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Preface










THIS volume contains a complete English translation of the famous
Ethiopian work, The "Kebra Nagast," i.e. the "Glory of the
Kings [of Ethiopia]." This work has been held in peculiar honour in
Abyssinia for several centuries, and throughout that country it has
been, and still is, venerated by the people as containing the final
proof of their descent from the Hebrew Patriarchs, and of the
kinship of their kings of the Solomonic line with Christ, the Son
of God. The importance of the book, both for the kings and the
people of Abyssinia, is clearly shown by the letter that King John
of Ethiopia wrote to the late Lord Granville in August, 1872. The
king says: "There is a book called 'Kivera Negust' which contains
the Law of the whole of Ethiopia, and the names of the Shûms [
i.e. Chiefs], and Churches, and Provinces are in this
book. I pray you find out who has got this book, and send it to me,
for in my country my people will not obey my orders without it."
The first summary of the contents of the Kebra Nagast was published
by Bruce as far back as 1813, but little interest was roused by his
somewhat bald précis. And, in spite of the labours of Prætorius,
Bezold, and Hugues le Roux, the contents of the work are still
practically unknown to the general reader in England. It is hoped
that the translation given in the following pages will be of use to
those who have not the time or opportunity for perusing the
Ethiopic original.



The Kebra Nagast is a great storehouse of legends and traditions,
some historical and some of a purely folk-lore character, derived
from the Old Testament and the later Rabbinic writings, and from
Egyptian (both pagan and Christian), Arabian, and Ethiopian
sources. Of the early history of the compilation and its maker, and
of its subsequent editors we know nothing, but the principal
groundwork of its earliest form was the traditions that were
current in Syria, Palestine, Arabia, and Egypt during the first
four centuries of the Christian era. Weighing carefully all that
has been written by Dillmann, Trump, Zotenberg, Wright, and Bezold,
and taking into account the probabilities of the matter, it seems
to me that we shall not be far wrong if we assign the composition
of the earliest form of the Kebra Nagast to the sixth century A.D.
Its compiler was probably a Coptic priest, for the books he used
were writings that were accepted by the Coptic Church. Whether he
lived in Egypt, or in Aksûm, or in some other part of Ethiopia
matters little, but the colophons of the extant Ethiopic MSS. of
the Kebra Nagast suggest that he wrote in Coptic.



In the succeeding centuries, probably as a result of the widespread
conquests of Mu ḥammad and his Khalîfahs, the Coptic
text was in whole or part translated into Arabic, and during the
process of translation many additions were made to it, chiefly from
Arabic sources. Last of all this Arabic version was translated into
Ethiopic, and proper names underwent curious transformations in the
process. According to the colophons of the MSS. in the British
Museum, Oxford, and Paris, the Arabic translation was made from the
Coptic in the 409th "year of mercy," when Gabra Mas
ḳal, commonly known as Lâlîbalâ, was reigning over
Ethiopia, i.e. between A.D. 1314 and 1344. And the same
authorities say that the Ethiopic translation was made subsequently
by one Isaac, of whom nothing is known save that he was an
enthusiastic Christian visionary and patriot. His knowledge of
history and chronology was defective, and his comparative philology
is unusually peculiar, even for the period in which he lived.



In the colophons Isaac says: "I have toiled much for the glory of
the kingdom of Ethiopia, and for the going forth (manifestation?)
of the heavenly Zion, and for the glory of the King of Ethiopia."
These word, throw some light upon Isaac's motive in translating the
book, and supply the reason for his devoted labour. He firmly
believed: 1. That the lawful kings of Ethiopia were descended from
Solomon, King of Israel. 2. That the Tabernacle of the Law of God,
i.e. the Ark of the Covenant, had been brought from
Jerusalem to Aksûm by Menyelek, Solomon's firstborn son, according
to the Ethiopians. 3. That the God of Israel had transferred His
place of abode on earth from Jerusalem to Aksûm (Aksum), the
ecclesiastical and political capital of Ethiopia. The means
employed by Menyelek for obtaining possession of the Ark of the
Covenant did not disturb Isaac's conscience in the least, nay he
gloried in them, for manifestly Menyelek was performing the Will of
God in removing the tabernacle of Zion from Jerusalem. God,
according to Isaac, was satisfied that the Jews were unworthy to be
custodians of the Ark wherein His Presence was, and the Ark wished
to depart. Ethiopia had stretched out her hands to God (Psalm
lxviii, 31), and He went to her, with the Ark, to preside over
Menyelek's kingdom, which was established in accordance with the
commands that He had given to Moses and the prophets and priests of
Israel.



It will be remembered that the line of kings founded by Solomon
continued to reign even after the Ethiopians became Christians
under the teaching of Frumentius and Adesius, the slaves of the
merchant Meropius, and that the line continued unbroken until the
tenth century of our era. Isaac knew that God then permitted the
line to be broken, and allowed the Zâguê kings to reign over
Ethiopia until the reign of Yĕkûnô ’Amlâk, who restored the
Solomonic line in 1270, and he makes no attempt to justify God's
action in this matter, or to explain it. We learn, however, from
the first section of the colophon, that he wondered why God had
neglected to have the Arabic version of the Kebra Nagast translated
into the "speech of Abyssinia" at an earlier date, and why
’Abu’l-‘Izz and ’Abu’l-Faraj, who made the Arabic translation from
the Coptic, did not make a rendering into Ethiopic also. In the
explanation which he attempts to give, he reminds us that the
Arabic translation appeared whilst the Zâguê kings were still
reigning. As the Kebra Nagast was written to glorify the Solomonic
line of kings, and its editors and translators regarded the Zâguê
kings not only as non-Israelites, but as "transgressors of the
Law,'' the appearance of a translation of it in the vernacular
whilst the Zâguê were still on the throne would be followed by the
torture and death of its producers, and the destruction of their
work.



There is extant in Ethiopian literature a legend to the effect that
when God made Adam He placed in his body a "Pearl," which He
intended should pass from it into the bodies of a series of holy
men, one after the other, until the appointed time when it should
enter the body of Ḥannâ,
1 and form the substance of
her daughter the Virgin Mary. Now this "Pearl" passed through the
body of Solomon, an ancestor of Christ, and Christ and Menyelek,
the son of Solomon by the Queen of Sheba, were sons of Solomon, and
according to Ethiopian ideas they were akin to each other. But
Christ was the Son of God, and, therefore, being the kinsman of
Christ, Menyelek was divine. And Isaac the Ethiopian, holding this
view, maintains in the Kebra Nagast that the kings of Ethiopia who
were descended from Menyelek were of divine origin, and that their
words and deeds were those of gods.



