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Introduction to the Text 

Wendy Laura Belcher 

This volume introduces and translates the earliest known book-length biography 
about the life of an African woman: the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros. It was written in 1672 
in an African language by Africans for Africans about Africans-in particular, 
about a revered African religious leader who led a successful nonviolent movement 

against European protocolonialism in Ethiopia. This is the first time this remark­
able text has appeared in English. 

When the Jesuits tried to convert the ijabiisa peoples of highland Ethiopia from 

their ancient form of Christianity to Roman Catholicism, 1 the seventeenth-century 
I:Iabiisa woman Walatta Petros was among those who fought to retain African 
Christian beliefs, for which she was elevated to sainthood in the Ethiopian Ortho­

dox Tiiwa):i;:ido Church. Thirty years after her death, her ijabiisa disciples (many of 
whom were women) wrote a vivid and lively book in G;:i';:iz (a classical African 
language) praising her as an adored daughter, the loving friend of women, a de­
voted reader, an itinerant preacher, and a radical leader. Walatta Petros must be 
considered one of the earliest activists against European protocolonialism and the 
subject of one of the earliest African biographies. 

The original text is in a distinctive genre called a giidl, which is used to tell the 
inspirational story of a saint's life, often called a hagiography or hagiobiography 
(de Porcellet and Garay 2001, 19). This genre represents a vital archive of African 
literature that has gone almost entirely unexplored, even though it contains fasci­

nating narratives about folk heroes and is a rich repository of indigenous thought. 
More than two hundred Ethiopian saints have a giidl, including at least six women. 
One of them was Walatta Petros, a noblewoman who lived from 1592 to 1642, and 
whose composite name means Spiritual Daughter of Saint Peter (and should never 
be shortened to Petros). The 7~1\:ro,H:7,,<pC'(\ ( Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros [Life-Struggles 

ofWalatta Petros]) is the extraordinary story of her life and her fierce determination 
to do what was right. Despite the importance of these hagiobiographies, only four 
other Ethiopian saints have had their giidl translated into English (Anonymous 
1898; Tiiklii $;:iyon 1906; Tiiwiildii Miidg;:in 2006). The G;:i';:iz scholar and translator 

Getatchew Haile recently translated one of the most important: the Giidlii 3stifanos. 

The three other translations, done more than one hundred years ago by Sir E. A. 

Wallis Budge, are available only to the wealthy, as there are no electronic versions 

1 For an explanation of the term Ifabasa, see Muller (2005). For an explanation of the 
choice to use it sometimes rather than "Ethiopians;' see Belcher (2012). 



2 " INTRODUCTION TO THE TEXT 

on the Internet: they exist only in art books that cost thousands of dollars each. 
Two of these four translations are short, and all of them are about men. Further­
more, there has been only one translation into English of the life of any black fe­

male saint (whether African or of African descent), the as yet unpublished but 
carefully researched work on Teresa Chicaba (Houchins and Fra-Molinero 2009), 

and that was written by Europeans, not Africans. Our translation represents the 
first accessible translation into English of an early modern African woman's life. 
And it is one of only a handful of authentic African accounts of early modern Afri­

can thought. 
Our aim in translating has been to produce a rigorous scholarly publication with 

a wide-ranging introduction; rich substantive notes; a comprehensive glossary of 
people, places, and concepts; and vivid illustrations from the original manuscripts. 

Since both literary scholars and historians will use the text, our translation does 
not take liberties with the text (variations from the original are noted). At the same 

time, we have translated with a careful eye for the needs of undergraduates and 
scholars who have no knowledge of Ethiopia or G;:i \Jz (see Kleiner' s "Introduction 

to the Translation of the Text" for information on all aspects of the translation). In 

this way, we hope to bring the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros into the global conversation, 
aiding its usefulness to religious, historical, literary, gender, and African studies. 
We believe that the publication of this translation should electrify medieval and 
early modern studies and meet the demand for early African-authored texts. Not 

only is the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros the earliest known biography of an African woman, 
and an early account of resistance to European protocolonialism from an African 

perspective, it also features a rare look at African women's domestic lives and rela­

tionships with other women. 

An Exemplary Woman, Not an Exception 

Walatta Petros might seem to be unique. She was, after all, a literate seventeenth­
century African noblewoman. She was an important leader, directing a successful 

movement against Europeans and overcoming local male leadership. Her Ethiopian 
disciples wrote a book about her. Yet closer examination reveals that Walatta Petros 

is not unique but rather an exemplary case. 
Many are surprised to hear that Africans were writing any books several hun­

dred years ago, much less books in an African language about an individual 
woman. The general public assumes that ancient, medieval, and early modern 
Africans did not create written texts, and even scholars may assume that the pub­

lication of Chinua Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart in 1958 represents the genesis 
of written African literature. Yet, Ethiopia and Eritrea are nations in East Africa 

whose African peoples the I:Iabii.sa have been reading and writing bound manu­
scripts in their literary language of G;:i' ;:iz since the fourth century CE. (To learn 
more, visit Sean Winslow's online exhibit "Ethiopic Manuscript Production" at 

larkvi.com/mss/eth/production.) Like Latin (whose vernacular form, so-called Vul-
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gar Latin, evolved into the Romance languages Italian, French, Spanish, and so 
on), vernacular G;:i' ;:iz evolved into the modern language T;:igr;:iiiiia, while written 

G;:i';:iz became a fossilized language that changed little from then on (Weninger 
2011). The written form, dating to the first millennium, has been and still is the 

sacred language for liturgy and literature in the church. I:Iabii.sa boys and some 
I:Iabii.sa girls learned how to read in this language from the age of seven onward, 

therefore some I:Iabii.sa were literate and are depicted as reading and loving books 

in the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros. 
Many North Americans are also surprised to hear that Africans were Christians 

well before the 1600s, assuming that Christianity in Africa is always the result of 
Western missionary activity. Yet the I:Iabii.sa are among the oldest Christians in the 
world-King 'Ezana and his court converted in the 330s CE. The I:Iabii.sa practice a 

form of African Christianity that predates most forms of European Christianity and 
is variously called non-Chalcedonian, monophysite, Coptic, Oriental Orthodox, or 
Ethiopian Orthodox. Members themselves prefer the term Tii.wa):i;:ido Church, 
which we use. Their ancient form of African Christianity is distinctive, holding 

some beliefs dear that are considered heretical by the Roman Catholic Church, 

Protestant churches, and Eastern Orthodoxy. 
Thousands of churches and hundreds of monasteries have maintained these tra­

ditions for the past fourteen hundred years, while their monks and learned men 
have translated Greek and Arabic texts into G;:i' ;:iz and also created an original lit­

erature of theological treatises, royal chronicles, and indigenous hagiobiographies. 
The hagiobiographies were a particularly important form because there is no for­
mal process of canonization to become a saint in the Tii.wa):i;:ido Church; rather, the 
main requirements are posthumous miracles and that the saint's community write 

his or her hagiobiography. A marker of the strength of Western constructions of 
the world is that the scholar must explain that some black peoples were both liter­

ate and Christian before some Europeans. 
Finally, many assume that Africa is the continent where women have perenni­

ally been the most abused and repressed. Yet, parts of Northeast Africa have long 
traditions of strong ruling queens, oflegally independent and literate noblewomen, 

and of national reverence for female deities and saints. The I:Iabii.sa claim that their 
royal line has had women of such distinction that they are known worldwide, in­
cluding the ~een of Sheba of the Old Testament and ~een Candace of the New 
Testament. During the early modern period, I:Iabii.sa queens and princesses were 
very powerful politically-acting independently of kings, ruling for young kings, 
owning vast lands, and being undeposable while alive (Lobo and Le Grand 1985, 92, 
128, 212, 229; Barradas 1996, 96). For instance, Queen 3:leni indirectly ruled the 
country for so long and so competently that when she died, people mourned her as 
both "father and mother of all;' according to a sixteenth-century Portuguese visitor 

(Alvarez 1961, 434). In the eighteenth century, the powerful ~een M;:int;:iwwab 
ruled as regent for her husband, her son, and her grandson (Bruce 1813b, 94-104). 
Sii.blii. Wii.ngel, wife of the sixteenth-century monarch L;:ibnii. D;:ing;:il, was also a 
leader of the nation after the death of her husband (Kleiner 2010). Evidence from 
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multiple sources in multiple languages demonstrates that early modern African 
women were present in the histories of their nations (Thornton 1998, 1991; Nast 

2005), not absent, as the modern public tends to assume. 
To summarize, Walatta Petros is not sui generis but an exemplar of the f:Iabiisa' s 

long tradition of powerful noblewomen, indigenous literature, and independent 
Christianity. Unfortunately, scholars of early modern African women continue to 
write against an absence-not that of the women themselves but the absence of 

readers' knowledge about Africa and the scarcity of scholarship about these 
women, which creates assumptions about the scarcity of the women themselves. 

This book does much to undermine those unfortunate assumptions. 

The Text's Seventeenth-Century Historical Context 

1he Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros is written without a Western audience in mind. Its f:Iabiisa 

authors assume a contemporary J:Iabiisa readership; that is, those as knowledgeable 
about its events, people, places, books, time, and rituals as the authors are. For in­

stance, it proceeds without explaining where places are or how far they are from 
one another. The name of the king appears with little more announcement than 
those of the humble maids, fishermen, and boat owners of Walatta Petros's com­

munity. Thus, it is essential to give a substantial historical background for the 
twenty-first-century reader. 

The seventeenth-century encounter between the Portuguese and the f:Iabiisa 

that forms the backdrop of the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros is a fascinating moment in the 
history of colonial encounter. 2 As mentioned, the highland Ethiopian kingdom of 
Abyssinia, of the f:Iabiisa people, had become Christian starting in the fourth cen­
tury. In the 1520s and 1530s, they became concerned about Islamic incursions. A 
Muslim of the Afar people called AJ::imad b. Ibrahim al-GazI (nicknamed "Gran" by 

the f:Iabiisa, meaning "left-handed" in Amharic) started a war against the Christian 
kingdoms of the Ethiopian highlands (Morin 2004, 41-43), beginning with the 

provinces of Fiitiigar and Diiwaro, from which Walatta Petros's family came. This 
military leader led a campaign-burning down churches and monasteries, killing 

monks and priests, and cutting a swath through the J:Iabiisa army-that nearly 
eradicated the f:Iabiisa Empire. The f:Iabiisa king L;:ibnii D;:ing;:il sent ambassadors to 

Europe to ask for help in defending the J:Iabiisa, and in 1541 they arrived. Crist6vao 
da Gama, the son of the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama, led an expedition 
from Goa, India, of four hundred Portuguese with muskets to repel the conquest. 

After the f:Iabiisa and Portuguese successfully repelled the incursion, many of the 
Portuguese returned home, but some stayed to form a small community, intermar­

rying with the J:Iabiisa. 
Then, missionaries from the new Roman Catholic order of the Jesuits, founded 

just twenty years earlier to combat emergent Protestantism, arrived in Ethiopia in 

2 Much of this section was previously published in an extended form in Belcher (2013). 
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1557 to endeavor to convert the Habiisa from their ancient form of Christianity to 
Roman Catholicism. The Jesuits' early methods were neither sophisticated nor suc­

cessful-they declared the f:Iabiisa heretics, demanded that they submit to Rome, 
and did little to persuade them (Pennec 2003, 373). The missionaries were barely 
tolerated by successive kings and did little beyond ministering to the tiny Catholic 

community descended from the intermarried families of the Portuguese soldiers. 
Then, after fifty years of failure, the Portuguese sent a new group of Jesuits to 

the Ethiopian highlands in 1603, among whom was a Spanish priest named Pedro 
Paez. This man was a new sort of missionary, someone who learned the local lan­

guage, engaged others in conversation, and was sympathetic to many of the tenets 
of the Tiiwa}:i;:ido Church. His extraordinary diplomacy, intellectual curiosity, and 
kind manner enabled him to gain influence among a range of nobles and high­

ranking priests. Paez privately converted King Zii-D;:ing;:il within a few years of 
arriving. When that king was excommunicated from the Tiiwa}:i;:ido Church and 
killed for these actions, a new king seized the throne in 1607, Sus;:inyos (regnal 

name Malak Siiggiid). Paez converted him and the new king's powerful brother 
S;:i';:ilii Kr;:istos (who had the title of Ras, meaning "duke") as well, in 1612, reassur­

ing them that conversion was only a matter of consolidating Christianity against 

the threat of Islam, not of abandoning the faith of their fathers. 
King Sus;:inyos may not have been much concerned about such an abandonment 

anyway. He was the extramarital son of a previous king (Tiiklii S;:illase [Tinno] 
1892, ix) and had grown up among another ethnic group, the Oromo, life experi­
ences that may have made him more open to a foreign faith (Marcus 2002, 39-40). 
Certainly, he converted with an eye toward controlling the powerful Tiiwa}:i;:ido 
Church and gaining European military assistance (Crummey 2000, 68, 72; Cohen 
2009a, 29; Henze 2000, 96). After violently repressing his people's anti-Catholic 

uprising in 1617 and 1618, Sus;:inyos forced the matter in 1621 by publicly profess­
ing Roman Catholicism and rejecting the Tiiwa}:i;:ido Church, and inviting more 

Portuguese Jesuits into the country. Over the following decade, the Jesuits estab­
lished nine churches, translated the Latin liturgy and theological texts into G;:i' ;:iz, 

and engaged in open debates with local religious leaders over doctrine. Many of the 
male members of the royal court and high-ranking priests followed Sus;:inyos in 

converting. 
Nevertheless, a significant portion of the population, including many lower­

level ecclesiastics, the people in the countryside, and women of the court, did not 
(Lobo 1971, 189). They rightly suspected that, despite promises to the contrary, they 
would soon be asked to abandon their most cherished rituals to embrace the Jesu­
itical version of Christianity. Unlike the high-ranking men, these women and peas­
ants were more involved in the distinctive beliefs and practices of the f:Iabiisa 
church-which touched every part of their daily lives. A few of the practices that 

the Jesuits later decried included the f:Iabiisa's refusal to eat pork or rabbit (as pro­
scribed in the Old Testament) and their celebration of the Sabbath on Saturday and 
Sunday. The people were horrified at the prospect of eating foods that disgusted 
them and losing their days of worship. And, to the f:Iabiisa mind, the Portuguese 
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priests were clearly barbarians, thinking nothing, for instance, of spitting in church 
(Castanhoso, Bermudez, and Correa 1902, 90). Many l:Iabasa refused to follow the 
king in converting to Roman Catholicism-which some called the "filthy faith of 
the Europeans." 

Then a fateful event occurred: Paez died. His successor, Afonso Mendes, was 

more aggressive, and the fears of the people were realized. 3 In 1626, Mendes had the 
king issue an edict condemning many cherished Tawa}:iado Church religious prac­

tices. For instance, the I:Iabasa baptize sons on the fortieth day after their birth and 
daughters on the eightieth day. Given infant mortality rates, many children died 
without baptism. The Jesuits insisted that all such children were in hell (Paez 1903, 
63-64). 

The king immediately began to face wholesale insurrection, with many taking 
up their weapons. In the countryside, some priests engaged the armed Portuguese 
military with nothing more than a portable sacred altar on their heads (Lobo and 

Le Grand 1985, 91). In his own immediate household, none of the women con­
verted. His mother rebuked him (Paez 2011, 1:333-34), his wife left him due to his 

conversion (Mendes 1908, 333-34), his beloved niece gave land to shelter anti­
Catholic resistors (Takla Sallase [Tinno] 1900, 78, 374n), and two of his daughters 

participated in anti-Catholic rebellions against him (Crummey 2000, 69). It seems 

he was dismayed at having to kill so many of his own people and disheartened by 
these domestic desertions: "it visibly appear'd that he broke his Heart with Grief, 

and Trouble, being in perpetual Anguish" (Tellez 1710, 243). Susanyos abandoned 
the effort to convert the country by force, rescinded his edict of conversion in 1632, 
and died three months later. His son Fasiladas came to power and eradicated Roman 

Catholicism. By 1636, he was executing priests who had converted to Roman Ca­
tholicism (Beccari 1913, 110). By 1653, not a single Jesuit was left in Ethiopia: all 
had been banished or lynched (ibid., 102; Tellez 1710, 264). Three hundred years 
later, the twentieth-century king Haile Selassie still prevented the Roman Catholic 

Church from establishing churches or congregations in highland Ethiopia. 
Oddly, few scholars have commented on this annihilation of a European proto­

colonial effort, its absolute failure. And a protocolonial effort it was. Although the 
Portuguese Jesuits did not engage in international trade, own private property in 

Ethiopia, or extract tribute, they traveled in and out of the country with soldiers, 
established a settlement, and lived in Ethiopia for almost a century. They were there 

due to Portuguese geopolitical interests in curtailing the Ottoman Empire, demand­
ing that the l:Iabiisa king submit himself to the European authority of the pope, and 
using superior military equipment to aid the king in forcing thousands to embrace 

a European system of very different beliefs and rituals from 1621 to 1632. After a 
decade of bloody conflict, however, the Portuguese were routed and Europeans did 

not attempt to colonize Ethiopia for the next two hundred and fifty years. In fact, 
Europeans never successfully colonized most of the nation afterward. This is the 

3 Some have debated the painting of Mendes as a hard-liner, including Merid Wolde 
Aregay (1998); Pennec (2003). For a discussion of this point, see Salvadore (2010, 194). 
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backdrop of Walatta Petros's movement against the Jesuits and Roman Catholicism 
in Ethiopia. 

The Text and I:fabiisa Noblewomen's Anticolonial Role 

Two explanations have been offered for the I:Iabiisa defeating the Portuguese effort 
in highland Ethiopia in the 1600s.4 European scholars tend to say that the Portu­

guese were culturally insensitive and enraged the populace. I:Iabasa scholars tend 
to say that rebellions among the l:Iabasa military ranks turned the tide. Both of 
these explanations are accurate. But the defeat must also be attributed in part to a 

group many assume had no power: women. Comparing the Portuguese and I:Iabasa 
sources from the seventeenth century (including the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros) reveals 

that I:Iabasa noblewomen were partly, and perhaps largely, responsible for evicting 
the Portuguese and Roman Catholicism from Ethiopia. Comparing the primary 
sources from two earlier traditions enables us to recover the role of African women 
in resisting European colonial efforts and shaping their nation's history. 

In the seventeenth century, about a dozen now relatively unknown texts were 
written about the encounter in the first half of the century between the Portu­
guese and the I:Iabasa. Writing from the European perspective, five of the Portu­

guese Jesuits who lived in Ethiopia in the early 1600s-Manoel de Almeida (often 
Manuel de Almeida), Manoel Barradas, Jeronimo Lobo, Afonso Mendes, and Pedro 
Paez-wrote accounts of their experiences in Ethiopia. Perhaps because of the mis­
sion's failure, none of the Portuguese Jesuits' accounts were published in full in 
Portuguese until the twentieth century, in Camillo Beccari's fifteen-volume series 
Rerum aethiopicarum scriptores occidentales inediti a saeculo XVI ad XIX (Lobo 

1983, xxix). Only some of these texts have appeared in English. Some of the Jesuits 
also wrote letters and reports that have been preserved (Beccari 1910, 1911, 1912, 
1913, 1914). Writing from the African perspective, various seventeenth-century 

I:Iabasa scholars also documented the encounter, writing royal chronicles that de­
tail the lives of I:Iabasa kings who ruled during this period, and some hagiobiogra­
phies that detail the lives ofl:Iabasa saints. None of these Ga'az texts are currently 

available in English. There are also the letters of the Roman Catholic I:Iabasa monk 
Abba Gorgoryos, who reported what he saw to the seventeenth-century German 

scholar Hiob Ludolf. 5 

The texts from this period display quite different perspectives on some of the 
I:Iabasa noblewomen-the Portuguese texts portray one of them negatively as dia­

b6lica mulher (diabolical woman), while the Ga'az texts portray them positively as 
qaddusat (female saints)-but they concur that these African women participated in 

defeating this European incursion. The Portuguese texts disparage l:Iabasa noble-

4 Much of this section was previously published in an extended form in Belcher (2013). 
5 Some of his G;i';n letters to Ludolf were translated into German (Flemming 1890-91), 

and Michael Kleiner is working on translating them into English. 
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women for obstructing the Jesuits' efforts to convert the Habiisa to Roman Ca­

tholicism. The Ga' az texts praise them for doing so. Comparing the two traditions 
reveals that the negative Portuguese representations of these I:labiisa noble­
women were not just the result of misogyny, but were a vanquished foe's bitter 

depiction of a victorious enemy. Indeed, these early modern African women must 
be acknowledged as some of the earliest pioneers against European incursions in 

Africa. 
Women appear rarely in the Portuguese accounts, but when they do, they are 

almost always resisting conversion to Roman Catholicism. Lobo and Mendes claim 
outright that the noblewomen surrounding the I:labiisa king-in particular his se­
nior wife, eldest daughter, a daughter-in-law, and a niece-are the reason for the 

failure of Roman Catholicism in Abyssinia (Lobo and Le Grand 1985, 73-7 4; Beccari 

1903, 147). Part of the reason that I:labasa noblewomen were so powerful was that 
strict exogamous cultural laws meant that noblewomen ( wiiyzazar in Ga' az) mar­

ried outside the royal family; that is, they married men who were beneath them 
socially: "The wiiyzazar are not submissive to anyone, not even to their husbands. 

Given that they do not marry and cannot marry men who are noble like them, only 
to those who are not, no matter how honored the men may be, their wives will al­

ways become their masters. And behind closed doors the men are treated as ser­
vants" (our translation) (Barradas 1906, 151-52; 1996, 64). 

This asymmetrical power relationship probably contributed to noblewomen's 
strong sense of their own value and rights. Their literacy, unusual for any seventeenth­

century person, would also have contributed to this confidence. Indeed, the I:Iabasa 
king expressed surprise that the noblewomen were not more interested in the for­

eign faith, given their literacy, saying, "he was amazed, that they, rising from such a 
noble lineage, gifted with clear minds and versed in books to such a degree, would 
endure themselves being inflicted upon by monks from the countryside and from the 
woods" (our translation) (Mendes 1908, 302). 

In my article on the topic, "Sisters Debating the Jesuits" (Belcher 2013), I look 

more closely at the Portuguese texts' vivid portraits of six individual I:labiisa noble­

women, five who resisted the Portuguese and one who appears to have supported 
them. Space does not allow that examination here, but the interested reader is 

urged to read the article for fascinating anecdotes about the I:Iabasa noblewomen 
of this period, whom nobody (including their fathers and husbands) could prevent 
from doing exactly as they liked. 

One figure is worth spending a little time on, however: the king's niece. She is a 
discursively resistant figure in the Portuguese texts who has experiences quite sim­

ilar to Walatta Petros. While remaining nameless in their texts, she takes up more 
space than perhaps any other woman, with the Portuguese describing her as well 
educated and the greatest heretic in the land (Beccari 1912, 185). Lobo wrote, years 

later, that they were never successful in converting this woman, but Thomas Bar­
neto stated in 1627 that they were (1912, 185-89). They interpreted the encounter 

differently, as suggested by what Barneto himself recounts of the rhetorical indirec­
tion she used to avoid conversion. 
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In Lobo's account, the Jesuits met her husband when he asked them to come as 

Roman Catholic missionaries to his region (1983, 186). Unfortunately for the Portu­
guese, the king's niece was set against them: "a confirmed heretic, so blind and 
obstinate in her errors that she was unwilling to listen to any discussion of the 

Catholic faith or any true information concerning her heresies" (ibid.). Although 
"the greater part of our labours were expended with the king's niece;' she heard 
their preaching with "ill will and worse predisposition" (ibid., 187). In a brilliant 

rhetorical move, she horrified the locals by telling them that the Jesuits had mixed 
the blood of unclean animals (camels, dogs, and hares) into the bread of the Eucha­

rist host, polluting the sacred ritual (Lobo and Le Grand 1985, 57). This constituted 
a dire problem for the Portuguese, because the local women in the entire region 
refused to convert on the grounds that the king's niece had not converted (Lobo 

1971, 386n2). Soon the entire region was "infected with the same prejudices as she" 
and "they fled from us whenever we approach'd" (Lobo and Le Grand 1985, 57). 
Whole towns would go into mourning when the Portuguese drew near (Lobo 1983, 

188-89). 
Given her tremendous influence, the Portuguese made repeated attempts to 

change her mind (Lobo 1983, 187-89, 197; Lobo and Le Grand 1985, 57-58, 61). At 

first they hoped that she would "yield" to her husband and convert, but she did 
not. Then they spent three .days attempting to gain an audience with her, but she 
would not grant it. Eventually, the Portuguese abandoned the effort and returned 
home: "We again attempted the conversion of the aforementioned lord's wife, 
whom we found as blind and stubborn as before. And since she refused to give up 

the battle in any of the many bouts we had with her, we had to return again to 
Fremona [the Jesuit base, in northern Ethiopia]" (Lobo 1983, 197). Not long after, 

the entire Portuguese effort in Abyssinia unraveled. 
The Portuguese did not record their "battles" with this woman at length, but the 

original Lobo draft contains a fascinating scene, deleted from the later manuscript, 
in which the woman debates with the Portuguese priests, employing rhetoric in 

resisting them (1971, 387). Perhaps Lobo deleted the scene becaus,' it demonstrated 
a mere woman defeating a team of men from the most famous educational Euro­

pean institution of its time, the Society ofJesus. Although the king's niece appears 
in Lobo's text as a shadow, without a direct voice, there is no doubting her extraor­
dinary role in the text. She resists conversion, convinces other women to resist 
conversion, and remains true to her faith despite the best efforts of the Portuguese. 
Indeed, her repression in Lobo's later text makes her stand out all the more because 
she is the only individual conversion attempt Lobo records. As the reader, one im­
mediately wonders why the Portuguese are spending so much time with one per­

son, and with a woman. Clearly, this woman is a symbol of much more. 
Interestingly, several events in Walatta Petros's life parallel those of the king's 

niece. Both women were noblewomen and the wives of high-ranking officials who 
had converted to Roman Catholicism. Both women were subjected to intense, one­
on-one efforts by the Portuguese to convert them. Like the king's niece, "our holy 

mother Walatta Petros argued with them, defeated them and embarrassed them:' It 
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is tempting to speculate that the hagiobiography and Lobo and Barneto's accounts 
are about the same woman. The names of their husbands are somewhat similar, 
appearing as "Miserat Christos" and "Melcha Christos" in the Portuguese sources 

(Beccari 1912, 185). But the king's niece lived in Sire, Tagray, and Walatta Petros 
never did. If they are not the same woman, the overlap in their stories suggests that 

the Portuguese accounts and the J::Iabasa hagiobiographies are both reporting on a 
much larger movement among J::Iabasa noblewomen during this period. 

Despite the different valences of the Portuguese and J::Iabasa texts-the first con­

demning, the second praising noblewomen-the parallels between them are strik­
ing. In both, women are rhetorical warriors, striking at imperial and foreign power 

with the weapons of language. In the Portuguese texts this resistance is often de­
picted as sly sarcasm or sullen silence; in the J::Iabasa texts it is depicted as dialogic 

utterance. Indeed, in one of the other Ethiopian female saint hagiobiographies, the 
Gddld Faqartd Krastos, women perform a theater of abusive speech and violent 

physical response that ends not even with the speaker's death, but with a command 
that the living eat the bodies of the condemnatory and all-powerful dead. 

By reading early modern European and African written texts through each 
other, we come to a better understanding of this period and, in particular, the role 

of women in the failure of an early modern European protocolonial effort. The 
J::Iabasa texts suggest that women played an essential role in defeating Roman Ca­

tholicism in Ethiopia, but do not say so outright. The Portuguese texts do. The 
J::Iabasa texts communicate the scale of the rebellion against the Roman Catholics, 

and the tremendous cost to the J::Iabasa both at the national and familial level. The 
Portuguese texts are necessarily more focused on the costs to Europeans. Read to­

gether, both sets of texts suggest some important historical truths. 

The Text's Religious Context 

The Gddld Wdldttd Petros was written within the TawaJ:tado Church tradition, 

which is both similar to and very different from other forms of Christianity. In this 
section, I describe the religious differences between Roman Catholicism and the 
Tawa]:iado Church, particularly their views of human and divine nature; the reli­

gious controversies that arose within the Tawa]:iado Church during this period, 
including Walatta Petros's monastery's affiliation with adherents of Qabat teach­

ing; the vital place that the Virgin Mary holds in the TawaJ:tado Church; the prac­
tices of monasticism in the Tawa:}:tado Church, including female leadership; and the 

deployment of biblical passages in the text, including their alteration. 

Tiiwab-ado Church Doctrine 

Readers familiar with Roman Catholicism or Protestantism will notice that the 

Christianity of the text is markedly different. Walatta Petros and other J::Iabasa re-

----
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fused to convert to Roman Catholicism for a number of reasons, but one of the most 
often stated is Christological. That is, the Habasa viewed the nature of Christ differ­

ently. The Roman Catholics agreed with the Council of Chalcedon of 451 that Christ 
had "two natures;' fully human and fully divine; the Tawa]:iado Church disagreed 

with that council and insisted that Christ had "one nature;' melding the human and 
the divine. Along with the Roman Catholics, the Eastern Orthodox, and, later, the 
Protestant churches, agreed with the two-nature doctrine; it is only the so-called 

Oriental Orthodox churches, or non-Chalcedonian churches of Egypt, Syria, Arme­

nia, India, Ethiopia, and Eritrea, that disagreed. While this difference may seem 
small or even nonexistent-neither claimed that Christ was only divine or only 
human-the theological and political implications were significant. More recently, 

the non-Chalcedonian churches have decided that the difference is merely seman­

tic, based in a misunderstanding of the Greek terms for "nature" (Ayele Takla Hay­
manot 1982). Language is powerful, however, and has shaped some distinctive as­
pects of the TawaJ:tado Church, particularly its emphasis on indivisibility, which 

seems to have shaped, or emerged from, its view of human nature. 
The Tawahado Church does not have a doctrine of original sin, and thus does 

not posit that. all human beings are born in a state of sin. Rather, it has a doctrine of 

theosis, the transformation of human beings by grace. When saved, people are re­

stored into Christ's image:Thus, all children are types of angels, and J::Iabasa and 
Africans who do bad things are rarely evil but are led to do evil acts by something 
outside of themselves: Satan. Walatta Petros' s pagan jail or makes advances toward 
her not due to his own bad character but because "Satan entered into [his] heart." 
(The Europeans in the text are allowed no such excuse, however.) The text talks 

about the divinity of human beings, saying that the members of Walatta Petros's 
flock are "without any blemish." This doctrine means that human beings are not 
inevitably and wholly sinful but actually have the potential of becoming divine, 
like Mary (Wright 2002, 30). As a result, the ultimate goal of monks and nuns is to 

leave the human behind, in part by reducing the body's desires to nothing. This has 

partly to do with another doctrine that the body as well as the soul will be re_sur­
rected on Judgment Day, therefore "both the body and the soul have to be punfied 

and saved" (ibid., 34). 
At the same time, if humans are more divine, the divine is more human. When 

Jesus Christ appears to commission Walatta Petros to guide the community, she 
does not agree in awe. She fights him tooth and nail, insisting that she is nothing 
but "mud:' Christ deigns to argue back, saying that mud mixed with straw is a 

strong building block. So, she comes to her main point. She knows her Bible well­
she "was anxious that what had happened to Eve not happen to her." She does not 

want to be tricked, but perhaps she also does not want to be mistakenly held re­
sponsible, as a woman, if harm comes to her flock. Only then, havin~ been defeated 

in argument, does Christ give her his solemn promise that no one m her commu­
nity, nor anyone who ever calls upon her name, will perish-that is, be condemned 
to eternal damnation. Only then, having extracted a promise from the all-powerful, 
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does she agree to do as God says. Similarly, an earlier :Habasa female saint, KrJstos 
Samra, also argues with God, trying to reconcile him with Satan so that human be­

ings will stop suffering due to the war between the two (FilJppos 1956). 
Although many :Habasa, like Walatta Petros, refused to convert to Roman Ca­

tholicism, and eventually the country followed suit and abandoned Catholicism, 
the Habasa's debates with the Jesuits set the stage for divisive theological debates 

in Ethiopia in the seventeenth century. This internal conflict, starting right after the 
expulsion of the Jesuits, centered on whether Christ needed the Holy Spirit to 
anoint him. One side, called Unctionist (adherents ofQJbat teaching, whose follow­

ers were called Unctionists, QJbatocc, Jlla Ewostatewos, or Goggamewocc), be­
lieved that he did need the Holy Spirit: "the Father is the anointer, the Son the 

anointed, and the Holy Spirit the ointment." The other side, called Unionist (adher­

ents of Karra teaching, whose followers were called Unionists or Tawal:i-Jdowocc), 
believed that he did not: "the Son is the anointer, the anointed, and the ointment" 

(Tedros Abraha 2010; Getatchew Haile 2007a). The Unctionists were associated 
with the monastic house of the fifteenth-century Abunii Ewostatewos and the mon­

asteries of Goggam (south of Lake Tana); the Unionists were associated with the 
monastic house of thirteenth-century Abunii Takla Haymanot and the monasteries 

of Azazo (near Gondar) and Dabra Libanos. That is, although the Tawa}:i.Jdo Church 
had no orders, it did have "houses;' loosely connected networks of monasteries 
(Kaplan 2014a). 

