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Abstract

Since the Eighties of the 20th cent., the studies in Ethiopian philology entered a new phase. The edition of Aksumite and Medieval Gǝʿǝz literary works according to the universally accepted rules of the textual criticism (the stemmatic method) is now a commonly admitted practice. Moreover, the preliminary knowledge of the manuscript traditions, starting from the restoration of their lost archetypes, allows one to establish solid bases for the historical reconstruction too. Here two 14th-15th cent. case studies (the so-called Christian Romance of Alexander and the Vita of Ewosṭatewos) are presented to show the pivotal role of this philological approach in the contemporary research.
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The philological enquiry into the Gǝʿǝz manuscripts, namely the analysis aimed at detecting and emending the orthographic and grammatical mistakes every codex unavoidably transmits, traces back to the first times of the systematic study of the ancient Ethiopian literature. Since the second half of the 19th to the first half of the 20th cent., the hard work done by scholars like Hermann Zotenberg, William Wright and August Dillmann (just to mention a few) in cataloguing the manuscripts kept in the libraries of Paris, London, Berlin and Oxford allowed the development of refined linguistic competencies. On account of this, the founders of the Ethiopian philology in its broader sense succeeded in correcting the texts in some passages requesting a critical intervention for the re-establishment of the sense.

As an example, let’s consider the 10 mss. transmitting the text of the so-called Christian Romance of Alexander, a 14th cent. original Ethiopian account of the fabulous deeds accomplished by the Christianized Macedonian king, possibly composed during the reign of ‘Amdä Ṣǝyon (1314-44), well before the translation from Arabic of the better known Pseudo-Callisthenes’ work (Lusini 1989 [1991]; 2004). It has been suggested that all the witnesses depend on one and only archetype because of a long repetition occurring at the end of § 5 and at the beginning of § 7 (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1 - A hypothesis for the stemma codicum of the Zena Ǝskǝndǝr
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