Now the idea of the divine origin of kings in Ethiopia, the Sûdân,
and Egypt, is very old, and it appears to have been indigenous.
According to a legend given in the Westcar Papyrus in Berlin, three
of the great kings of the Vth dynasty in Egypt were the sons of the
god Rā by Ru ṭṭe ṭ, the wife of Rāuser,
high priest of Rā, and before the close of that dynasty every king
called himself "son of Rā." Many a king of Egypt states in his
inscriptions that he reigned "in the egg," i.e. before he
was born, and we are to understand that the egg was deposited in
his mother by the form of the Sun-god, who was his father. Some of
the sovereigns of the XVIIIth dynasty, certainly those who were the
nominees of the priests of Åmen, were declared to be the actual
children of Åmen, and to be of his substance. On the walls of the
famous temple which the architect Senmut built for Queen
Ḥatshepsut in Western Thebes, there is a series of
bas-reliefs in which the god Åmen is seen companying with the
mother of that Queen, and Ḥatshepsut regarded herself
as Åmen's daughter. In the temple of Luxor there are bas-reliefs of
a similar character, and the god Åmen is seen occupying the couch
of the queen who became by him the mother of Åmen
ḥetep III. This king was so thoroughly, convinced of
his divine origin that he caused an effigy of himself to be
sculptured on the walls of the temple of Sûlb in the Egyptian
Sûdân, together with the figures of the great gods of Egypt. In
fact he shared the worship of the people with the gods and
goddesses of Egypt. Rameses the Great was held to be the son of the
god Pta ḥ-Tanen, and in the inscription on a stele at
Abu Simbel this god, in addressing the king, says: "I am thy
father. Thy members were begotten as [are those of] the gods. I
took the form of the Ram, the Lord of Ṭe
ṭ (Mendes), I companied with thy august mother"



A thousand years later a story arose in Egypt to the effect that
Alexander the Great was the son of the god Åmen of Egypt, and
Alexander's councillors promptly took advantage of it to forward
the fortunes of their lord. If, they argued, Alexander is the son
of Åmen, he is the lawful king of Egypt, and the Egyptians must
acknowledge him as their king.
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But it was necessary for their purpose that Åmen should acknowledge
Alexander as his son, and they therefore took him to the Oasis of
Sîwah in the Libyan Desert, and presented him to the god Åmen of
Libya. The god admitted that Alexander was his son, the priesthood
of Åmen accepted the declaration of their god, the Egyptians
believed that the holy blood of Åmen flowed in Alexander's veins,
and as a result he became the king of the South and the North, and
Governor of the Domain of Horus without striking a blow. The native
novelists and story-tellers, e.g. the Pseudo Callisthenes,
declared that when Nectanebus II, the last native king of Egypt,
fled from Egypt he went to Macedon, where he established himself as
a magician. Here he became acquainted with Queen Olympias, who
wished to find out from him if her husband, Philip, intended to put
her away. An intimacy sprang up between Nectanebus and Olympia, and
he appeared to the queen one night in the form of the god Åmen of
Libya, arrayed in all the attributes of the god, and begot
Alexander the Great. Tradition transferred the horns of Åmen to
Alexander, and ancient Arab writers call Alexander "Dhu’l-
Ḳarnên," i.e. "provided with two horns," a
title that translates exactly one of the titles of Åmen, "Sep
ṭ ābui".



Isaac, the editor and translator of the Kebra Nagast, and his
fellow countrymen saw nothing strange in the fact that Mâkĕdâ, the
virgin queen of Saba, gave herself to Solomon, for she believed him
to be of divine origin, and he was to her as a god. Moreover, he
was the custodian of the "Heavenly Zion, the Tabernacle of the Law
of God," whence he obtained daily the renewal of his divinity, and
power, and authority. The Tabernacle of the Law had much in common
with the arks or divine tabernacles of the Babylonians and
Egyptians, which formed the places of abode of figures of gods or
their most characteristic emblems. The ark of Bel, the great god of
Babylon, contained a figure of the god, and the king visited it
ceremonially once a year, and sued with tears for forgiveness, and
grasped the hand or hands of the sacred figure. The chamber in
which the figure abode was believed to have been built by the gods.
On high days and holy days the ark was carried by the priests in
procession. In Egypt the arks of the gods were kept in chambers
specially constructed for the purpose, and the figures of the gods
were seated on thrones inside them. These arks were placed upon
sledges or in boats and were carried by the priests in procession
on great days of festival or on solemn days. We know from the
inscriptions that the ark of Åmen was provided with doors that were
kept bolted and sealed. On certain occasions the king had the right
to break these seals and unbolt the doors, and look upon the face
of the god. Thus, after his conquest of Egypt, the Nubian king
Piānkhi went to visit Rā in his sanctuary near Heliopolis. He was
received by the Kher ḥeb priest, who prayed that the
fiends might have no power over him. Having arrayed himself in the
sacred se ṭeb garment, and been censed and asperged,
Piānkhi ascended the steps leading to the ark of Rā and stood there
alone. He broke the seal, drew the bolts, threw open the doors and
looked upon the face of Rā. Having adored the Mā ṭet
and Sektet Boats he drew together the doors and sealed them with
his seal. In this way Piānkhi was recognized by Rā as the king of
all Egypt. It is not clear whether it was a figure of Rā or the
holy benben stone, the symbol of the god, which Piānkhi looked
upon. Many of the sacred arks of Egypt contained no figures of
gods, but only objects symbolic of them; in the temples of Osiris
the arks contained portions of the body of this god.



The Ark of the Law which Menyelek covered and stole from the Temple
of Jerusalem was probably a copy of that made by Moses, and to all
intents and purposes it was a rectangular box, made of hard wood
plated with gold, and measuring about four feet long, two feet six
inches wide, and two feet six inches deep. It was provided with a
cover upon which rested the Mercy seat and figures of the Cherubim.
In the Kebra Nagast no mention is made of the Mercy seat and the
Cherubim, but we read there that Moses made a case in shape like
the "belly of a ship," and in this the Two Tables of the Law were
placed. To the Ethiopians this case symbolized the Virgin Mary; the
case made by Moses carried the Word in stone, and Mary carried the
Word Incarnate. It cannot be assumed that the Ark stolen by
Menyelek was carried in a sacred boat like an Egyptian shrine, even
though the "belly of a ship" is mentioned in connection with it. In
several chapters of the Kebra Nagast the "chariot of the Tabernacle
of the Law" is mentioned, a fact which suggests that in later days
at least the sacred box was provided with a carriage or sledge.
History is silent as to the place where the Tabernacle of the Law
was finally deposited, but Ethiopian tradition asserts that it
survived all the troubles and disasters that fell upon the
Abyssinians in their wars with the Muslims, and that it was
preserved at Aksûm until comparatively recent times.



In the short introduction that follows I have given a sketch of the
literary history of the Kebra Nagast, with references to the
authorities on the subject, and I have made an abstract of its
contents in narrative form which will, I hope, be useful. A full
discussion of every portion of the work, with extracts giving the
original texts of the authorities used and quoted by Isaac the
scribe, would fill another volume, and the cost of printing, paper,
and binding is now so great that the idea of producing such a book
has been abandoned. A translation of the Arabic text describing how
the Kingdom of David was transferred from Jerusalem to Ethiopia has
been added, for this interesting document is practically unknown in
England. The pictures of events described in the Old and New
Testaments, given in this book, are taken from Ethiopic MSS. in the
British Museum; they show as nothing else can the religious beliefs
and traditions of the Ethiopians, and at the same time they serve
as examples of the drawings and designs with which they illustrated
their manuscripts. Nearly all of them depict Scriptural events
described or referred to in the Kebra Nagast.
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I.—The Manuscripts of the Kebra Nagast and their Arrival in Europe.
The Labours of Bruce, Dillmann, Prætorius, Wright, Zotenberg, And
Bezold. King John's Letter to Lord Granville. Date of Compilation
of the Kebra Nagast. The Ethiopian Work Based on Coptic and Arabic
Sources, etc.



THE Kebra Nagast, or the Book of the Glory of the Kings [of
Ethiopia], has been held in the highest esteem and honour
throughout the length and breadth of Abyssinia for a thousand years
at least, and even to-day it is believed by every educated man in
that country to contain the true history of the origin of the
Solomonic line of kings in Ethiopia, and is regarded as the final
authority on the history of the conversion of the Ethiopians from
the worship of the sun, moon, and stars to that of the Lord God of
Israel.