The second half of the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros, which relates what happened after 

the Jesuits were expelled, will be helpful to scholars trying to understand some of 
those shifts. In particular, the :Habasa monks and monasteries in the text suggest 
that Walatta Petros's community leaned toward QJbat teaching. For instance, the 

high-ranking monk Abba Fatla SJllase appears in both SusJnyos's chronicle and 
Walatta Petros's hagiobiography. In the hagiobiography, Fatla SJllase is a special 
mentor to Walatta Petros, as well as the "teacher of the entire world." He is the one 

who enables her to leave her husband's home to become a nun, who twice brokers 
peace between her and her husband, and who, much later, supports her when male 

priests attack her leadership on the grounds that she is a woman. Since Fatla SJllase 
is regularly associated in the hagiobiography with a pro-Catholic member of the 

court, Walatta Giyorgis (whom Walatta Petros later converts back to Orthodoxy), 
we might assume that he was one of the priests who initially embraced Roman 

Catholicism. The hagiobiography speaks approvingly of him, however, so he must 
have abandoned any pro-Catholic position, ifhe had espoused any. Meanwhile, this 

same monk appears in SusJnyos's royal chronicle, participating near southeastern 
Lake Tana in a famous debate about Christ's anointing, held before King SusJnyos 

in 1622-23 CE. Fatla SJllase is the first of many monks arguing for the QJbat side, 
which SusJnyos then chose to support (also suggesting that QJbat was aligned 

with Roman Catholicism). In the June 1655 public debate, held after Walatta Petros 
died, King Fasiladas also chose the QJbat side, but in the 1667 debate, Fasiladas 
chose the opposing side. Likewise, his successor, King Yo}:iannJs I, held public de­

bates on the issue in 1668. The QJbat side again lost, and did so permanently. It 
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seems that Walatta Petros's monastery still had its sympathies with the QJbat side 
as of the 1672 writing of the hagiobiography, however. Further evidence is that an 

entry on :3:lJ_Jta KrJstos in the Sunbssar (Synaxarium), the thirteenth-century com­
pilation of saints' lives, states that she excommunicated two monks for being 

Unionist (Nollet 1930). 
The Tawal:i-Jdo Church is also distinctive in having great reverence for the Virgin 

Mary, Christ's mother, the "mother of salvation." Christ saved all humanity by dying 

on the cross, but Mary is present day to day, providing basic needs, comfort, and 

forgiveness. The pious recite the prayers in her honor, Wuddase Maryam, every day. 
In the Ta 'amurii Maryam (Miracles of Mary), read during many church services and 
the subject of many sermons, Mary is so powerful that she is called "redeemer": 

0 Mother of God, our Lady and redeemer, pray for us! Thou hast become the habitation 
of glory .... 0 Mother of God, our Lady and our redeemer, pray thou for us, and lay 

peace and safety upon those who are in this thy house! 0 Mother of God, Bearer of 
Life, glorious one ... 0 our Lady and deliverer, pray thou and make supplication on 

behalf of all the world; thou wast an earthly being and hast become a heavenly being 
through carrying the One .... 0 Mother of God ... who existed before everything .... 
0 Mother of God, ... thou shalt fashion completely Him Who is set over everything, 

Who appointeth king[s], Who establisheth him that putteth his trust in Him, and 

giveth glory and grace. (Budge 1933b, 104-7) 

Indeed, those Christians who do not believe in her power are thought to not attain 
heaven (Wright 2001, 47). The Jesuits thought that their own reverence for Mary 
was one reason they were at first successful in converting many :Habasa. This rever­
ence opens up a space for female leadership. Mary is seen as having paid Eve's debt 

and thus having erased the sin of all women (Wright 2001, 42). Walatta Petros also 

has redeeming power; those who pray directly to her are delivered. 

Tawab,c1do Church Monasticism 

Those unfamiliar with monastic practices, or familiar with only European monastic 
traditions, will need some explanation of the life Walatta Petros sought to live as a 
nun. Since the beginning, the Tawa}:i.Jdo Church has been deeply connected to the 

Egyptian Orthodox Church and to its practices of monasticism and asceticism. 
Over the centuries, many praised the :Habasa for the depth of their commitment to 

such practices, in particular, to a life of abstaining from worldly pleasures. The 
Tawa}:i.Jdo Church believed (and still does today) that weakening the body reduced 

desire and thus led to purity. Even ordinary Christians in the Tawa}:i.Jdo Church 
abstained from animal products at least half of the days of the year, and monks and 
nuns ate once a day or every other day. They often engaged in other rigors, such as 

praying while standing in cold water, staying up all night in prayer, or living in 

caves. The body was as nothing to them. 
Tawa}:i.Jdo Church monasticism had no orders and each monastery had its own 

rules and procedures. A monastery was not something inextricably tied to a par-
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ticular monastic building or church edifice but something marked more by its prac­

tices of austerity, celibacy, education, and preaching the Gospel. Monks and nuns 
were not cloistered but lived near the monastery, at home, or as wanderers (Bar­
radas 1996, 141; Alvares 1881). Some monks and nuns lived entirely on their own, 

as hermits in cells in the mountains or the wilderness, called anchorite (Greek, 
from "to go out") monasticism. Others lived individually but in the same general 
area, called idiorythmic (Greek, from "each according to his rhythm") monasti­

cism. Others lived fully together, sharing meals and work, called cenobitic or coeno­

bitic (Greek for "communal") monasticism. Nuns moved among these forms, as did 

Walatta Petros, and the boundaries of the forms were themselves porous. Monks 

and nuns could live together in monasteries but the double monastery or dual com­
munity of monks and nuns living side by side was more typical ofI:Iabasa monasti­

cism. As the hagiobiography also explains, it was believed that in the original mon­
asteries, men and women existed without desire for each other, even sleeping in the 

same bed and wearing each other's clothes (Wright 2001, 10). Thus, the monastery 
was not a building behind a wall under lock and key, but more like a village sur­

rounding a church in which each monk or nun had a thatched house of stone or 

wood and clay (figs. 4-5). They maintained themselves through charity and some­
times by farming the land. 

Monks and nuns would join one of three types of holy institutions in the 
Tawal:i-ddo Church: gadam, diibr, or mabbar. The term gadam was not used for a 

church or a wealthy, established monastery but for a more autonomous or less 
settled community of monks, and we have translated it throughout as "monastic 

settlement." By contrast, a diibr was a substantial, established church that had at 
least three priests and, often, royal patronage, and that served as a center of educa­
tion. It might or might not have a monastery attached, but since it is the most 
formal institution, we have always translated it as "monastery." A ma!Jbiir, which 
we always translate as "community;' was the type of institution that Walatta Pet­

ros established. People who devoted themselves to a life of spirituality in a manet, 

or monastery, were sometimes called a mabbiir. But lay organizations with such a 

name also have a long history in Ethiopia and were often established by those who 
revered a particular saint (Marcus 2001). One did not need to be a monk or nun to 

belong to such an association or even start one. They often provided mutual as­
sistance to members (such as rebuilding houses or caring for orphans) and met 

regularly at members' homes. In the troubled times of Walatta Petros, when many 

local churches and monasteries. had become tainted by the foreign faith, Walatta 
Petros may have borrowed from this particular form of magbar to establish com­
munities for the Christians who followed her and wanted to live near her to wor­

ship in the true faith. Such a use was without precedent, but, as a woman, Walatta 
Petros could not set up churches (betii krastiyan) or monasteries (gadam or dabr). 

Later, it seems Walatta Petros worked to establish her magbar as a gadam with 
formal monastic rules. 

In Europe, few became monks or nuns, but in Ethiopia, it was a common way of 

life. Indeed, almost every elderly widow or widower took up the monastic life, as 
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did quite a few boys and girls. Many did not live in monasteries, but continued to 

live at home. Still, it was highly unusual for Walatta Petros, as a young, married 
woman, to want to become a nun and live in a monastery. 

The positions and titles for nuns in the monastery were generally as follows: 

l:Iabasa nuns called each other <lbat (sister), but ordinary people called them 
ammahoy (mother), and the nun in charge of the other nuns, the abbess, was called 
<lmmii manet (mother of the monastery). The <lmmii m<lnet distributed work and 
made sure every nun did no more and no less than she should. The Rules for the 

Monks advised that younger nuns should serve older nuns (Wright 2001, 26); 

younger nuns were called dangal (virgin) while older nuns were called miiniikosayt 

(female monk). The daily work was done mostly by the young and able-bodied: 

planting, weeding, harvesting, collecting firewood, fetching water, grinding grain, 
baking bread, cooking stews, brewing beer, and so on. Class distinctions were not 
erased; nuns from well-off families had more possessions and sometimes played a 

larger role in monastic decision making (ibid., 85). 
Female leadership of men was rare. The title that Walatta Petros receives in the 

text suggests that her role as a female leader was uncommon enough to allow some 
confusion in terms. In the gad!, Christ gives Walatta Petros the title liqii diyaqonawit 

([male] head [female] deaconess), probably based on the common title liqii kahanat 

([male] head of the [male] priests). It is grammatically peculiar, however, so Conti 
Rossini amended it to liqii diyaqonat ([male] head of the [male] deacons). In the 
caption of the relevant image in MS D, her title is liqtii diyaqonawit ([female] head 
[female] deaconess). Meanwhile, in a Sanbssar entry, her role as the leader over 
men is clearly and unambiguously stated: wii-astiigaba 'at mabbiirii wii-koniit liqtii 

la 'lehomu (she gathered a community and became the head over them [ collective 
masculine]). This helps explain why the text also says that the people "surrounded 

her like bees gather around their king:' 
Christ appointing the saint to a position in the church hierarchy is a common 

hagiobiographical topos; for instance, Takla Haymanot was appointed liqii kahanat 

(head of the priests). The grammatically problematic liqii diyaqonawit that appears 
in all the manuscripts may be Galawdewos's neologism for the feminine equivalent 
of liqa kah;}nat, since there was no such thing as a female head of the priests or 

deacons in the Tawal:i-ddo Church, and since the word for a female religious leader, 
liqt, is rare. Several commentators have remarked on this sentence in the gadl, 
pointing out that Walatta Petros is the only female saint known to be given this 
position, either on her deathbed or otherwise. The term liqii diyaqonawit or liqtii 

diyaqonawitii means that Walatta Petros was the head of all the female deaconesses 
but also perhaps of the male deacons. Just as the word "archdeaconess" in English 
does not make it clear whom the woman is in charge of, the Gd' ;}Z is also not clear. 

Since Walatta Petros was the head of her community, it is not clear why Christ 
would need to give her a special dispensation to be in charge of only the female 
deaconesses. Traditionally, there were women who were head deaconesses of the 
women and there were men who were head deacons of the men and women. Fi­

nally, the text makes explicit the claim that Walatta Petros was the head of all, 
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whether men or women: "She truly was worthy of this name [Walatta Petros, 
meaning Daughter-of-Saint-Peter] since the son of a king becomes a king and the 
son of a priest becomes a priest; and just as Peter became the head of the apostles, 

she likewise became the head of all [religious] teachers." 
When an individual decided to become a nun or monk, she or he marked this by 

shaving the head (being tonsured) and putting on the qob' (monastic cap) as a sig­
nal of intention. The abbot who gave the q ob' to the individual had a special role in 
his or her spiritual life. During the novitiate, which lasted from a few weeks to 

several years (Chaillot 2002, 154; Wright 2001, 59), the main task was learning to 

deal with the difficulties of frequent fasting, prayer, and labor. In this riid' ( or first) 
level, the nun received the qob' and tried out the life. She abstained from all sexual 

activity, attended church daily, and followed strict fasting laws. When the woman 
felt ready, she was initiated, a ceremony that gave her special power to resist temp­

tation. This ceremony marked her passing from the things of this world, and thus 
the funeral rite was read over her. She received the mantle, sash, and belt, and be­

came a full member of the community, passing into the arda 't ( or second) level. For 
forty days after this powerful ceremony, she was believed to be free from sin. Then 

began her life of gii.dl (struggle) to resist temptation, the most dangerous of which 
was thought to be the desire for sex, but also for sleep, food, and ease. 

There were ten steps in the spiritual life, as described in the Mii$alpftii Miiniiko­

sat (Books of the Monks), each of which focused on a different set of spiritual 

practices, including the first step of "silence, understanding, and praise" and the 
second of "tears, subjection, and love" (Wright 2001, 96, 135-38). To achieve these 

qualities, a typical day for a nun would be to get up before 4:00 AM to pray alone, 

attend group morning prayer from 6:00 to 8:00 AM, spend another hour in prayer, 
do group work from 9:00 AM until 1:00 to 3:00 PM, do private work for an hour or 
two (while stopping to pray for ten to fifteen minutes at noon, 3:00 PM, and 5:00 

PM), eat around 5:00 PM, visit with others in the evening, and sleep around 8:00 or 

9:00 PM (Wright 2001, 101-2). Prayer usually included prostration (bowing, kneel­
ing, or lying down). This routine was broken on the Sabbaths and feast days, or 
during illness. 

The most important scholarly work done to date on Tii.wal:iado Church nuns is 

Marta Camilla Wright's master's thesis, The Holy Gender, Becoming Male: The Life of 

Ethiopian Orthodox Nuns, based on field research, and her related article (2001, 

2002). These works provide detail on the life of contemporary Ethiopian nuns, as 
well as useful appendixes that translate the prayers and processes for consecrating 

nuns. Wright argues that the Tii.wal:J.ado Church, like the early Christian church, 
considers the female body impure and, therefore, that J:Iabii.sa nuns "abandon fe­
male characteristics in their search for a holy life;' becoming a third, sexless gender 

(2001, 9, 110). Nuns did so by rejecting the role of wife and mother, praying for the 
end of their menses, shaving their heads, wearing many layers of dirty clothes, and 

purifying their bodies of its desires and pollutants. Wright asserts that many 
women became nuns in order to escape gender role norms, in particular to avoid 

marriage (ibid., 22, 32). Some of these constraints followed them into the monas­
tery, however, as women were considered impure during their menses. For seven 

-----
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days, they stayed sixty feet away from any holy site and were not allowed to pray 
certain prayers (ibid., 66), which interrupted their spiritual progress. Wright's in­
formants felt that women were more likely to have become nuns before the eigh­
teenth century, because after that "men started interfering and overtook the power 
of the women" (ibid., 21). 

The Tawafzado Church Bible 

The Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros is lush with quotations from the Bible, inserted by 
Gii.lawdewos and his interlocutors from memory. Although some of these quotes 
may seem to have been corrupted, almost all are direct from the Ga ';:iz Bible, which 
is based on the ancient Greek translation, or Septuagint, and thus is unlike the Bi­

bles that modern Jews and Western Christians are used to reading. For example, in 
the anecdote about Samson in Judges 14, some may be startled to read that Samson 
found bees in the lion's mouth, not its carcass, and that it is the jawbone of the ass 

that springs forth with water, not the ground. Yet this is the story as it appears in 
the Ga' az Bible. 

At the same time, Gii.lawdewos does not have a fundamentalist approach to 
scripture. He deliberately adapts biblical quotes for his purposes, a practice that a 
Ga' az scholar calls "localizing the text." In recounting the Samson anecdote, 

Gii.lawdewos inserts a second riddle, not found in the Bible and perhaps of his own 
invention, about the jawbone: "A drink in the time of thirst and a weapon for war­
fare." In citing the famous story of sibling rivalry between Jacob and Esau, the sons 
of Isaac, in Genesis 25:28, Gii.lawdewos interprets the passage rather than reciting 
it. He writes, "Esau was beautiful in his appearance and Isaac loved him, while 
Jacob was ugly in his appearance and God loved him:' While the Bible passage in­

deed says that Isaac preferred Esau, it attributes this not to Esau's good looks but 
to the animals he hunted and cooked for his father. Moreover, the verse does not 
contrast the preferences of Isaac and God, but of Isaac and his wife Rebecca: she is 

the one said to prefer Jacob, who stayed by her side. However, the Ga'az Bible does 
mention that Jacob was a "plain" man and that he had to put on an animal skin to 
fool his father into thinking he had Esau's more masculine frame. The two men 

undoubtedly looked quite different, with Esau living his life outdoors hunting and 
Jacob staying indoors with his mother. Gii.lawdewos thus interprets the passage 
here, suggesting that God was not fooled by Esau's beautiful masculinity. Since 
other parts of the Bible speak of how God looks at the pure heart, not the beautiful 
face, this interpretation is an example of Gii.lawdewos's learnedness and skill. In 
another instance, after praising Walatta Petros's willingness to do physical labor, 
he cites the first part of 1 Timothy 4:8, which mentions the benefits of physical 
labor. For rhetorical effect, he omits that the verse goes on to say that the benefits 

of spiritual labor are far greater. But he has not distorted the quote, only included 

the part that is useful to his story. 
We took advantage of Ricci's notes in the Italian translation, which identified 

many of the biblical references in the text. We checked all of them, however, some­

times changing them where we thought Ricci's attribution was incorrect; more-
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over, we added attributions he had missed. Ricci's translation does include a chart 
of biblical citations (Galawdewos 1970, 145-46). 

The Text's Authorship 

G;:i';:iz manuscripts rarely identify a named scribe, much less an author. The Gadla 
Walatta Petros is an exception, however. We learn on the first page that the person 
writing the story down is a monk named Galawdewos: "I, the sinner and trans­

gressor Galawdewos, will write a small part of the story ... of our holy mother 
Saint Walatta Petros."6 We learn nothing of his personal history, although he de­

scribes himself as a !Jaddis takl (a new plant) in the monastic life and thus was 

probably a young man when he wrote down the Gad/a Walatta Petros in 1672-73. 
He also seems to suggest that he is not well liked, comparing himself to a caustic 
but productive bee: "I am cruel in my deeds, stinging people with my tongue and 

causing much pain;' but ultimately producing "a story that is sweeter than honey­
comb." Since he wrote the text thirty years after Walatta Petros's death, and had 

only recently become a monk, it is safe to assume that he did not know her person­

ally but is relating stories told to him by others. Indeed, he regularly says as much 
in the text. 

So, is Galawdewos merely the scribe (merely a transcriber of the story) or an 
author (the inventor of the text)? The answer is-both. 

On the one hand, Galawdewos is an author. Manuscripts were always written 
down or copied by dabtara, who are highly educated but nonordained clergy re­

sponsible for the creative processes of the church (Kaplan 2003c). Some are dancers 
or musicians, others are painters, still others are poets or authors. Ordained priests 
are required to study religious texts and learn to read G;:i';:iz, but dabtara further 

undertake a long course of study in the creative arts, including poetry (q;me), dance 
(aqqwaqwam), hymns (daggwa), liturgical music (zema), and written charms (asmat), 
as well as learning to write G;:i' ;:iz and prepare plants for healing medicines. Such a 

long and complicated text as the Gad/a Walatta Petros, with its profusion of biblical 
references, had to have been written by a trained dabtara who had memorized vast 
swaths of the Bible. Certainly, the obsessions of the "I" of the text are those of a 

dabtara: not only the effort to make appropriate mentions of scriptures along the 

way but the inclusion of so many miracles that involve books, either their being 
written or saved from thieves. Galawdewos is definitely not a mere copyist but 

likely is the sole crafter of the elegant introduction and the inventor of much of its 
biblical intertextuality. 

On the other hand, Galawdewos is an amanuensis. That is, he did not invent the 
stories of the text but rather was assigned or commissioned by those in Walatta 

6 Unfortunately, the Conti Rossini print edition (Galawdewos 1912) and the Ricci transla­
tion (Galawdewos 1970) did not have the author's name, since it had been erased from Abb. 
88. The author's name does appear in all eleven of the other manuscripts. 
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Petros's community to write down the oral histories of others. (This oral quality 

makes the Gadla Walatta Petros atypical of .f:Iabasa literature, a communal text, a 
kind of testimonio-defined as a literary historical genre in which an eyewitness 

narrates a collectivity's experience-based on eyewitness accounts but using liter­
ary techniques [Reyes and Curry Rodriguez 2012]). First and foremost among these 
community members was Qaddasfa Krastos, a young nun who "burned with love 

for Walatta Petros" and who urged Galawdewos, saying, "Write, so that Walatta 
Petros's story may be known:' The story would never have been written down, 
Galawdewos says, unless this "rejected" and "lowly" woman had not insisted that 

he "reveal this treasure that lay hidden in the field of the hearts of the older people:' 
Galawdewos notes that while some of those who had known Walatta Petros per­
sonally were still living, it was Qaddasfa Krastos, "who is younger than them all;' 
who made the book come about. 

Although Qaddasta Krastos is mentioned first in the text, and alone, Galawde­
wos writes at the end of the text, in the miracles part of the translation, that a 

bedridden monk named Mazgaba Haymanot had first urged him to write. The 
monk, who had grown up in Walatta Petros's community, told Galawdewos that he 
saw in a vision that Galawdewos would write down the story of Walatta Petros: 
"You write to the end an important book, elegantly worded and in beautiful hand­

writing." Galawdewos humbly responds that the elders of the community would 
have to request such. Apparently they did not, since seven years passed-during 
which Mazgaba Haymanot died and the matter was forgotten, Galawdewos writes­
before Qaddasfa Krastos went to the abbess of the community to demand that the 
task be undertaken. Thus, a woman was the subject of the text, a woman was the 
prompter of the text, and a woman authorized the writing of the text. 

But Qaddasfa Krastos was also too young to have known Walatta Petros, and 

Mazgaba Haymanot had died by the time the text was written, so whose stories do 
we read about in the text? Given the detailed nature of the stories-in particular the 
use of specific proper names for dozens of people and places, and the historical 
facts corroborated by other accounts-it is impossible that most of the stories were 

created by those who had not lived through the events. In many places, the text 
actually states who the author of a particular story is: "Eheta Kristos and Ghirmana 
were witnesses and have told us:' After another story, the text states, "That man is 
still alive now. He has told us, and we have written it down." After still another, the 

text reports that Labasifa Krastos told 31J.ata Krastos what she saw in a vision, sug­
gesting that we know of it through 31J.atii. Krastos. In another place, a long section 
of text is reported as direct speech from the monk Sa' ala Krastos, and after the story 
the text adds: "Silla Kristos told us all these things ... He is alive right up to now, 
and his testimony is trustworthy; he does not lie:' In another case, authorship is 
inferred. After telling the story of a disciple traveling alone who escapes a snake, 
the text asks, "Who would have told us, and how would we have written down this 

miracle" if God had not protected the disciple, its author? Further, these are not the 
only places where the text switches from 'T' to "we:' The text also has "we certainly 
have not written lies, nor have we used ingenious fables to acquaint you with the 
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story of our holy mother Walatta Petros's glory." These comments, as well as others 
like them, clarify that the text was a collection of eyewitness accounts rather than 

solely Galawdewos's invention. 
Finally, the illustrations in some manuscripts of the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros con­

firm that the text was a community oral history. One in MS D depicts Galawdewos 

in every part of the process: being told that he should write the gadl by a man 
(Mazgaba Haymanot) and then a woman (the nun Qddddsta Krdstos), and then sit­

ting with pen to parchment facing three men and two women (perhaps including 
the abbess Amata Ddngdl) who are talking to him (plate 55). Another image in the 
same text "could be the nun Qddddsta Kr;}stos who supported the Giidl's writing, or 

one of the community's abbesses" (Bosc-Tiesse 2003, 413), or possibly 3:b,dta Krdstos 

(plate 63). MS A has a similar image, with Galawdewos writing while listening to 
Mazgaba Haymanot. 

The Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros is, then, a written text that is a record of oral testi­
mony. One question remains: If Galawdewos is the author of many of the biblical 

allusions in the text, while individuals in the community are the authors of the 
anecdotes in the text, who is responsible for the arc of it, for suturing it into order? 

During this period, when scratch paper did not exist, an original text would have 
been composed orally and then written down. Did Galawdewos collect all the tales 

and then write them down from memory? It seems unlikely that Galawdewos, a 
relative newcomer, would somehow figure out the correct order since the text is 

organized largely chronologically. Or did one eyewitness tell most of the stories 
from beginning to end, with insertions by others? Someone took the time to orga­

nize the stories of multiple authors into a particular order. 
The most likely such organizer would have been Walatta Petros's partner 3:b,dta 

Krdstos, who became a nun with her and traveled everywhere with her in the early 
days, spent twenty-five years with her (1617-42), was appointed her successor, and 

lived six years after her. Most of the stories in the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros are those 
that 3:b,dta Kr;}stos would have witnessed herself; many of the early stories only she 
could have witnessed. The name that appears most often in the text, after the saint's 

name, is 3:b,dta Krdstos, which appears twice as often as the name of Walatta Pet­

ros' s husband Miilb'a Krdstos. In two of the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros manuscripts, 
poems to 3:b,dta Krdstos appear at the end, indicating how closely aligned the two 

women were in life and death. Finally, many of the preoccupations of the text are 
not those of a male author. The concerns, themes, and characters of the text itself 

suggest the possibility of a female authorial organizer: the long, loving exchanges 
among female friends, the aggravation oflazy female servants, and the preparation 

rather than the growing of food. Near the beginning, the text claims that Walatta 
Petros was very beautiful, but then argues at length that physical beauty is unim­
portant, with a long disquisition on the biblical Rachel's barren beauty and Leah's 

fecund ugliness. It seems that 3:b,;}ta Krdstos would be the most likely author of 
many of the tales and the arc of the text. 

Indeed, without the male name Galawdewos, we might have speculated that the 
literate 3:gdta Krdstos actually sat down and wrote out this tale. While women 
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could never be priests, they could sometimes be dabtara. Literacy was relatively 
high in highland Ethiopia due to the Tawa]:i;}do Church: all boys went to the first 

stage of church school, in which they learned to read and write Gd' n characters. 

Girls from I:Iabiisa noble families during this period went to school as well, as both 
the Portuguese accounts and the gadl itself confirm. One of the Jesuits wrote that 
nobles had live-in monks who taught their daughters "not just to read but also to 

understand Saint Paul and the Gospel" (Paez 2011, 1:222). While the Giidlii Wiiliittii 
Petros does not depict women writing, it does have multiple scenes of such women 

reading. 3:b,dta Krdstos reads the Gospels to Walatta Petros when her friend is sick. 
Falasita Krdstos reads the Psalms of David to her at night and the Gospels during 
the day on her deathbed. When the king rescinds his conversion, Walatta Petros 

reads the message he sends her. Walatta Petros is in the habit of reading the Gospel 

of John every day and is depicted reading the Tii 'amarii Maryam (Miracles of Mary) 
and Mii$l:zafii Ijawi (Comprehensive Book). The Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros is not the first 

text at least coauthored by a I:Iabasa woman. According to some, ~een 3:leni 
(1450s-1522) wrote two hymn collections in Gd'dz, the .ffo[!tii Barhan (Gate of 

Light) and the '3nzira Sab/:zat (Lyre of Praise) (Chernetsov 2005a).7 

3:b,dta Krdstos could not have physically written the text: she died two decades 
before it was written down. Yet, the collecting and organizing of stories might have 
happened before they were written down in a manuscript. Although the text was 
written in 1672-73, its stories date much earlier. Since a gadl is essential to estab­

lishing a community and saint-and independence from neighboring monasteries­
writing one would have been the desire of early members of Walatta Petros's com­
munities, which dated to the mid-1620s. 8 Additionally, as the scholar and Roman 
Catholic nun Sue Houchins (2007) points out, those in religious orders are usually 

on the lookout for and acutely aware of exemplary sisters among them and may 
begin to collect anecdotes and evidence long before any hagiobiography is written 

down. When considering the joint authorship of the gadl, such early collection 
must be kept in mind. No doubt, members of the community often told stories to 
one another, as well as to new members and children, about the exploits of their 

founder. 3:IJdta Krdstos was there from the beginning, and constituted an important 

archive of information about Walatta Petros. 
Whether 3:IJ;}ta Krdstos organized the tales in the text or her tales were orga­

nized by others after her death, the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros was at least partially 
authored by 3:IJdta Krdstos and the women who surrounded Walatta Petros. Al­
though some men play important roles later in the text, in the early days of 
W2latta Petros's monastic life, it is mostly women who are named. Thus, the Giidlii 

Wiiliittii Petros represents an early modern written African text orally co-

7 For a dissenting view on their authorship, see Habtemichael Kidane (2005) and Pank­

hurst (2009). 
8 As Kaplan points out, "The life of a saint was usually written by a monk from the saint's 

own monastery, who sought by writing the work to glorify the saint as well as his monas­

tery" (1981, 110). 
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constructed by African women and can be considered an early example of African 

female authorship. 

The Text's Genres 

The text translated here, which we call the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros, is actually a com­
posite text including four different subgenres: giidl (the saint's life, or vita), tii 'amJr 

(the saint's miracles), miilka '(a long poem praising the saint from head to toe), and 
siilamta (a short hymn praising the saint's virtues). The first two, giidl and tii 'amJr, 

almost always appear, and in this order, in a hagiobiography of an indigenous saint. 
The word giidl is used for the first part of the text, but also as an umbrella term for 

the composite text. The entire giidl, then, is a distinctive genre of indigenous J:labii.sa 
literature, which flourished from the fourteenth century through the next five cen­

turies. It is the most common G;/ ;n original genre. 
A direct translation of the G;:,';:,z word giidl would be "[spiritual] struggle" or, as 

earlier scholars translated it, "contending:' It might also be translated as "acts" (as 
in the biblical book of the Acts of the Apostles) or "vita" (as in biography). In all 

cases, a gadl was a biography of a holy person, something the Greeks called a "ha­

giography" (literally, writing about saints). Since the term hagiography has devel­
oped so many pejorative associations, however, scholars of the genre have begun 

to argue for the term hagiobiography, defined as "biographies written with the in­
tention of representing life as 'more exemplary than real'" (de Porcellet and Garay 

2001, 19). Since the gadl is its own distinctive genre, we have often used the term 

hagiography, but also use hagiobiography. 
A full-length scholarly study of the gii.dl genre remains to be published, but the 

genre was inspired by the many hagiobiographies created in the early Christian 
Church, quite a few of which were translated into G;:,' ;:,z and with which J:labii.sa 

authors would have been very familiar (such as that of third-century Desert Father 

Saint Anthony) (Kaplan 2005c). For instance, parts of the SJnkassar, the tales of 
other saints, are read during every liturgy in the Tawal:i;:ido Church, perhaps inspir­

ing authors. 

The giidlat (the plural form of giid• about the lives of J:labiisa saints appear in a 
variety oflengths-some are short and some are lengthy (more than 150 pages in a 
print edition). Many gadlat were composed long after the death of their subjects, 

some of whom may have even been mythical. Contrary to Greek hagiobiographies, 
G;:,';:,z hagiobiographies almost never feature martyrs; their saints are rarely vic­

tims, but almost always victorious. The gadlat are more generally the stories of 
monastic leaders, often evangelizers, who struggle with worldly authorities. This 

different emphasis may be because the J:labiisa have so long been Christians and 
lived in a region where they were dominant and not persecuted. 

A gadl follows a strict order. It tends to begin with a stylistically elevated intro­
duction and then tells the story of the saint's life in chronological order. It almost 

always includes the miraculous circumstances of the saint's birth to pious parents, 

---
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a precocious childhood, the suffering he or she endured in pursuing a holy life, the 
saint's ordination and/or becoming a monk or nun, the miracles the saint performed 

while alive, the abandonment or avoidance of a traditional family life, and a descrip­
tion of the moment when Christ gives the saint a kidan, a covenant in which Christ 
promises to honor the prayers of anyone who calls upon the saint's name and to 
grant eternal life to all Christians who dedicate themselves to the saint, listen to the 

saint's gii.dl, and observe the commemoration of the saint's holy day. It ends with 
the saint's death and a call for blessings on those who wrote the text and paid for 
its costs. Nosnitsin (2013) argues that the gadl changed in the fifteenth century, 

becoming more story-driven, more likely to use fictional techniques. 
The miracles, tii 'amJr (literally, "signs"), make up the next part of a saint's life. 

These are not the miracles that were performed while the saint was alive, but those 

that happened after the saint's death, when followers called upon the saint to in­
tervene with God and grant their prayers. These posthumous miracles follow a 

typical arc: they start with a blessing formula, then someone has a problem and 
calls upon the saint, which results in divine intervention and a sudden improve­

ment in the problem (Nosnitsin 2010e). These problems generally have to do with 
physical danger (whether from illness, animals, or attackers) or everyday life. The 
number of miracles in hagiobiographies varies widely. Indeed, the number of mir­
acles in a particular saint's life can increase over time, as people continue to pray 

to the saint. Thus, Saint Tii.klii. Haymanot has three cycles of twenty-two miracles 
each, and some manuscripts include additional miracles that he performed in a 
specific area (Nosnitsin 2010f). Some hagiobiographies do not have the section at 
all: Saint Kaleb, for instance, has no ta'am;:ir section. The genre grew in popularity, 
probably due to the arrival of the Tii'amJrii Maryam (Miracles of Mary) in the 

fourteenth century. 
The Tii 'amJrii Wiiliittii Petros consists of the miracles that happened after the 

saint's death (mostly between 1642 and 1672). Walatta Petros's posthumous mira­
cles often consist of food that multiplies; people saved from death by disease, storm, 

or wild animals; and the finding of lost objects. The main Tii 'amJrii Wiiliittii Petros, 

the miracles that appear in almost all the texts, has eleven subsections, each de­
voted to the miracles that happened to one person. While most of them experi­
enced only one miracle, some experienced more than one, and thus some of the 

eleven subsections describe more than one miracle. This organization again sug­
gests an oral component to the text, in which individuals reported what happened 
to them. The miracles are probably not in chronological order; none appears with 
any date. The Tii 'amarii Wiiliittii Petros is perhaps distinctive in featuring several 
miracles about books: one about the writing of the gadl and two others about re­

covering lost books of the Miilka 'a Wiiliittii Petros poems. 
A second set of the Tii 'amarii Wiiliittii Petros exists in two of the manuscripts, 

but they are dated later and relate to miracles that took place later, during the con­
secutive reigns ofBakaffa (r. 1721-30), Iyasu II (r. 1730-55), Iyo'as I (r. 1755-69), 
and Yohann;:,s II (r. 1769), and then later, Tii.klii. Giyorgis I (r. 1779-1800) and King 
Tewod;os II (r. 1855-68). In these miracles, Walatta Petros protects her monastery 
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be the case with MS A, so variations in reading direction may be due to when the 
manuscript was written. Work on line directions in G;i';iz texts has been done by 
Stephen Delamarter (2010), but not on image order in Ga' az texts so far. 

