks to his soldiers as shown in this proclamation19: 
 

v±&FT"I¾"®ªÏ"ŠÑ\"›'ŠÄ|"v&H#"vO³O]¼"hª"c&Ñv#""™w|"¼HF"¼w|F'Š"c
Ø€,†HB"¼w|"¹H+HF"›Ž'Š"ÀÏ"ØÉŠ"™w|F"›Ž"Š”" 

Then, a proclamation was issued. If you ask, how? It was for the first time when 
entering Shoa: ‘Thou who has a father, I give thee back what was to thy father; 
thou who has no father, support me, I am thy father…’ 

The charismatic power of the leader goes along with a research in formulae as when 
the military recalls to Kasa on his way to Sämyen20: 

 

ž±&F"v‰I"žõØ[z"™HT"v7h&ž3)$7®O|"v±OŠ"H#ne"¨{À`"eS'Š"eS'Š"
›ŠÓ`AHB"xH«"¨À"ÀÍ‚"«v+"ÑWÑc#"" 

In the year 7347 of the Creation of the World, in the year of Saint Luke, while the 
soldiers were saying [repeating king’s word] ‘I will tell you my name to Sämyen’, 
he moved speedily against däğač Wube. 

The play on words Sämyen (the name of the province offered to looting) or səme ‘my 
name’21 underlines the importance of declaring one’s identity and titles. Saying one’s 
name announces an historical change. In fact, Kasa was the first to proclaim himself 
King. In the context of political struggle in traditional Ethiopia, one can observe two 
behaviours: either the grantee obeys the command of the former king’s (good) will 
(|›²±+–õnÄ), or he rebels as Kasa did, and later ləğ Iyasu. In both cases the alliance 
with the people has to be renewed orally, even when written as for a proclamation read 
in public, literally ‘spoken in public’ (™ªÏ"ŠÑ[""). Declaring one’s name is part of a 
direct relationship between the new king and his people. The former bandit (jõ{) 
Kasa reveals his political ambition through his royal name (¹O'ŠÓY|"eT), 
‘Tewodros’, a name announcing a reign of prosperity and mercy22, and his ‘horse name’ 
abba Ta�äq which sounds as a motto, as Mənilək’s abba Danya. We saw before that this 
nickname abba Ta�äq was initiated after a conversation with his wife before going to 
Qwara. This feminine role goes along with a more secret ‘matrilinear’ relationship, 
which is revealed by a second nickname ™'ŠÅ"¹ÉŠz% ‘the only one of his mother’23 
through which Kasa paid tribute to her. In order to balance the despising nickname ‘son 
of the koso-vendor’, the popular poetic tradition established Kasa’s symbolic link with 
the Gondarine dynasty24: 

 
tablier.’ We understand the verb in the sense of ‘to equip oneself for the war : to be ready for fighting’ 
according to the popular verse: ï[c#"™w"{Öo"eP"z,¬Åae" His horse is Abba Ta�äq, his name 
Tewodros / ÖI|"¹Qv|'Š"›'ŠÀ"™«H:"Šóe He is the hurricane scattering the enemy into the air 
(Tekle-Tsadik Mekurya in Taye Assefa (op. cit: 116). 

19  Chronique: 04. 
20  Chronique: 5. 
21  In the Chronicle, in order to increase the confusion between the two words, the name of the province 

Sämyen is spelled Səmyen. The sentence is understood as a disguised threat quite similar to French: ‘Je 
vais vous apprendre comment je m’appelle’. 

22  As announced in the Fäkkärä Yäsus. See Rubenson S., 1966, King of the Kings, Tewodros of Ethiopia, 
Haile Sellasie University, Oxford University Press.  

23  Fusella (op. cit.: 32, 41). 
24  Alemayu Moges in Rubenson (op. cit.: 32). ™'ŠÅ"HÉŠz% and Lännatu is the title of a play by Abbe 
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jF"ï[e"vÓ^«"jF"ï[e"vo’%– 
jF"ŠõØ"v‰I"jF"ŠõØ"vòz%– 
¾F'Š"d{¾"Uz‚"¢f"iÝ"›ÉŠz%" 
¾¦Š'Š"c&cR"¼Ñ:^J"IOH#– 
R'ŠÉŠ|T"v&I‚B"T'Š|ªx"ÉŠ|"vH#""  

A thousand horses on his left, a thousand on his right, 
Thousand rifles behind and thousand in front; 
His mother the koso-vendor died without seeing this. 
If he hears this mentioned he will roar like a lion; 
If he asks about his mother, say she was Məntəwwab. 

Naming is an Epiphany and conveys the core of the message, since choosing a new 
name means taking the power. The importance of the name explains why the question is 
raised at the very beginning of the chronicle: 
 

'ŠéLõ"OéLï"{]¡"±z,¬Åae"'ŠÑ#W"™&|¿å¼""›Ó±&™xK+`"¾F'Š"®HT"žï
Ö[«"7h&ž3)$5®O|"c&G'Š"v±OŠ"Rz,¬e"JÏ"Ÿd"c&wH#"jõ{"BŠ«"¨Ö#"¹
O'ŠÓY|"eT¬'Š"†I"›ÉŠO×ªH'Š"" 

We write the chronicle of Tewodros of Ethiopia. During the year 7345 of the 
Creation of the World, in the year of Saint Matthew, he whose name was ləğ 
Kasa, went into rebellion; we will give after his royal name. 

 
The royal name which announces a new political order is easy to remember for a 

largely illiterate population. Songs, especially laments (Jof), with sometimes a double 
meaning, are included in the chronicle, such as25: 

 

¾F'Š"Ñ&±+"™eHnj"                   At that time a wailer: 
™ì+"z,¬Åae"›ÏÓ"zª[Á"                  “A�e Tewodros has been humiliated 
¹hª'Š"c«"BH#"›Ï"ŠYz«|"EÁ"    After saluting the Shoa people he left” 
™H‚""                   said she 

A song which, Mondon-Vidailhet comments, had to be understood as: A�e Tewodros 

has been humiliated / After cutting off the hands of the Shoa people he left, referring to 
the mutilation of 500 men in Ankobär. This use of oral poetry in a written genre as the 
chronicle is part of a time-honoured tradition going back to the ancient Imperial songs 
(14th and 15th centuries), which are the first examples of oral written Amharic26. Their 
precise status is still in question but the political function of Amharic was already that 
clear, deserving its name of JdŠ"'ŠÑ#Y ‘king’s language’. 
 
 

 
Gubäña (1961. E.C.). 

25  Chronique: "1. 
26  Guidi I., “Le canzioni geez-amareñña in onore di re abissini”, RRAL, sér. 4, 5 (1889): 53-66. 