The existence of the Kebra Nagast appears to have been unknown in
Europe until the second quarter of the sixteenth century, when
scholars began to take an interest in the country of "Prester John"
through the writings of Francisco Alvarez, chaplain to the Embassy
which Emanuel, King of Portugal, sent to David, King of Ethiopia,
under the leadership of Don Roderigo de Lima (1520–1527). In the
collection of documents concerning this Embassy, Alvarez included
an account of the King of Ethiopia, and of the manners and customs
of his subjects, and a description in Portuguese of the habits of
the Ethiopians (alcuni costumi di esso Serenissimo David, e del suo
paese e genti, tradotta di lingua ethiopica in Portogalese);
2 and in his Ho Preste Joam
das Indias (Coimbra, 1540), and his Historia de las
cosas d’Etiopia (Anvers 1557, Saragosse 1561 and Toledo 1588)
this account was greatly amplified.
3



In the first quarter of the sixteenth century, P. N. Godinho
published some traditions about King Solomon and his son Mĕnyĕlĕk
or Mĕnyĕlîk, derived from the Kebra Nagast,
4 and further information on
the subject was included by the Jesuit priest Manoel Almeida
(1580–1646) in his Historia ger̃al de Ethiopia, which does
not appear to have been published in its entirety. Manoel Almeida
was sent out as a missionary to Ethiopia, and had abundant means of
learning about the Kebra Nagast at first hand, and his manuscript
Historia is a valuable work. His brother, Apollinare, also
went out to the country as a missionary, and was, with his two
companions, stoned to death in Tigré.



Still fuller information about the contents of the Kebra Nagast was
supplied by F. Balthazar Tellez (1595–1675), the author of the
Historia general de Ethiopia Alta ou Preste Joâa, Coimbra,
1660, folio. The sources of his work were the histories of Manoel
Almeida, Alfonzo Mendez, Jeronino Lobo, and Father Pays. The
Historia of Tellez was well known to Job Ludolf, and he
refers to it several times in his Historia Æthiopica, which
was published at Frankfort in 1681, but it is pretty certain that
he had no first-hand knowledge of the Kebra Nagast as a whole.
Though he regarded much of its contents as fabulous, he was
prepared to accept the statement of Tellez as to the great
reputation and popularity which the book enjoyed in Abyssinia.



Little, apparently, was heard in Europe about the Kebra Nagast
until the close of the eighteenth century when James Bruce of
Kinnaird (1730–1794), the famous African traveller, published an
account of his travels in search of the sources of the Nile. When
he was leaving Gondar, Râs Michael, the all-powerful Wazîr of King
Takla Haymânôt, gave him several most valuable Ethiopic
manuscripts, and among them was a copy of the Kebra Nagast to which
he attached great importance. During the years that Bruce lived in
Abyssinia he learned how highly this work was esteemed among all
classes of Abyssinians, and in the third edition of his
Travels 5 (vol. iii,
pp. 411–416) there appeared a description of its contents, the
first to be published in any European language. Not content with
this manuscript Bruce brought away with him a copy of the Kebra
Nagast which he had made for himself, and in due course he gave
both manuscripts to the Bodleian Library, where they are known as
"Bruce 93" and "Bruce 87" respectively. The former, which is the
"Liber Axumea" of Bruce's Travels, was described at great
length by Dillmann, 6 who to
his brief description of the latter added a transcript of its
important colophon. 7 Thanks
to Dillmann, who printed the headings of all the chapters of the
Fĕtha Nagasti in the original Ethiopic, there was no longer
any doubt about the exact nature and contents of the work, though
there was nothing in it to show exactly when and by whom the work
was compiled.



In 1870 (?) Francis Praetorius published,
8 with a Latin translation,
the Ethiopic text of Chapters xix to xxxii of the Kebra Nagast
edited from the manuscript at Berlin (Orient. 395), which Lepsius
acquired from Domingo Lorda, and sent to the Königliche Bibliothek
in 1843. To the Berlin text he added the variant readings supplied
from the MSS. Orient. 818 and 819 in the British Museum by
Professor W. Wright of Cambridge. In 1877 Wright published a full
description of the MS. of the Kebra Nagast in the Ma
ḳdalâ Collection in the British Museum. The work of
Praetorius made known for the first time the exact form of the
Ethiopian legend that makes the King of Ethiopia to be a descendant
of Solomon, King of Israel, by Mâkĕdâ, the Queen of ’Azêb, who is
better known as the "Queen of Sheba."



In August, 1868, the great collection of Ethiopic manuscripts,
which the British Army brought away from Ma ḳdalâ
after the defeat and suicide of King Theodore, was brought to the
British Museum, and among them were two fine copies of the Kebra
Nagast. Later these were numbered Oriental 818 and Oriental 819
respectively, and were described very fully and carefully by Wright
in his Catalogue of the Ethiopic MSS. in the British Museum,
London, 1877, 9 No. cccxci, p.
297, and in the Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen
Gesellschaft, Bd. xxiv, pp. 614–615. It was the fate of
Oriental 819, a fine manuscript which was written in the reign of
’Îyâsû I, A.D. 1682–1706, to return to Abyssinia, and this came
about in the following manner. On 10 Aug., 1872, Prince Kasa, who
was subsequently crowned as King John IV, wrote to Earl Granville
thus: "And now again I have another thing to explain to you: that
there was a Picture called Qurata Rezoo, which is a Picture of our
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, and was found with many books at
Magdala by the English. This Picture King Theodore took from Gondar
to Magdala, and it is now in England; all round the Picture is
gold, and the midst of it coloured.



"Again there is a book called Kivera Negust ( i.e. Kebra
Nagast), which contains the Law of the whole of Ethiopia, and the
names of the Shums ( i.e. Chiefs), Churches, and Provinces
are in this book. I pray you will find out who has got this book,
and send it to me, for in my Country my people will not obey my
orders without it."



When a copy of this letter was sent to the British Museum the
Trustees decided to grant King John's request, and the manuscript
was restored to him on 14 December, 1872. King John's letter proves
that very great importance was attached to the Kebra Nagast by the
Ethiopian peoples, even in the second half of the nineteenth
century. M. Hugues Le Roux, a French envoy from the President of
the French Republic to Menyelek II, King of Ethiopia, went to Addis
Alem where the king was staying, in order to see this manuscript
and to obtain his permission to translate it into French. Having
made his request to Menyelek II personally the king made a reply,
which M. Le Roux translates thus: Je suis d’avis qu’un peuple ne se
défend pas seulement avec ses armes, mais avec ses livres. Celui
dont vous parlez est la fierté de ce Royaume. Depuis moi,
l’Empereur, jusqu’au plus pauvre soldat qui marche dans les
chemins, tous les Éthiopiens seront heureux que ce livre soit
traduit dans la langue française et porté à la connaissance des
amis que nous avons dans le monde. Ainsi l’on verra clairement
quels liens nous unissent avec le peuple de Dieu, quels trésors ont
été confiés à notre garde. On comprendra mieux pourquoi le secours
de Dieu ne nous a jamais manqué contre les ennemis qui nous
attaquaient." The king then gave orders that the manuscript was to
be fetched from Addis Abeba, where the monks tried to keep it on
the pretext of copying the text, and in less than a week it was
placed in the hands of M. Le Roux, who could hardly believe his
eyes. Having described the manuscript and noted on the last folio
the words, "This volume was returned to the King of Ethiopia by
order of the Trustees of the British Museum, Dec. 14th, 1872. J.
Winter Jones, Principal Librarian," M. Le Roux says: Il n’y avait
plus de doute possible: le livre que je tenais dans mes mains était
bien cette version de l’histoire de la Reine de Saba et de Salomon,
que Négus et Prêtres d’Éthiopie considèrent comme le plus
authentique de toutes celles qui circulent dans les bibliothèques
européennes et dans les monastères abyssins. C’était le livre que
Théodoros avait caché sous son oreiller, la nuit où il se suicida,
celui que les soldats anglais avaient emporté à Londres, qu’un
ambassadeur rendit à l’Empereur Jean, que ce même Jean feuilleta
dans sa tente, le matin du jour où il tomba sous les cimeterres des
Mandistes, celui que les moines avaient dérobé.
10 With the help of a friend
M. Le Roux translated several of the Chapters of the Kebra Nagast,
and in due course published his translation.
11