Second, the size of people in the images does not always indicate whether some­
one is a child or an adult, short or tall, but rather their rank and status. Walatta 
Petros generally appears larger than those around her, therefore, and servants are 
almost always depicted as small and childlike (plate 5). 

Third, the two vertical marks on characters' cheeks in many of the images are 
not physical scars on their bodies but the sign of strong emotions-in particular, 
distress, fear, and grief (plate 9). In a moving image on the positive end of the affect 
spectrum, a healed child clasps his mother around her neck, hiding his face behind 
hers (plate 34). 

Fourth, hand gestures and body postures constitute entire symbolic systems. 
While research has been done on such in Byzantine and medieval art (Bremmer 
and Roodenburg 1993; Kendon 2004), and some of these gestures appear in Ethio­
pian paintings as well, more research is needed. One ancient sign-in images from 
many regions and in some of the images in this translation-is a person depicted 
with one hand's index finger and middle finger extended, which is a gesture of 
enunciation signaling that the person is speaking (plate 1). Other hand gestures are 
religious. For instance, holding both hands palm open with arms extended and the 
eyes turned skyward is a posture of worship, called orans (in Latin, praying) in 
medieval European art (plates 1 and 2). Priests confer benediction by holding the 
right hand up with the first two fingers extended and the other two fingers folded 
down, sometimes with the thumb touching (plate 1). Forming the thumb, index, 
and middle finger into a point symbolizes the Trinity (plate 2). The arms crossed 
across the chest over the heart is not a sign of aggression or coldness, but a sign of 
one's Christian devotion by making the sign of the cross. In these illustrations, 
hand gesture rather than facial expression most often conveys emotion. Holding an 
index finger to one's chin is a sign of sorrow (plate 46). Cupping one's cheek with 
a hand is a sign that the person is feeling amazed or bewildered (plate 18). Holding 
the left hand to the forehead is a traditional Ethiopian gesture of pity and sorrow 
(plate 38). Two hands clasped to the cheek with the head tilted is a sign that the 
person is sleeping, even if they are standing up (plate 37). Other gestures clearly 
have meanings, although to us now uncertain: one hand clasping the shoulder per­
haps means fear (plates 18 and 38). 

Fifth, to distinguish gender, one must examine the face, not the clothing. Both 
men and women wear long gowns, but only men have facial hair and only women 
have neck rings (creased skin indicating a beautiful chubbiness) (plate 2). 

Sixth, only the dead have halos. Thus, Walatta Petros has no halo when alive, but 
wears a halo when dead (plates 12 and 48). 

Seventh, figures depicted lying down under portraits of Walatta Petros are not 
angels but the patrons of the manuscript, who are depicted as prostrate with devo­
tion (plate 13). 
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Eighth, evil characters are depicted in profile with only one eye showing, while 
good people are never depicted in profile (plate 15). Many other images similarly 
depict symbolic meanings rather than simple realities-the sun is shown with a 
face (plate 57) and Walatta Petros sits on a cloud (plate 58). 

Finally, note that the images were painted by scribes other than Galawdewos 
and do not always exactly match the text. For instance, the captions in some manu­
scripts do not call ale siiwa, as the manuscript does, but tiilla. In one case, the 
woman beside Walatta Petros is identified as 3)pta Krastos, whereas the manu­

script says it is Falasita Krastos (plate 21). 
Claire Bosc-Tiesse's articles address many other interesting aspects of the im­

ages in MS D. 

The Biography of Walatta Petros 

A summary of Walatta Petros's life story may give the reader a better sense of its 
arc. Below I have interwoven what we know about her life from her hagiobiogra­
phy as well as other historical sources, which sometimes differ in their details. 

According to multiple parts of her hagiobiography, Walatta Petros died in 1642 
at the age of fifty, and thus ·was born in 1592. Her brothers were leading officials 
mentioned regularly in the royal chronicle of King Susanyos, part of a noble and 
powerful family with hereditary rights to vast lands to the south but outside the 
control of the Christian kingdom during her lifetime. At approximately the age of 
sixteen, Walatta Petros was married to a powerful man named Ma.lb' a Krastos, one 
of the king's most important counselors and military commanders. As a member of 
the court, her husband decided to convert to Roman Catholicism. Walatta Petros 
did not wish to convert to Roman Catholicism, however, and because all three of 
her children had died in infancy, leaving married life without its fruits, she decided 
to take up the life of a nun. When Malk;i'a Krastos left home to repress the anti­
Catholic rebellion started in 1617, Tawal:iado Church bishops in the powerful mon­
asteries on Lake Tana helped the twenty-three-year-old Walatta Petros to leave her 
husband and join them. After arriving at one of the monasteries on Lake Tana, she 
took a vow of celibacy and shaved her head. Walatta Petros then was persuaded to 
return to her husband, but when she learned that he had supported the killing of 
the head of the Tawahado Church, she withdrew from him in disgust, abandoning 
his bed, all forms of ~dornment, and eating. Finally, her husband allowed her to 
leave him for good and fulfill her dream of entering the religious life. 

Regarding her marriage, the hagiobiography lacks information that appears in 
other sources. Some Sanbssar manuscripts have an entry about Walatta Petros for 
the day of her death, 17 Ijadar. Most do not have it-the manuscripts Budge used 
for his English translation of the Sanbssar mention Walatta Petros's name but do 
not include her story. However, the Sanbssar entry about Walatta Petros in the two 
manuscripts we consulted (both from Tagray) state that Malb'a Krastos was her 
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second husband, even though the hagiobiography makes no mention of a first hus­
band. That is, the entry states, "when she reached the capacity of women, one man 
took her as a wife, but he was killed unjustly by King Ya'qob [r. 1597-1603, 1604-6]. 
Then, Malb 'a Krastos took her as a wife and he had three children with her" 
(Anonymous 1800s, 1900s). Since she was born in 1592, and was only fourteen by 
the time King Ya'qob died, she could not have been married to this unnamed man 
for long. As the S;mbssar entry was likely written within a year of her death, to be 
read upon her annual commemoration, and Galawdewos wrote the gadl several 
decades later, it would seem Galawdewos deliberately omitted this information. 
Since the first marriage did not result in children, perhaps Gal.awdewos did not 
consider it important enough to mention. 

The hagiobiography presents her second marriage in a different light than the 
European sources as well. While the Ethiopian sources state that Walatta Petros left 
her husband, the Jesuits claimed that it was the other way around, that her husband 
had "abandoned" her (Barradas 1996, 141). Since she was unable to give Malka'a 
Krastos heirs, all three children having died, it may be that her husband left her and 
she therefore became a nun. One of the Jesuits noted that divorces were readily al­
lowed for various reasons, including "want of children" (Tellez 1710, 43). But per­
haps the Portuguese author got the story wrong. Susanyos's wife also left him be­
cause of his conversion to Roman Catholicism, so Walatta Petros would not have 
been alone. Either way, all the sources-one Portuguese text and two I:Iabasa 
texts-record that Walatta Petros, the wife of Malka' a Krastos, became a nun, mov­
ing to Zage Monastery on Lake Tana. 

On leaving her husband's home, Walatta Petros met another noblewoman who 
was resisting Roman Catholic conversion, 3:1:pta Krastos, who became her lifelong 
partner and companion, the subject of many long anecdotes. At this point, Walatta 
Petros began her life as a radical itinerant preacher. Despising the king's abandon­
ment of Ethiopia's faith to embrace foreign beliefs and rituals, Walatta Petros de­
cided to speak up. She publicly rebuked all those who had converted-including the 
king, his counselors, and the high priests. She preached that the people should re­
ject the faith of the foreigners and that priests should not call down blessings on the 
king during the Divine Liturgy. The latter was a direct attack on Susanyos's author­
ity, implying that he was no longer the legitimate head of state. She became an 
enemy of the state and regularly had to flee persecution, with such high-ranking 
figures as the king's brother and second-in-command Ras Sa'ala Krastos hunting 
her down. Enraged by her behavior, the king ordered that she appear before the 
entire court-all its princes, governors, officials, and scholars-a sign of what a 
threat she was considered. Walatta Petros stood before the court with "a deter­
mined heart and a strong faith" and was not terrified by their status, great number, 
or empty words. She was so fearless that her husband, Malb'a Krastos, had to beg 
the king to spare her life. He made this plea, the text states, because he still loved 
her. 

Is it likely that her twice-abandoned husband defended her? Reading between 
the lines of the Portuguese texts suggests that Ma.lb' a Krastos was conflicted about 
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his role in fighting the faithful. Several of the Portuguese texts denigrate Ma.lb' a 
Krastos for strategic rather than deeply felt beliefs. One calls him "homem fraco, 
mas muito astuto e prudente" (a weak, but very cunning and prudent man [our 
translation]) (Takla Sallase [Tinno] 1900, 2:420n). They also complain that the king 
forgave him too many times; the reason is left unclear but likely was the failure to 
fulfill the king's wishes. Perhaps Malb'a Krastos was caught between a king and a 
wife, trying to please both and pleasing neither. One of the Jesuits noted that "the 
Emperor's own Brother Raz Sela Christos ... [and] his own cousin Melca Christos, 
Lord Steward to the Emperor;' enjoyed the traditional church service and were glad 
to participate in dancing and the playing of instruments (Tellez 1710, 109). Men 
who thought nothing of swearing obedience to a foreign pope may have been more 
hesitant about forcing their wives to give up the practices that they themselves 
cherished. Even if the hagiobiography does not represent what really happened 
between two historical figures, it beautifully dramatizes the domestic conflicts that 
the king's conversion engendered. 

Walatta Petros' s fame skyrocketed after her confrontation with the king, and 
many of the faithful came long distances to join her religious community. Walatta 
Petros's community kept moving, just one step ahead of the king's spies and the 
"European soldiers." Although it seems as ifWalatta Petros was a nomad by nature, 
preferring to move frequently from place to place, perhaps this nature was fash­
ioned by the years she spent escaping her husband and fleeing persecution. Be­
tween the king's conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1621, and his rescinding that 
conversion in 1632, Walatta Petros traveled constantly in an area approximately 
150 miles by 100 miles, from her husband's home south of Lake Tana all the way 
north to Waldabba and all the way west to the modern border with Sudan (map 2). 
While she was at Waldabba, a monk prophesied that she would establish and lead 
seven religious communities. 

Soon Walatta Petros was hauled before the court again to be killed, but Malb'a 
Krastos saved her life by suggesting that the king subject her to thought reform. 
The king agreed, and a team of Jesuits and Afonso Mendes himself, the leader of the 
Roman Catholic mission in Ethiopia, spent every Saturday with her, from the 
morning into the evening, working to convert her to Roman Catholicism. They 
were not successful. Every week the king would ask Mendes whether he had suc­
ceeded, and every week the Jesuit leader had to report that he had not. She resisted 
the blandishments of one of the most persuasive educational institutions ever in­
vented. When all these efforts failed, the king made up his mind to kill her, but yet 
agam Malb'a Krastos saved her life by suggesting another compromise: exile. So 
the king sent her to Zabay, a place on the edge of the known world, more than one 
hundred miles to the west, where she was kept in chains among the "pagans." But 
her people eventually followed her there, and this foreign land became the first of 
the seven foretold communities. Her jailer tried to seduce and then kill her, but she 
prevailed. Eventually, struck by the force of her convictions, he became a devotee. 
By special dispensation, the king allowed her to return then, after three years in the 

wilderness. 
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When Walatta Petros returned to the Ethiopian highlands, she established her 
second and third communities. She encountered strong resistance from local male 
leaders, many of whom had converted to Roman Catholicism and challenged her 
authority, asking by what right she led and preached. She had been in conflict with 
male leadership throughout her life-with her husband, her brother, the king, the 
Jesuit patriarch, her jailer, the king's main advisors, and so on. The only male in her 
life with whom she did not have a conflict appears to have been her father, who 
doted on her. Later, the hagiobiography states that the male leaders were jealous 
"when they saw that all the world followed hd' They began saying, "Is there a 
verse in scripture that [ states that] a woman, even though she is a woman, can 
become a religious leader and teacher? This is something that scripture forbids to a 
woman:' Nothing good, they argued, could come from women trying to be superior 
to men. As before, with her husband, a man came to Walatta Petros's defense. The 
great monk and scholar Fatla Sdllase replied to her antagonists, "Did God not raise 
her up for our chastisement because we have become corrupt, so that God ap­
pointed her and gave our leadership role to her, while dismissing us? For this rea­
son, you will not be able to make her quit:' 

Not long after, in 1632, the king rescinded his edict commanding conversion to 
Roman Catholicism, and Walatta Petros was elevated by her people as a heroine. 
She spent the remaining twelve years of her life traveling and setting up her fourth 
through seventh communities. The events of this later part of her life take up more 
than half the book. She performs many miracles and saves her community from 
repeated threats, only growing in reputation. At one point, "many women of high 
rank, daughters of princesses, concubines of the king, wives of great lords" all 
worked with her on restoring a church, and she spent time visiting with the new 
king, Fasiladas, an admirer of her dedication. When she became sick, she went to 
Rema Island and died there at the age of fifty, having spent twenty-six years as a 
nun. Upon her deathbed, Christ arrived to affirm his covenant with her and to es­
tablish her as archdeaconess. Finally, after her death, her community set up a mon­
astery devoted to her at Qwara~a, on the eastern shore of Lake Tana. There, :3:l;pta 
Krdstos became the abbess of her community until her death. Walatta Petros re­
sisted converting to European forms of Christianity, and she and her sisters in­
spired a nation to do the same. 

The Biography of 3:b.;:,ta Kr;:,stos 

:3:l;pta Krdstos was Walatta Petros's lifelong companion, a noblewoman who left her 
husband and daughter to become a nun, and someone the community also consid­
ered elevating to sainthood. Such elevation required the writing of a gadl, and ru­
mors of one devoted to :3:IJ;}ta Krdstos have long existed, with Kinefe-Rigb Zelleke 
saying a copy exists at Kamkam (1975). Selamawit Mecca did not find such a gadl 
there in March 2010, however, and one scholar commented long ago, "Qyant au 
gad/, on ignore s'il existe" (As for [her] giidl, it is unclear ifit exists) (Nollet 1930). 
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Some scholars continue to think it must exist somewhere, since her malkd' appears 
in some manuscripts of Walatta Petros's hagiobiography, and some think it is un­
usual for such poems to exist without a gadl (although my research shows that 
Walatta Petros's malb' likely existed before the gadl and did not appear with the 
earliest gadl, which suggests it is quite possible for :3:!Jdta Kr;}stos to have a malb' 
but not a gadl). At least one S;mbssar, Vatican Eth. No. 112, gives a short (one­
thousand-word) biography of :3:!Jdta Krdstos's life, however, which includes some 
information corroborated by the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros, along with other details that 
do not appear in it. We did not translate :3:!Jdta Kr;}stos's malb' nor the Sanbssar 

entry about her, but summarize some of the entry's information here. 
:3:!Jdta Krdstos was born sometime before 1601, became a nun in 1617, and died 

on 2 April 1649. Walatta Petros, while on her deathbed had named :3:h;}ta Krdstos , V 

her successor in November 1642, and :3:!Jdta Krdstos led the community for six-and­
a-half years after the death of her partner. According to the Gad/ii Wiiliittii Petros, 

:3:IJ;}ta KPstos met Walatta Petros in 1617 while living with her sister because her 
spiritual leader Abba $;}ge Haymanot recommended that she meet and think about 
living with Walatta Petros. 

According to the Sanbssar entry, 19 :3:IJ;}ta Krdstos came from an illustrious and 
noble family. She was married, gave birth to a daughter called Tdrasya,20 and later 
became a nun at the church in -Fure called Dabra Sina. The Sanbssar states that she 
lived thirty-two years as a nun and twenty-seven years as a leader in the monastery,21 

information the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros does not contain. The two texts agree that the 
two women met in nearby Ro bit, then went to Dabra 'Anqo, $dyat, Zage, Walddbba, 
and Zabay. The Sanbssar's entry also has language very similar to that in the Giidlii 

Wiiliittii Petros, likewise saying that after they met, the two women "remained to­
gether, loving each other as soul and body and they parted never, not in times of 
trial and persecution, neither in times of rest, but only in death, as Our Lady Mary 
and Salome. There was no suspicion between them, nor cunning." It agrees that 
:3:!Jdta Kr;}stos pleaded with Qyeen Amata Krdstos and Malkd'a Kr;}stos to he re­
united with Walatta Petros in exile, "weeping and lamenting as a small child whose 

mother has abandoned it:' 
There are some slight differences or additions. The :3:!Jdta Kr;}stos entry says that 

:3:!Jdta Krdstos helped a monk in Zabay who fell ill with fever, cleaned his bed­
clothes without repugnance (even though they stank of fever), washed his dead 
body with her own hands, and buried him. Her faithfulness was such that Satan 
"made war" against her and even threw her out of a church window during her 
prayers. Upon Walatta Petros's death, :3:gdta Krdstos was instituted the leader in 
her place, enduring many trials and even kicking out two heretics, Za-Maryam and 
Akala Kr;}stos, who asserted that Christ had not anointed the Holy Spirit (that is, 

19 Unfortunately, Nollet consistently confused sixes with sevens in her translation, so 
we have checked it against a digital copy of Vatican Eth. No. 112 and corrected where 

necessary. 
20 Pace Zanetti (2005), who has "son:' 
21 Nollet mistakenly translated is% as twenty-six. 
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they were Unionists, adherents of Karra teaching, and not adherents of Qabat 
teaching). Then, when God wished her to rest from the labors of this world, he gave 
her three crowns: the crown of the persecuted, the crown of the disciples, and the 
crown of teachers. She then became violently ill and died on Wednesday Miiggabit 
27,22 in the evening. All this is lacking in the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros. 

Conclusion 

This volume contributes not only to the study of Ethiopian literature and women 
but also to the study of the history of resistance to European expansion. A vital task 
of the twenty-first century is to make earlier African texts available and under­
stood, since their contents will revolutionize thinking in a number of disciplines, 
including history and literature. Bringing attention to these early texts will also do 
much to dismantle stereotypes of Africa as a continent without written literature 
before European contact, and to build representations of Africa as a continent of 
extraordinary intellectual effervescence. 

22 Nollet again mistakenly translated z;':I; as twenty-six. 

Manuscripts of the Text and Earlier Translations 

Wendy Laura Belcher 

The renowned scholar Lanfranco Ricci published an Italian translation of the Giidlii 

Wiiliittii Petros in 1970 in the renowned Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orienta­
lium (CSCO) series of edited and translated Eastern Christian texts (Giilawdewos 
1970). He based his translation on the Ga' ;n print edition of 1912 in the same series, 
prepared by one of the most prominent Ethiopianists of the twentieth century, 
Carlo Conti Rossini (Giilawdewos 1912). Both books were based on a single manu­
script from the Antoine d'Abbadie manuscript collection at the Bibliotheque natio­
nale de France (hereafter called MS Abb. 88), which Conti Rossini had cataloged. 
Conti Rossini had prepared a Latin translation but, due to World War I, it was never 
published (Papi 1943; Conti Rossini 1946, 69n). Over the next two decades of his 
life, Conti Rossini did not return to this work, perhaps because Latin became less 
viable as a scholarly language over those years. The TawaJ:i.ado Church also pub­
lished a nonacademic but solid translation into Amharic in 2004 (Giilawdewos 
2004). These three books are the extent of the print versions. 

Unfortunately, the Conti Rossini print edition and the Italian translation are 
problematic, largely because they are based on a single manuscript that was quite 
flawed. When Conti Rossini embarked on his print edition, three manuscripts of the 
Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros were available in Europe-in the national libraries of Paris and 
London, and the state libraries of Dresden, Germany. Conti Rossini did check a few 
folios of MS Abb. 88 against the manuscript at the British Library (our MS E) 
(Conti Rossini and Jaeger 1912, viii), concluding that MS Abb. 88 was a reliable and 
representative text. However, both were of comparatively low textual quality. Fur­
thermore, inevitably, errors crept into the Conti Rossini print edition (which we al­
ways abbreviate as CR in the notes and sometimes elsewhere) that were not in MS 
Abb. 88. 

While Ricci was aware of the limitations of the print edition, he understandably 
considered it important to provide a translation of this vital text. His translation is 
valuable-for instance, in identifying the hundreds of biblical sources for the text's 
many quotes and allusions, which we have included in the notes of our transla­
tion-but was seriously undercut by the flawed print edition. Moreover, the volume 
was published in the academic series CSCO and was translated into academic Ital­
ian, both of which factors greatly limited the translation's audience. Finally, Ricci 
made the disastrous decision to transform all of the text's rich and lively dialogue 
into deadened indirect speech (e.g., "she said 'I beg you now, my lady, ... have 
mercy on me!'" became "she begged her to have mercy on her"). 
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had passed away and found rest, in the Year of Mercy 7165 [i.e., 1672-73 CE], 1 in 

the eleventh epacf [and] the nineteenth matqi,3 in the fifth year of the reign of our 

King Yohannes, 1 lover of God, in a year of Matthew the Evangelist.5 This book is to 

be read out aloud on every seventeenth of the month ofHidaar [24 November, the 

anniversary of Walatta Petros's death]. 6 May the blessing of her prayers7 and the 

grace of her assistance be with _____ 8 for eternity, amen. 9 

1 According to the TawaJ:i;ido Church, time started when God created the world 5,500 
years before the birth of Christ. Thus, the year 7165 minus 5,500 is the year 1665. However, 
the Ethiopian calendar is seven years behind the Western or Gregorian calendar, and the 
new year begins on 11 September. Therefore, the reference is to sometime between 11 Sep­
tember 1672 and 10 September 1673 CE. 

' Lit., abaqte, from the Greek epaktai hemerai (added days). An epact is the number of 
days into the lunar cycle on the first of the year. The year this text was written had an epact 
of eleven, meaning that there was an ecclesiastical new moon that fell on the eleventh of the 
month during this year. An epact is part of a complicated formula for calculating the dates 
on which certain Christian holidays should fall each year. For instance, Christ is said to have 
risen from the dead on Sunday, the seventeenth day of the Paschal moon, and so Christians 
use the Greek Metonic Lunar Cycle to identify a Sunday before that day every year. There 
are 235 lunar months for every nineteen solar years; thus, after a period of nineteen solar 
years, the new moons occur again on the same days of the solar year. 

3 Lit., matqa ", the number of days left in the lunar month on the first of the year. That is, 
the abaqte and the matq;i" always add up to thirty. They match the date. 

4 Yobannas (John) I (r. 1667-82); thus, the fifth year of his reign was 1672-73. 
5 Ricci silently corrected this to l'evangelista Luca, as the evangelist's name for this year 

is Luke not Matthew. Another Ethiopian way of representing a particular year is using a 
four-year cycle, with each year named after one of the authors of the Gospels: Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and, for the leap year, John. 

6 l;:fadar (the month from 11 November to 10 December). That is, on the anniversary of 
her death, the priests would read the entire Gadla Walatta Petros out loud, spending the 
whole day to do it. Reading an entire saint's life out loud was believed to confer special bless­
ings on the community. 

7 "Prayer;' "blessing;' and "heavens" often appear in the singular or plural in G;i";iz, 
where English would have them vice versa. So we have converted them throughout to the 
number typical in English. 

8 G;i' n manuscripts typically invoke blessings by name for the owner or commissioner 
of the particular manuscript. That person then receives special blessings from being in the 
saint's text and having his or her name recited when the text is read aloud. In Abb. 88, the 
original name had been erased here and a secondary list of owners inserted again, almost 
identical to that on the first page: Minas, FinJ:ia (which Conti Rossini sensibly emended to 
FinJ:ias), Na"od, Muzu, ~;ige, Aragawi, Bakaffa, $ota Maryam, W;ibit, Sabia Maryam, Melkol. 
Other manuscripts inserted other names or phrases, as follows: A: faqura __ (her beloved 
[name illegible]); B: faqura Agnatayos (her beloved Ignatius [the abbot of Daga Monastery 
who commissioned the copying of the manuscript]); C: !Jata 't wiiliitta Wiiliittii 3sra 'el (her 
sinful daughter Walatta Israel); D: nagusanii Dawit (our king David [r. 1716-21]); E: giibra 
Tiiwalda Mad/Jan (her servant Tewolde Medhin); FJ: [m;Js/e]na ([with] us); G: [name illegi­
ble]; H: gabra Ya"qob (her servant Jacob); I: faqura Asa'ana Maryam wa-masla kwallanii 
sama\1yan (her beloved Asaina Maryam and with all of us who hear this); K: gabra Ziir'a 
Ya 'qob (her servant Zera Yaqob). 

9 The CR print edition was checked against manuscripts ABCDEFJK only through this 
point in the manuscript. After, only three manuscripts, BDJ, were checked against CR. See 
"Introduction to the Translation of the Text" in this volume. 
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Chapter 3: Our Mother's Conception and Birth 

Let us begin I with the help of God to write the story of the conception and birth of 

our holy mother of exalted memory, Walatta Petros, of a distinguished family and 

noble lineage, from the house ofDawaro and Fatagar.2 Her father's name was Bahir 

Saggad,3 her mother's Kristos Ebayaa.4 Both of them were righteous and God­

fearing people, as well as very rich in the possessions of this world. People would 

praise them for all their good deeds, their fasting, prayers, and mercy toward the 

poor. Her brothers were great lords whose names were Pawlos,5 Za-Manfas 

Qidduus,6 Lisaana Kristos,7 Za-Dinghil,8 and Yohannes. 

As for her father Bahir Saggad, every year during the fast ofNahaase,9 he would 

go to the island ofRema10 and [there] fast with a clean heart and a pure mind, out 

of his love for our Lady Mary. [For additional mortification,] he would stand in the 

lake during the night, dressed in a garment of iron, praying and supplicating for the 

salvation of his soul. 11 When the fasting period12 was over and the feast [of the As­

sumption] arrived, he would prepare a banquet and [thereby] make the poor and 

the wretched happy. One day, when he lacked what he needed for the banquet, he 

1 BJ, CR: nawattan (let us begin); ·D: nawett;Jn (we begin). 
2 Dawaro and Fatagar were two historical Christian provinces located in today's south­

central Ethiopia, south and southeast of today's Addis Ababa, but WP's family would have 
been driven out by Oromo pastoralists migrating north in the second half of the sixteenth 
century. 

3 Babar Siiggiid (The [regions by the] sea submit[s] [to him]). Unusually, WP's father is 
not identified by his Christian name, as most others in the text are, but by his secular name. 
Secular names were more often used in everyday interactions; although everyone had a 
Christian name as well. Several possible explanations have been forwarded: as a prominent 
nobleman, BaJ:i;ir Saggad was well known and therefore the author Galawdewos uses the 
name by which he was famous; military men were rarely known by their Christian names; 
and WP's father died when she was so young that her community did not know his Chris­
tian name (which was not often used in public). 

4 Krastos '3baya (In Christ lies her greatness). 
5 Pawlos (Paul). 
6 Zii-Manfas Qaddus (He of the Holy Spirit). 
7 Lasanii Krastos (Tongue of Christ). 
8 Za-Danvl (He of the Virgin [Mary]). 
9 The fast in honor of Our Lady Mary's Assumption takes place during the first fifteen 

days of the month of NaJ:iase (7-21 August). Afterward, there is the feast in honor of her 
ascent into heaven (or Assumption) on 16 NaJ:iase. Thus, BaJ:i;ir Saggad either stayed on 
Rema Island for fifteen days or he went every day to Rema for fifteen days. 

10 Rema Island, home of one of Ethiopia's most important monasteries, is about six miles 
north of Qwara~a, and is a frequent setting of this text. 

11 BDJ: anza ... ya$elli wii-yastabaqqwa' ba'anta mad/Janita niifsu (praying and supplicat­
ing for the salvation of his soul); CR: anza . .. ya$elli ba 'anta madb-anitii nafs (praying for the 
salvation of the soul). "Generally speaking, the People of Ethiopia are much inclin' d to Pen­
ance, wherein these Religious Men signaliz'd themselves, going into Water in cold Weather, 
and continuing in it several Hours" (Tellez 1710, 98). 

12 BDJ: $Om (the fasting period); CR omits. 



Plate 1. How our mother's father prayed while standing in Lake Tana (top panel), "how he found [gold] 
inside the fish's belly" (bottom left), and how he learned from a monk that he had seen a vision that his 
wife would give birth to an extraordinary daughter (bottom right). Passages between quotation marks 
are our translations of still readable G~' ~z captions or caption parts, with square brackets indicating 
conjectures of ours. (MS A, f. 144v © Saxony State Library-Dresden State and University Library SLUB 
Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2). 
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became extremely sad, and while he prayed in the lake, as was his custom, he found 

a fish. When he tore open its belly, in it was gold weighing an ounce. 1 He much 

marveled [at this], rejoicing and praising our Lady Mary. With this gold, he achieved 

his desire2 [to hold the banquet]. 
It was further told about him that while in church during the liturgy, he would 

see the mystery of Communion, with the host changing from bread to white lamb, 

and also would see it return to its previous state. 
While he was living this kind of life, a righteous monk said to him, "I have seen3 

a great vision, with a bright sun dwelling in the womb of your wife Kristos Ebayaa:'4 

Bahir Saggad replied, "Abba,5 please interpret the meaning of your vision to me." 6 
So, the monk interpreted [the vision] to him and said, "A beautiful daughter who 

will shine like the sun to the ends of the world will be born to you. She will be a 

guide for the blind of heart, and the kings of the earth and the bishops will bow to 

her. From the four corners of the world, many people will assemble around her and 

become one community-people pleasing God. Through her6 your names [Bahir 

Saggad and Kristos Ebayaa] will be called out until the consummation of the world." 

Bahir Saggad then also saw a vision like the monk. He told his wife what the 

righteous monk had imparted to him, and that he himself had seen [the same vi­

sion]. He said to her, "Come, let us hold a vigil and pray with great penitence for 

seven days so that God may reveal to us and make us certain that this thing is 

true:'7 

She replied, "Very wen:' Therefore, that is what they did. After completing a 

week, he said to her, "Let us do another week since nothing has been revealed to 

me:'8 Again she said to him, "Very well:' and that is what they did. After they had 

completed the two weeks, they too saw what the righteous monk had seen. How­

ever, they kept this thing [secret] in their hearts until its time had come. 

1 Similar stories about finding gold in the belly of a fish appear in many cultures, perhaps 
earliest in Greek, Sanskrit, and Hebrew tales. However, the story probably owes most to a 
similar tale in the S;mkassar, which relates for 12 J::fadar (21 November) the story of Doro­
theus, a poor man who wanted to make a feast for Saint Michael and similarly found gold in 
the belly of a fish (Budge 1928, 1 :232). 

2 BDJ: wii-Jii$$iimii botu fiiqado (lit., and through it he accomplished his desire); CR: wii­
Jii$$iimii ziintii fiiqado (and he accomplished this desire of his). 

3 BDJ: ra 'iku (I have seen); CR: ra 'ayku [sic], from Abb. 88 ra 'yii (he has seen). 
4 This is reminiscent of the renowned fourteenth-century Ethiopian text the Kabrii 

Niigiist, in which the Qyeen of Sheba, Mak~dda, sees a vision that "there was a star in my 
womb ... and I saved ... all the men ofmy country thereby" (Budge 1922, 154). 

5 Abba, meaning "father;' is a form of address for monks, priests, and other clerical digni­
taries. Among themselves, they usually call each other "brother:' Likewise, "mother" is a 
form of address for nuns, but among themselves they usually call each other "sister:' 

6 BDJ: bati (through her); CR: ba/Jtu (however; moreover). 
7 In the Bible, the walls of Jericho fell after seven days dedicated to prayer and marching 

around the city with the Ark of the Covenant. See also Leviticus 8:33 and Exodus 29:35. 
8 BDJ: asmii i-tiikiistii litii mant-ni (since nothing has been revealed to me); CR omits litii 

(to me). 
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conjectures of ours. (MS A, f. 144v © Saxony State Library-Dresden State and University Library SLUB 
Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2). 
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became extremely sad, and while he prayed in the lake, as was his custom, he found 
a fish. When he tore open its belly, in it was gold weighing an ounce.1 He much 
marveled [at this], rejoicing and praising our Lady Mary. With this gold, he achieved 

his desi.re2 [to hold the banquet]. 
It was further told about him that while in church during the liturgy, he would 

see the mystery of Communion, with the host changing from bread to white lan1b, 

and also would see it return to its previous state. 
While he was living this kind of life, a righteous monk said to him, "I have seen:1 

a great vision, with a bright sun dwelling in the womb of your wife Kristos Ebayaa."4 

Bahir Saggad replied, "Abba,5 please interpret the meaning of your vision to me." 6 
So, the monk interpreted [the vision] to him and said, "A beautiful daughter who 

will shine like the sun to the ends of the world will be born to you. She will be a 
guide for the blind of heart, and the kings of the earth and the bishops will bow to 
her. From the four corners of the world, many people will assemble around her and 
become one community-people pleasing God. Through her6 your names [Bahir 
Saggad and Kristos Ebayaa] will be called out until the consummation of the world:' 

Bahir Saggad then also saw a vision like the monk. He told his wife what the 
righteous monk had imparted to him, and that he himself had seen [the same vi­
sion]. He said to her, "Come, let us hold a vigil and pray with great penitence for 
seven days so that God may reveal to us and make us certain that this thing is 

true."7 

She replied, "Very well." Therefore, that is what they did. After completing a 
week, he said to her, "Let us do another week since nothing has been revealed to 
me."8 Again she said to him, "Very well;' and that is what they did. After they had 
completed the two weeks, they too saw what the righteous monk had seen. How­

ever, they kept this thing [secret] in their hearts until its time had come. 