The catalogues of the Ethiopic MSS. in Oxford, London and Paris,
which had been published by Dillmann, Wright and Zotenberg,
supplied a good deal of information about the contents of the Kebra
Nagast in general, but scholars felt that it was impossible to
judge of the literary and historical value of the work by
transcription and translations of the headings of the chapters
only. In 1882 under the auspices of the Bavarian Government, Dr. C.
Bezold undertook to prepare an edition of the Ethiopic text edited
from the best MSS., with a German translation, which the Royal
Bavarian Academy made arrangements to publish. After much
unavoidable delay this work appeared in 1909, and is entitled
Kebra Nagast. Die Herrlichkeit der Könige (
Abhandlungen der Königlich Bayerischen Akademie, Band Abth.
1, Munich, 1909 [Band LXXVII of the Denkschriften]. The text
is prefaced by a learned introduction, which was greatly
appreciated by Orientalists to whom the edition was specially
addressed. The chief authority for the Ethiopic text in Bezold's
edition is the now famous manuscript which was sent as a gift to
Louis Philippe by Sâhla (or Sâhlû) Dĕngĕl, King of Ethiopia, who
died early in 1855. According to Zotenberg ( Catalogue des
manuscrits Éthiopiens, p. 6) this manuscript must belong to the
thirteenth century; if this be so it is probably the oldest
Ethiopic manuscript in existence. Though there seems to be no
really good reason for assigning this very early date to the
manuscript, there can be no doubt as to its being the oldest known
Codex of the Kebra Nagast, and therefore Bezold was fully justified
in making its text the base of his edition of that work. I have
collated the greater part of the British Museum Codex, Oriental
818, with his printed text, and though the variants are numerous
they are not of great importance, in fact, as is the case in
several other Codices of the Kebra Nagast, they are due chiefly to
the haste or carelessness or fatigue of the scribe. As Bezold's
text represents the Kebra Nagast in the form that the Ethiopian
priests and scribes have considered authoritative, I have made the
English translation which is printed in the following pages from
it.



Unfortunately, none of the Codices of the Kebra Nagast gives us any
definite information about the compiler of the work—for it
certainly is a compilation—or the time when he wrote, or the
circumstances under which it was compiled. Dillmann, the first
European scholar who had read the whole book in the original
Ethiopic, contented himself with saying in 1848, "de vero
compositionis tempore nihil liquet" ( Catalogue, p. 72), but
later he thought it might be as old as the fourteenth century.
Zotenberg ( Catalogue, p. 222) was inclined to think that
"it was composed soon after the restoration of the so-called
Solomonic line of kings," that is to say, soon after the throne of
Ethiopia was occupied by Tasfâ ’Îyasûs,or Yĕkûnô ’Amlâk, who
reigned from A Ṃ. 6762–77, i.e. A.D. 1270–1285.
A Colophon, which is found in several of the Codices of the Kebra
Nagast in Oxford, London and Paris, states that the Ethiopic text
was translated from the Arabic version, which, in turn, was
translated from the Coptic. The Arabic translation was, it
continues, made by ’Abu ’l-‘Izz and ’Abu ’-Faraj, in the "year of
mercy" 409, during the reign of Gabra Mas ḳal (‘Amda
Sĕyôn I), i.e. between A.D. 1314 and 1344, when George was
Patriarch of Alexandria. These statements are clear enough and
definite enough, yet Dillmann did not believe them, but thought
that the whole Colophon was the result of the imagination of some
idle scribe (ab otioso quodam librario inventa). The statements
about the Ethiopic version being made from the Coptic through the
Arabic, he treated as obvious fictions (plane fictitia esse), and
he condemned the phrasing of the Colophon because he considered its
literary style inferior to that used in the narrative of the Kebra
Nagast itself (dictio hujus subscriptionis pessima est, et ab
oratione eleganti libri ipsius quam maxime differt). Zotenberg (
Catalogue, p. 223, col. 1) a very competent scholar, saw no
reason for doubting the truth of the statements in the Colophon
generally, but thought it possible that an Arab author might have
supplied the fundamental facts of the narrative, and that the
author or authors of the Ethiopic version stated that the original
source of their work was a Coptic archetype in order to give it an
authority and importance which it would not otherwise possess. On
the other hand, Wright merely regarded the Kebra Nagast as an
"apocryphal work," and judging from the list of kings at the end of
the work in Oriental 818, fol. 46n, which ends with Yĕkwênô ’Amlâk,
who died in 1344, concluded that it was a product of the fourteenth
century ( Catalogue, p. 301, col. 2).



A careful study of the Kebra Nagast, made whilst translating the
work into English, has convinced me that the opening statements in
the Colophon are substantially correct, and that it is quite
possible that in its original form the Arabic version of the book
was translated from Coptic MSS. belonging to the Patriarchal
Library at Alexandria, and copies of this Arabic translation,
probably enlarged and greatly supplemented by the scribes in the
various monasteries of Egypt, would soon find their way into
Ethiopia or Abyssinia, via the Blue Nile. The principal theme of
the Kebra Nagast, i.e. the descent of the Kings of Ethiopia
from Solomon, King of Israel, and the "Queen of the South," or the
"Queen of Sheba," was certainly well known in Ethiopia for
centuries before the Kebra Nagast was compiled, but the general
treatment of it in this work was undoubtedly greatly influenced by
supplementary legends and additions, which in their simplest forms
seem to me to have been derived from Coptic and even Syrian
writers.



It is well known that the Solomonic line of kings continued to rule
over Ethiopia until that somewhat mythical woman Esther, or Judith
as some call her, succeeded in dethroning Delna’ad and placing on
the throne Marâ Takla Hâymânôt, the first of the eleven Zâguê
kings, who dispossessed the Solomonic kings for three hundred and
fifty-four years (A.D. 914–1268) and reigned at Aksûm. Written
accounts of the descent of the kings of Ethiopia from Solomon must
have existed in Ethiopia before the close of the ninth century A.D.
and these were, no doubt, drawn up in Ethiopic and in Arabic.
During the persecution of the Christians in Egypt and Ethiopia by
the Mu ḥammadans in the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth
centuries, many churches and their libraries of manuscripts
perished. We may, however, be sure that the Solomonic kings, who
settled in the province of Shoa during the period of the Zâguê
domination, managed to preserve chronological lists and other
historical documents that contained the Annals of their
predecessors.



The second part of the Colophon mentions Abu ’l-‘Izz and Abu
’l-Faraj as being concerned with translating the book into Arabic,
and makes one Isaac (1), who was apparently the Ethiopian
translator, ask why they did not translate it into Ethiopic. In
answer to this question he says that the Kebra Nagast appeared
during the period of the Zâguê rule, when it is obvious that the
publication of any work that supported the claims of the Solomonic
kings would meet with a very unfavourable reception, and cause the
death of its editors and translators. Therefore it is fairly
certain that the Kebra Nagast existed in Arabic in some form during
the three and a half centuries of the Zâguê rule, and that no
attempt was made to multiply copies of it in Ethiopic until the
restoration of the line of Solomonic kings in the days of Yĕkûnô
’Amlâk (A.D. 1270–1285). The Ethiopic work as we know it now is
probably in much the same state as it was in the days of Gabra Mas
ḳal (‘Amda Ṣĕyôn) in the first half of
the fourteenth century of our era. Of Isaac we unfortunately know
nothing, but there seem to be no good grounds for attributing the
complete authorship of the Kebra Nagast to him. Yet he was
evidently not merely a scribe or copyist, and when he speaks of the
greatness of the toil which he undertook for the sake of the glory
of the heavenly Zion, and Ethiopia and her king, he seems to
suggest that he was the general redactor or editor who directed the
work of his devoted companions Yamharana-’ab,
Ḥezba-Krestôs, Andrew, Philip, and Ma
ḥârî-’ab.



Now, however important the Kebra Nagast may have been considered by
the Ethiopians in bygone centuries, and notwithstanding the almost
superstitious awe with which the book is still regarded in
Abyssinia, we are hardly justified in accepting it as a connected
historical document. But it is undoubtedly a very fine work, and
many sections of it merit careful consideration and study. For many
of the statements in it there are historical foundations, and the
greater part of the narrative is based upon legends and sayings and
traditions, many of which are exceedingly ancient. The legends and
traditions are derived from many sources, and can be traced to the
Old Testament and Chaldean Targûms, to Syriac works like the "Book
of the Bee," to Coptic lives of saints, to ancient
Ḳur’ânic stories and commentaries, to apocryphal books
like the "Book of Adam and Eve," the "Book of Enoch," "Kûfâlê," the
"Instructions of St. Peter to his disciple Clement" ( i.e.
the Ḳalêmĕn ṭôs), the "Life of
Ḥannâ, the Mother of the Virgin Mary," the "Book of
the Pearl," and the "Ascension of Isaiah," etc. Side by side with
the extracts from these works we have long sections in which works
attributed to Gregory Thaumaturgus, to Damathius (?), Patriarch of
Constantinople, and to Cyril are quoted at great length.



The object of the author, or compiler, and the later editors of the
Kebra Nagast (no matter what its original form may have been), was
to glorify Ethiopia by narrating the history of the coming of the
"spiritual and heavenly Zion," the Tabernacle of the Law of the God
of Israel, of her own free will from Jerusalem to Ethiopia, and to
make it quite clear that the King of Ethiopia was descended from
Solomon, the son of David, King of Israel, and through him from
Abraham and the early Patriarchs. But Christ also was descended
from Solomon and the early Patriarchs, and he was the Son of God,
so the King of Ethiopia being a kinsman of Christ was also a son of
God, and he was therefore both God and king to his people. The
Kebra Nagast was intended to make the people of Ethiopia believe
that their country was specially chosen by God to be the new home
of the spiritual and heavenly Zion, of which His chosen people the
Jews had become unworthy. This Zion existed originally in an
immaterial form in heaven, where it was the habitation of God.
Moses made, under Divine directions, a copy of it in wood and gold,
and placed in it the Two Tables of the Law, the pot of manna, the
rod of Aaron; and the Shechinah dwelt on it and in it. This
material copy was called "Zion, the Tabernacle of the Law of God."
When Solomon finished building his Temple Zion was established
therein in the Holy of Holies, and from it God made known His
commands when He visited the Temple. It was at all times held to be
the visible emblem of God Almighty and the material duplicate of
the immaterial Zion in heaven.



The fame of the wisdom of Solomon reached the ends of the earth,
chiefly because he traded with merchants from the sea coast and
from the countries to the south of Palestine on each side of the
Red Sea. These merchants brought the precious woods and stones, and
the scents, and the spices, and the rich stuffs and other objects
with which he decorated the Temple and his own palace, and when
their caravans returned home their servants described to eager
listeners the great works that the King of Israel was carrying out
in Jerusalem. Among the masters, or leaders, of these caravans was
one 'Tâmrîn, who managed the business affairs of a "Queen of the
South," whom Arab writers call "Bal ḳîs," and
Ethiopian writers "Mâkĕdâ"; but neither of these names is ancient,
and it is very doubtful if either represents in any way the true
name of the southern queen. It is doubtful also if she was an
Ethiopian, and it is far more probable that her home was Shĕbhâ, or
Saba, or Sheba, in the south-west of Arabia. As she was a
worshipper of the sun she was probably a princess among the
Sabaeans. On the other hand, her ancestors may have been merely
settlers in Arabia, and some of them of Ethiopian origin. The Kebra
Nagast says that she was a very beautiful, bright, and intelligent
woman, but tells us nothing about her family. A manuscript at
Oxford (see Dillmann, Catalogue Bibl. Bodl., p. 26), says
that five kings reigned in Ethiopia before Mâkĕdâ, viz. Arâwî 400
years, Angâbô 200 years, Giedur 100 years, Siebadô 50 years, and
Kawnâsyâ 1 year. If these kings were indeed her ancestors she was
probably a native of some country on the western shore of the Red
Sea. Be this as it may, she must have been a woman of great
enterprise and intelligence, for having heard what Tâmrîn, the
captain of her caravans, had told her about Solomon's wisdom, she
determined to go to Jerusalem and to put to him a series of
difficult questions that were puzzling her.



When Mâkĕdâ arrived in Jerusalem, she lodged in the splendid
quarters which Solomon prepared for her, and she had frequent
opportunities of conversing with the King. The more she saw him the
more she was impressed with the handsomeness of his person, and
with his piety and wisdom, and with the eloquence of his speech,
which he uttered in a low, musical and sympathetic voice. She spent
several months in Jerusalem as the King's guest, and one night
after a great and splendid banquet which Solomon gave to the
notables of his kingdom, in her honour, he took her to wife. When
Mâkĕdâ knew that she was with child, she bade farewell to Solomon,
and having received from him a ring as a token, she returned to her
own country, where her son Mĕnyĕlĕk, or Mĕnĕlîk, was born. In
Ethiopic literature this son is often called Walda-Tabbîb,
i.e. "son of the wise man" (Solomon), or ’Êbna
Ḥakim, or Bayna-Le ḥkĕm, i.e. Ibn
al- Ḥakîm, or "the son of the wise man." When the boy
reached early manhood he pressed Mâkĕdâ to allow him to go to see
his father Solomon in Jerusalem, and his importunity was so great
that at length she gave him the ring which Solomon had given her,
and sent him thither under the care of Tâmrîn. On his arrival at
Gâzâ the people in the city and everywhere in the district
recognized his striking likeness to Solomon, and almost royal
honours were paid to him by them. The same thing happened in
Jerusalem, and when the officials of Solomon's palace were leading
him to the presence chamber all the household knew without telling
that a son was being taken in to his father. Father and son fell
into each other's arms when they met, and the son had no need to
prove his identity by producing the ring which his father had given
to his beloved Mâkĕdâ, for Solomon proclaimed straightway the young
man's parentage, and made him to occupy the royal throne with him,
after he had arrayed him in royal apparel.