' Similar stories about finding gold in the belly of a fish appear in many cultures, perhaps 
earliest in Greek, Sanskrit, and Hebrew tales. However, the story probably owes most to a 
similar tale in the S,mkassar, which relates for 12 I::I;idar (21 November) the story of Doro­
theus, a poor man who wanted to make a feast for Saint Michael and similarly found gold in 

the belly of a fish (Budge 1928, 1 :232). 
2 BDJ: wii-fii$$iimii botu fiiqado (lit. , and through it he accomplished his desire) ; CR: wii­

Jii$$iimii ziintii fiiqado (and he accomplished this desire of his). 
3 BDJ: ra 'iku (I have seen); CR: ra 'ayku [sic], from Abb. 88 ra 'yii (he has seen). 
' This is reminiscent of the renowned fourteenth-century Ethiopian text the Kabrii 

Niigiist, in which the Qyeen of Sheba, Mak;idda, sees a vision that "there was a star in my 
womb ... and I saved ... all the men of my country thereby" (Budge 1922, 154). 

5 Abba, meaning "father," is a form of address for monks, priests, and other clerical digni­
taries. Among themselves, they usually call each other "brother." Likewise, "mother" is a 
form of address for nuns, but among themselves they usually call each other "sister." 

6 BDJ: bati (through her); CR: bai,ltu (however; moreover). 
7 In the Bible, the walls of Jericho fell after seven days dedicated to prayer and marching 

around the city with the Ark of the Covenant. See also Leviticus 8:33 and Exodus 29:35. 
8 BDJ: asmii i-tiikiistii litii mant-ni (since nothing has been revealed to me); CR omits litii 

(to me) . 



Plate 2. How Walatta Petros's father and mother prayed after having learned about the vision (top), and 
how "her father saw a sun [in] his wife's belly" (bottom) (MS A, f. 145r © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2). 
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After a few days, Kristos Ebayaa conceived by the will of God. When the time 
arrived for her to give birth, pain gripped her. Hearing this, Bahir Saggad withdrew 
to a chapel and prayed that she would give birth without pain and suffering. Con­
tinuously he sent messengers [to the house], one after another. At the proper time, 
Kristos Ebayaa gave birth, and a servant1 who had been sent came carrying the 
good news and announced to Bahir Saggad that she had given birth. 

He asked, "What is the newborn child, boy or girl?" 
The servant responded, "It's a girl." 

At that moment, Bahir Saggad was amazed and praised God because it was ful­
filled for him what the righteous monk had told him and what he himself had seen. 
Therefore, he went happily and exultantly into the house of childbed, even though 
he was a great lord and it was not appropriate for him to enter into such a house. 2 

They said to him, "How can you enter the house of childbed before the time for 
entering has arrived?" 

Bahir Saggad responded, "Let me enter, I who already knows! You don't yet 
know what secret is associated with that girl child." Thus he entered, sat down, and 
said to the midwife,3 "Please show me the child! Give her to me to hold her and kiss 7 
her." 

The midwife said to him, "How can you hold and kiss a newborn who is all cov­
ered in blood?" 

He responded, "Give her to me! Truly, there is no unclean blood or filth on this 
daughter of mine:' 

Therefore, the midwife wrapped her in a garment of fine linen and gave her to 
him. He received her and carried her in his arms for a while, looking her in the face 
and kissing her head. He marveled at the beauty of her appearance and said to her, 
"You are blessed, child that God has chosen and sanctified4 to be his servant while 
still in your mother's womb!"5 Having said this, Bahir Saggad left the room and 
went away.6 

On account of [all] this, we consider blessed7 Walatta Petros's father and mother 
who brought forth for us this blessed and holy mother through whom we have 
found salvation. She became our guide toward righteousness and hope, she re­
vealed to us the way of renunciation and of monastic life and taught us the law of 

1 Giibr, which we have translated as "servant" throughout; debates continue in Ethiopian 
studies, however, over the translation of this term, which some, with good evidence, trans­
late as "slave:' 

2 BDJ: w;istii beta !Jaris (lit., into the house of childbed); CR: w;istii !Jaris (lit., into the 
childbed). A man was not supposed to enter the room of childbirth. If he did so, he became 
impure and could not enter a church or other holy place for forty days. See Kaplan (2003b). 

3 BDJ: wii-y;ibe/a lii-miiwiildit (and said to the midwife); CR: wii-y;ibela lii-wiiladit (and 
said to the mother). 

4 BDK: b;i§an zii-!Jariiyiiki ;igzi'abber wii-qiiddiisiiki (child that God has chosen and sancti-
fied); CR omits wii-qiiddiisiiki (and sanctified [you]). 

5 Compare with Jeremiah 1:4. 
6 This account of practices around childbirth is one of the earliest in G;i' ;iz literature. 
7 BJ: nastiibii$$;i' (we consider blessed); CR, D: nastiib$;i' (let us consider blessed). 
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After a few days, Kristos Ebayaa conceived by the will of God. When the time 

arrived for her to give birth, pain gripped her. Hearing this, Bahir Saggad withdrew 

to a chapel and prayed that she would give birth without pain and suffering. Con­

tinuously he sent messengers [to the house], one after ano ther. At the proper time, 

Kri stos Ebayaa gave birth, and a servant ' w ho had been sent cam e carrying the 

good new s and announced to Bahir Saggad that she had given birth. 

He asked, "What is the newborn child, boy or girl?" 

The servant responded, "It 's a girl:' 
At that moment, Bahir Saggad was amazed and praised God because it was ful­

filled for him what the righteous monk had told him and what he himself had seen. 

Therefore, he went happily and exultantly into the house of childbed, even though 

he was a great lord and it was not appropriate for him to enter into such a house.
2 

They said to him, "How can you enter the house of childbed before the time for 

entering has arrived?" 
Bahir Saggad responded, "Let me enter, I who already knows' You don ' t yet 

know what secret is associated with that girl child." Thus he entered, sat down, and 

said to the midwife,3 "Please show me the child! Give her to me to hold her and kiss 7 

her:' 
The midwife said to him, "How can you hold and kiss a newborn who is all cov-

ered in blood?" 
He responded, "Give her to me! Truly, there is no unclean blood or filth on this 

daughter of mine." 
Therefore, the midwife wrapped her in a garment of fine linen and gave her to 

him. He received her and carried her in his arms for a while, looking her in the face 

and kissing her head. He marveled at the beauty of her appearance and said to her, 

"You are blessed, child that God has chosen and sanctified4 to be his servant while 

still in your mother's womb! "5 Having said this, Bahir Saggad left the room and 

went away.6 

On account of [all] this, we consider blessed7 Walatta Petros's father and mother 

who brought forth for us this blessed and holy mother through whom we have 

found salvation. She became our guide toward righteousness and hope, she re­

vealed to us the way of renunciation and of monastic life and taught us the law of 

1 Giibr, which we have translated as "servant" throughout; debates continue in Ethiopian 
studies, however, over the translation of this term, which some, with good evidence, trans­

late as "slave." 
2 BDJ: wastii beta !Jaris (lit. , into the house of childbed); CR: wastii !Jaris (lit. , into the 

childbed). A man was not supposed to enter the room of childbirth. If he did so, he became 
impure and could not enter a church or other holy place for forty days. See Kaplan (2003b) . 

3 BDJ: wii-y;ibela lii-miiwiildit (and said to the midwife) ; CR: wii-y;ibela lii-wiiladit (and 

said to the mother). 
4 BDK: b;ijan za-!Jariiyiiki ;igzi'abber wii-qiiddiisiiki (child that God has chosen and sancti-

fied) ; CR omits wii-qiiddiisiiki (and sanctified [you]). 
5 Compare with Jeremiah 1 :4. 
6 This account of practices around childbirth is one of the earliest in G;:i' ;:iz literature. 
7 BJ nastiibii$$ii ' (we consider blessed); CR, D: nastiib$ii' (let us consider blessed). 
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love and humility. If they had not brought her forth for us, our lives would have 
been destined for perdition. As the prophet Isaiah says, "If the Lord of Hosts had 
not left us a seed, we would have become like Sodom and would have resembled 
Gomorrah." 1 Behold, in her the sign of her parents' righteousness was visible, since 
the good tree produces good fruit, but the bad tree produces bad fruit. As our Lord 
says in the Gospel, "No good tree produces bad fruit,2 and no bad tree produces 
good fruit. Every tree is known by its fruit." 3 Paul further says, "If the first fruit is 
holy, the [entire] dough4 also will be holy, and if the root is holy, the branches also 
will be holy."5 

Chapter 4: Our Mother's Baptism and Childhood 

When the infant was eighty days old, 6 they baptized her in Christian baptism ac­
cording to the order of the book7 and named her Walatta Petros. And truly, she was 
a daughter of Peter,8 since the work of the father is found in the one who is born 
from him.9 As our Lord said to Peter, "Upon you I will build my church;' 10 and upon 
~er, too, the Lord built a community and made them a house [ of God]. As Paul says, 
You [all] are the house of the Lord." 11 Just as the Lord gave Peter the keys to the 

Kingdom of Heaven, so he likewise gave to Walatta Petros that those who follow 
her will enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. And as the Lord three times said to 
Peter, "Tend my sheep;'12 so to her likewise he conferred the tending of his sheep in 
the pasture of meritorious spiritual struggle. 

She truly was worthy of this name [ of Walatta Petros] since the son of a king 
becomes a king and the son of a priest becomes a priest; and just as Peter became 
the head of the apostles, she likewise became the head of all [religious] teachers. 

1 Isaiah 1:9, Romans 9:29. God destroyed these cities in Canaan with fire and brimstone 
because its people were wicked sinners, according to Genesis 13:13. 

: BDJ: alba 'af siinnay zii-yafiirri fare akuyii (no good tree produces bad fruit); CR omits. 
Matthew 7:18; Luke 6:44. 

4 BDJ: wii-baf:iu '-ni (the dough also). CR: wii-ba$a 'tii (and beatified), from Abb. 88 wii-
ba$u'anii (and the beatified people). 

5 Romans 11:16. 
6 Girls were baptized on the eightieth day, boys on the fortieth (Kaplan 2003b). 
7 The book could be the Bible or perhaps another book that articulates the rituals of 

baptism. 
8 Saint :eter_ was one of Christ's Twelve Apostles in the New Testament, the one upon 

whom Chnst said he would found his church. Throughout the WP giidl, the author compares 
WP to her namesake, especially in their founding of communities. Often the author does so 
without naming Saint Peter, but by telling stories about WP that the well-versed biblical 
reader will recognize as parallel to Peter's life. 

9 Conti Rossini notes that two lines here are missing in Abb. 88. BDJ, however, have no 
gap here, nor any sign of erasure and correction. 

10 BDJ: betii krastiyanayii (my church); CR: betii krastiyan (the church). Matthew 16:18. 
11 1 Corinthians 3:9. 
12 John 21:15-17. 
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Just as Peter could kill and resurrect through his authority, she likewise could kill 
and resurrect. 1 She became a god by grace, as scripture says,2 "You are gods, all of 
you are children of the Most High."3 0 glory, glory of such dimensions! 0 sublimity, 
sublimity of such greatness! While she was a human being like us, to her it was 

given to be a god.4 

But let us return to our story. The young girl was pleasant to look at and had a 
beautiful figure. The look in her eyes was like a shining star; her teeth were white 
like milk. As Solomon says in the Song of Songs, "You are wholly beautiful; there is 
no flaw in you. There is nothing [ugly] upon you:'5 But the outer beauty of her ap­
pearance was surpassed by the inner beauty of her mind. Listen, my loved ones: 
What should make us boastful of the beauty of our appearance, which changes and 
decays? Is a human being justified [before God] by his beautiful appearance, or 

damned by his ugly aspect? 
About this the Orit says,6 Rachel had a beautiful appearance and beautiful eyes, 

and Jacob loved her very much.7 For seven years he served her father for the sake 
of her. Yet her father did not give her to him, but stealthily gave him

8 
Leah; and 

Leah, instead, had bleary eyes and Jacob did not love her. As soon as he saw her, he 
was very9 distressed. However, Laban, [the girls' father,] said to him, "Do not be in 
pain. This doesn't happen in our country; people do not first give the younger one 
while an older [ unmarried] one is there. Complete another seven years [ of service], 
and I will give her to you, too:' So, Jacob again served Laban for seven years, and 

Laban then gave Rachel to him, too. 10 

God, by contrast, 11 favored Leah-who was despised because she was ugly in ap-
pearance and had bleary eyes-by opening her womb, and so she gave birth to 
Judah from whose seed Christ was born. As Jacob said, "Kingship will not vanish 

1 Acts 5:1-10; Acts 9:40. 
2 BDJ: bii-kiimii yabe mii$/:iaf (as scripture says); CR: bii-kiimii yabe bii-mii$/:iaf (as it says 

in scripture). 
3 Psalm 81 [82]:6; John 10:34. 
4 CR adds bii-$agga (by grace). In calling WP a "god" (amlak), the author is relyin~ on 

biblical precedent. As he notes, in the Old Testament, in Psalm 81[82]:6, the Lord says, You 
are gods;' and in the New Testament, in John 10:34, Jesus says, "I have said you are gods." 
Also, in Isaiah 41:23, the Lord says, "That we may know that you are gods"; in Exodus 7:1 and 
Exodus 4:16, the Lord tells Moses that "I have made you like God to Pharaoh:' In the New 
Testament, in 2 Peter 1 :4, Paul says that we "become sharers of the divine nature:' Also, the 
oft-called Father of Orthodoxy, Saint Athanasius, says in De Incarnatione, "For the Son of 

God be::ame man so that we might become God:' 
5 Song of Songs 4:7. 
6 See Genesis 29:15-35 for the entire episode that follows. 
7 BDJ: taqqii (very much); CR omits. 
8 BDJ: wiihabo (gave him); CR omits. 
9 BDJ: .taqqii (very); CR omits. 
1° CR omits the entire sentence (wii-tiiqiinyii lotu ka'abii 7 'amiitii wii-wiihabo kiyaha-ni; 

lit., thereupon he again served him for seven years, and he then gave her to him, too). 
11 BDF: agzi'abf:ier-assii (God, by contrast); CR: agzi'abf:ier-ni (God, moreover). 
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from Judah, nor princely power from his member." 1 As for Rachel, who had beauti­

ful eyes and whom Jacob loved, God did not love her and did not give her a child, 
so ultimately she became jealous of her sister. So she said to Jacob, "Give me a child, 
or else I will die!"' With great difficulty Rachel then gave birth to Joseph and to 

Benjamin, but from their seed Christ was not born.3 God for his part does not look 
at outer beauty, but at inner beauty.'1 

Furthermore, the Orit says: Esau was beautiful in his appearance and Isaac loved 

him, while Jacob was ugly in his appearance and God loved him.5 He says, "Jacob I 
loved, but Esau I hated:'6 Also, Christ was not born from the seed of Esau, but from 

that of Jacob. David, too, says, "He took me from my father's sheep and anointed 

me with holy oil. My brothers were handsome and older but God was not pleased 
with them."7 Because of this, we should not boast about the beauty of our looks, nor 

need we be ashamed of the ugliness of [our] appearance, since that which is perish­
able should clothe itself with that which is imperishable.8 

Listen further and we will tell you [more of] the story of Bahir Saggad, the fa­

ther of our holy mother Walatta Petros. He loved her more than all his grown male 
children, with his whole heart and his entire mind, and he was proud of her. While 

she was still a child and of a tender age so that she did not yet know her father's 

and mother's name, he used to put her on a chair and on a bed.9 He would take his 
sword and pace in front of her, lifting up his feet and marching for her, just like 

soldiers march in front of the king. He would sing her name and say to her, "I will 
die for you, I, your father, blessed child whom God has chosen, blessed and made 

holy." He would do this every day, not [only] after having had his fill and being 

1 Genesis 49:10. 
2 Genesis 30:1. 
3 See Genesis 30:22-24 and 35:16-18; Matthew 1:17. 
4 1 Samuel 16:7. 
5 While Genesis 25:28 indeed says that Isaac preferred Esau, the Bible attributes this not 

to Esau's good looks but to the animals he hunted and cooked for his father. Moreover, the 
verse does not contrast the preferences of Isaac and God, but of Isaac and his wife Rebecca: 
it is of her that it says that she preferred Jacob, who stayed by her side. However, the G;;i' ;:iz 
Bible, like the Vulgate, does mention that Jacob was a "plain" man and that he had to put on 
an animal skin to fool his father into thinking he had Esau's more masculine frame (Mersha 
2011, 532). The two men undoubtedly looked quite different, with Esau living his life out­
doors hunting and Jacob his life indoors with his mother. The author thus interprets the 
passage here, suggesting that God was not fooled by Esau's beautiful masculinity. 

6 Malachi 1:2-3 and Romans 9:13. 
7 Psalm 151:4-5 (this psalm does not appear in the Protestant Bible). But see also 1 Sam­

uel 16:6-13, where it is said that David too was handsome. 
8 BDJ: halliiwo lii-z;mtu zii-yamass;m yalbiis zii-i-yamassan (that which is perishable 

should clothe itself with that which is imperishable); CR omits yalbiis zii-i-yamass;m (clothe 
itself with that which is imperishable). 

9 In that era, it was considered inappropriate for a child to sit on rare and therefore pre­
cious pieces of furniture. Also, the word "bed" in G;:i';:iz ('arat) and Amharic (alga) is used 
metaphorically to mean "throne;' so this passage may connote elevating on a pedestal. Also, 
as royal audiences demonstrate, those who sit are higher in rank than those who stand. 
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drunk but while he was hungry and thirsty. 1 Truly, he was drunk with love for her 

and knew the secret of what would happen through her. 
[Nevertheless,] he soon died and his joy did not have fulfillment. He desired but 

did not see, he looked but did not find. As our Lord says in the Gospel,' "Truly, 

many prophets and righteous ones wanted to see what you see but did not see it."' 

Chapter S: Our Mother's Marriage and Children 

Therefore, her mother and brothers then raised our holy mother Walatta Petros, in 
wisdom and the fear of God, and taught her the books of the Church. When she 

grew up and reached the legal age for marriage,4 they gave her to one of the great 
lords of the land whose name was Malkiya Kristos 5-he was the chief adviser of 

King Susinyos, who sat on the throne having adopted the faith of the Europeans"­
so that she would become his wife, according to the ritual of matrimony for the 

daughters of great lords, in order to procreate.7 For scripture says, "Be many and 
multiply and fill the earth:'s When Malkiya Kristos brought her into his house, he 

loved her very much; he knew her, and she conceived. 
She then, like Martha, prayed to God, using these words, "If this unborn child 

which is inside my womb shall be born and please you,9 may it live; but if not, may 

1 That is, it is normal for people to play when they are satiated and have extra energy; it 
is rare for someone to do so even when they are enervated by lack of sustenance. 

' D: bii-kiimii yabe agzi'anii bii-wiingel (as our Lord says in the Gospel); CR: bii-kiimii y;ibe 

mii~baf(as scripture says); BJ: bii-kiimii y;ibe (as he [or. it] says). 
3 Luke 10:24. 
4 Girls were often legally married at the age of seven, but the marriage would not be 

consummated until she went to live as a wife with her husband. In the past, girls reached 
puberty at later ages, so WP may have been around sixteen when she joined her husband. 
Currently, the average age at menarche in Ethiopia is 15.8 years (Zegeye, Megabiaw, and 

Mulu 2009). 
5 Malka 'a Krastos (Image of Christ). 
6 Haymanotii Afr;mg (faith of the Europeans). Sus;:inyos ruled Ethiopia from 1606 to 1632 

and, under the influence of Portuguese Jesuit missionaries, converted from Orthodoxy to 
Catholicism in 1622. This triggered major internal upheavals-one of the main subjects of 
this hagiobiography-until 1632, when he rescinded his conversion. 

7 At least two S;inkassar entries on WP (Ethio-SPaRe MKL-019 and MR-003; see table 2) 
state that she was married to another man before Miilk;i' a Kr;:istos, an unnamed man who 
was killed by King Ya'qob (r. 1597-1603, 1604-6), the king who preceeded Sus;:inyos (a mat­
ter dis.:ussed in "The Biography of Walatta Petros" in this volume). As the Sankassar entry 
was likely written within a year of her death, to be read upon her annual commemoration, 
and the author Giilawdewos wrote the WP giidl several decades later, it would seem Galawde­
wos deliberately omits this information. Since WP would have been only nine in 1606, this 
earlier marriage would not have been consummated and therefore did not result in children; 
thus, Galawdewos might not have considered it important enough to mention. 

8 Genesis 1:28. 
9 BDJ: y;itwiilliid wii-yasiimmariikii (shall be born and please you); CR: zii-y;itwiilliid ;im-

yasiimm;iriikii (which shall be born, if then it pleases you). 
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it quickly die." 1 When her pregnancy reached term she gave birth. She had the boy 
child baptized, but then he immediately died, God having listened to her prayer. 
Saying the same prayer, she gave birth to three children,2 and all of them died by 
the will of God. Nonetheless, Malkiya Kristos, the husband3 of our holy mother 
Walatta Petros, was very generous and [still] loved her very much.4 Yet she5 did 
not want to stay with him because she [now] bore in mind the transience of the 
world. 

As the Apostle Peter says, "All flesh is like grass, and all the glory of man is like 
the flower of the grass:'6 And John further says, "Do not love the world and that 
which is in the world because everything in the world is the desire of the eye and 
the desire of the flesh. Life's distress does not come from the Father but from the 

world. In addition, the world will perish, and its desires will perish:'7 Moreover Paul 
says, "It is right, 0 our brothers, that it be like this, because all the things of this 
world are soon to perish: Those people who have married shall be as if they did not 
marry, those who live comfortably as if they did not live comfortably, those who 
cry as if they did not cry, those who rejoice as if they did not rejoice, those who 
purchase as if they did not purchase, those who have possessions as if they did not 
have them, those who eat as if they did not eat, and those who drink as if they did 
not drink, since all the pleasures of this world will pass and perish:'8 Furthermore, 
our Lord says9 in the Gospel, "What would it benefit man if he gained the entire 
world but lost his soul? What can man give as ransom for his soul?"10 

1 
This would appear to be WP's first prayer for someone's death. This Martha is not that 

of the New Testament, who has nothing to do with children, but probably a Martha of the 
Sankassar or Ta 'amara Maryam. There are two childless Marthas in the Sankassar who pray 
for children: one is the mother of Saint Vincent, celebrated on 5 TalJ.sas (14 December), the 
other is the grandmother of Abba Simon of the monastery of Antioch, celebrated on 29 
G;mbot (6 June). However, this specific prayer is not mentioned in the Sankassar. A Ta' amara 
Maryam at Mekane Yesus Seminary, Addis Ababa, includes a miracle about how the Virgin 
Mary gave a child to a certain woman named Martha from a royal family in the East and how 
the Virgin Mary raised that child from the dead when the wife of the emperor Diocletian 
threw the child to the floor out of jealousy (EMIP 601, Mekane Yesus Seminary 1, 190rv). 

2 Lit., 3 waluda, which could also mean three sons. 
3 

BDJ: ba'asiha-ssa Malka'a Krastos (lit., her husband nonetheless, Mii.lkd'a Krdstos); CR 
omits -ssa (nonetheless). 

4 
BDJ: ba 'al wa 'atu taqqa wa-yafaqqara Jadfada (was very generous [lit., rich] and loved 

her very much); CR: yafaqqara Jadfada wa-ba 'al wa 'atu taqqa (loved her very much, and was 
very rich). 

5 BDJ: wa-ya 'ati-ssa (yet she); CR: wa-ya 'ati (she). 
6 

Lit.,fare .fo'r(fruit of the grass). 1 Peter 1:24. See also Isaiah 40:6-8. 
7 1John2:15-17. 
8 1 Corinthians 7:29-31. 
9 BDJ: yabe (says); CR omits. 
10 

BDJ: manta am-wahaba sab' bezaha la-nafsu (What can man give as ransom for his 
soul); CR: manta amma i-wahaba sab' bezaha la-nafsu (What if man did not give the ransom 
for his soul). Matthew 16:26. 
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This is why our holy mother Walatta Petros spent all her days in_ f~sting _and 

prayer, while in the evenings she entered into the church an~ kept vigil all mght 
without interruption, [in turns] standing upright and prostratmg herself as well as 
praying in all manners. Thus she would go into ecstasy1 and disappear from [the 
view of] the women who had followed her. 2 At dawn, she would reappear to them 

and return home. 
Every Sunday Walatta Petros would sponsor a meal for the clergy of the church. 

With her was a woman who cooked the wot stews3 and the other various dishes.
4 

That woman used to grumble; she did not like to cook for the clergy. When our holy 
mother Walatta Petros understood what that woman harbored in her mind, she one 
evening took the woman with her to the church and let her see the vigil and exer-

tions of the clergy.5 
• 

As a result, the woman repented and said, "I have sinned! Forgive me for causm~ 
you distress. Before this, I didn't know what the priests did, but no~ I have s_een it 
and marveled [at them]. From now on I will certainly do all you desire and will not 

disobey your orders:' 
Those who know [Walatta Petros's story] further relate: When our holy ~other 

Walatta Petros celebrated a holiday with a banquet, she provided everythmg the 
body needs, all kinds of food and drink,6 as well as meats. She then assembled the 
poor and wretched, all the people of the town7 as well as the priests of the church, 
and seated them at the table, each one at the seat that was due to them. Then they 
would eat and drink until they had had enough and were happy. She on the other 
hand would not taste anything from all this, but would eat cooked bitter ranch leaves

3 

1 Lit., tatmiissiit (she would be seized). Alternatively, the author might mean that WP was 

seized by an external heavenly force. . 
2 Many Tii.wa}:iddo Church monasteries have tales of particularly holy monks and nuns 

who become invisible. . 1 
3 Wiit is the generic name for the variety of stews that are served with a sta~ e at mo~t 

meals. On fasting days, it will be a vegetable stew, often with gree~s. On nonfastmg da~s, : 
the family is not poor, it may be a meat stew such as doro wiit (chicken stew), often spice 

with red peppers. h · 
4 BDJ: zii-tatgebbiir ... gabrii miibala 't zii-zii-zi'ahu (who cooked ... the ot ~r vanous 

dishes); CR: zii-tatgebbiir . .. gabrii miil'akt zii-zii-zi'ahu (who performed ... var10us other 

services). . h • • al d t' tly be-
s A working servant would not see the clergy performmg t eir ntu u ies, ~ai: 

cause she would not have much time to go to church and partly because much of this is done 
in the church during the night, when no congregation is there. . 

6 BDJ k'"a/lo miifqadatii saga miibala 'tii wii-s;iteyatii zii-zii-zi'ah~ (eve:ythmg_ t~e bod_y 
lit flesh needs all kinds of food and drink); CR: k'";i/lo miibala ta m~fq;idata ~aga wa-

[ ., t" J.. .. ,; hu (all coods what the body [lit., flesh] needs, and all kmds of dnnks). 
s;iteya a za-za-zz a 1 ' , . . · d th t 

7 Ha iir a capacious term that can mean village, town, district, or reg10n, an a we 
have m!st ~ften translated as "town." In the seventeenth century, towns were modest settle-

ments of around a couple hundred people or less. See Pankhurst (1 982), . . . . 
s Riinc or renc, an Amharic loanword, is an indigenous plant of Eth10pia with edible 

11 
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and drink [only] water, 1 while it appeared to the others that she ate and drank like 
them. Nobody from among the people [at the banquet] knew [this] about her exce t 
for the maidservant who served her. For a long time she maintained this way of Hie 
and desired not at all the pleasures of this ephemeral world. ' 

She lived a regular married life with her husband M lk. K · • a iya nstos, but waited 
and looked for the day on which it would please God • h t 1 • . 1or er o eave, escapmg and 
fleemg from her husband, abandoning the world and becoming a n Sh d 

t
. 1 [• un. e praye 

con muous y 1or this] and implored God · "Sh . ' saymg, ow me your way, Lord, and 
teach me your path. Lead me with your righteousness and O Lord te h 2 , , , ac me, your 
;i;ev::i:_/our path,3 the right path."4 Our holy mother Walatta Petros kept praying 

Chapter 6: Our Mother Tries to Take Up the Holy Life 

h
Whben the tim~ came that it pleased God for her to leave this world[ly life] her 

us and Malkiya Krist t ·1· ' . os wen on a m1 itary campaign with the king.6 As for her 
she stayed m the region of Simaada,7 on the third story of the [couple's] castle; 
[where] no one could see her. At that time by the will of God t k h 1 ' , wo mon s came to 
our o y mother Walatta Petros, Abba Yamaana Kristos9 of Rema M t d 
Abba Tazkaara Din h·110 f [L k ] T onas ery an 

. g i O a e ana. They had been sent by Abba Fatla Sillase11 
to b~mg her stealthily12 out [of her husband's home] and take her w1·th th t 
Zage 13 Wh h h em o 

. en s e saw t em, she was very happy. In charity, she then gave all her 

leaves: Caylusea abyssinica Monks d . 
leaves· the Eth· . . TakJ.•• an nuns especially devoted to asceticism would eat only 

i Al h . w~ran samt a Haymanot ate bitter leaves during Lent. 
co ohc drmks would have been served at a banquet. 

2 CR adds Walattii Petros 
3 BDJ: fanotiikii (yo~r-pa~h); CR omits. 
4 Partly based on Psalm 26[27]:l 1. 

.. s ~DJ: niibiiriit anzii tJJelli kiimii-za (kept praying like this)· 
kama-za (kept speaking like this). , CR: niibiiriit anzii tabal 

"According to Sus;myos's royal chronicle, Malk;i'a K .. 
paifn with S~s;inyos (Takla S;illase [Tinno] 1900, chapte;:s;t often went on military cam-

S~mada is a reg10n about seventy miles southeast of Lake T 
s Lt h,f··d ( ana. 1 -, ma,Ja tower or fortress). · 

f h
9 Yii~anii Krastos (Right Hand of Christ) is a monk from Rema who also a . 

o t e miracles. ppears m one 

io Tiizkarii Dangal (Commemoration of the V- . ) 
11 K" z-- - . irgm . 

associa~:~ !:!~:~:~:;~0
:;:;t~~~~~~ ::amous hiS

t
ori:al fi~~r~ ~nd high-rariking monk 

southeastern Lak T · f; y s royal chromcle, Fatla S;illase participates near 
. . e . ana m a amous debate before Emperor Sus;inyos about th 

Chnst. In this hagiobiography Fatla S 11 . . e nature of 
her husband and church leade~s. ;i ase is a special defender of WP, protecting her from 

12 BDJ: $ammitii (stealthily); CR omits. 
13 Ziige is a small peninsula protruding into Lake Tana at its narrow southe 

not far from today's regional metropolis BaJ:i;ir Dar. . rnmost end, 
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possessions to the poor and the wretched. In addition, she took all her jewelry, 
eighty ounces weight of gold, in order to distribute it to the needy and to churches 
on their way. They then came to an agreement 1 about the time when they would 
leave. When it became evening and after people had fallen asleep, she summoned 
her three maidservants, Maryamaweet,2 Eskindiraweet,3 and Iyopraxia4 so that 

they would follow her. 
Then our holy mother Walatta Petros left [the castle], and the monks received 

her, took her with them, and made her mount a mule. They spent the entire night 
walking and thus in [only] one day reached [the church of] the Abode of Our Lady 
Mary5 at Racha;6 there they rested. Then she began to distribute the gold all along 
the way. What is truly astonishing and wondrous, though, is that within [just] one 
day she marched such a long way, even though she was weak and her body tender. 
If it had not been for the power of God that strengthened her, who would have been 
able to march like that? Not even a strong young man could have marched like that, 
let alone a woman like her. For she lacked strength and her feet were delicate be­
cause she had never trod the earth before in her entire life.7 If she got up from her 
resting couch,8 she would stand upon a carpet that had been spread out, and if [so 
much as] fallen dry breadcrumbs found her there, they hurt her feet so that they 
would bleed. However, the power of God strengthened her and she did not feel any 
weakness because she was inebriated with love for Him. [She was drawn to her 
destination] like someone invited to a wedding or like a mighty warrior9 to a prize. 10 

And indeed our holy mother Walatta Petros marched to a heavenly wedding and to 
the groom Jesus Christ; indeed, she marched toward a prize, fighting against the 

devil11 and taking from him many souls that he had made his prey. 

1 BDJ: tiisiina'awu wii-tii'adiimu (lit., they came to and reached an agreement); CR: 
tiisiina 'awu wii-tiimakiiru (they came to an agreement and deliberated). 

2 Maryamawit (She of [Saint] Mary) . 
3 3skandarawit (She of Alexander). Alexander the Great was considered a saint in Eastern 

Christianity. 
4 Iyopiiraqsaya (Eupraxia [good conduct]). This is an elegant Greek name rather than a 

typical f:Iabasa name, and thus, counterintuitively, the sign of a servant or slave. Just as in 
ancient Greece, in Ethiopia a recently enslaved person from elsewhere was renamed with a 
type of name that distinguished him or her from a citizen. In Ethiopia, foreign slaves were 
often given classical names, just as in the United States, where slaves were often given clas­

sical names like "Caesar;' "Cato;' or "Jupiter:' 
5 Lit., Mabdiirii 3gza 'tanii Maryam (Abode of Our Lady Mary). 
6 Riica is a town about fifteen miles southeast of Lake Tana, on the way from S;imada to 

Zage. The distance they traveled in one night is about fifty miles. Since mules generally 
travel between fifteen and twenty miles a day, this is quite far. 

7 BDJ: bii-kwallu miiwa'aliha (lit., in all her days); CR omits kwallu (all). 
8 Lit., 'arat (bed or throne). 
9 CR adds zii-yariiwwa$ (who runs). 
10 Lit., maharka (loot). 
11 Diyabolos. This is rare; the WP giidl usually has siiytan (Satan). 

13 
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Again they set off from Racha and came to Chegware Zigba [town], 1 and then, 
moving on from there, to Wonchet [town].2 [There] they hid in the house of an old 
nun named:i Amata Petros;4 she remained there for a few days. Then our holy 
mother Walatta Petros set off from Wonchet, went to Robeet5 [town], and [eventu­
ally] reached Emabra" [town] opposite Zage [on Lake Tana]. There, at the lake­
shore, was a man named Kifla Maryam7 who owned a tankwa papyrus boat8 and 
was a good person. Thus, Walatta Petros became his guest: he received her, took her 
into his house, and gave her shelter.9 The next day he came with the tankwa and 
took her to the monastic settlement of Zage. When she arrived there, she was 
happy and gave thanks to the Lord. She greeted the saints10 who lived in that mo­
nastic settlement, monks and nuns, and implored them to kindly remember her in 
their prayers. 