Solomon spared no pains in providing both instruction and amusement
for Bayna-Lĕhkĕm (Bin ’l- ḥakîm) whilst he was in
Jerusalem, for he hoped to keep him with him; but after a few
months the young man was eager to get back to his mother and to his
own country, and Tâmrîn, the leader of Mâkĕdâ's caravans, wanted to
be gone. Bayna-Lĕhkĕm, or Menyelek, as we may now call him, saw
that Rehoboam must succeed Solomon on the throne of Israel, and had
no wish to occupy the subordinate position of a second son in
Jerusalem, and he therefore pressed Solomon to give him leave to
depart. When the King had arranged that the eldest sons of his
nobles should accompany Menyelek on his return to his mother's
capital, Dabra Mâkĕdâ, and had arranged with Menyelek for the
establishment of a duplicate Jewish kingdom in Ethiopia, he
permitted him to depart. When Mâkĕdâ was in Jerusalem she learned
that the Tabernacle Zion in the Temple of Jerusalem was the abode
of the God of Israel, and the place where God Almighty was pleased
to dwell, and in her letter to Solomon she begged him to send her,
as a holy talisman, a portion of the fringe of the covering of the
Tabernacle. Solomon told Menyelek that he would grant Mâkĕdâ's
request, but this satisfied neither Menyelek nor his nobles, and,
to speak briefly, Menyelek and Taman and the eldest sons of the
Jewish notables who were destined to help Menyelek to found his
kingdom in Ethiopia, entered into a conspiracy together to steal
the Tabernacle Zion and to carry it off to Ethiopia. Their object
was to keep the God of Israel with them, and this they expected to
be able to effect by stealing the Tabernacle made of gold and wood
(according to the pattern of the original Spirit-Tabernacle in
heaven) which contained the Two Tables of the Law, the pot of
manna, Aaron's rod, etc. One of the conspirators who had access to
the chamber in which the Tabernacle Zion rested, removed it from
under its curtain, and substituted a construction in wood of
exactly the same size and shape, which he had caused to be made for
the purpose. The theft was not discovered until Menyelek, and
Tâmrîn, and their company of young Jews and Ethiopians were well on
their road to the Red Sea, and though Solomon sent out swift
horsemen to overtake them and cut them off, and himself followed
with all the speed possible, the thieves made good their escape,
and the King of Israel returned to Jerusalem in great grief. In due
course Menyelek reached his mother's capital, and he and the
Tabernacle Zion were received with frantic rejoicings, and Mâkĕdâ
having abdicated in favour of her son, Menyelek established in
Ethiopia a kingdom modelled on that of Israel, and introduced into
his country the Laws of God and the admonitions of Moses and the
social rules and regulations with which the name of the great
Lawgiver was associated in those days.



The Kebra Nagast tells us nothing about Menyelek after his
coronation, except that he carried on one or two campaigns against
the enemies of his country, and the book is silent in respect of
Queen Mâkĕdâ's history after her voluntary abdication. The author
seems to expect his readers to assume that Ethiopia was ruled over
by descendants of Solomon and Queen Mâkĕdâ from the tenth century
before Christ to about the tenth century A.D., i.e. for
about two thousand years, and that the religion, laws, social
customs, etc., of the Ethiopians were substantially those of the
Hebrews in Palestine under the kings of Israel. In connection with
this assumption reference may be made here briefly to a series of
chapters which now form part of the Kebra Nagast, in which the
author endeavours to prove that the kings of the Moabites,
Philistines, Egyptians, Persians, Babylonians and the Byzantines,
are of Semitic origin. The fantastic legends which he invented or
reproduced contain much falsified history and bad philology, but it
would be interesting to know their source and their author; these
chapters seem to suggest that he was a Semite, probably a Jew.



In another group of chapters, which can hardly have formed a part
of the oldest version of the Kebra Nagast, the author summarizes
the prophecies in the Old Testament that concern the Coming of the
Messiah, and applies them to Jesus Christ with very considerable
skill. And he devotes much space to the Virgin Mary, and quotes
numerous passages from the Old Testament, with the view of
identifying her symbolically with the Tabernacle of the Covenant.








II.—English Translation of the Arabic Text Describing how the
Kingdom of David Was Transferred from Jerusalem to Ethiopia.
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[Here is] the Explanation of the Reason for the Transfer of the
Kingdom of David from his Son Solomon, King of Israel, to the
Country of the Negus, that is to say, to Abyssinia.



When the Lord, praise be unto Him! wished Solomon to build the
House of the Lord in Jerusalem, after the death of his father
David, the son of Jesse, who had reigned over the children of
Israel, and Solomon, in accordance with his most excellent desire,
began to build the House of the Lord, praise be unto Him! Solomon
the King gave the command that the stones for the building should
be hewn in immense sizes. But the workmen were unable to hew such
large blocks of stone, and their tools broke when they attempted
the work, and they cried out to Solomon the King and besought him
to think out in his wisdom some plan for lightening their labour.
And Solomon entreated God, the bestower of wisdom, to suggest some
means to him. And behold, Solomon summoned the hunters and
commanded them to bring a young Rukh bird, and in accordance with
his orders they brought a young Rukh bird. And he commanded them
likewise to bring a brass pot with a space inside it sufficiently
large to contain the Rukh bird; and the pot had three legs, each
one cubit in height, and it stood upon the ground. Then Solomon
commanded them to set down the Rukh bird in the palace and to put
the brass pot over it, but the wings of the Rukh bird protruded
from under the afore-mentioned pot, and raised it above the ground.
Now when the [mother] Rukh bird returned to her nest in the high
mountains, and did not find her young one there, she was disturbed,
and she flew round and round over the earth seeking for it. And she
flew over Jerusalem and saw her young one under the afore-mentioned
pot, but had not the power to seize it. And she mounted up into the
heights and went towards the Paradise of God, in the eastern part
of Eden, and she found below Paradise a piece of wood which had
been cast down there as if for her to carry away. And then she
seized it, and by reason of her great sorrow for her young one she
took no rest until she had brought it to Jerusalem, and hurled it
down upon the brass pot. And by the might of God a miracle took
place forthwith, for the pot split into two halves, and the mother
Rukh saw her young, and caught it up and bore it off to her nest.
And when Solomon and all the children of Israel saw this miracle,
with a loud voice they praised the Almighty (or, the Governor of
the Universe), Who had bestowed upon a bird that was not endowed
with reasoning powers the instinct to do that which human beings
could not do. And straightway King Solomon commanded the
stone-masons to take that piece of holy and blessed wood, and, when
they had marked out and measured the stone which they wished to
split, to lay the afore-mentioned piece of wood on the place
marked. And when they had done this, by the might of God the stone
split wheresoever they wished it to split, and they found their
work easy. Then Solomon became certain in his mind that the
Governor of the Universe regarded the building of the Holy Temple
with favour. And when the construction of the Temple was finished,
the afore-mentioned piece of wood remained in the entrance chamber
of the forecourt of the porch, and as the building of the Temple
had stopped the operative power of the afore-mentioned piece of
wood came to an end, but it was still held in respect.