Then she remained there, saying, "This is my resting-place 11 forever. Here I will 
live because

12 
I have chosen it." She therefore shaved her head's hair and put on a 

nun's cap.13 

1 
(:aggwarre Zagba (Caterpillar Cedar) is a town in the Dara region along southeastern 

Lake Tana, presumably south ofWan¢iit. 
2 

Wan?;at is about fifteen miles up from BaJ:i;:ir Dar on southeastern Lake Tana, about five 
miles southeast of Qwiira~a. The distance from Ra.ca up to Wiin¢at is about thirty miles. 

3 
BDJ: anta tassammay (lit., who was called [3rd-ps. fem. sg.]); CR: antii tassammayi (you 

[2nd-ps. fem. sg.] who are called). 
4 Amata Petros (Maidservant of [Saint] Peter). 
5 

Rob it is a town on the southeastern side of Lake Tana, about ten miles south of Qwiira~a. 
The distance from Wiin¢iit down to Robit is about nine miles. 

6 
3mabra is probably directly east of Ro bit about two miles, on the shore of Lake Tana, 

directly opposite Ziige. 
7 Kafia Maryam (Dedicated to [Saint] Mary). 
8 

Tankwa, a long, narrow, shallow boat (canoe) made of bundles oflocally grown papyrus, 
still common on Lake Tana (plate 3). Owners propelled them mostly by pole not paddle, so 
they tended to stay close to shore where it was shallow. It averaged about one mile an hour. 

9 

BDJ: wa-alJdara (and gave her shelter); CR: wa-l;adarat (and she found shelter). 
10 

In the early Christian church, all Christians were referred to as saints, a usage contin­
ued here. 

11 
BDJ: ma 'rafaya (my resting place); CR omits -ya (my). 

12 
BDJ: zayya al;addar asma (here I will live because); CR: zayya asma (here indeed [asma 

= because or indeed]). 
13 

Qob '. When an individual decides to become a nun or monk, he or she marks this by 
shaving the head (being tonsured) and putting on the qob' as a signal of intention. The abbot 
who gives the qob' to the individual has a special role in his or her spiritual life, although 
given the upheaval in the church at the time, and the lack of Orthodox priests, WP might 
have done it alone. There is then usually a three-year novitiate, although this varies (Chaillot 
2002, 154). Two stages characterize the process of becoming a monk or nun. In the rad' (or 
first) level, they receive the qob' and are trying out the life. They are free to travel, for in­
stance. In the arda 't (or second) level, they receive the mantle, sash, and belt, and are full 
members. 

-

nk d a boatman took our mother and her servants on Lake Tana to the Zage Plate 3. How two mo s an 
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Again they set off from Racha and came to Chegware Zigba [town] ,1 and then, 
moving on from there, Lo Wonchet [town] .2 [There] they hid in the house of an old 
nun named3 Amata Petros;1 she remained there for a few days. Then our holy 
mother Walatta Petros set off from Wonchet, went to Robeet5 [town], and [eventu­
ally] reached Emabra6 [town] opposite Zage [on Lake Tana]. There, at the lake­
shore, was a man named Kifla Maryam7 who owned a tankwa papyrus boat8 and 
was a good person. Thus, Walatta Petros became his guest: he received her, took her 
into hjs house, and gave her shelter.9 The next day he came with the tankwa and 

took her to the monastic settlement of Zage. When she arrived there, she was 
happy and gave thanks to the Lord. She greeted the saints 10 who lived in that mo­
nastic settlement, monks and nuns, and implored them to kindly remember her in 
their prayers. 

Then she remained there, saying, "This is my resting-place" forever. Here I will 
live because

12 
I have chosen it." She therefore shaved her head's hair and put on a 

nun's cap. 13 

1 

(;iiggwarre Zagba (Caterpillar Cedar) is a town in the Dara region along southeastern 
Lake Tana, presumably south ofWan¢at. 

2 
Wiin9iit is about fifteen miles up from Ba.J:i;ir Dar on southeastern Lake Tana, about five 

miles southeast of Qwii.ra$a . The distance from Ra.ca up to Wan¢at is about thirty miles. 
3 

BDJ: antii tassii mmiiy (lit. , who was called [3rd-ps. fem. sg.]); CR: antii tassiimmiiyi (you 
[2nd-ps. fem. sg.] who are called). 

' Amiitii Petros (Maidservant of [Saint] Peter). 
5 

Rob it is a town on the southeastern side of Lake Tana, about ten miles south of Qwara$a. 
The distance from Wan¢at down to Robit is about nine miles. 

6 
3miibra is probably directly east of Robit about two miles, on the shore of Lake Tana, 

directly opposite Zage. 
7 Kaflii Marvam (Dedicated to [ aint] Mary). 
8 

Tankwa, a long, narrow, shallow boat (canoe) made of bundles of locally grown papyrus, 
still common on Lake Tana (plate 3). Owners propelled them mostly by pole not paddle, so 
they tended to stay close to shore where it was shallow. It averaged about one mile an hour. 

9 
BDJ: wii-af;diira (and gave her shelter); CR: wii-f;adiiriit (and she found shelter). 

10 
In the early Christian church, all Christians were referred to as saints, a usage contin­

ued here. 
11 

BDJ: ma 'rafayii (my resting place) ; CR omits -yii (my). 
12 

BDJ: zayyii af;addar asmii (here I will live because); CR: zayyii asmii (here indeed [asmii 
= because or indeed]). 

13 
Qob '. When an individual decides to become a nun or monk, he or she marks this by 

shaving the head (being tonsured) and putting on the qob' as a signal of intention. The abbot 
who gives the qob' to the individual has a special role in his or her spiritual life, although 
given the upheaval in the church at the time, and the lack of Orthodox priests, WP might 
have done it alone. There is then usually a three-year novitiate, although this varies (Chaillot 
2002, 154). Two stages characterize the process of becoming a monk or nun. In the riid ' (or 
first) level, they receive the qob' and are trying out the life. They are free to travel, for in­
stance. In the arda 't (or second) level, they receive the mantle, sash, and belt, and are full 
members. 

nk and a boatman took our mother and her servants on Lake Tana to the Zage Plate 3. How two mo s 
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Plate 4. How our mother was received and blessed by a monk (top) and "how her [head's] hair was 
shaved so as to prepare her to become a nun" (bottom) (MS A, f. 146r © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.4lS.e,Z). 
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Chapter 7: Our Mother's Husband Hunts Her Down 

When her husband, Malkiya Kristos, while he was at the camp with the king, 
learned that our holy mother Walatta Petros had fled and disappeared, he told the 

king and asked leave so that he could go 1 tracking her and searching for her. The 
king gave him permission and dispatched him. Malkiya Kristos set out immedi­

ately, in great anger and roaring like a lion.2 

He called up his regiment,3 named Siltaan Marid,4 which he had set up in the 

region of Wuddo,5 along with their leader, an azmach.6 He took them with him and 

crisscrossed the entire region, asking around about where Walatta Petros had gone; 
and people told him that she had entered Zage [Monastery].7 Straightaway, he sur­
rounded the town of Robeet and ordered his regiment Siltaan Marid to destroy it, 

plunder the inhabitants' possessions, eat up their provisions without restraint, and 
have no mercy. When they found that man [Kifla Maryam], the owner of the 

tankwa, they took him prisoner, plundered his goods, and seized his livestock. They 

acted according to Malkiya Kristos's orders. 
The people of the town, men and women, broke out in cries of wailing, and there 14 

was great upheaval. 
Malkiya Kristos furthermore told the soldiers' leader, "Build a lookout in a tree-

top at the lakeshore, climb up it, observe the tankwas8 that come and go, in each 
direction, and if you discover Walatta Petros, arrest her:' That man did as

9 
his lord 

had ordered him, climbing up to the lookout and keeping watch day and night. 
Whenever he saw a tankwa coming, he went down to look at it, and if she was not 

in it, 10 he let it go. 

1 Lit., BDJ: wii-tiisiinii 'alii am;mnehu kiimii ya/iur (and asked leave from him so he could 
go); CR: wii-tiisiinii'alii am-kiimii ya/iur(and asked leave as soon as to go [sic]). 

2 It is still common for families to try to prevent women from leaving to become nuns 

(Wright 2001, 57). 
3 BDJ: /iarrahu (his regiment); CR: /iarra (the regiment). 
•1 Saltan Miir'ad (It makes the [Muslim] sultan shiver). The exploits of this famous regi-

ment are documented in Sus~nyos's royal chronicle. 
5 Wacldo is a region directly east of Lake Tana. 
6 BDJ: azmac; CR: azmaci. An azmac is a military campaign leader. 
7 BDJ: wii-niigiirawwo kiimii bo'at Ziige (and people told him that she had entered Zage); 

CR: wii-niigiirawwo !Jabii bii'atii Ziige (and people told him: to a monastic cell at Zage). 
8 BDJ: nii$$ilr tankwa (observe the tankwas); CR: nii$$ilr tankwaha (observe her tankwa). 

"BDJ: bii-kiimii (as); CR: wii-kiimii (and like). 
10 Our translation here assumes a feminine subject, !;at'at (lit., she was missing), whereas 

BDJ and CR all have masc. !Jat'a (he was missing). 
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Chapter 7: Our Mother's Husband Hunts Her Down 

When her husband, Malkiya Kristos, while he was at the camp with the king, 
learned that our holy mother Walatta Petros had fled and disappeared, he told the 
king and asked leave so that he could go 1 tracking her and searching for her. The 
king gave him permission and dispatched him. Malkiya Kri tos set out immedi­

ately, in great anger and roaring like a lion.2 

He called up his regiment,3 named Siltaan Marid,4 which he had set up in the 
region of Wuddo,5 along with their leader, an azmach.6 He took them with him and 
crisscrossed the entire region, asking around about wh re Walatta Petros had gone; 
and people told him that she had entered Zage [Monastery).7 Straightaway, he sur­
rounded the town of Ro beet and ordered his regiment Siltaan Ma.rid to destroy it, 
plunder the inhabitants' possessions, eat up their provisions without restraint, and 
have no mercy. When they found that man [Kifla Maryam] , the owner of the 
tankwa, they took him prisoner, plundered his goods, and seized his livestock. 1hey 

acted according to Malkiya Kristos 's orders. 
The people of the town, men and women, broke out in cries of wailing, and there 14 

was great upheaval. 
Malkiya Kristos furthermore told the soldiers' leader, "Build a lookout in a tree­

top at the lakeshore, climb up it, observe the tankwas8 that come and go, in each 
direction, and if you discover Walatta Petros, arrest her." That man did as9 his lord 
had ordered h im, climbing up to the lookout and keeping watch day and night 
Whenever he saw a tankwa coming, he went down to look at it, and if she was not 

in it, 10 he let it go. 

1 Lit. , BDJ: wii-tiisiinii 'alii iJ m,mnehu kiimii yafiur (and asked leave from him so he could 

go); CR: wii-tiisiinii 'a/ii iJ m-kiimii y;:i~ur (and asked leave as soon as to go [sic]) . 
2 It is still common for families to try to prevent women from leaving to become nuns 

(Wright 2001, 57). 
3 BDJ: fiarrahu (his regiment); CR: fiarra (the regiment). 
' SiJltan Miir ' iJd (It makes the [Muslim] sultan shiver). The exploits of this famous regi-

ment are documented in Sus;myos 's royal chronicle. 
5 Waddo is a region directly east of Lake Tana. 
6 BDJ: azmac; CR: azmaci. An azmac is a military campaign leader. 
7 BDJ: wii-niigiir;Jwwo kiimii bo 'at Ziige (and people told him tha t she had entered Zage); 

CR: wii-niigiirawwo babii bii 'atii Ziige (and people told him: to a monas tic cell at Zage). 
8 BDJ: nii$$iJr tank "'a (observe the tankwas); CR: nii$$iJr tank "'aha (observe her tankwa). 
9 BDJ: bii-kiimii (as) ; CR: wii-kiimii (and like) . 
10 Our translation here assumes a feminine subject, ba/ 'at (lit., she was missing), whereas 

BDJ and CR all have masc. bat'a (he was missing). 
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On his part, Malkiya Kristos had gone to Woynayat [town] 1 to Woyzaro 2 Walatta 

Giyorgis, 3 daughter of the [late] King Sartsa Dinghil,4 and to Abba Fatla Sillase. 

They rebuked him, saying to him, "Why did you lay waste to the town [ of 

Robeet] without reason and bring ruin to people who did nothing wrong or unjust? 

Beware of God's wrath coming down5 upon you!" 

Immediately, he fell at their feet and replied, "I entrust myself to you, pass judg­

m~nt on me and ~ring ab~ut peace between me and my wife. If I have done any­
thmg wrong [agamst her] m the past, she shall have her compensation.6 From now 

on: though, ~ will not commit any wrongdoing again. [Even] if she tells me, 'Qyit 

bemg a soldier of the king!; I will quit it for her sake, as she has chosen:' While he 

spoke these things, he cried and spilled tears. 

. After they had heard his words, they said to him, "These words of yours are not 

smcere. Rather, they will change tomorrow:' So, he swore before them a strict oath. 

Following this, Abba7 Fatla Sillase went to our holy mother Walatta Petros and 

told her about the devastation of the town [ofRobeet] that had come about because 

of her, and about all that Malkiya Kristos had spoken, and that he had sworn a strict 

oath. 

After our holy mother Walatta Petros had heard [this], she said, "No! No! 8 I will 

not leave this monastic settlement,9 and neither will I reconcile with him:' 

Abba Fatla Sillase rebuked her, telling her, "If it is you who leave him, and if he 

marries another woman, his transgression is your fault. 10 As for me, I advise you 

that reconciling with him is better for you. If he has acted wrongfully against you 

1 Wiiynayiit, somewhere near Lake Tana. 
2 Wiiyziiro is a title for women of r~yal blood, often translated as "Princess" or "Lad " 

:ollo:~ng the typical commonalization of aristocratic titles of address, wiiyziiro me~~ 
Mrs. m contemporary Ethiopia. 

3 Wiiliittii Giyorgis (Daughter of [Saint] George). She was the daughter of King Sar~a 
D;mgdl (r. 1563-97) and Q!leen Amii.ta Krdstos. She was also the wife of a powerful man, Ras 
Atdn~tewos, and the mother ofWii.lii.ttii. l;'awlos, who later became a nun with WP 

4 Siir$ii Dang;1l (Scion of the Virgin [Mary]). · 
5 BDJ: 'uq • • .. kiimii i-yatmii'a' agzi'abl;er (lit., watch out ... that God does not become 

enraged); CR without the negation: 'uq . .. kiimii yatmii 'a' agzi'abl;er (watch out ... that God 
does become enraged [sic]). 

6 In traditional customary law, compensation can be paid for an injury or an offense. It is 
unclear what offense Mii.lkd' a Krdstos is offering to pay for, whether those named in the text 
such as his killing the bishop, or perhaps something not named in the text, such as an affair'. 
Althoug_h he and WP did not have ~y living children, it seems unlikely that he took up with 
or married another woman for this reason. Historical records show that he did have three 
sons, tw? of w~om were governors in the 1620s, which suggests that they were born long 
before his marriage to WP and were of an age with her. He is not recorded as having married 
anyone else. 

7 BD]: abba; CR omits. 
: B~J: ~~bayii a~bayii (no, no); CR with single, and less e~phatic, anbayii. 

~-1t., gadam (wilderness or monastic settlement). Three types of holy institutions exist in 
the Tawal,lddo Church: giidam, diibr, and magbiir. See "The Text's Religious Context" in this 
volume. 

10 Married women did not usually become nuns until late in life for this reason. 
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in the past, take your compensation. [Concerning the future], I have made him 

swear that he will not wrong you again. Furthermore, since1 the people of the town 

[ of Ro beet] wept because of the devastation they suffered, God is displeased with 

you. He does not love your repudiation of the world and will not accept your 

prayers." 
Our holy mother Walatta Petros responded2 with these words, "I know Malkiya 

Kristos's character, that it is not founded on righteousness. However, I will obey 
your word, my father and teacher. It shall be as you said so that the people of the 

town [ofRobeet] will not complain about me. You have to swear to me, though, that 

you will not make me see the face of his mother:'
3 

He replied, "Very well;' and they agreed on this. Abba Fatla Sillase then left first, 

in order to send her a mule, while our holy mother Walatta Petros remained there 

for the night. 
Do you see, my loved ones, the noble virtue of our holy mother Walatta Petros, 

in that she returned herself to Malkiya Kristos, saying, "I prefer that I should perish 

rather than all the people perish on account of me"? This is reminiscent of what our 

Lord said to the guards4 who came to arrest him. As the Gospel says, "The Lord 

Jesus said to them, 'Who are you looking for?' and they replied, 'Jesus of Nazareth.' 

He responded, 'I am he. If you want me, let these [disciples] go.' "
5 

Our holy mother 

Walatta Petros did likewise and said, "God's will6 be done! He can save me; to him 

nothing is impossible. He who saved Sarah from the hands of Pharaoh, the king of 
Egypt, and from the hands of Abimelech, king of Gerara, he will also save me.' He 

who saved Susanna from the hands of the old men, he will also save me.
8 

He who 

1 Lit., lii'Jmmii (if). 
2 CR adds lii-abba Fiitlii Sa/lase (to Abba Fii.tla Sdllase). 
3 BD]: /ii-;imm;iyii (ofmy mother); CR: lii-ammu (of his mother). Although most WP man­

uscripts state that she did not wish to see the face of her own mother, other aspects of the 
text suggest that in fact it is his mother's face that she does not wish to see. For instance, her 
friends revile Mii.lkd' a Krdstos' s mother later on the same page of the text. His mother was 
Wiiyziiro Masqii.l '3:baya (In the cross lies her greatness), according _to Susdnyos's royal 
chronicle. She begged the king to spare her son from execution (Taklii. Sdllase [Tinno] ~ 900, 
235). She was the second wife of the grandson of King Ldbna Ddngdl (r. 1508-40), Sar~ii. 
Krdstos, who was King Susdnyos's father by his first wife. However, the text might be refer­
ring to a woman who appears later in this text helping WP: Mii.lkd'a Krdstos's stepmother 

Amii.ta Krdstos (Taklii. Sdllase [Tinno] 1900, 78, 133n). 
4 BDJ: siigiirat (guards); CR: siirawit (soldiers). 
5 John 18:5. 
6 BD]. fiiqada agzi'abl;er (God's will); CR: fiiqadJkii (your will). 
7 According to Genesis 20 and 26, Abimelech was the king of the Philistines, of the region 

Gerar who tries to take Abraham's wife Sarah when Abraham claims she is his sister. 

8 Daniel 13: 1-64. While the Protestant (Masoretic-based) book of Daniel stops at chapter 
12, the Orthodox (Septuagint-based) version has two extra chapters. Two older men see Su­
sanna in her bath and attempt to blackmail her into having sex with them by threatening her 
with the false accusation that she had a young lover. She refuses to sleep with them and is 
about to be executed for adultery, when Daniel demands that the old men be questioned 

about their account. She is saved and they are executed. 
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saved [my countrywoman] Egzi Harayaa 1 from the hands of [King] Motalami,2 he 
will also save me." 

In addition, she said, "'I do not fear evil3 because you, [Lord,] are with me.' 'God 

will shine a light for me and will save me: what then can make me afraid? God is 

my life's refuge: what then can terrify me'?4 'I put my trust in God; I have nothing 

to fear. What can men do to me?' "5 Raising this and similar prayers, she spent the 
entire night. 

Chapter 8: Our Mother Returns to Her Husband 

The next night they put a tankwa in water and had our mother Walatta Petros and 

her maidservants get in it. The boatmen were Abba Yamaana Kristos and Abba 
Tazkaara Dinghil; they poled it, one at the prow and the other at the stern. 

While they were on the open water, the soldiers who were watching for them 

from on high in the lookout heard their voices and recognized them from their 

words, since the [clerical] boatmen abused Malkiya Kristos and reviled his mother. 

Our holy mother Walatta Petros, however, reprimanded them, saying, "Why do you 

talk so much and heap scorn on a noblewoman? Do your mouths have no locks?" 

After the soldiers had climbed down from the lookout and hid themselves from 

Walatta Petros's party, some of them ran to their lord to tell him the good news.6 

The voyagers, for their part, reached the lakeshore at Emabra and docked their 

tankwa. Since it was night and morning had not yet come, they did not see the 

soldiers who had hid themselves from them7 and lay in wait for them. Walatta Pet­

ros and her companions remained on the lakeshore until morning came and until 
Walatta Petros would be sent8 a mule. 

1 3gzi' Jjarii.ya (The Lord has chosen her). She was the mother of Ethiopia's most famous 
saint, _Tiikla Haymanot. According to his hagiobiography, in her youth she was abducted by 
the wicked heathen king Motalami, who planned to assault her chastity. Before he could do 
so, however, she was miraculously saved by the Lord. 

~ Motii.lii.mi (thus BDJ; CR: Mii.tii.lomi) may be partially derived from the word motii (or a 
vanant thereof), the word for "king" in many Cushitic Ethiopian languages. Also, lam is the 
word for "cow" in Amharic, so perhaps the name indicates that he was the king of a pastoral­
ist community. 

3 Psalm 22[23]:4. In the Gd';n text, the grammatically masculine ;1kuy (evil) can refer to 
evil in the abstract or to an evil male person. Through this ambiguity, the text denounces 
Malkd'a Krdstos. · 

4 Psalm 26[27]:l. 
5 Psalm 55[56]:4. 
6 ~-DJ_:_ kii.mii. yabs;1r;1wwo (to tell him the good news); CR: kii.mii. y;1bs;1r;1wwo [sic], editing 

the kama y;1sb;1r;1wwo (to break him) of Abb. 88. 
7 BD]: ;1llii. y;1t!Jabb;1 ';1wwomu (who had hid themselves from them); CR: wa­

tii.!Jabb ';1wwomu (they had hid themselves from them). 
_" BDJ: w~-;1skii. y;1fenn;1wu _lati (lit., and until they would send her); CR: wii.-;1skii. y;1fennu 

latz (and until he [Abba Fa.tla. Sdllase] would send her). 
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As soon as morning had come, the commander of the soldiers emerged from 

where he had hidden and wanted to arrest the monks. When they resisted him, he 

got rough with them and abused them, saying, "You are rascally monks who do vio­

lence to a married woman! 1 Today, though, God has abandoned you and given you 

into my hands:' He then held his sword sideways, inside its sheath, and struck them 

in order to frighten them. The commander hit Abba Tazkaara Dinghil's legs and 

wounded him; the scar from the wound remained on his legs until he died. 
Immediately, our holy mother Walatta Petros rose up in great anger, slapped the 

commander on his cheeks, and said to him, ''you insolent servant,2 how dare you 

disrespect me!" 
Those [other] soldiers reached Malkiya Kristos and informed him [about finding 

Walatta Petros]. When he heard [this news] he rose up with joy, mounted his horse, 

and hurried to her. He forgot his oath and wanted to seize her and take her away, 

without Abba Fatla Sillase and Woyzaro Walatta Giyorgis knowing. 
He knocked her nun's cap off her head, prodded her3 from behind with his feet, 

and said to her, "Get going!" 
Upon that, our holy mother Walatta Petros immediately let herself fall on the 

ground and acted as if dead. She kept silent and obstinately' stopped moving. It was 

not possible to put her on a mule. Malkiya Kristos then ordered his soldiers to 

transport her by grasping her wrists and ankles5 through her clothes. However, 

they [almost] were unable to move her. 6 With great difficulty they carried her a 

short distance. Everywhere on their way there were thorns, and walking was dif­

ficult for them. Therefore, they set her on the ground. As for Malkiya Kristos, he 

became enraged, gnashing his teeth, frightening the soldiers, and scowling at them. 

At that time, the soldiers began to implore Walatta Petros with gentle words, 

saying, "Our merciful and compassionate lady,7 have mercy on us and be kind to us, 

as is your custom! For if you resist us and we are unable to carry you therefore, our 
lord will get angry with us and will kill us. Comply with us and show us compas-

1 'amm#ii., the Gd' dZ verb employed here, means "to do injustice or violence to someone" 
and has been translated accordingly. It can also be employed for rape, however. Overtones 
of this are present here as becomes clear when the"over~earing sol~~er ~~e~ a ~oi~t _of 
denouncing the monks' alleged injustice against a marned woman (b;1 ;1szta b;1 ;JS!, ht., 
"a[nother] man's woman"), effectively accusing them of havin~ commi~ed acts ~f sexual 
violence against WP, a charge all the more outrageous given their monastic commitment to 

chastity. _ _ _ _ 
2 Or "You disobedient servant;' if, assuming a common vanat10n ofEth10p1c orthography, 

one chooses to read ';1buy gii.brinstead of the ';1buy gii.brofBDJ and CR. 
" Lit., lii.kii.fa n;1stitii. (lightly touched her). 
" Lit., bii.-i!kii.y (with malice). . _ 
s BDJ: ;1!Jizomu bii.-arba'tu $;Jnii.fihu (lit., they grasping by the four extremities); CR: 

;1!Jizomu arba'tii. $;Jnii.fihu (they grasping the four extremities). _ _ 
" According to the Jesuits, the women of the court often weighed qmte a bit. WP had only 

just started her journey as a nun, and the text makes clear that she had all the softness of a 

wealthy woman. 
7 The soldiers address WP in terms normally used only when addressing Saint Mary. 
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sion." When she heard their words, she had mercy on them and stood up so they 

could put her on a mule. 
While they said these things, there arrived envoys who had been sent by Abba 

Fatla Sillase and Woyzaro Walatta Giyorgis. These envoys said to Malkiya Kristos, 
"How could you lie to us, deceive us, 1 and secretly, unknown to us, go and seize her 
on the road like a thief and bandit? You made a childish judgment! This decision of 
yours is not going to be a good one. Now we are telling you to come here, [to our 
home at Woynayat,] and she shall come too, so that we can effect a reconciliation 
between you. If, however, you refuse to come, being contemptuous of us and not 
heeding our word, we will consider ourselves wronged by you, and together with 
us God will have been wronged:' 

When Malkiya Kristos heard this message,2 he became afraid, changed his mind,3 
and set off toward them. As for our holy mother Walatta Petros, they made her 
mount a mule and conveyed her to them at Woynayat, too. There Abba Fatla Sillase 
and Woyzaro Walatta Giyorgis adjudicated between them, reconciled them, and 
dispatched them in peace. Thus our holy mother Walatta Petros and Malkiya Kris­
tos returned to their region of Simaada. 

Chapter 9: Our Mother Leaves Her Husband Again 

After this, our holy mother Walatta Petros lived looking for a reason to separate 
from Malkiya Kristos. In those days, the faith of the Europeans had begun [in Ethi­
opia] and A bun a Simeon, 4 the patriarch [ of the Orthodox Church], 5 had been killed, 
along with Yolyos,6 so that they became martyrs. 7 That man, the patriarch's killer, 

' BDJ: ofo ... !Jetkiinii (how could ... you deceive us); CR: iJfo ... metkii (how could ... 
you change). 

2 BDJ: wii-siimi'o ziintii miil'oktii (lit., when he heard this message); CR: wii-siimi'o ziintii 
Miilka'a Krostos (when Malk.J'a Kr;:istos heard this). 

3 Lit., tiimiiyta (to turn around, turn back), can be interpreted spatially or metaphorically. 
4 Sam'on (Simon) was the Egyptian patriarch of the TawaJ:i;:ido Church under Sus;:inyos, 

and he refused to convert to Roman Catholicism. He supported the anti-Catholic rebel 
Yolyos, and after Yolyos was defeated in battle on 11 May 1617, S;:im' on was dragged onto the 
battlefield, tortured, killed, and left for dead for two days. In a further affront to the faithful, 
his severed head was delivered to the king. 

5 Pappas (patriarch or metropolitan), the highest-ranking figure in and head leader of the 
TawaJ:i;:ido Church (also called the Coptic metropolitan), who always came from Egypt, 
being assigned by the head church in Alexandria. 

6 Yolyos (Julius). Yolyos started off as a lowly lieutenant to Sus;:inyos before the latter was 
made king. After, Sus;:inyos married him to his daughter Malii.kotawit and made him the 
governor of Goggam. In 1609, however, Yolyos participated in a plot against Sus;:inyos 
stopped by Ras S;:i' ;:ilii. Kr;:istos. He then died fighting in the anti-Catholic rebellion of 11 May 
1617. 

7 BDJ: wa-konu sama 'tii (so that they became martyrs); CR: wa-konii sama 'ta (so that he 
became a martyr). 
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then took the patriarch's vestment and gave it to Malkiya Kristos.
1 
When our holy 

mother Walatta Petros learned [about this], her mind shuddered and she was filled 