Now God, praise be unto Him! having willed that the kingdom of
David and his son Solomon should be transferred to the blessed land
of Abyssinia, stirred up the Queen of that country to make a
journey to Jerusalem to hear some of the wisdom of Solomon, even as
the Holy Gospel saith, "The Queen of the South shall rise up in the
Judgement and shall judge this generation, because she came from
the ends of the earth to hear Solomon."
13 And behold, from the
earliest times, the kingdom of Abyssinia was ruled over by royal
princesses. And when the mother of this Queen was with child of her
she saw a fat and handsome-looking goat, and she looked upon him
with greedy desire, and said, "How handsome the beast is! And how
handsome its feet are!" And she longed for it after the manner of
women who are with child. And when the aforementioned daughter was
fashioned completely in the womb of her mother, she had one foot
like the foot of a man and another like the foot of a goat. Great
and exalted be the Creator of the Universe, Who is to be praised!
And when the mother of the Queen had brought forth this
extraordinary being, and had reared her, and the maiden was ready
for marriage, she ( i.e. the maiden) did not want to marry
any man because of her malformed foot; and she continued in her
virginity until she began to reign. And when the thought to visit
Solomon to hear his wisdom rose in her mind—as has already been
mentioned—this had already been ordained in the wisdom of God,
praise be unto Him! so that the kingdom of David might last to the
end of the world according to the word of David by the Holy Ghost,
"The Lord hath sworn a true oath to David from which He will never
turn aside: Of the fruit of thy loins I will seat upon thy throne.
If they will keep the allegiance of My Covenant and of My testimony
which I shall teach them, their children shall sit upon thy throne
for ever." 14 And besides this
passage there are many other passages in the Psalms and in the
other Books that refer to this [oath]. This passage nevertheless
showeth also that the kingdom was to be rent from the children of
Israel; and since they changed [the Covenant], and did not observe
the truth, and ceased to believe in Him Who was expected, God rent
from them Prophecy, Priesthood, and Sovereignty.



And when the afore-mentioned Queen arrived in Jerusalem, and
Solomon the King had heard of it, and was quite certain from the
information, which he had received from his spies, that one of her
feet was the foot of a goat, he planned a cunning plan in his
wisdom, whereby he might be able to see her foot without asking
[her to show it to him]. He placed his throne by the side of the
courtyard of the Temple, and he ordered his servants to open the
sluices so that the courtyard of the Temple might be filled with
water. This was done, and the afore-mentioned piece of wood that
was in the courtyard, having been brought there by the eagle (
sic) from below Paradise, was submerged by the water, but no
one noticed this thing which had been decreed aforetime by the
wisdom of God. And behold, when the Queen arrived at the gate of
the Temple—now she was riding—she found the water there, and she
determined. to ride into the presence of King Solomon on her beast,
but they made her to know that this was the door of the House of
God, and that no one whatsoever might enter it riding on a beast.
And they caused her to dismount from her beast, and her servants
who were in attendance upon her supported her; and she stretched
out her hand and drew up the lower parts of her cloak and her
garments beneath it so that she might step into the water. Thus
Solomon saw her feet without asking her [to show them to him]. And
behold, she stepped into the water in the courtyard, and her foot
touched that afore-mentioned piece of wood, and as the foot that
was fashioned like the foot of a goat touched the wood, the Might
of God made itself manifest, and the goat's foot became exactly
like its fellow foot which was that of a man. And immediately she
understood that mighty Power that had seized her great fear and
trembling came upon her, but she [straightway] rejoiced and stepped
further into the water, and at length she came into the presence of
King Solomon. And Solomon welcomed her with gladness, and brought
her up on his throne, and paid her honour, and permitted her to sit
by his side. And the Queen informed him that she had come from the
ends of the earth solely to worship in Jerusalem and to hear his
wisdom. Then she asked him questions, saying, "When I came to thy
honourable kingdom and dipped my foot in to the water, that foot
being the foot of a goat, my foot touched something that was
submerged in the water, whereupon it became straightway like its
fellow foot. Thereupon great fear and trembling came upon me, and
then joy, because of that which had happened unto me through the
compassion of the Governor of the Universe." And then she showed
him both her feet. Then Solomon praised and glorified God, Who
alone worketh mighty and wonderful things, and he testified to her
that he had only made the water in order to cause her to lift her
cloak so that he might see her foot, that is to say, the goat's
foot. Then straightway he commanded that the water be made to go
back to its place, and the courtyard became visible, and the piece
of wood which she had touched with her foot stood out clearly. And
Solomon related to her the story of the piece of wood. And when the
Queen understood the matter truly she commanded that honour should
be paid to the wood, and she decorated it with a collar of silver,
and when Solomon saw her do this he also decorated the piece of
wood with another collar of silver and assigned unto it a place in
the Temple, in the Temple of the Lord. And it came to pass that
each and every one of Solomon's successors, who came to the Temple
of God to pray, as soon as they heard the story of the piece of
wood decorated it with silver rings. And from the days of Solomon
to the coming of Christ this piece of wood was decorated with
thirty collars of silver.



And it came to pass that, when the Lord, praise be unto Him! wished
to complete His Dispensation, and to effect the deliverance of Adam
and his posterity from out of the hand of the accursed Enemy—whom
may God put to everlasting shame—Judas made a covenant with the
high priests and with the cunning folk among the Jews to deliver
Christ unto them, so that they might be able to condemn Him to
death. And the high priests undertook to give Judas the
afore-mentioned collars of silver on the wood, and they sent and
had the piece of wood brought by night to the place where the high
priests were, and they stripped off from it the afore-mentioned
collars of silver, and delivered them over to Judas. And Judas took
them and delivered the Lord Christ over to them, even as the Gospel
saith. And when the morning of the fifth day of the week had come,
on which they condemned the Lord Christ to death on the cross, they
took the piece of wood aforementioned, and they commanded a
carpenter to make a cross out of it, and they crucified the
Redeemer upon it. And this is a clear proof, even as the Tongue of
gold ( i.e. Chrysostom) said that our father Adam was led
astray when he ate of the fruit of the tree in Paradise, and it was
because of this that he was stripped of his glory and driven out
from Paradise, and Satan reigned over him and over his race. And
Adam's deliverance also took place by the Dispensation of God
through the coming of this piece of wood from the region of
Paradise. And it became an honoured thing to kings, and at length
the King of Kings came and was crucified upon it. And He redeemed
Adam and his descendants from the hand of the Accursed One by means
of a piece of wood, even as the fruit of a piece of wood had led
him into error. And concerning this, David the Prophet said in the
Psalm, 15 "Declare ye among
the nations that God reigneth from the wood." And this piece of
wood became most honourable because the Body of our Lord was raised
up on it, and at length when they laid it upon a dead body that
body rose up again. And the similitude [of the Cross] became a
protection to kings and a strengthening of the remainder of the
Christians for evermore. And as for the thirty collars of silver
afore-mentioned Judas cast them back to the accursed Jews, and
after this he hanged himself and departed this life by reason of
his love of money. And the Jews took them and bought with them the
field of the potter, and it is a place of burial for strangers unto
this day. This is what happened through the piece of wood.



And now we will return to the subject with which we began, namely,
how the kingdom of David was removed to the country of Abyssinia,
and will relate the conclusion of the story. Behold, Solomon the
King paid honour to the Queen, and he made her and her retinue and
her soldiers to alight by the side of his palace, and every day she
visited him in order to hear his wisdom. And Solomon loved women
passionately, and it came to pass that, when her visits to him
multiplied, he longed for her greatly and entreated her to yield
herself to him. But she would not surrender herself to him, and she
said unto him, "I came to thee a maiden, a virgin; shall I go back
despoiled of my virginity, and suffer disgrace in my kingdom?" And
Solomon said unto her, "I will only take thee to myself in lawful
marriage—I am the King, and thou shalt be the Queen." And she
answered him never a word. And he said unto her, "Strike a covenant
with me that I am only to take thee to wife of thine own free
will—this shall be the condition between us: when thou shalt come
to me by night as I am lying on the cushions of my bed, thou shalt
become my wife by the Law of Kings." And behold she struck this
covenant with him determining within herself that she would
preserve her virginity from him; and this [happened] through the
dispensation of God, the Most High, to Whom be praise! And Solomon
by his wisdom instructed her for a number of days, and he did not
again demand from her the surrender of her person, and the matter
was good in her sight, because she thought that he had driven her
out of his mind.