with revulsion for Malkiya Kristos. She refused to come close to him and stopped 

~~~~ ··? 
She said to him, "How can I live with you when you are not a Chnstlan. You 

have had the patriarch killed! And look: You have the patriarch's vestment in your 

possession!" . . . 
After this, she ceased2 eating and drinking, and abandoned beautifying herself m 

the manner of women. She did not style her hair or put on oils and perfumes, nor 
perfume herself by burning various fragrant substances, nor paint her fingernails, 
nor color her eyelids with kohl,3 nor adorn herself with beautiful clothes.

4 
She gave 

up all these things, as well as other similar ones. She lived like a nun, making her-

self wretched in every way. 
When Malkiya Kristos saw our holy mother Walatta Petros' s behavior and the 

determination of her heart, and when furthermore it pleased God, he said to her on 
his own account, without anybody forcing him, "For how long will you live with 

me like this? Go where you please: I will not hinder you:' 
She replied, "Swear to me that you will not go back on your word:' 
So he swore to her. He also asked her likewise.5 So she swore to him.

6 

The next day she said to him, '~Dispatch me according to your word:' 
He replied, "Very well;' and ordered his soldiers to saddle a mule, make her 

mount it, and accompany her. 

1 BDJ: niis'a fobsa pappas wii-wahabo la-Malka 'a KrJstos (to°.k t~e p~triarch's vestment 
and gave it to Malk;:i'a Kr;:istos); CR: wa-wahabo fobsii pappas la-Malka a KrJstos (ga".e the 
patriarch's vestment to Malk;:i'a Kr;:istos). The text makes clear that Malk;:i'a Kr;:ist~s did not 
kill the patriarch. However, he did take part in the battle against Yolyos, and the killer knew 
Malk;:i'a Kr;:istos well enough that he gave him the patriarch's garments of office. 

2 Lit., J:iarriimiit (she anathematized). .. .. .. .. w 

3 BDJ: wii-tii'atno mii'aza za-za-zi'ahu wa-giibirii fiJm'atata /:iJbr za-a$J~r wa-tak J/:ilo 
a 'yant (nor perfume herself by burning various fragrant ~ubstances, no_r pamt her finger~ 
nails, nor color her eyelids with kohl); CR instead only wa-tiJWZiJjt (and Jewelry), but Conti 

Rossini notes that two lines were erased here in Abb. 88. 
4 CR adds: wa-hartiimiit (and she became emaciated). 
s BDJ, Abb. 88:.wiJ';Jtu-ni yJbela kamiihu (lit., he also said to her likewise:,; CR altered to: 

wiJ';Jtu-ni [wa]-yJbela [mii/:iali litii] kamahu (he also [then] said to her, [Swear to me] 

likewise"). . d 
6 It is unclear why Mfilk;:i' a Kr;:istos needs WP to swear likewise smce she has ma e no 

promises and he is the one who has reneged on a solemn promise. Perhaps he means that sh_e 
should not change her mind and return to him since he wants to marry another. P~rhaps it 
is intertextual. This exchange of vows is reminiscent of those exchanged ~e1:."e_~,n Kmg Solo­
mon and Mak;:idda, the Q!ieen of Sheba, in the fourteenth-century KJbra Nagas~ (The Glory 
of the Kings), when Solomon uses vows to trick and seduce her. Mak;:idda asks him to pro~­
ise to take nothing of hers "by force" (namely, her virginity) and Solomon makes_her _promise 
that she will take nothing of his "by force:' When she takes up a glass of water m his house, 

he claims she broke her vow and has his way with her. 
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He also sent word tc her family, "Take back your daughter. After 1 I reconciled 

with her, she never made me happy but only gave me displeasure. In addition, she 
is no longer one body with me as is the decree for husband and wife. From now on, 
she may do as she wants' and pleases." 

At that time all the people of his household, men and women, wailed and cried 
and said to their lord, "Don't let her go!" 

He replied, "But I have sworn an oath and therefore it is impossible for me to 

hold her back." It was not he who let her go, [however,] but rather the will of God 
that prevented him [from reneging]. 

Then our holy mother Walatta Petros mounted a mule and went on her way, 
with crying and wailing men and women seeing her off because she was leaving 

them. In sadness they returned to their homes. Those others who had been dis­

patched together with her took her to her brother Za-Dinghil,3 told him about their 
mission, and then returned home. Za-Dinghil received her well and accommodated 
her in his residence. 

As for Walatta Petros, she was very happy and glad. She praised God, saying, "I 
would rather be a castaway in the house of God4 than live [pleasantly] in the house 
of sinners."5 

When our holy mother Walatta Petros had left her home, she had not taken 
anything with her, neither gold nor silver to sustain her on the way, 6 nor a staff, nor 

shoes, even though she was the wife of a lord and the daughter of noble parents. As 

our Lord said to the disciples, "Acquire for yourselves neither gold nor silver."7 

Rather, she had left [her husband's home] with nothing, saying, "Naked did I 

emerge from my mother's womb, and naked will I return to the womb of the grave:'8 

As David says, "The law from your mouth is better for me than countless 
amounts of gold and silver:'9 "This is why I have loved your commandment more 
than gold and topaz:' 10 What, then, is God's commandment? Is it not to renounce 
possessions and to carry the cross? Our Lord further says, "It is easier for a camel 

to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the Kingdom 

1 DJ: Jm-dJbrii (after); B, CR: Jm-kiimii (as soon as). 
' BDJ: tJgbiir zii-fiiqiidiit (lit., she may do what she wants); CR: tanbiir zii-fiiqiidiit (she 

may live what [sic] she wants). 
3 

Zii-DJngJl (He of the Virgin [Mary]) is WP's fourth brother, an important lord of the 
court. 

4 BDJ: wJstii beta Jgzi'abber (in the house of God); CR: WJstii Jgzi'abf:zer (in God). 
5 Psalms 83[84]:10. 

" BDJ: i-wiirqii wii-i-bJrurii SJnqii lii-fJnot (lit., neither gold nor silver as provisions for the 
way); CR: i-wiirqii wii-i-bJrurii wii-i-sJnqii lii-JJnot (neither gold nor silver nor provisions for 
the way). 

7 Matthew 10:9. 
8 Job 1:21. The original Hebrew does not have the second "womb;' just "return to the 

grave." 
9 Psalm 118[119]:72. 
10 Psalm 118[119]:127. 
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of Heaven:' 1 In addition, the Sayings of the Fathers relate, "Dear ones, what is 

gold? Is it not an evil shackle and a chain? Iron only destroys th~ body, while ,~old 
is an affliction for the body and a torment for the soul:' And agam Paul says, The 
love of money is the root of all evil" because through it many went astray and de­

serted their faith. 3 This is why our holy mother Walatta Petros also abhorred 

worldly wealth and regarded it as nothing. 

Chapter 10: Our Mother Leaves Her 
Brother's House to Become a Nun 

A short time thereafter, when our holy mother Walatta Petros had made up her 
mind to go away and become a nun, she said to her brother Za-Dinghil, "Allow me 

to go visit my [spiritual] teacher [Abba Fatla Sillase] because he is sick and suffers. 
It has been a long time since I have seen him. If he dies without me seeing him, he 

will curse me. Truly, the spiritual father is greater than the corporeal father:' 

Za-Dinghil replied, "Go ahead;' not realizing that she had spoken to him dece~­
tively and with cunning words;4 she appeared sincere to him.5 Thus he ordered his 
retainers to saddle a mule for her, help her to mount it, guard her6 [on the way], 

and conduct her to her teacher. They acted on her behalf as her brother had or­
dered them. Thus she went, while· with her were her maidservants who [always] 

followed her. 
When she was close to reaching the town [of Robeet], she told the retainers, 

"Help me dismount. I will camp here today. I don't want to increase the burden on 

my teacher since we are many and he cannot host [all of] us. So, yo~, ret~rn on 
your way. You can collect me again another day because I will remam with my 

teacher quite a while:' With these words, she sent them away, and they we_nt. . 
She had already premeditated this decision with her teacher. He had devised this 

ruse craftily7 so that they would not feel betrayed by or hostile toward him. [Thus] 
our holy mother Walatta Petros stayed behind, together with her maidservants. 

1 Matthew 19:24; Mark 10:25; Luke 18:25. 
, Niigiirii Abiiw may be a loose title for Apophthegma_ta Patrum Aeg~ptiorum (Sayings ~f 

the Desert [lit., Egyptian] Fathers) or it may not be a title at all, but simply mean_ here a 
saying of the Fathers is as follows:' We have not been able to locate the saymg m other 

sources. 
3 1 Timothy 6:10. .. .. .. .. . 
4 BDJ: bii-tiitbabii niigiir (lit., with a ruseful discourse); CR: bii-tJbaba nagar (with a pru-

dent discourse). . 
s It is still the case that women steal away from their families to become nuns (Wnght 

2001 , 16_ 17, 56). Many never communicate with their families agai~, becau~e they are sup­
posed "to leave one's blood relatives, riches, and worldly pleasure, accordmg to the FJtf:za 

Niigiist (Ibn al-'Assal 1968, 67). . . . 
6 J: YJ$iiWwJnJwwa (guard her); BD: yJ$$iiwwiinJwwa (seek refuge with her), CR. 

YJ$UrJwwa (carry her). .. .. .. .. . . 
, BDJ: tiitiibbiibii (lit., he had acted craftily); CR: tatabbabat (~he had acted c:aftily). Si~ce 

WP d · 1 · · d to escape living under the authonty of the men m her family, engage m ymg m or er 



Plate 5. Ho': our mot~er left her brother's house with a maidservant (top) and "how the owner of 
the house said to her: You can spend the night [here]'" (bottom) (MS A f 146v © SLUB M D d 
Eb.415.e,2). , · scr. res . 

THE LIFE-STRUGGLES OF WALATTA PETROS • 111 

She proceeded to the house of one of the people of a [nearby] town and spent 
the night there. 1 However, when it was deep night and all the maidservants were 
asleep, she woke up a young servant girF to guide her3 [to her teacher's house]. 
Together with that girl, she then stealthily left, walking on foot, while her blood 
flowed like water because the sharp edges of the stones cut into her feet. They were 
truly soft, like the feet of an infant just come from its mother's womb. The people 

who saw4 that blood [the next morning] wondered among themselves: 20 
"What is this blood? Is it the blood of a goat or a sheep that a leopard has torn 

apart, or that a thief has slaughtered?" 
On her part, our holy mother Walatta Petros, proceeding slowly together with 

the girl, reached the town ofRobeet [the next day,] and [entered] into the Presenta­
tion of Our Lady Mary Church, 5 its sanctuary. She sat down in the church court­

yard of the people of that place. 
They, however, said to her, "Get up! We don't have a lodging place here. Rather, 

go into the town where you will find lodging:'6 

She replied, "I will not go to the town but will stay in your courtyard:' Then, 
when evening came, they allowed her into a hut that a nun had abandoned. For 
that week, our holy mother Walatta Petros went and lived there, together with 
that girl. She came to like that hut very much and wanted to stay there until God's 

judgment.7 

Chapter 11: Our Mother Finds a New Servant 

That girl gave her much trouble, however, more than that of one hundred people.
8 

So Walatta Petros became very distressed and said [to herself], "Ifl found someone 
who, for my benefit, would take her [with them], I would send her back. I would 

the text allays any concerns about her behavior by explaining that it was not she but her 

teacher who devised this falsehood. 
1 A home was traditionally several buildings inside a fenced compound, with buildings 

for people, animals, and storage. Wealthy people often had separate buildings for cooking 
and receiving guests. Poor people would have only one. Most buildings would be round and 
windowless with adobe walls, thatched roofs, and only one door. The floor and walls were 

smooth, with built-in clay benches. 
2 Lit., ba$an (infant). 
3 Lit., kiimii tJtfawa (so that she [WP] could follow her [the girl]). 
4 BDJ: wii-Jllii ra 'yu siib' (the people who saw); CR: wii-sobii rJ 'yu siib' (when people saw). 
5 Lit., betii krastiyanii 3"gza 'tanii Maryam Zii-Bii 'ata (lit., the church of Our Lady Mary, of 

Her Entry). This church is named after the ritual in which as a girl Mary was presented by 
her parents to serve in the temple, according to the Apocrypha. 

6 The townspeople's unfriendliness may have something to do with her husband's ac-

tions in destroying the town previously. 
7 Lit., ;1s kii tatfiittab bii-Jgzi'abber (until she would be judged [ orreleased] by God). 
8 BDJ: 'abiyii hukiitii zii-yabiizw/J Jm-hukiitii 100 siib' (lit., much trouble, more than the 

trouble of one hundred people); CR omits 100, resulting in the translation, "much trouble, 

more than [ordinary] people [would]:' 



Plate 5. How our mot~er left her brother's house with a maidservant (top) and "how the owner of 
the house said to her: You can spend the night [here] '" (bottom) (MS A f 146v © SLUB M ·D d 
Eb.415.e,2). , · scr. res . 
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She proceeded to the house of one of the people of a [nearby) town and pent 
the night there. 1 However, when it was deep night and a.II the maidservants were 
asleep, she woke up a young servant girF to guide her3 [to her teacher ' house). 
Together with that girl, she then stealthily left, walking on foot , while her blood 
flowed like water because the sharp edges of the stones cut into her feet. They were 
truly soft, like the feet of an infant just come from its mother 's womb. The people 
who saw4 that blood [the next morning) wondered among themselves: 20 

"What is this blood? Is it the blood of a goat or a sheep that a leopard has torn 

apart, or that a thief has slaughtered?" 
On her pa.rt, our holy mother Walatta Petros, proceeding slowly together with 

the girl, reached the town ofRobeet [the next day,) and [entered) into the Presenta­
tion of Our Lady Mary Church,5 its sanctuary. She sat down in the chw-ch court­

yard of the people of that place. 
They, however, said to her, "Get up! We don 't have a lodging place hne. Rather, 

go into the town where you will find lodging:'6 

She replied, "I will not go to the town but will stay in your courtyard." Then, 
when evening came, they allowed her into a hut that a nun had abandoned. For 
that week, our holy mother Walatta Petros went and lived there, together with 
that girl. She ca.me to like that hut very much and wanted to stay there until God 's 

judgment.7 

Chapter 11: Our Mother Finds a New Servant 

That girl gave her much trouble, however, more than that of one hundred people.
8 

So Walatta Petros became very distressed and said [to herself) , "If I found someone 
who, for my benefit, would take her [with them) , I would send her back. I would 

the text allays any concerns about her behavior by explai ning that it was not she but her 

teacher who devised this falsehood. 
1 A home was traditionally several buildings inside a fenced compound, with buildings 

for people, animals, and storage. Wealthy people often had separate buildings for cooking 
and receiving guests. Poor people would have only one. Most buildings would be round and 
windowless with adobe walls, thatched roofs, and only one door. 1he floor and walls were 

smooth, with built-in clay benches . 
2 Lit. , /i ;iian (infant). 
3 Lit. , kiimii t;it/;iwa (so that she [WP] could follow her [the girl]). 
4 BDJ: wii-;illii r;i 'yu siib ' (the people who saw); CR: wii-sobii r;i 'yu siib ' (when people saw). 
5 Lit., beta krnstiyanii 3gz;i 't;mii Maryam Zii-Bii 'ata (lit. , the church of Our Lady Mary, of 

Her Entry). This church is named after the ritual in which as a girl Mary was presented by 
her parents to serve in the temple, according to the Apocrypha. 

6 The townspeople's unfriendliness may have something to do with her husband's ac-

tions in destroying the town previously. 
7 Lit. , ;iskii t;i tfiittah bii-;igzi'ab/ier (until she would be judged [orreleased] by God). 
8 BDJ: 'abiyii hukiitii zii-y;ibiizz;ib, iJ m-hukiitii 100 siib ' (lit. , much trouble, more than the 

trouble of one hundred people) ; CR omits 100, resulting in the translation, "much trouble, 

more than [ ordinru·y] people [would] :• 
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"Mercy and justice have met, righteousness and peace have kissed." 1 "It is good and 

pleasant indeed when sisters are together:' 2 

As for our holy mother Walatta Petros, nobody resembled or equaled her in all 
kinds of work. 3 If she occupied herself with the preparation of the wot stew, it 
turned out tasty and delicious smelling, and so abundant that it exceeded the mea­
sure. Or if she went out into the countryside in order to collect [fire]wood, a large 
load immediately4 came together for her. In all she did, God gave her success. Fur­
thermore, she used to go to a faraway river carrying a jar.5 There she would draw 
water and carry [it back].6 [To do so,] she had to climb up a steep ascent on all 
fours. 7 On that path, there was a large stone where she used to sit down and rest a 
bit, catching her breath, because her body was exhausted. People call this stone 
"Walatta Petros's Resting Place;' and even today everybody who goes up or down 
[this ascent] kisses and salutes it. It will remain8 a monument to the memory of her 
name9 until the consummation of the world. From there, she would then rise up 
[again], carrying that jar and returning to their home. Everybody who saw her 
marveled. [Walking] the length of the path to that river took from dawn to the third 
hour10 [i.e., 9:00 AM]. 

The sisters who were with her did likewise because she was their example and 
she taught them the works of humility. As our Lord says, "He who among you 
wants to be a leader should be a servant to the others:' 11 Similarly, [the Apostle] 
Peter says, "Be examples for his flock, so that when the Lord of the shepherds ap­
pears, you may obtain the crown of glory that does not wither:' 12 

In the monastery there also were idle and lazy nuns who did no work at all and 
lived in sloth. They let their fingernails grow and did hatsanaa beautifying. 13 Yet 

1 Psalm 84[85]:10. 
2 Psalm 132[133]:1. The author has changed the biblical "brothers" to "sisters:' 
3 BDJ: bii-$ota kw;:Jllu tiigbar (in all kinds of work); CR: bii-$ota kw;:Jllu tiigbar zii-zii-zi'ahu 

(in all the various kinds of work). 
4 BDJ: f;:Jtunii wii-bii-gizeha (lit., quickly and immediately); CRf;:Jtunii (quickly). 
5 BDJ, Abb. 88: kora (a jar). CR mistakenly altered this to korii, the accusative of kor 

(saddle). 
6 BDJ: wii-t;:Jqiidd;:Jb mayii. wii.-t;:J$ii.WW;:Jr (lit., she would draw water and carry); CR omits. 
7 Walking long distances, drawing water, and then carrying it home on one's back was 

the daily and extremely laborious task of most women in Ethiopia. As a woman from a noble 
family, WP would not have been used to such tasks. 

8 Lit., wii-konii (it has become). 
9 BDJ: lii-tii.zkarii. s;:Jma (to the memory of her name); CR: lii.-tii.zkarii zi'aha (to her 

memory). 
10 Ethiopians count the hours as they do in the Bible, from sunrise, with the first hour of 

the day ending at 7:00 AM. Thus, the third hour of the day is 9:00 AM. 
11 BDJ: y;:Jkunbmu gii.brii. (lit., should be a servant to you [masc. pl.]); CR: y;:Jkun gii.brii. 

(should be a servant). Mark 10:44; Matthew 20:27. 
12 1 Peter 5:2, 4. 
13 The term bafii.na (BDJ, CR) is very uncommon and does not appear in any of the stan­

dard dictionaries. The Italian translator Ricci squarely admitted that he was at a loss 
(Giilawdewos 1970, 23n6), and other G;}';Jz scholars we consulted did not know the word 
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when they saw the humility and toil of our holy mother Walatta Petros, they began 
to scold and rebuke themselves, saying, "Woe and doubly woe are we who have 
spent our days in laziness and indolence, even though we are poor people's daugh­
ters and the wives of Walatta Petros's servants and retainers. 1 Normally we would 
be grinding [grain] and fetching water. We have not been mindfuF of the day of our 
death and have ignored that there will be a retribution for the lazy. Yet, Walatta 
Petros-a lady, a daughter of nobles, and the wife of a lord-has made herself poor 
and entered through the narrow gate that leads to eternal life. By contrast, we are 
in the broad gate that leads to perdition."3 Having considered this, they repented of 
their past behavior, emulated our holy mother Walatta Petros, and began to work 

like her. 
Of how many virtuous deeds of our holy mother Walatta Petros could we 

tell? They are oh so many! Moreover, the prayers, prostrations, and virtuous deeds 
that she performed secretly remain unknown: the works of the righteous are 

concealed. 

Chapter 14: King Susinyos Establishes 
the Filthy Faith of the Europeans 

After this,4 King Susinyos began to make changes and established the filthy faith of 
the Europeans [i.e., Roman Catholicism], which says: Christ has two natures, 
[even] after He, [in his divine and human natures,] became one5 and he became the 
perfect human being. [Thereby,] Susinyos repudiated the holy faith of Alexandria,<' 

either. The root b-f n denotes the semantic field of caretaking, derived from a basic meaning 
of womb/lap. In Tigrinya, b;:Jf ;:Jnot means what the bride does to prepare to welcome the 
bridegroom, which includes putting oil in one's hair, brightening one's face, putting _on 
woody perfumes, and making one's palms black. Thus, it seems that the nuns were domg 
some kind of grooming or beautifying, perhaps even manicures or hennaing the hands, 
which would not be appropriate for women withdrawn from the world. 

1 BDJ: an;:Jstiya agb;:Jrtiha wii.-wii.'afoyaniha (lit., the wives of her servants and retainers); 
CR: wii-i-n;:Jkiiww;:Jn ;:Jm-a'matiha wii-wii'afoyaniha (and we would not be among her maid­
servants and retainers). Previously married women could remain married (but celibate) even 

after they became nuns. 
2 BDJ: i-tiizii.kkiirnii (we have not been mindful); CR: ;:Jsmii i-tii.zii.kkii.rnii. (truly, we have 

not been mindful). 
3 Matthew 7:13. 
4 BDJ, Abb. 88 here all add a sobii (when), which does not make sense syntactically. There-

fore our translation here follows CR, who ignored this sobii in his print edition. 
s' B, CR: tiiwii.badii (became one); DJ: tiiwabadii (became one). The English translation is 

identical; however, the verb in DJ here is of a different stem, which more strongly suggests a 

reciprocal union of the two natures with each other. . . 
6 The Egyptian metropolis of Alexandria is invoked because ~twas the s~at of the ~atn­

arch of the Coptic Church, whom the Tawal,i.ddo Church recogmzed at the time as their su-

preme spiritual authority. 
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which says as follows: Christ became the perfect human being; he is not split or 
divided in anything he does; 1 [he is] one Son. [In him] there is [only] one aspect, 
one essence, and one divine nature,2 namely, that of God the logos. 3 

When our holy mother Walatta Petros heard this, she could not bear it but with­
drew4 and fled from place to place, exiling herself until she reached Tsiyaat5 to­
gether with her female companions, whom we mentioned before. 

As the Gospel says, "Blessed are those who are persecuted for the sake of righ­
teousness because they will have the Kingdom of Heaven:'6 It further says, "Turn 
away from the lying prophets who come to you in sheep's clothing while inside 
they are ravenous wolves.7 By their fruits you shall know them:'8 In addition, Paul 
says, "Our brothers, I implore you to beware of those 9 who create turmoil and 
bring quarrels against the doctrine you have learned. 10 Truly, they serve their belly 
and not God, and with artful language and pleasant manners lead astray many 
simple people:' 11 Do not waver and "do not place yourselves under the yoke of the 
unbelievers." 12 Therefore, leave their midst and separate from them. God says, "Do 
not come close to the impure. I will receive you and be your father, and you will be 
my sons and daughters." 13 [Thus] says God who has power over everything. Fur-

1 BDJ: bii.-kw;,llu g;,bru (lit., in all his deeds/conduct/activity); CR: bii.-kw;,llu (in anything 
[lit., in everything]). 

2 1-ra'y wii.-1-h;,llawe wii.-1-mii.lii.kot. Lit., ra'y (vision), but in this context we take it to 
mean what is seen, hence "aspect." 

3 These same words are found in the sixth line of the hymn of praise for Monday in the 
W;,ddase Maryam (Praise for Mary), which Budge translates as "He was a perfect man, with­
out division and without separation, in all His work the Only-begotten, but with one form, 
one being, and one divinity (or Godhead)-God the Word" (1933a, 282). See "The Text's Reli­
gious Context" in this volume. 

4 The Gd '.iz equivalents of English "to bear" and "to withdraw" are closely similar: -/'",71)) 

tii.'aggii.sii. and 1'"/rhlJ) tii.g;,/:isii.. By using them in proximity to each other, the author displays 
literary skill. 

5 BDJ: hagii.rii. $;,yat (lit., the town or district of $dyat); CR: hagii.rii. $;,yan. This town or 
district is around one hundred miles due east of Lake Tana. The error in CR, spelling the 
name with a final "n," and thus Ricci's translation "$yan;' lead some scholars to say that WP 
went to the home of Zion (the Ark of the Covenant), which is Aksum, but nothing in the text 
says she went there. 

6 Matthew 5:10. 
7 DJ: tii.kw;,/at mii.sii.tt (ravenous wolves); B, CR: tii.kw;,/at wii.-mii.siitt (wolves and 

predators). 
8 Matthew 7:15-16. 
9 BDJ: tii.'aqii.b;,wwomu (beware of those); CR: tii.'aqq;,b;,wwomu (you will guard those 

[ sic]). 
10 Based on the original Greek, our translation assumes a Gd' dZ original of zii.-tii.m;,h;,rbmu 

(that you [masc. pl.] have learned). By contrast, BDJ have: t;,gbii.ru (lit., so that you [masc. pl.] 
do/perform); CR: t;,nbii.ru (so that you [masc. pl.] endure). 

11 Romans 16:17-18. 
12 2 Corinthians 6:14. 
13 2 Corinthians 6:17-18. 
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thermore, the Rules for the Monks1 says, "Do not pray2 together with arseesaan,' 

that is to say, heretics:'4 

This is why our holy mother Walatta Petros kept away [from them] and fled, 
going to the faraway region [of Tsiyaat] so as not to hear the blasphemy of the 
Europeans and not to have company with anyone who had joined that creed. 

There she lived, dedicating herself devotedly to the service of God with fasts and 
prayers. She also rendered service with the same works as before, by grinding [ ce­
reals], drawing water, and gathering wood in the countryside, while her feet were 
being injured by the pricking of thorns, by sharp splinters of wood, and by small 
stones,5 until they bled abundantly. Those who saw that blood on the way said to 

one another, "This blood6 is from Walatta Petros:' 
She and her companions also used to go to the harvested fields in order to glean 

[leftover] grain; they would collect it for their sustenance. When she started to 
glean, after a little while her basket would suddenly fill up for her.

7 
Even though 

she would pour [its contents] into a leather sack or another basket, they would not 
harmfully diminish because God's blessing was in her hands. Those [other] sisters 

would glean [only] a small quantity, however. 
[One time,] when the owner of the field came and saw her gleanings as opposed 

to theirs, he reviled her and said about her, "She has stolen from my sheaves, that 
was how she so quickly filled it!" Then, injuriously,8 he scattered all that she had 
gathered on the ground. She was not sad, however, and did not grumble at all when 
he reviled her and harmed her by pouring it out,9 but was patient and accepted with 

praise [for God] all that happened to her. 

1 H;,nsa mii.nii.kosat is a section of the Haymanotii. Abii.w, the most important expression 

of th~ Tii~ahddo Church creed during this period. 
2 BDJ: i-t~$ii.lfayu (do not pray [neg. imper. pl.]); CR: i-t;,$elfayu (you [pl.] will not pray). 
3 From Greek ha ires is (heresy), which in Gd' dz came to be understood to refer not to a 

false doctrine but to its adherents. 
4 A modern Ethiopian print edition of the Haymanotii. Abii.w gives this sentence as fol-

lows: i-t;,sii.lli m;,s/ii. arsisan zii.-w;, ';,tomu 'alaw;,yan (Do not pray [neg. imper. sg.J together 
with arse~saan, that is to say, heretics) (Anonymous 1994, chap. 20, sec. 3; p. 56, 1. 17 ). In the 
WP gii.dl, by contrast, the text is: i-t;,$ii.lfayu m;,slii. arsisan zii.-w;, ';,t?':1u mii.naf;,?an (Do not 
pray [neg. imper. pl.] with arseesaan, that is to say, heretics). In add1t10n to the smgular ver­
sus plural contrast in the imperative, both versions also differ with regard to the term t~ey 
use for heretics, namely, 'alaw;,yan versus mii.naf;,qan. The first one has a strong connotation 
of rebellion, whereas the second one carries overtones of a lack of conviction. 

s BDJ: wii.-bii.-a 'ban dii.qqaq (and by small stones); CR: wii.-ba ';,dan dii.qiq (and other small 

objects). 
6 BDJ: dii.m (blood); CR omits. 
, Y;,mii.ll;,' /ati, which can be transitive or intransitive, and thus can also be translated as 

"he [i.e., God] filled [it] for her:' . . . 
s Lit., bati (on her), a syntactic structure modeled on Amharic, the negative eqmvalent to 

more frequent /ati (to her benefit), on which we had a note when t~~s pattern first appeared. 
See also our explanation in "Translation Principles and Procedures. 

9 BDJ: y;,b 'u bati (lit., poured out to her detriment); CR: y;,b 'u lati (poured out for her 

benefit [sic]). 
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Chapter 15: Our Mother Preaches and Incurs the King's Wrath 

While our holy mother Walatta Petros lived like this in that region1 [ofTsiyaat], she 
became animated by religious zeal and could not contain it. She exhorted the peo­
ple of the town not to accept the filthy faith of Leo2 and not to mention the name 

of the apostate king during the Liturgy since he was outside the true faith and ac­

cursed. As Paul says, "If an angel from above taught you something different from 
that which we have taught you, let him be accursed."3 

When King Susinyos heard about this talk, he became extremely angry and ex­

ceedingly furious. He roared like a lion and threatened Walatta Petros's brothers 
and [other] relatives. He proclaimed against them, "I call the sky and the earth as 

witnesses against you! I swear by my mighty kingdom4 that I will punish you, that 

you will die a terrible death, and that I will purge your memory from the earth if 

you don't quickly bring in Walatta Petros. Behold, [ with her words] she has stripped 
me of my kingship, rebelled against me, betrayed me, and insulted me as well as my 

faith. She has subverted the hearts of that town's people so that they don't accept 

my faith and don't mention my name in the Liturgy. Before, there was no enmity 
between you and me. From now on, though, I have a feud with you!" 

When Walatta Petros's relatives heard the threats that the king spoke against 
them, they became very afraid and were shaken because that king was fierce. He 

did not show clemency to anyone; as he said he would do, he would do. 

So, they sent her these words, "Behold, all of us will perish on account of you! 
None of us will be spared,5 neither young nor old, because the king is angry indeed 

and has proclaimed against us and promised us death. He has said to us, 'Walatta 
Petros has stripped me of my kingship and rebelled against me. If you don't bring 
her in quickly, you will die a terrible death.' Now we say to you: Come quickly, 
don't tarry, and don't determine our death, because you are flesh from our flesh and 
bone from our bone: your mother and your brothers."6 

When she heard this message, our holy mother Walatta Petros became very sad 
and took counsel with her companions. All of them together, unanimously,7 said, 

"We prefer to go and die for our faith than that our relatives die on our account. Do 

1 BDJ: bii-w;J ';Jtu hagiir (in that region); CR: bii-W;Jstii hagiir (in the region). 
2 L;Jyon. Pope Leo I was a fifth-century head of the Roman Catholic Church. He wrote a 

theological treatise important to the Council of Chalcedon, which approved the doctrine of 
the dual nature of Christ. The Tii.waJ:i;ido Church rejected this council and saw Leo as em­
blematic of the heresy. 

3 Galatians 1 :8. 
4 Manvst can mean "kingdom;' "rule;' or "kingship:' 
5 BDJ: i-y;Jtiirr;Jf' a af:iadu 'a ;Jm;Jnnenii 'a (lit., not one of us will be spared); CR: i-n;Jtiirr;Jf' a 

af:iadii 'a [sic] ;Jm;Jnnenii 'a (we will not be spared, not one of us). 
6 BDJ: ;Jmm;Jki wii-abawki (your mother and your brothers); CR: amm;Jki wii-abawki 

n;J/:inii (we are your mother and your brothers). 
7 Lit.: bii-1 qal (with one voice). 
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we not hope and wait for this [anyway]? 1 Our faith2 is with us in our hearts; no one 
can rob us [ of it]. As the Gospel says,3 'As for Mary, she has chosen the good part, 

which will not be taken away from her.' "4 

Having said these things, they set out from there and returned [to her familial 

home]. [There] our holy mother Walatta Petros met with her mother and her broth­

ers. They implored her, "Do not violate the word of the king, so that he will not kill 

you and us because of your rebelling.'' 
What is more, her mother lifted her breasts and said to her, "Am I not your mother 

who nurtured you with these breasts of mine? Do you have no regard for me?"
5 

However, our holy mother Walatta Petros did not listen to their words and did 

not bend her mind to their advice. As the apostles say, "Is it right that we should 

listen to you and not to God? We prefer to please God than to please men.''6 

Chapter 16: Our Mother Appears Before King Susinyos 

At that time, the king was in his castle. He ordered that her relatives bring her to 
him, so they took her in. She went hoping to die for the true faith. With her went 
her mother and her brothers: they followed her in tears, as if they were seeing her 

off to death, like a corpse that is taken away to be buried. 
Our holy mother Walatta Petros did not lift her face and did not look at them, 

however, but rather said to them, "Why do you cry and break my heart? Why do 
you place an obstacle in my way? Do not cry for me but rather cry over yourselves. 
Truly, from now on nothing bothers me. Truly, I carry the suffering of Christ in my 

flesh. 
"'Who can make me abandon my love for Christ? Suffering? Tribulation? Exile, 

hunger, nakedness, the sword, anguish?' 7 As scripture says, 'Because of you, [Lord,] 
they will kill us every day.8 We have become like sheep that will be slaughtered.'

9 

1 BDJ: akko-nu ziintii n;Jseffo wii-n;J$iinn;Jb (do we not hope and wait for this?): CR with 
an emphatic construction: akko-nu ziintii zii-n;Jseffo wii-n;J$iinn;Jb (is it not this that we hope 

and wait for?). 
2 CR adds n;J/:inii (we). 
3 BDJ: ba-kama y;Jbe (lit., as it [or: He] says); CR: ba-kama y;Jbe ;Jgzi';Jnii (as our Lord 

says). 
4 Luke 10:42. This is not the Virgin Mary, the mother of Christ, but Mary of Bethany, the 

sister of Lazarus and Martha. She chose to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen to his words 
rather than assist her sister Martha in the domestic chores necessary to care for the guests. 

Jesus praised her choice. 
5 A mother lifting her breasts or pointing to them to remind a child of her sacrifices was 

a common gesture in Ethiopia. 
6 Acts 4:19-20; 1 Thessalonians 2:4. 
7 Romans 8:35. While one would expect "what" as the initial interrogative, the Greek 

original also has "who" (tis). In addition, for rhetorical effect, the Ethiopian author has 
changed the pronoun from "us" to "me" and the verb from "separate" to "abandon:' 

8 BDJ: ';J/iitii (day); CR: amirii (day). 
9 Psalm 43 [ 44 ]:22; Romans 8:36. 
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'I am confident, however, that nothing can make me abandon the love for God 
through Jesus Christ: neither death, nor life; neither angels, 1 nor nobles;2 neither 
what is, nor what will come; neither someone powerful, nor anything above nor 
the abyss,'' not even being born again in hell.4 There is nothing that can make me 
abandon the love of Christ. As for me, I will always be faithful and will never re­
nege. Nobody whosoever can persuade my heart that I should renounce my faith, 
whether they frighten me with banishment to remote places, put me into the fire, 
throw me to the lions, drown me in the great lake, cut up my body and my limbs, 
or punish me with each and every sort of torture.5 Still, I will never renounce my 
faith. Rather I am strong of heart through the word of our Lord Jesus Christ,6 who 
says, 'Do not fear those who kill your flesh. Your soul nobody can kill. Rather, fear 
him who has permission, after having killed,7 to put soul and body together into 
the fire of hell.' "8 

Continuing [ on her way], our holy mother Walatta Petros then arrived at the 
king's castle. The king ordered all the great lords, nobles, learned men, and judges 
to assemble, and they did as the king had commanded. They all assembled, richly 
adorned, in great magnificence, and sat down in a circle, according to their ranks 
and orders. 9 Then the king commanded that they bring in our holy mother 
Walatta Petros. She came and stood in front of them with a determined heart and 
a strong faith. She did not tremble 10 due to their magnificence, the great number 
of their assembly, or their empty talk. As David said, "Why are the gentiles in 
uproar, and why do the people make empty talk? The kings of the earth have 
risen up, and the rulers have conspired with them against God and against his 
Anointed One." 11 

1 Mala 'akt can also mean "captains" or "lords." 
2 Qiiddiimt can also mean "forefathers" or "ancestors:' 
3 Romans 8:38-39. As in the earlier quote from Romans 8:35, the verb is changed from 

"separate" to "abandon:' 
4 BDJ: wii-i-dagam /Jdiit zii-miitlpt (lit., and not the second birth of below); Abb. 88: wii­

i-giidam saddiit zii-miitlpt (and not the wilderness exile of below), which CR altered to wii-i­
giidam [ wii-i-]saddiit zii-miit!Jat (and not the wilderness, and not exile of below). 

5 WP or the author may be thinking of the suffering of various martyrs in the Sanbssar, 
but perhaps just the future events of WP's own life, since she was banished to a remote 
place, her guard attempted to burn her to death, her community was attacked by a lion, she 
almost drowned in Lake Tana, and her feet were cut by sharp stones. 

6 BDJ: bii-qalii agzi'anii Iyiisus Krastos (through the word of our Lord Jesus Christ); 
CR: bii-qalii agzi'ab!Jer agzi'anii Iyiisus Krastos (through the Word of God, our Lord Jesus 
Christ). 

7 BDJ: am-dabrii qiitiilii (lit., after he killed); CR: am-dabrii yaqiittal (after he kills). 
8 Matthew 10:28. 
9 BDJ: wii-niibiiru 'awdii bii-bii-miinabartihomu wii-bii-bii-far'atomu (and sat down in a 

circle, according to their ranks and orders); CR: wii-niibiiru 'awdii miinabartihomu wii-bii-bii­
far'atomu (and sat down in a circle of their chairs, according to their orders). 

10 BDJ: wii-i-giiggii$iit (she did not tremble); CR: wii-i-diingii$iit (she was not terrified). 
11 Psalm 2:1-2. The author thus compares WP to Christ, the Anointed One. 
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Walatta Petros, by contrast, stood alone, 1 according to the procedure for a rebel 
against the king.2 Then those charged with speaking for the king3-[while he stayed 
in another room]-said to her, "You have rebelled against the king, you have re­
belled against God. You have resisted his order, you have transgressed against his 
word, and you have blasphemed against his faith. 4 You have subverted the hearts of 
the people of the land so that they don't accept his faith and don't mention his 

name in the Liturgy!" 
However, our holy mother Walatta Petros did not respond or reply at all. Rather 

she listened with her head bowed and a critical smile, but humbly said, "I have not 

reviled the king. Rather, I will never renounce my faith:' 
On his part, the king regularly sent servants to inquire, "What does she say?"

5 

They told him, "She does not respond at all. Rather she keeps silent and ex-

presses amusement:' 
Upon that, the king became enraged and said, "She despises me,6 laughs at me, 

and mocks me;' and ordered that she be killed or [ at least] her breasts cut off. 
At that point [Walatta Petros's husband] Malkiya Kristos stood up before the 

king and said to him soothingly, "My lord, do not lose your temper. It is not due to 
contempt for you that she is laughing. Rather, an [evil] spirit that has been residing 

in her since her childhood makes her laugh:' 
With these words, Malkiya Kristos calmed the king's rage. Truly, Malkiya Kris­

tos [still] loved Walatta Petros very much. As for our holy mother Walatta Petros, 
she did not fear death and was not terrified by the king's majesty.

7 
As Peter says, 

"Do not fear that which strikes you with awe, and do not be terrified by it. Rather 

1 BDJ: wii-ya'ati-ssa taqiiwwam ba!Jtita (lit., she by contrast stood alone); Abb. _88: wii­
ya/Jtatawwa (let them interrogate her), which CR altered to wii-yii/Jattatawwa (they mterro-

gated her). _ . . . . 
2 Other women underwent this type of court tnal durmg this penod. The Jesmt Pedro 

Paez excerpted and translated a section from Sus;:inyo~'s royal chronicle about the court trial 
of Walatta Giyorgis, the daughter of the former king Sar~a D;mg;:il (r. 1563-97), because she 

refused to convert to Catholicism (2011, 2:252). 
3 BDJ: 'aqabayanii niibib zii-nagus (lit., the guardians of speech for the king); CR: 

'aqabayanii nagus (the officials of the king). . 
4 At this point the multiple masc. possessive pronouns in the sentence are ambiguous. 

Whose order has WP allegedly resisted and against whose word has she allegedly trans­
gressed: God's or the king's? Only subsequently does it beco~~ clear that t~~ officials' ~efer­
ence is to the king. This ambiguity may be their way of ascnbmg almost d1vme authonty to 

the king. d) ·· 
s BDJ: manta tab al wii-mantii tawiisfa' (lit., what does she say and respon _ ; CR: manta 

tawiisfa' (what does she respond). According to Ethiopian court protocol, the kmg would not 

have been present at the inquiry. .. 
6 BDJ, CR: sobii tastii/Jiiqqariini (lit., when she despises me). But soba (when) does not 

make sense here, so we do not consider it in our translation. . 
1 Lit., garmahu (his or its [namely, death's] majesty). G;:i';:iz does not have a neu'.er m the 

third-person singular, therefore the masculine possessive suffix -hu could potentially also 

refer to nongendered death. 
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Plate 7. "How King Susinyos questioned her about her faith and looked at her in anger" and how "the 
great lords" watched her being questioned. It seems that her husband stands next to her advising the 
king not to kill her (MS A, f. 147v © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2). ' 
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Plate 8. Mural prepped for restoration at Rema Monastery Church of our mother confronting King 

Susinyos. Photo by Wendy Laura Belcher, January 2011. 

sanctify God with all your heart:' 1 So, Walatta Petros prayed,2 "You who have 
strengthened the prophets, strengthen me! You who have strengthened the apos­
tles, strengthen me! You who have strengthened the martyrs, strengthen me so that 
I die for the sake of your name and receive the crown of martyrdom:' 

The king's counselors then advised him, "Hear us, 0 King! It is better for you to 
abandon [the idea of] killing a woman than to have her entire lineage, [the house 

of] Dawaro and Fatagar, as your enemies:'3 

The king replied, "If she leaves me alone4 and keeps quiet, leave her alone." 

1 1 Peter 3:14-15. 
2 Lit., tab al ([she] says). 
3 DJ: ajrariikii (as your enemies); CR: ajrarii (as enemies); B illegible. 
4 Abb. 88 adds zii-konii (that which happened), which makes no sense in the context (thus 

already CR 30n2; nonetheless, he did not edit here). Obviously, it is a copying error due to 

zii-konii of the next sentence in Abb. 88/CR. 
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Plate 8. Mural prepped for restoration at Rema Monastery Church of our mother confronting King 

Susinyos. Photo by Wendy Laura Belcher, January 2011. 

sanctify God with all your heart."1 So, Walatta Petros prayed,2 "You who have 
strengthened the prophets, strengthen me! You who have strengthened Lhe apos­
tles , strengthen me! You who have strengthened the martyrs , strengthen me so that 

I die for the sake of your name and receive the crown of martyrdom." 
The king's counselors then advised him, "Hear us, 0 King! It is better for you to 

abandon [the idea of] killing a woman than to have her entire lineage, [the house 

of] Dawaro and Fatagar, as your enernies."3 

The king replied, "If she leaves me alone4 and keeps quiet, leave her alone:' 

1 I Peter 3:14- 15. 
2 Lit. , tab,1/ ([she] says). 
3 DJ: a§rariikii (as your enemies) ; CR: a§rarii (as enemies) ; B illegible. 
4 Abb. 88 adds zii-konii (that which happened), which makes no sense in the context (thus 

already CR 30n2; nonetheless, he did not edit here). Obviously, it is a copying error due to 

zii-konii of the next sentence in Abb. 88/CR. 
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All of this happened, however, 1 because it did not please God for her to walk 

down this path [ of martyrdom]. 2 Rather, he had prepared another path for her, 

namely, the path of Anthony and Macarius,3 just as the monk before her conception 

had said that she would guard his flocks. Truly, our Lord says, "My Father has many 

dwelling places."4 

They let her go then, but told her, "Don't go to a faraway region, and don't teach 

again. Rather, stay with your family:' So, her family took her and made her live with 

them. 

Chapter 17: Our Mother Escapes Ras Silla Kristos 

Then many theological teachers who were of the true faith came there. They found 

comfort in Walatta Petros's presence, and encouragement through each other. 

Soon thereafter, she fled [again] and entered the monastic settlement of Zage. 

With her were Walatta Pawlos, Eheta Kristos, and many others, as well as her 

maidservants Iyopraxia, Maryamaweet, and Eskindiraweet. Abba Tsige Haymanot 

was also there with them. He used to comfort and encourage them. 5 They lived to­

gether in peace. 

Then a wily man came there deceitfully, under the guise of a friend wanting to 

visit them, just like that man who had visited Abba Babnooda.6 They did not under­

stand that he had come in bad faith, however, and offered him good food,7 which he 

1 BDJ: za-ni konii (lit., this however happened); CR: za-ni zii-konii (this thing however 
which happened). 

2 The text frequently addresses the fact that WP was not a martyr. Such was not strictly 
required of a saint, but she sometimes struggled with this fate, as did Saint Paul himself in 
Phillipians 1:21-25, "For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain .... But I am hard-pressed 
from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much 
better; yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sake. Convinced of this, I 
know that I will remain and continue with you all for your progress:' 

3 Name forms in DJ: 3ntonayos, Miiqarayos; in CR: 3ntonas, Miiqarayos; in B: 3ntos [sic], 
Miiqaras. These are two of the Desert Fathers, ascetics who lived in fourth-century Egypt and 
founded Christian monasticism. Saint Anthony is frequently invoked in G;:i' ;:iz hagiobiogra­
phies, usually with his disciple, Saint Macarius. 

4 John 14:2. 
5 G;:i';:iz distinguishes between masculine and feminine third-person plural object pro­

nouns (English "them"). The G;:i' ;:iz text here, as well as at the end of the preceding sentence, 
has the masculine form, which is also used for mixed-gender groups. The use of this form 
suggests that the monastic settlement of the Zage Peninsula comprised both men and 
women. 

6 BDJ: bii-kiimii bawwii$O lii-abba Biibnuda (lit., just as he had visited Abba Babnuda); 
Abb. 88: lii-abba $age (namely, Abba $;:ige), which CR altered to lii-abba $age [Haymanot] 
(namely, Abba $;:ige [Haymanot ]). According to certain versions of the Sankassar, Abba Bab­
nuda was a third-century Egyptian monk condemned by God to be devoured by a lion for 
sharing his "heavenly food" with a deceitful monk. 

7 CR adds wii-tabnii (and tabn). Tabn is an uncooked food made of mixing water with 
ground, roasted barley, good for travelers and soldiers. 

pa 
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ate. Then, he took a little of that food and wrapped it up in his clothes to take home 

and show to others. Now he left immediately. 
When he came home, he took that food out of his clothes to show to his wife. 

However, while he held it in his hand, an angel of God snatched the food away from 

him. He was shocked and bewildered and therefore told his wife what he had done. 

She became irritated with him and said to him, "Why did you act like that and seek 

out [divine] punishment for yourself?" 
Also, Ras Silla Kristos1 sent one of his soldiers as a spy to investigate our holy 

mother Walatta Petros's situation [at Zage]. The solider arrived and met with them. 

They gave him food to eat also, which he ate. 2 Now, imagine, that soldier was a son 

of Eheta Kristos' s husband! 3 

Then the soldier left4 and reported back to Silla Kristos what he had seen and 

that he had eaten fine, delicious, and good-smelling food. He added, "My lord, you 

worry needlessly. Walatta Petros's situation is better than even yours!"
5 

When Silla Kristos heard this, he gnashed his teeth and longed to mount a sur­

prise attack against them. At that time, he was at Dabra Entonyos.
6 

When our holy mother Walatta Petros heard about this, she hurriedly left 

[Zage] and headed toward Abbabeet7 in a tankwa. In that part of the lake, there 

were three large hippopotamuses.8 One of them broke away [from the group] and, 

snorting, approached with the intention of overturning [their tankwa] and drown-

ing them. 
The boatmen as well as the sisters who were with Walatta Petros were afraid and 

exclaimed, "Let us throw ourselves overboard, of our own volition, so that this 

hippo will not drown us!"9 

Our holy mother Walatta Petros, however, scolded them, "Do not be afraid, 0 

you of little faith! What makes you fear? Do you think that you will never die? 

1 Sa 'a/ii Krastos (Image of Christ) was the Roman Catholic counselor of King Sus;:inyos 
who persecuted WP for her beliefs and later was executed by Fasiladas. 

2 BDJ: wii-biil'a (lit., and he ate); CR omits. 
3 That is, a son by a woman other than 3:lJ;:ita Kr;:istos. 
4 BDJ: wii-borii (lit., then he left); CR omits. .. ., .. 
s BDJ: am-hallawotii zi'akii-ssii (lit., than your situation eve~); CR: am-hallawota z1 aka 

(than your situation). This fact is noteworthy to the spy, and S;:i';:ila _Kr;:istos subsequently 
becomes angry, because they expect monasteries to be poor and have little and bad food. The 
monks may have eaten simply, but have prepared good ~ood for visitors. ~efore, the angel 
had snatched the food from the soldier to protect WP agamst such accusat10ns. 

6 Diibrii 3ntonyos must be a place near Zage on southern L~e Tana_. Since it can also 
mean "the monastery at 3:ntonyos:' it most likely is 3:nton;:is, an island with a famous mon-
astery (and once a convent) about three miles from Zage. .. . 

1 Abbabit is a town on the southwestern side of Lake Tana above the Zage Penmsula. 
s Hippopotamuses are common in Ethiopian lakes and rivers. Christians considered them 

unclean, according to Old Testament law, thus adding an extra element of terror to the 

incident. 
9 BDJ: kiimii i-yastamiinii (lit., so that it does not drown us); Abb. 88: kiimii i-yast;imiini (so 

that it does not drown me), which CR correctly edited to kiimii i-yastamiinii. 
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does not prevent it from entering because it comes through the roof of the house. 
Not even lions or snakes scare us like this beast does! Let us leave and go to another 
place. If you refuse, we will scatter on our own and leave you behind alone!" 

When they spoke to her like this, [together with them] she left that place and 
went to the region of Tsellemt. 1 There, too, she lived teaching the inhabitants the 
true faith and exhorting them not to adopt the filthy faith of the Europeans. 

Chapter 27: Our Mother Again Incurs the King's Wrath 

Then, when King Susinyos heard that our holy mother Walatta Petros was in the 

district of Tsellemt and that she was teaching the [Orthodox] faith, he became 

angry and enraged, roaring like a lion. 

He said, "Even though I left her alone, she doesn't leave me alone! Even though 

I was lenient toward her, she's not lenient toward me. From now on, however, I will 

decide on my own what to do [ with her]." 

So, he summoned one of his military men, whose name was Amba-Ras2 Filaata­
wos3 and who was in charge of that district of Tsellemt. He said to him, "Go and 

bring Walatta Petros to me quickly!"4 

Filaatawos went as the king had commanded him,5 arrived at where she stayed, 

and said to her, "The king has ordered me to you. He says to you, 'Come immedi­
ately, and don't say, "Tomorrow!"'" 

Our holy mother Walatta Petros replied, "Behold, I am in your hands. Do with 

me as the king has ordered. I am ready for it and prepared to die. I'm not afraid of 

anything:' 

Immediately then, our holy mother Walatta Petros set off from there and went 
with him. With her were [the sisters] Eheta Kristos and Kristos Sinnaa,6 [as well as 

her maidservants] Maryamaweet and Eskindiraweet. 

1 $iilliimt is a historical province around 150 miles north of Lake Tana in what was 
Bagemde>r and is now Te>gray. It is east of Walde>bba, stretching from the ·Se>men Mountains 
~orth to the Tiikkaze River. It was largely populated by Beta 3:sra'el, who were Jewish, and 
m 1623-24, Suse>nyos suppressed a rebellion there. 

2 Amba-Ras is a mid-rank military title originally meaning "Commander of an amba" that 
is, of one of the Ethiopian flat-topped table mountains that were often used as natur~l for­
tresses. In the mountainous region of .;,a.Ila.mt, this person was in charge of the local 
population. 

3 BDJ, CR: Filatawos (commonly: Filatewos), from the Greek Philotheos (He who loves 
God). . 

4 BDJ: Wiiliittii Petros-ha [acc.]; CR: lii-Wiiliittii Petros-ha [sic: dative and acc.]. 
5 BDJ: bii-kiimii_ y;Jbelo (lit., as he had said to him); CR: bii-kiimii y;Jbe (as he had said). 
6 BDJ: Kr;Jstos S;Jnna (In Christ lies her beauty); CR: Maryam S;Jnna (In [Saint] Mary lies 

her beauty). 
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Chapter 28: The Europeans Try to Convert Our Mother 

Walatta Petros arrived at and entered the king's castle in the month of Ginbowt.
1 

They lodged her in2 the house of Dejjazmatch3 Billa Kristos. 4 Then they began to 
[try to] persuade her with many clever tricks to abandon the true faith of Di­

oscoros5 and adopt the filthy faith of Leo. 
Three renowned European false teachers6 came to her7 and debated with her 

about their filthy faith, which says, "Christ [still] has two natures after the ineffable 

union [ of his humanity and divinity]:' 
She argued with them, defeated them, and embarrassed them. Each morning, 

other Europeans came to her, reading to her and explaining their filthy book to 
her. 8 Our holy mother Walatta Petros, however, did not listen to their talk and did 

not accept9 their faith. Rather, she laughed and made fun of them. 
As the Gospel says, "Therefore, you all should not call yourselves teachers on 

this earth because your teacher is one, Christ:' 10 Also, the Apostle John in his letter 
says, "Our brothers, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirit, whether it is from 
God, because many false prophets have come into the world" who do not believe in 

1 G;Jnbot is the ninth month of the year in the Ethiopian calendar, extending from 9 May 
to 7 June. Holy Week and Easter often fall during this month. 

2 BDJ: anbiir;Jwwa babii (they lodged her in); CR: agba ';Jwwa babii (they entered her into). 
3 Diiggazmac (lit., He who leads the center column into battle) is one of the highest, some­

times the highest, traditional military rank, generally below a ras. The leader with this title 
had the duties of being a regional governor, a regional judge, or a regional military com­

mander, depending on the period. 
4 B;J 'la Kr;Jstos (Wealth of Christ) was the king's cousin and confidant, a great lord who 

helped to bring Suse>nyos to power and who was a friend of the Jesuits. He had become 
Roman Catholic and even wrote scholarship attempting to show that the Tawa.J:ie>do Church 

had not always been anti-Chalcedonian. 
5 Diyosqoros was a pope of the Alexandrian Church in the fifth century and remained so 

even after he had been deposed as a heretic in 451 by the Council of Chalcedon for refusing 
to agree with its doctrine. He is thus a hero in the Tawa.J:ie>do Church, which rejects the 
Council of Chalcedon. One of the fourteen Tawa.J:ie>do Church liturgies is the Anaphora of 

Saint Dioscorus. 
6 In May 1625, when this likely happened, about sixteen Jesuit priests lived in Ethiopia, 

including Jeronimo Lobo, Manoel de Almeida, and Manoel Barradas, all of whom later wrote 
about their experiences in Ethiopia. The three who initially visited WP would not have in­
cluded Paez, who had died, nor Mendes, who was brought in to talk to WP later, as a last 
resort. Regarding the Jesuits' attempts to convert I:Iabasa women, see Belcher (2013). 

7 BDJ: babeha (to her); CR omits. 
8 It is unclear to which book the author alludes. Suse>nyos encouraged the Jesuits to trans-

late many works into Ge>'<>z (Cohen 2005). It may be the Catholic catechism, which was 

translated into Amharic around 1619 (Paez 2011, 39). 
9 BDJ: i-t;Jtwekkiif(did not accept); CR: t;Jwekkiif[nonexistent form]. 
10 Matthew 23:8. The original biblical text does not have the word "Christ:' In Matthew, it 

is Christ himself who speaks this verse, and the teacher he alludes to is God. 
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Jesus Christ, that he has come in the flesh. 1 "By this you will know the Spirit of 

God: each spirit which believes" in Jesus Christ, that he came in the flesh of a man, 

is from God,' but each spirit which does not believe in Jesus Christ, that he came in 

the flesh, is not from God. Rather it is from the false messiah of whom you have 

heard that he would come."4 John further says, "Anyone who wavers and does not 

remain in the teaching of Christ is not with God. But he who remains in the teach­

ing of Christ is in the Father and the Son.5 He who comes to you and does not 

bring6 this teaching, do not let him enter your houses and do not even greet him 

because he who greets him has fellowship with him in his evil deeds:' 7 This is why 

our holy mother Walatta Petros treated these European false teachers with con­

tempt and repudiated them. 

The king then inquired about her, "What does she say?" 

The Europeans replied to him,8 "She does not listen and does not accept what we 

say. Instead, she insults us. Can water penetrate a heart of stone?" 

Because of this, the king became enraged and wanted to kill her. 

His counselors prevented him, however, saying, "Do not do something like that! 

If you kill her here, 9 everyone10 will follow her and join her in death. And once the 

people have perished, over whom will you rule? Instead, order that she remain a 

captive:' 

So the king ordered that she be taken to the region of Zhebey and handed over 

to the Black man so that she would live [there] as a captive. 

Following this [decision], Malkiya Kristos entered into the king's chamber, 

stood before him, and implored him, "My lord king, I beseech you, if I find grace 

before you, hand Walatta Petros over to me until the months of the rainy season are 

over. 11 During that time, I will admonish and advise her. In addition, the spiritual 

'1John4:l. 
2 BDJ: ;mtii tii'amm;m (which believes); Abb. 88 ;:mta i-ta'amman (which does not believe), 

which CR sensibly edited to antii tii 'amman. 
3 BDJ: amannii agzi'abl;er ya 'ati (is from God); Abb. 88 omits amannii (from), but CR aptly 

inserted am- (from [enclitic variant of amanna]). 
4 1 John 4:2-3. 
5 BDJ: wa-i-yanabbar ba-tamhartu lii-Krastos i-hallo maslii agzi 'abl;er. Wa-za-ssa yanabbar 

ba-tamhartu la-Krastos ba-ab wii-bii-wald hallo (and does not remain in the teaching of Christ 
is not with God. But he who remains in the teaching of Christ is in the Father and the Son); 
CR: wa-i-yaniibbar ba-tamhartu la-Krastos ba-ab wa-ba-wald i-hallo (and he who does not 
remain in the teaching of Christ is not in the Father and in the Son). 

6 BDJ: i-yama$$cl' (does not bring); CR: yama$$cl' (brings). 
7 2John 1:9-11. 
8 BDJ: awfa'awwo wii-yabefowwo (lit., replied to him and said to him); CR omits wii-

yabefowwo (and said to him) .. 
9 BDJ: ba-zayya (here); CR omits. 
'
0 BDJ: k\Vallu 'alam (lit., the entire world); CR: za-kwallu 'aliim (this entire world). 

11 BDJ: aska yaballaf warba bra mt (lit., until the month [ sic] of the rainy season is over); 
CR omits wiirba (the month of). Most people stayed in one place during the rainy season 
(briimt), since traveling during this period was difficult and even posed serious health risks 
due to the cold, wet, swollen rivers and lack of adequate shelter along the road. Furthermore, 
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leader1 of the Europeans, Afonsu,2 shall read his book to her3 and have her listen 

[to it] every day. If then she still refuses to convert, we will send her away." 

The king replied, "Yes, I agree to your proposal." 
Our holy mother Walatta Petros was then handed over to Malkiya Kristos. He 

took her to Azezo,4 lodged her in his house, and provided her with food. With her 

were Eheta Kristos and Walatta Kristos. 5 Throughout their entire lives, Walatta 

Petros and Eheta Kristos were like our Lady Mary and Salome.
6 

Afonsu went to Walatta Petros each Saturday morning, without breaking for 

lunch,7 in a clever move to make her fast likewise,8 and read his book to her. How-

the people of the court traditionally spent the rainy season in their ancestral homes rather 
than at court. WP had arrived at the court in May; k:Jramt ends in mid- to late September. 

' Mamhar, which can mean "teacher" or "master;' but is also regularly used to designate 
an abbot, and sometimes in the sense of "theologian"; for instance, when the Jesuit theolo­
gians (mamharan) at Sus;:inyos's court argue with WP. The words "abbot;' "teacher;' "theolo­
gian;' and "spiritual leader" in the text are always a translation of this same word. 

2 The Portuguese Jesuit Afonso Mendes (1579-1656) was appointed Catholic patriarch of 
Ethiopia in 1622 by the pope and served in Ethiopia as a missionary from 1625 to 1634. He 
was important in increasing the king's pro-Catholic policies and officially establishing 
Roman Catholicism as the state religion. Because Mendes was stricter than Paez, many 
scholars attribute the failure of Roman Catholicism in Ethiopia to him. Mendes worked one­
on-one to convert the women of the royal court, as the Jesuit accounts attest. 

3 This may have been Mendes's Bran-Haymanot Id Est Lux Fidei In Epithalamium Aethi­

opissae, Sive In Nuptias Uerbiet Ecclesiae (1692), which Mendes_ composed in Latin and later 
translated into G;:i';:iz with Walda Kr;:istos, a relative of Ras S;:i\>la Kr;:istos, who admired 
it and recommended that it be called Light of Faith rather than Doctrine of Faith (Cohen 

2009a, 11). 
4 Azazo is an important town, north of Lake Tana but about eight miles southwest of 

Gondar, that served as the de facto capital during the Sus;:inyos period. Sus;:inyos and his 
court, and therefore the Jesuits, lived there from 1607 until 1632, building castles, palaces, 
and churches, and otherwise supporting the arts. It was from this town's church that the 
Jesuits announced Catholicism the official state religion and where Sus;:inyos was buried. It 
was an important religious center, as thousands of monks came to debate the religious issues 
inspired by the presence of the Jesuits. It is not surprising, then, that WP's husband Malk;:i' a 
Kr;:istos had a home in this town and brought her there to be converted by Mendes. Gondar 
only became the capital after Fasiladas came to power. 

5 Walatta Krastos (Daughter of Christ) is a nun who was with WP at Malk;:i'a Kr::istos's 
house in Azazo, but fled when WP was banished to Zabay. She is probably not the same 
woman as Wayzaro Walatta Kr;:istos, a noblewoman who appears later in the text and always 

with her title Wayzaro. 
6 Salome is not the salacious Salome but Mary Salome, who was Mary's sister andJesus's 

aunt. According to the Sanbssar, she was midwife at the birth of Christ, fled with the Holy 
Family into Egypt, and was a second mother to Christ throughout his life. Although the 
Sanbssar does not specify the closeness of Mary and Salome, the author extrapolates this 

from Salome's closeness to the Holy Family. 
7 CR: anza i-yemassal; (lit., without him having lunch); BDJ: anza i-temassal; (without her 

having lunch). In view of the continuation of the text, this appears to be one of the rare oc­
casions where the Abb. 88/CR variant is superior to BDJ. 

8 Orthodox Christians are required to break the fast after the Sabbath services on 

Saturdays. 
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ever, he would return embarrassed because she treated him with contempt, repudi­
ated him, and did not listen to his teaching. 1 

Each time, the king asked, "Has Walatta Petros converted and embraced our 
faith?" 

47 But they responded, "No:' 

Chapter 29: King Susinyos Banishes Our Mother to Zhebey 

Then, when the months of the rainy season had passed and the month of Hidaar 
had begun, and the time was near that our Lord had predicted to her, "You will go 

down to ZhebeY:'2 the king summoned one of his military men and said to him, "Go 

and take Walatta Petros, her alone, to the region of Zhebey. Do not let anyone fol­
low her, neither men nor women:' 

Having received the king's order, the soldier went, arrived at where our holy 

mother Walatta Petros was [at Azezo] and told her, "The king has ordered me to 
take you to the region of ZhebeY:' 

Our holy mother Walatta Petros replied to him, "Here I am, in your hands. Do as 
the king has ordered:' 

At this time, Walatta Kristos became afraid and fled, carrying a water container3 

and wearing the clothes of a maidservant, like one who is going to draw water. 

Eheta Kristos, on the other hand, remained behind4 at that place, [Azezo]. So, our 

holy mother Walatta Petros went away alone, just as our Lord Jesus Christ had 

gone to Calvary alone, carrying his cross; she was like him. As Paul says, "Let us 
follow Christ's example in order to proceed from glory to glorY:'5 

Now, that soldier was very rough6 and of bad character, without mercy and fear 
of God. He took Walatta Petros, made her mount a recalcitrant mule, and did not 
hold the reins for her but rather drove the mule from behind, poking at its anus7 

with a stick so that it would become angry and throw her down,8 and she would 
die. He did not feel any compassion for her at all because Satan had rendered him 

hard-hearted. Acting thus, he took her down a rough and rugged road and beat that 

mule so hard that it fell and tumbled down a precipice. Immediately, though, an 

1 BDJ: tamharto (his teaching); CR: tamhartii (the teaching). 
2 Since Zabay was a hot, lowland region, "going down" evokes associations of a descent 

into hell, climatically as well as culturally. 
3 BDJ: qiisutii (a water container); CR qiisuta (her water container). 
4 BDJ: tiirfiit ([she] remained behind); Abb. 88 omits, CR then filled the obvious gap by 

inserting niibiiriit ([she] stayed). 
5 

2 Corinthians 3:18. The author has reversed the order of the original biblical quote. 
6 Lit., gazufii kasad (thick-n~cked). 
7 BDJ: makwsa/:iu (its anus); Abb. 88/CR: siikwiinahu (its heels). Perhaps this later manu­

script was conciously sanitized. 
8 BDJ: kiimii ... yawdaqa (so that it would ... throw her down [subj.]); Abb. 88: kiimii ... 

yawiiddaqa [sic: ind.], which CR sensibly altered to the required subjunctive. 

--
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ever, he would return embarrassed because she treated him with contempt, repudi­
ated him, and did not listen to his teaching.' 

Each time, the king asked, "Has Walatta Petros converted and embraced our 
faith ?" 

47 But they responded, "No." 

Chapter 29: King Susinyos Banishes Our Mother to Zhebey 

Then, when the months of the rainy season had passed and the month of Hidaar 
had begun, and the time was near that our Lord had predicted to her, "You will go 
down to Zhebey;'2 the king summoned one of his military men and said to him, "Go 
and take Walatta Petros, her alone, to the region of Zhebey. Do not let anyone fol­
low her, neither men nor women." 

Having received the king's order, the soldier went, arrived at where our holy 
mother Walatta Petros was [at Azezo] and told her, "The king has ordered me to 
take you to the region of Zhebey." 

Our holy mother Walatta Petros replied to him, "Here I am, in your hands. Do as 
the king has ordered." 

At this time, Walatta Kristos became afraid and fled, carrying a water container3 

and wearing the clothes of a maidservant, like one who is going to draw water. 
Eheta Kristos, on the other hand, remained behind4 at that place, [Azezo]. So, our 
holy mother Walatta Petros went away alone, just as our Lord Jesus Christ had 
gone to Calvary alone, carrying his cross; she was like him. As Paul says, "Let us 
follow Christ's example in order to proceed from glory to glory."5 

Now, that soldier was very rough6 and of bad character, without mercy and fear 
of God. He took Walatta Petros, made her mount a recalcitrant mule, and did not 
hold the reins for her but rather drove the mule from behind, poking at its anus7 

with a stick so that it would become angry and throw her down,8 and she would 
die. He did not feel any compassion for her at all because Satan had rendered him 
hard-hearted. Acting thus, he took her down a rough and rugged road and beat that 
mule so hard that it fell and tumbled down a precipice. Immediately, though, an 

1 BDJ: tamharto (his teaching); CR: tamhartii (the teaching). 
2 Since Zi:ibi:iy was a hot, lowland region, "going down" evokes associations of a descent 

into hell, climatically as well as culturally. 
3 BDJ: qiisutii (a water container); CR: qiisuta (her water container). 
4 BDJ: tiirfiit ([she] remained behind); Abb. 88 omits, CR then filled the obvious gap by 

inserting niibiiriit ([she] stayed). 

s 2 Corinthians 3:18. The author has reversed the order of the original biblical quote. 
6 Lit. , gazufii kasad (thick-necked). 
7 BDJ: mak"'sal:zu (its anus); Abb. 88/CR: siikwiinahu (its heels). Perhaps this later manu­

script was conciously sanitized. 
8 BDJ: kiimii . . . yawdaqa (so that it would ... throw her down [subj .]); Abb. 88: kiimii . .. 

yawiidd;iqa [sic: ind.), which CR sensibly altered to the required subjunctive. 

" h [. S . 's soldier] put her on a mule and it threw her into an abyss" (top) and Plate 15 How e 1.e., usmyos ) 
. I d h " (bottom) (MS A f 150v © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2 . "how an ange save er , · 
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angel caught our holy mother Walatta Petros, laying her down on good land in soft 

grass so that she stood up alive and unharmed. 
As the book says, "Having taken three names, I lean on a staff. Even if I fall, I 

stand up again." 1 Likewise, David says, "Many are the sufferings of the righteous. 

However, God delivers them from everything. God protects all their bones, not one 
of them will be shattered inside them."2 He furthermore says, "Truly, for your sake 

God has ordered his angels to guard you in all your ways. They will lift you up with 

their hands3 so that your feet will not trip over a stone:'4 In addition, Paul says, "We 

have a treasure in an earthen vessel, [which shows] that the great power is from 
God, not from us. While we suffer from everything, we are not distressed; while we 

are despised, we do not feel disgraced; while we are persecuted, we do not feel cast 

out; while we are tormented, we do not perish. We always carry the death of Christ 

in our flesh, so that the life of Christ may be known through this mortal body of 
ours."5 The same also happened to our holy mother Walatta Petros. 

Chapter 30: Our Mother in Exile Earns the Fear of Her Guard 

After this, the soldier made Walatta Petros mount the mule again and brought her 
to the region of Zhebey. He handed her over6 to the Black man, whom he told all 

the king's orders.7 The soldier said to him, "Guard her until the time when the king 
orders either [her] death or [her] life:' 

So, she was alone. When her mother Kristos Ebayaa heard that Walatta Petros 

had gone away alone,8 she became very distressed. Then she sent her maidservant 

Ilarya9 to her so that she would stay with Walatta Petros and serve her. 

' This is a lyric from a hymn by Saint Yared in the $omii D3gg'"a, an original literary 
work and the liturgical text for the Lenten services of the TawaJ:i;;ido Church. This quote 
has the double meaning (siim-;Jnna wiirq, lit., wax and gold, but a metaphor for surface and 
deeper meaning) characteristic of much of Ethiopian poetry, or qane. The three names are 
Christ, the Father, and the Holy Spirit, who are one in the Trinity, thus providing the sup­
port of faith that allows the priest to stand strong, who leans on a staff during the long 
hours of the service. Ricci says this line is from Micah 7:8, and perhaps the hymn lyric was 
inspired by it, but the biblical verse does not mention three names or a staff, but only 
standing up again. 

2 Psalm 33[34]:19-20. 
3 BD: bii-3diiwihomu (with their hands); J, CR: bii-adiiw (with hands). 
4 B: 3gr3ka [nom.] (lit., your foot); DJ, CR: agriikii [acc.] (your foot). Psalm 90[91 ]:11-12. 
5 2 Corinthians 4:7-10. 
6 BDJ: wiihabii kiyaha (he handed her over); CR: wiihaba kiyaha [sic] (he handed her over, 

her). . 
7 Although the highland peoples despised the peoples they called Sanq;;illa, frequently 

raiding them and trading them as slaves, this man seems to have an official status in 
Sus;;inyos' s kingdom. He takes the king's orders and may be a kind of partner in a clientele 
state. 

8 BDJ: bal:itita (alone); CR omits. 
9 Ilarya (Hillary) is an elegant Greek name and thus typical for a servant or slave. WP's 
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The Black man then took charge of Walatta Petros, did as the king had ordered 

him, and cast our holy mother Walatta Petros into prison. 1 She spent three days 

without eating or drinking because the Black man was an impure heathen who had 

nothing in common with her, be it in way oflife or in faith. 2 She did not understand 

his words when he spoke with her, whether they were kind or cruel. 
How terrible was this day and how difficult this hour3 in which our holy mother 

Walatta Petros suffered tribulation and banishment! It was much worse and much 

more difficult than any tribulation and banishment that met the [other Orthodox] 

Christians in those years. Where is she among women who is equal to Walatta 
Petros? Who could have patiently born all this like her? Not only a weak woman, 

but even men who possess strength-they would not have been able to endure like 
Walatta Petros. However, the power of God that was upon her enabled her to en­

dure and gave her strength. As the Apostle Peter says, "After you have suffered for 

a little while, God will perfect you, strengthen you,4 and make you understand."
5 
If, 

by contrast, Walatta Petros had been made to stay in a region of Christians whose 

language she would have understood, whose way of life she would have known, 
and with whom she could have participated in eating and drinking, her endurance 

would not have been extraordinary and difficult, but easy. 
When the Black man saw her [abstaining], he said to her in his language, 

"What's the matter with you? What is this you're doing, that you don't eat and 

drink? How will you stay alive?" 
Unfortunately, there was no one who could translate between them. Suddenly, 

however, God opened Walatta Petros's ears and she understood his language. As 
scripture says, "The Lord granted Joseph a sign as he went to the land of Egypt, and 

he understood a language that he had not known [before] :'6 The same happened to 

her. 
Therefore, our holy mother Walatta Petros replied to the Black man, "How can 

I, a Christian woman, eat food that you have prepared? How can I drink water from 
a cup that you drink from, you, an impure heathen who does not share my faith? 
You don't have any sacred prohibitions: you eat mice and serpents and all the im-

mother's servant woman was likely a slave from what is modern southern or western Ethio­
pia. This woman served WP for many years and is called "saintly" in the text. Indeed, later, 

she successfully stops the sun. 
1 BDJ: wastii beta moq;Jl:i (into prison); CR: W;Jstii moq;Jl:i (into chains). 
2 Ethiopian highland culture-Jewish, Christian, and Muslim alike-is characterized by 

strict restrictions on commensality, especially with regard to meat. Normally, adherents will 
only eat meat from an animal slaughtered by someone of their own faith. Furthermore, those 
of different classes or stations do not eat together. 

3 BDJ: mi-miitiin g3r;Jmt zati '3/iit wii- ';J$3bt zati sii'at (how terrible was this day and how 
difficult this hour); CR: mi-miitiin g3r3mt wii- 0;J$3bt zati sii 'at (how terrible and difficult was 

this hour). 
4 BDJ: wii-ya$iinn;J 'abmu (he will strengthen you [pl.]); CR omits. 
5 1 Peter 5:10. 
6 Psalm 80[81]:5. 
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pure animals that the Law has forbidden people to touch and eat. So bring me 1 raw 
food, an unused pot for cooking, and an unused gourd for drawing water!" 

He, too, understood her language [now]. So, he did accordingly and brought 
Walatta Petros what she had requested. Ilarya then cooked that food and served it 
to her but Walatta Petros tasted [only] a little of it and then left the rest. Ilarya cried 
bitterly because our holy mother Walatta Petros had refrained from eating.2 The 
two of them lived3 for a month in this way, all by themselves. 

Then Satan entered into the heart of the Black man so that he laid his eyes on 
Walatta Petros: he began to make advances toward her, as men do with women. 
When she rejected him, he used a cord to tie her back to the house post and secured 
her in that position. He then gathered wood and brought fire to light the wood near 
her feet and torment her4 with the smoke. That fire went out, however: it did not 
burn and did not smoke. Therefore, when he failed, he let her go, untying the ropes 
from around her. 

He did not stop making advances toward Walatta Petros, however, and one day 
he went to see her at the prompting of Satan, thinking that he would be able to 
fulfill his desire [to have her]. But when he entered the hut where our holy and 
chosen mother Walatta Petros lived, he saw her standing in prayer, with her face 
resplendent like the sun. With her, by her side, stood an angel of God, holding a 
drawn sword in his hand near her ear. 

Instantly, the Black man was shocked5 and scared. He retreated, falling on his 
back. From that day onward, he was chastened and did not make advances toward 
Walatta Petros again. Rather, he treated her with respect and was afraid of her. 
Satan, too, was humiliated and defeated. How could that Black man aspire to what 
he aspired to? An act that was not [even] granted to [Walatta Petros's husband] 
Malkiya Kristos6-did he imagine that it would be granted to him, a foul servant?7 
However, that idea was not his own but Satan's, because in his insolence he wanted 
to become Lord.8 

1 BDJ: wii-baf;tu am$;;' litii (lit., but bring to me); CR omits litii (to me). 
2 It is unclear why she did not eat more; perhaps it was for the usual ascetic reasons. 
3 BDJ: niibiira bl'ehon (the two of them lived [fem. pl.]); Abb. 88: niibiiru bl'ehon (the 

two of them [fem. pl.] lived [masc. pl.]); CR pointed out the gender error in the verb form 
(49nl), but did not correct it. 

4 DJ: kiimii ... yamiindaba (to ... torment her [subj.]); B, CR: kiimii ... yamiiniiddaba [sic: 
ind.]. 

5 BDJ: diingii$ii (was shocked); CR omits. 
6 BDJ: ;;Jo !Jalliiyii !Jabii !Jalliiyii. Zii+konii g;:;br lii-Miilb 'a Krastos (lit., how could he 

think of what he thought of? An act that was not granted to Mfilk::J'a Kr::Jstos); CR omits the 
second !Jalliiyii, leading to a different syntactic division: ;;Jo !Jalliiyii !Jabii zii-i-konii g;:;br lii­
Miilb 'a Krastos (how could he aspire to an act that was not granted to Malk::J' a Kr::Jstos ). 
That is, she had not slept with her husband since she had renounced the world for good after 
learning about his involvement in the death of Abunii S::Jm'on. 

7 The disgust here is triple: that he was not a Christian, that he was from a despised ethnic 
group, and that he was of a much lower class. As noted before, the word giibr, here translated 
as "servant;' can sometimes mean "slave:' 

8 The sentence's "his" refers to Satan's not the Black man's insolence (because the term 

- * 
?ZA. o. 

Plate 16. How the heathen Black man tied our holy mother to a post and lit a fire at her feet, and "how 
an angel chastised him" when he tried to rape her (MS A, f. lSlr © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.41S.e,2). 
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pure animals that the Law has forbidden people to touch and eat. So bring me 1 raw 
food , an unused pot for cooking, and an unused gourd for drawing water! " 

He, too, unders tood her language [now]. So, he did accordingly and brought 
Walatta Petros what she had requested. Ilarya then cooked that food and served it 

to her but Walatta Petros tasted [only] a little of it and then left the rest. Ilarya cried 
bitterly because our holy mother Walatta Petros had refrained from eating.2 The 
two of them lived3 for a month in this way, all by themselves. 

Then Satan entered into the heart of the Black man so that he laid his eyes on 
Walatta Petros: he began to make advances toward her, as men do with women. 

When she rejected him, he used a cord to tie her back to the house post and secured 

her in that position. He then gathered wood and brought fire to light the wood near 

her feet and torment her4 with the smoke. That fire went out, however: it did not 

burn and did not smoke. Therefore, when he failed, he let her go, untying the ropes 
from around her. 

He did not stop making advances toward Walatta Petros, however, and one day 

he went to see her at the prompting of Satan, thinking that he would be able to 
fulfill his desire [to have her]. But when he entered the hut where our holy and 

chosen mother Walatta Petros lived, he saw her standing in prayer, with her face 
resplendent like the sun. With her, by her side, stood an angel of God, holding a 
drawn sword in his hand near her ear. 

50 Instantly, the Black man was shocked5 and scared. He retreated, falling on his 
back. From that day onward, he was chastened and did not make advances toward 

Walatta Petros again. Rather, he treated her with respect and was afraid of her. 
Satan, too, was humiliated and defeated. How could that Black man aspire to what 

he aspired to? An act that was not [even] granted to [Walatta Petros's husband] 
Malkiya Kristos6- did he imagine that it would be granted to him, a foul servant?7 

However, that idea was not his own but Satan's, because in his insolence he wanted 
to become Lord. 8 

1 BDJ: wii-ba/:ztu am$a' litii (lit., but bring to me); CR omits litii (to me). 
2 It is unclear why she did not eat more; perhaps it was for the usual ascetic reasons. 
' BD]: niibiira kal 'ehon (the two of them lived [fem. pl.]); Abb. 88: niibiiru kal'ehon (the 

two of them [fem. pl.] lived [masc. pl.]) ; CR pointed out the gender error in the verb form 
(49nl), but did not correct it. 

'
1 DJ kiimii .. . yamiindaba (to . . . torment her [subj .]); B, CR: kiimii . . . yamiiniiddaba [sic: 

ind.]. 
5 BDJ: diingiijii (was shocked); CR omits. 

<, BD]: afo balliiyii babii balliiyii. Zii-i-konii g:1br lii-Miilka 'a Krastos (lit. , how could he 
think of what he thought of? An act that was not granted to Miilb' a Kr;lstos); CR omits the 
second balliiyii, leading to a different syntactic division : 'Jfo balliiyii babii zii -i-konii g:1br lii­
Miilka 'a Krastos (how could he aspire to an act that was not granted to Miilb' a Kr;lstos). 
That is, she had not slept with her husband since she had renounced the world for good after 
learning about his involvement in the death of Abunii S;lm' on. 

7 The disgust here is triple: that he was not a Christian, that he was from a despised ethnic 
group, and that he was of a much lower class. As noted before, the word giibr, here translated 
as "servant;' can sometimes mean "slave." 

8 The sentence's "his" refers to Satan's not the Black man's insolence (because the term 

Plate 16 How the heathen Black man tied our holy mother to a post and lit a fire at her feet , a~d "how 
an angel .chastised him" when he tried to rape her (MS A, f. 15lr © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2 . 
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him, Christ leaned upon my bed and said to me three times: 'He who has toiled and 
endured hardship in this world will be refreshed and live forever [in the next]. 
Truly, he will not see perdition!' In addition, our Lord breathed on my face and 

blessed me. 1 So, I said to him: 'What is the meaning of this breathing [on] and 

blessing [of me]?' He replied to me: 'I have conferred upon you the rank of 

archdeaconess.' "2 

"This is what I have heard from her;' said Silla Kristos. 

Chapter 91: Our Mother Appoints Eheta Kristos Her Successor 

Then, on Saturday, when our holy mother Walatta Petros's illness became [still 

more] grave,3 everyone gathered in the church, and made prayers and supplica­

tions.4 Great sadness reigned on that day. Also, at the ninth hour of that day [i.e., 

3:00 PM], Abba Za-Maryam, Abba Kifla Samaat, Abba Za-Mikael, and Abba Silla 
Kristos assembled around Walatta Petros, and said to her, "When Moses passed 

away, he left Joshua in his place, who then watched over Israel.5 Also, Elijah left 

behind Elisha [as his successor],6 and so did all [great spiritual leaders] in their 

respective times. Therefore, you too should now tell us,7 who will be mother in your 

stead and watch over your community?" 
Our holy mother Walatta Petros replied to them, "In fact, I have ruled over them 

for many years. Didn't I time and again tell them: 'Serve!'?8 From now on, however, 
they shall be free, live as they see fit, and watch over themselves. Who is the brother 

1 See John 20:22; also see Genesis 2:7; Ezekiel 37:5. 
2 BDJ, Abb. 88: semkuki liqa diyaqonawit, which is grammatically problematic: while liqa 

is masculine and in the accusative, adjectival diyaqonawit is feminine and in the nominative. 
Therefore, CR altered to semkuki liqa diyaqonat (I have named you head of the [male] dea­
cons) and Ricci followed him and translated it as ti ho conferito ii grado di capo dei diaconi (I 
have appointed you tu the rank of the head of the deacons). Meanwhile, the caption of the 
relevant image in D has liqta diyaqonawita (head [fem.] deaconess [fem.]), which is gram­
matically correct, and which we have assumed in our translation. For a full discussion of 
WP's title, see "Tawal:iddo Church Monasticism" under "The Text's Religious Context:' 

3 BDJ: soba $an 'a }_z;Jmam la 'la iJmm;Jna qiJddiJst [B adds: wa-buriJkt] Walatta Petros (lit., 
when the illness became strong against our holy mother WP); CR: soba $an 'a }_z;Jmam la 'leha 
la-;Jmm;Jna qiJddiJst Walatta Petros [different construction, but identical translation]. 

4 BDJ: $alota wa-m;J}_z;J/la (prayers and supplications); CR: $alota m;J}_z;J/la (prayers of 
supplication). 

5 Deuteronomy 34:9. 
6 1 Kings 19:19-21 and 2 Kings 2. 
7 J, CR (through emendation of Abb. 88): n;Jg;Jr;Jna [substandard orthography for 

n;Jg;Jrina] (tell us); BD, Abb. 88: n;Jvr;Jni [substandard orthography for n;Jvrini] (tell me). 
8 In the Gd'n, the two verbs that we render here as "I have ruled over them" and "Serve!;' 

namely, qanaybwwomu and taqanayu, are both derived from the same root q-n-y; 
qanaybwwomu is in an active, taqanayu (which could also be translated as "Submit!" or 
"Worship!") in a passive stem. The speaker Walatta Petros or the author Giilawdewos, through 
the use of two root-identical verbs, display stylistic skill. 
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or sister whom I have not personally admonished1 and taught? Therefore, all of 

them are well taught and2 competent to take care of themselves. 
"I say to you, however, that I entrust Eheta Kristos to all of you. 3 Behold, I am 

going and leaving her, while she4 remains behind alone. She will be disconsolate;5 

she has no other hope than me!"6 Walatta Petros said this to them three times.
7 

After she had said these things, she dismissed them. In this veiled manner, she had 

thus indicated to them that they should appoint Eheta Kristos [as abbess].8 

Chapter 92: Our Mother Departs to Eternal Life 

After this,9 the suffering of our holy mother Walatta Petros became intense, and 

she was no longer able to speak. So, the door [to her house] was closed and nobody 
was allowed to enter. Everybody10 gathered in the church in the evening, staying 

into the night11 to chant supplications and say prayers. 
Then, when it was midnight on the turn to Sunday, the seventeenth of the month 

ofHidaar,12 Walatta Petros's soul left her body and she passed away in peace when 
she was fifty years old, [of which she had spent] twenty-four before her repudia­

tion [of the world] and twenty-six after it.13 On that day,14 a column of light was 

planted that appeared to all the world. 15 

1 BDJ: za-i-ma'adbwwomu (whom I have not ... admonished); CR: za-i-ammarbwwomu 

(whom I have not ... instructed). 
2 CR adds kw;J/lomu (all of them). 
3 DJ: amal_za#;Jnabmu la-kw;J//;Jbmu (I entrust ... to all of you]); B: amal_zajanbmu [sic: 

ungrammatical] la-kw;Jl/;Jbmu; CR: amal_zjankubmu la-kw;J//;Jbmu (I hereby entrust ... to 

all of you]). 
4 BDJ: wci-y;J ';Jti (while she); CR: wa-y;J ';Jti-ni (but she). 
5 BDJ: 'iJnbnta [acc.] (disconsolate); CR: l_znwta [acc.] (sad). 
6 See 1 Corinthians 15:19. 
7 BDJ: wa-tiJbelomu kama-z;J 3 gize (lit., she said like this to them three times); CR: wa­

t;Jbelomu an;J-ssa qanaybwwomu kama-z;J 3 gize (she said to them, "I have ruled over them;' 

like this, three times). 
8 CR adds ;Jm-diJhreha (after her). 
9 BDJ: wa-;Jm-d;Jbrehu (after this); CR omits, but has similar ;Jm-d;Jbreha (after her) at the 

end of the preceding paragraph. 
10 BDJ: kw;J/lu sab' (everybody); CR omits. 
11 Lit., ba-gize sark wa-ba-gize n;Jwam (in the evening and at the time of sleep). 
12 CR proceeds differently from here, rearranging and adding text, which additions now 

appear below in the "Alternate Ending of the Gad/a Walatta Petros:' 
13 ABCDEFGHIJK, CR are in complete agreement about the date and day of her death, her 

age at death, and her years before and after becoming a nun, although none state an exact 
year of birth or death. She was twenty-four when she became a nun and then she lived for 
twenty-six years as a nun. She died on a Sunday on 24 November at the age of fifty, three 

months after she first fell ill. 
14 BDJ: wa-ba-y;J ';Jti ';J/at (on that day); CR omits (see below, "Alternate Ending of the 

Gad/a wazatta Petros''). 
15 BDJ: tatakla ... wa-astar'aya w;Jsta kw;J/lu 'a/am (lit., was planted ... and appeared in 
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All the people from all the [Lake Tana] islands and from all the [neighboring] 
regions now assembled, 1 because Walatta Petros had been a mother to them in 
many ways. To him who had looked for instruction, she had given food and cloth-

111 ing2 and assigned him to a teacher. The assembled wept over her3 and wailed over 
her," intensely and loudly, just as the children of Jacob had wept and wailed over 
him.' Osuch weeping and wailing! 6 0 such cries of woe and shouts [ofpain]! 7 [On 
that day,] nobody looked at his neighbor,8 everybody was so grief-stricken that 
none could console.9 On that day, the monks could not be distinguished from the 
laypeople because their monks' caps had been cast from their heads [by rolling 

about in grief]. 
After this, during the singing of psalms and hymns, Walatta Petros was shrouded 

in an atsf vestment, according to the rules of monastic life, and buried10 near the 
church entrance; she was put in the ground without a coffin. 11 

May her intercession be with ____ , with the sinful scribe, and with all of 
her sons and daughters who have longed for and been anxious for this Life and 

Struggles to be written down. For eternity, amen. 12 

all the world); CR: tiitiiklii . .. wii-astiir'ayii w;istii 'aliim (lit., was planted ... and appeared in 
the world). 

1 BD]: wii-tiigab;i 'u (now assembled); CR: tiigab;i 'u (assembled). 
2 BDJ: sisayii wii-fobsii (food and clothing); CR: sisayo wii-fobso (his food and his 

clothing). 
3 BDJ: biikii.y;iwwa (wept over her); CR: biikiiyu (wept). 
4 BDJ: wii-lal;awawwa (and wailed over her); CR: wii-lal;awu (and wailed). 
5 Genesis 50:7-11. 
6 BDJ: o-zii-ameha b;ikay wii-lal; (lit., o the weeping of wailing of that time); CR omits. 
7 CR a<lds zii-i-konii g;im.ura ([the likes of] which had never been). 
8 BD]: i-y;ine$$Jro 1 lii-kafo 'u (nobody looked at his neighbor); CR: i-y;ine$$Jro 1 lii-1 

(nobody looked at anyone). 
9 BD]: wii-albo zii-y;inazzn (lit., and there was none who could console); CR: wii-albo 

zii.-y;itnazziiz (and there was none who could find consolation). 
10 BDJ: wii-qiibiir;iwwa (lit., and they buried her); CR: wii-wiisii.d;iwwa wii-qiibii.r;iwwa (and 

they took her and buried her). 
11 People were buried in a coffin unless they were poor. That WP sought to be buried 

without one shows her humility, even in death. Although all Christians were buried near a 
church, or inside the church fence, only persons of great stature were buried near the church 
entrance, as WP was. 

12 At the end of each manuscript of the WP giidl (after the words "without a coffin") and 
before the ta'am~r (miracles), sc~ibes added a paragraph calling for blessings on particular 
people (for example, the scribe and commissioner) and included information about the cre­
ation of the particular manuscript. Since these paragraphs are so different, the paragraph we 
have translated here is just an example of how these invocations read, taken from BJ Mean­
while, the Abb. 88 scribe went further and actually altered and added to the report on her 
death, including a different paragraph documented in CR (p. 110, lines 11-18), and repro­
duced below (up to "without a coffin"). Thus, all eleven manuscripts we checked were in 
agreement among themselves at the end, but differed considerably from CR. 

Plate 22. How the community grieved when our mother died (MS F, photo 64, no caption). 
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All the people from all the [Lake Tana] islands and from all the [neighboring] 

regions now assembled,1 because Walatta Petros had been a mother to them in 
many ways. To him who had looked for instruction, she had given food and cloth-

111 ing2 and assigned him to a teacher. The assembled wept over her3 and wailed over 
her,1 intensely and loudly, just as the children of Jacob had wept and wailed over 
him.5 Osuch weeping and wailing16 0 such cries of woe and shouts [ofpain]t7 [On 
that day,] nobody looked at his neighbor,8 everybody was so grief-stricken that 
none could console. 9 On that day, the monks could not be distinguished from the 
laypeople because their monks' caps had been cast from their heads [by rolling 

about in gr ief]. 
After this, during the singing of psalms and hymns, Walatta Petros was shrouded 

in an atsf vestment, according to the rules of monastic life, and buried 10 near the 

church entrance; she was put in the ground without a coffin.11 

May her intercession be with ____ , with the sinful scribe, and with all of 

her sons and daughters who have longed for and been anxious for this Life and 

Struggles to be written down. For eternity, amen. 12 

all the world); CR: tiitiiklii . .. wii-astiir'ayii WiJStii 'aliim (lit. , was planted ... and appeared in 
the world). 

1 BDJ: wii-tiigabiJ 'u (now assembled) ; CR: tiigabiJ 'u (assembled) . 
' BDJ: sisayii wii-liJbsii (food and clothing); CR: sisayo wii-labso (his food and his 

clothing). 
-1 BDJ: biikiiyiJwwa (wept over her) ; CR: biikiiyu (wept). 
4 BDJ: wii-lal:zaw;Jwwa (and wailed over her); CR: wii-lal:zawu (and wailed). 
5 Genesis 50:7-11. 
6 BDJ: o-zii-ameha biJkay wii-lal:z (lit. , o the weeping of wailing of that time) ; CR omits. 
7 CR adds zii-i-konii gamura ([the likes of] which had never been). 
8 BDJ: i-ywe$$;Jro 1 lii-kala 'u (nobody looked at his neighbor); CR: i-y;Jne$$iJro 1 lii-1 

(nobody looked at anyone). 
9 BDJ: wii-albo zii-ywazzn (lit. , and there was none who could console); CR: wii-albo 

zii-yiJtnazziiz (and there was none who could find consolation). 
10 BDJ: wii-qiibiir;Jwwa (lit. , and they buried her) ; CR: wii-wiisiidiJwwa wii-qiibiir;Jwwa (and 

they took her and buried her). 
11 People were buried in a coffin unless they were poor. That WP sought to be buried 

without one shows her humility, even in death. Although all Christians were buried near a 
church, or inside the church fence, only persons of great stature were buried near the church 
entrnnce, as WP was. 

12 At the end of each manuscript of the WP giidl (after the words "without a coffin") and 
before the tii ' am~r (miracles), scribes added a paragraph calling for blessings on particular 
people (for example, the scribe and commissioner) and included information about the cre­
ation of the particular manuscript. Since these paragraphs are so different, the paragraph we 
have translated here is just an example of how these invocations read, taken from BJ Mean­
while, the Abb. 88 scribe went fwther and actually altered and added to the report on her 
death, including a different paragraph documented in CR (p. 110, lines 11-18), and repro­
duced below (up to "without a coffin"). Thus, all eleven manuscripts we checked were in 
agreement among themselves at the end, but differed considerably from CR. 

Plate 22. How the community grieved when our mother died (MS F, photo 64 , no caption). 



Plate 23. "How our th Wal p . ~o er atta etros passed away [second part of caption illegible];' was 

(
s:;roude)d(by the gnevmg community (top), and "how they put her into the grave on the island of Rema" 

ottom MS A, f. 153v © SLUB Mscr.Dresd.Eb.415.e,2). 
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Alternate Ending of the Gadla Walatta Petros 

Above, Abb. 88/CR inserts sentences into and alters as follows the fourth paragraph 

back that starts "Then when it was midnight on the turn to Sunday, the seventeenth of 

the month ofHidaar": 
Then when it was midnight on the turn to Sunday, the seventeenth of the month 

ofHidaar, our Lord Jesus Christ again came [to Walatta Petros], together with his 
mother, our Lady Mary. Also, all the angels came, and all the prophets, and Peter 
and Paul and all the apostles. Furthermore, [Saint] Stephen,1 [Saint] George,2 

[Saint] Fasiladas, and all the martyrs came;3 and the 144,000 Children [of Bethle­
hem] whom Herod had killed; and all the righteous ones led by their father [Saint] 
Anthony. After all of them had come, Walatta Petros's soul left her body and she 
passed away in peace. Then a column of light was planted and appeared in the 

world, and she was taken away to eternal life. 
As for me, her sinful servant [name erased]: Do not separate my soul from her 

soul! 4 I implore you, [Christ], through your holy mother Mary. [Thus,] in eternity, 

amen. 
My beatified mother Walatta Petros, I hereby entrust myself to your kidaan 

[with God] and to your holy prayers for your servant's soul. I implore you, [Walatta 
Petros,] through our Lady Mary: Do not separate my soul from yours. [Thus,] in 

eternity, amen, and amen. May it be thus, may it be thus. 
Above, Abb. 88/CRfurther inserts an invocation after the last paragraph of the bi­

ography, which ends "she was put in the ground without a coffin": 
She was put in the ground without a coffin. May the blessing of her assistance, 

the power of her holy prayer, and the mediation of her intercession for her servant 
[name erased] save him5 from bitter [eternal] death and from the punishment of 

damnation. [Thus,] in eternity, amen. 

1 3stifanos was a first-century deacon and the first martyr of the early Christian church. 

See Acts 6 and 7. 
2 Giyorgis is one of the most revered foreign saints in Ethiopia, celebrated on the twenty-

third of every month. It is reputed that this third-century saint George of Lydda saved a 
young woman from a dragon, and he is usually depicted in this act. 

3 These might be the martyrs specifically associated with Saint Fasiladas or all the Chris-

tian martyrs generally . 
4 We translate this paragraph and the next two quite differently from Ricci. Here, for in­

stance, Ricci makes WP the sentence's agent and endows her with the power to establish the 
abode of the author's soul after his death: per me, peccatore servo di lei, el/a non disgiunga la 
mia anima dall'anima di lei: /'ho affidata a Te in name de/la tua madre santa Maria (As for me, 
her sinful servant, may she not separate my soul from her soul. I have entrusted it to you in 
the name of your holy mother Mary). The negative imperative i-talelaya (do not separate it 
[namely, my soul]) allows an interpretation as a masculine or a feminine singular, even 
though its reading as a masculine singular-the choice we made-is more grammatically 

standard. 
5 Abb. 88: yatbeziiwiiwo [sic: adding a 3rd-ps. masc. sg. object suffix to a passive voice 

verb, with incorrect morphophonology to boot] (may it be saved him [sic]); CR altered to 



Plate 23. "How our mother Walatta Petros passed away [second part of caption illegible] ," was 
shrouded by the gn evmg community (top), and "how they put her into the grave on the island of Rema" 
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Alternate Ending of the Giidlii Wiiliittii Petros 

Above, Abb. 88/CR inserts sentences into and alters as follows the fourth paragraph 

back that starts "Then when it was midnight on the tum to Sunday, the seventeenth of 
the month of Hidaar": 

Then when it was midnight on the turn to Sunday, the seventeenth of the month 

of Hidaar, our Lord Jesus Christ again came [to Walatta Petros] , together with his 
mother, our Lady Mary. Also, all the angels came, and all the prophets, and Peter 

and Paul and all the apostles . Furthermore, [Saint] Stephen, 1 [Saint] George,2 
[Saint) Fasiladas, and all the martyrs came;3 and the 144,000 Children [of Bethle­

hem] whom Herod had killed; and all the righteous ones led by their father [Saint] 

Anthony. After all of them had come, Walatta Petros's soul left her body and she 

passed away in peace. Then a column of light was planted and appeared in the 
world, and she was taken away to eternal life. 

As for me, her sinful servant [name erased): Do not separate my soul from her 
soul! 4 I implore you, [Christ] , through your holy mother Mary. [Thus,] in eterni ty, 
amen. 

My beatified mother Walatta Petros, I hereby entrust myse lf to your kidaan 
[with God] and to your holy prayers for your servant's soul. I implore you, [Walatta 

Petros,] through our Lady Mary: Do not separate my soul from yours. [Thus,] in 
eternity, amen, and amen. May it be thus, may it be thu . 

Above, Abb. 88/CR furth er inserts an invocation after the last paragraph of the bi­

ography, which ends "she was put in the ground without a coffin": 

She was put in the ground without a coffin . May the blessing of her assistance, 
the power of her holy prayer, and the mediation of her intercession for her servant 

[name erased] save him5 from bitter [eternal] death and from the punishment of 
damnation. [Thus,] in eternity, amen. 

' 3.stifanos was a first-century deacon and the first martyr of the early Chri s~ian church. 
See Acts 6 and 7. 

2 Giyorg is is one of the most revered foreign saints in Ethiopia, celebrated on the twenty­
third of every month. It is reputed that this third-century saint George of Lydda saved a 
young woman from a dragon, and he is usual ly depicted in this ac t. 

3 These might be the martyrs specifically associated with Saint Fasiladas or ail the Chris­
tian martyrs generally. 

4 We translate this paragraph and the next two quite differentl y from Ricci. Here, for in­
stance, Ricci makes WP the sentence's agent and endows her with the power to establish the 
abode of the author 's soul after his death: per me, pecca tore servo di lei, el/a non disgiunga la 
mia anima dall 'anima di lei: /'ho affidata a Te in name de/la tua madre santa Maria (As for me, 
her sinful servant, may she not separa te my soul from her soul. I have entrusted it to you in 
the name of your holy mother Mary). The negative imperative i-talelaya (do not separate it 
[namely, my soul]) allows an interpretation as a masculine or a feminine singular, even 
though its reading as a masculine singular-the choice we made- is more grammatically 
standard. 

5 Abb. 88: yatbeziiwiiwo [sic: adding a 3rd-ps. masc. sg. object suffix to a passive vo ice 
ve rb, with incorrect morphophonology to boot] {may it be saved him [sic]) ; CR altered to 
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May the Lord have mercy on all of Walatta Petros's [spiritual] sons and daugh­

ters, together with [mercy on] all ofus. May God jointly admit [all of] us into the 

Kingdom of Heaven: he who wrote this manuscript, he who commissioned it, he 

who reads it, he who interprets it, and he who listens to its word. [Thus,] in eter­

nity, amen. 

I have commissioned the copying of this book of your Life and Struggles, [Walatta 

Petros,] so that you may admit me to 1 your community [and] each month come to 

me on the day of your tazkaar with your assistance.2 

ya'.beziiwiinii'. putting~ first-person plural object suffix instead, but still combining a passive 
voice verb with an obJect suffix (may it be saved us [sic]). Our translation assumes an origi­
nal yabezJwo (may [it] ... save him). 

1 CR: am- (from), which does not make sense contextually. 
2 '!11e co~rr:issioner, rather than the author Galawdewos, speaks here, asking to partici­

pate m WP s kidan and be honored by her assistance when he holds her tazkar. 

The Translation of the Miracles of Walatta Petros 

(Ta ?amarii Wiiliittii Petros) 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, one eternal God! 
1 

We will 

now continue by writing down the miracles that our holy mother Walatta Petros 

performed; may her intercession2 be with ___ 3 for eternity, amen. 

Listen and let us tell you about the powerful miracles4 that happened after our 

holy mother Walatta Petros had passed away. We have heard them '.lnd seen them! 

Many took place5 on the days of her tazkaar, from the thirtieth-day [tazkaar] until 

[that of] the end of the year, when6 God's blessings descended on all the tazkaar 

works.7 

On those occasions, many people would gather, in countless numbers,8 from the 

islands and the monasteries,9 from the churches and the monastic settlements, 
10 

from all the provinces. Among them were abbots, priests, deacons, and monks, with 

incense burners and crosses; there were the poor and the wretched, and the blind 

and the lame, because Walatta Petros's fame had spread11 to the ends of the world. 

1 What follows are the ta.'amdr (miracles) that appear in ABCDEFGIJK. The ta.'amdr of 
BDJ are written in the same hand as the gadl. MS H has an entirely different set of eight 
miracles. MS I is unique in that it not only has the standard set of miracles but first expands 
this with five further miracles (written in the same hand as the standard set), then goes on to 
add the MS H miracles (written now in a different hand), and finally provides three further 
miracles in this second hand. All these extra miracles are summarized in the next section, 
and are not translated in this section. 

2 BDJ: tanbalannaha (her intercession); CR: ~iilota wii-biiriikiitii riid'eta (her prayer and 
the blessing of her assistance). 

3 B: faqura Agnatayos (her beloved Ignatius); D: faqura [masc.] ijirutii Sallase (her beloved 
[masc.] ijirutii Sallase [the Benevolence of the Trinity]); J: faqarta [fem.] Akrosaya (her be­
loved [fem.] Akrosia); Abb. 88: [maslii] giibra [name erased] ([with] her servant [name 
erased]), which CR altered to [masle]nii ([with] us). 

4 Lit, baylii tii'amar (the power of the miracles). 
5 Lit., zii-yatgiibbiir (which took place [sg.]). 
6 B: amii (when); DJ, CR: kiimii (so that). 
1 Lit., la'lii kwallu zii-konii gabrii tiizkar zii-yatgiibbiir(on every tazkar work that was done 

[and] that was performed). 
8 BDJ: al/ii albomu bwazqw(lit., who had no number); CR omits here, but has this phrase at 

the end of the sentence, after "provinces:' 
9 BDJ: am-diisiiyat wii-am-adbarat (from the islands and the monasteries); CR: am-masraq 

wii-am-ma 'rab am-adbar (from east and west, from the monasteries). 
10 Lit., am-miikanat wii-am-giidamat (from parish churches and monastic settlements). 
11 BDJ: asmii samu' wa'atu [D omits wa'atu] zenaha (lit., because her story had been 

heard); CR: asmii tiisiim 'a zenaha [ different construction, but identical meaning]. 
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