And after these things Solomon summoned the cooks and commanded
them to prepare and cook food for all those who were in the palace,
for himself and for the Queen, dainty and highly seasoned dishes,
and he gave them pungent and aromatic and strong-smelling herbs and
spices for this purpose, and the cooks did even as he had commanded
them. Now when the Queen had eaten of these meats that were filled
with spice and pepper and pungent herbs, she craved for cold water
which she drank in large quantities by day and by night, but this
did not help her to [quench her thirst]. And when the third night
had come Solomon secretly gave the order to all those who were
about the palace, both those who were inside it and those who were
outside it, that none of them was to leave with the afore-mentioned
Queen the smallest quantity of water to drink, and [he swore] that
any one of them who showed her where water was or gave her any of
the water which was his own should be put to death forthwith and
without trial. And he commanded that, if any of them were to be
asked for water by her during the night, they were to say unto her,
"Thou wilt find no water except by the couch of the king." And it
came to pass that when the night had come, a great and fiery heat
rose up in the heart of the Queen because of the highly spiced food
[that she had eaten], and she sought for water to drink, but found
none, and she was sorely agitated and was smitten with death. Then
she cried out with a loud voice to her servants, but they were
unable to find any water to give her to drink. Then by reason of
the consuming thirst that had seized upon her, she wandered into
the palace and went round about to every one who had water therein
to find some water to drink, and every person whom she asked said
unto her, "Verily, by thy kingdom, thou wilt only find water to
quench the flame of thy thirst by the bedside of the King." Then
the Queen went back to her couch, but she could not control herself
and keep still, and her spirit was about to depart from her body,
and she was swooning. Then she made haste and went to the place
where Solomon was, so that she might drink some water there. Now
Solomon was in truth wide-awake, nevertheless he pretended to be
asleep, and the Queen drank a very large quantity of water and
assuaged her thirst, and she recovered her spirit, and she felt
that her strength was restored after having [nearly] died. And when
the Queen wanted to return to her couch, King Solomon started up
hurriedly, and seized her, and said unto her, "Verily thou hast now
become my wife according to the Law of Kings." And she remembered
the covenant that existed between him and her. And she gave herself
into his embrace willingly and yielded to his desire, according to
that which she had covenanted with him.



And it came to pass that after these things she became with child
by him, and she said unto him, "I am going to return to my country
and to my kingdom, and what shall I do with thy child if it be that
God shall desire to give him life?" And Solomon said unto her, "If
God doth will this thing and thou dost bear to me a man child, so
soon as he hath reached man's estate send him to me, and I will
make him king, and thy kingdom shall be his; but if thou dost bear
a woman child let her stay with thee." And the Queen said unto him,
"If I send thee thy son how wilt thou be certain that he is thy
son?" And Solomon gave her his ring, and said unto her, "Guard
carefully this ring, and covenant with me that thou wilt not in the
smallest degree break the conditions of the true and righteous
covenant that existeth between us, and God, the Governor of the
Universe, the God of Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, the God of my
father David, shall be the witness between me and between thee. And
when thou dost send my son to me, give him my ring, and let him
wear it on his own hand, and I shall know that in very truth he is
my son, and I will make him king and send him back to thee." And
she accepted from Solomon this just covenant, and he and the Queen
took farewell of each other, and she set out with her retinue to go
to her own country, surrounded by the peace of God.



And behold, on her arrival in her own country the Queen fulfilled
the number of her days, and she brought forth a man child, and she
rejoiced with an exceedingly great joy, and she called him David,
according to the name of his grandfather, and she had him reared in
great state and splendour. And when he had arrived at manhood's
estate, he was hale, and strong, and wise, and understanding like
his father. And it fell out on a day that he spake unto his mother
and said unto her, "O my mother, who is my father? Did he,
peradventure, die during my childhood?" Then the Queen answered and
said unto him, "My son, thy father is alive, and he is Solomon, the
son of David, the Prophet of God and King of Israel, and his
Kingdom is in Jerusalem. And behold, the seal of the kingdom of thy
father is in my possession, and it is laid up ready for thee so
that thou mayest become thereby king over the country of Abyssinia.
And this is God's Will, and it is not due to me; the kingdom is no
longer mine but thine, and thou, the King's son, art King." And
this pleased the young man greatly, and he gave thanks to the
Queen. And the Queen said unto him, "O my darling son, gather
together for thy use gifts and soldiers, and get thee to Jerusalem
that thou mayest pray there, and see thy father and his kingdom,
[and hear] his great wisdom, and that he may make thee king
according to the covenant that existeth between him and me, the
Governor of the Universe being witness between us." And thus
saving, straightway she put his father's ring on his right hand.
And by the Will of God—praise be unto Him!—he gathered together
soldiers, and with them and the royal gifts he set out on his
journey, and in due course he arrived in Jerusalem. And when
Solomon knew that a king was coming to him he commanded soldiers to
meet him. And when the young man arrived at the gate of the palace
of his father Solomon, the king was not certain that he was his
son. And behold, when the young man came closer and saw the riding
beast of his father standing there with his saddle on his hack and
his bridle in his mouth, straightway he leaped up and mounted him
and pranced about, and unsheathed his sword with his hand. And when
Solomon saw this the matter was grievous to him, but he hid his
displeasure. And when they met [later] Solomon spoke openly what he
had in his mind about the matter of the riding beast, and how the
young man had mounted him and snatched the sword with his hand. And
the young man said unto hire, "The owner of this ring made me king
of his kingdom when I was in my mother's womb, and this hath
happened by the Will of God." And when Solomon had looked at the
ring, and was certain about the matters connected with it, he was
overcome with joy, and he stood up by his throne and threw his arms
round the young man's neck, and he cried out, saying, "Welcome, my
darling boy, [thou] son of David." And straightway he put the crown
of his father David on his head, and made him to sit upon the
throne of David his father, and the trumpeters sounded their horns,
and the proclaimers of tidings cried out, saying, "This is David,
the son of Solomon, the son of David, the King of Israel." And the
matter was noised abroad, and the rumour spread about among all the
tribes of the children of Israel that the son of Solomon, the son
of the Queen of the South, had come to his father Solomon, and that
Solomon had made him ruler over the kingdom of his father David,
and had crowned him king, and had seated him upon his throne.



Now in the House of the Lord which Solomon had built and
consecrated was the Tabernacle of the Covenant of God, and inside
it were the two Tablets of stone that had been written by the
Finger of God, and the rod of Aaron, and the pot (or, chest) of
manna. And this Tabernacle was covered with plates of gold and was
draped with draperies of cloth woven with gold. And [in connection
with the Tabernacle] a miracle which was seen by all the people of
Israel was wrought. Whensoever the priests prayed, and the
supplications of themselves [and of the people] were presented
before the Governor of the Universe, and they had made an end of
their prostrations, the Tabernacle of the Covenant of God used to
raise itself up from off the ground, and they [and the people] knew
that in very truth their supplications had been accepted. And when
they had made an end of their prostrations and the Tabernacle did
not raise itself from off the ground, the priests knew of a
certainty that some sin had been committed by themselves or by the
people. Then they continued to make their supplications unto the
Lord, and at the same time they searched out him that had done
wrong, and they punished the guilty one, and when the Tabernacle
raised itself up from off the ground they knew that God had removed
His displeasure from them.



And it came to pass that the afore-mentioned king, the son of
Solomon, went into the House of the Lord to pray, and he saw the
Tabernacle of the Covenant of God raising itself up—a matter which
it is impossible for the human mind to understand—and this was
pleasing in his sight, and he determined to carry off the
Tabernacle of the Covenant of God to his own country. And he broke
the matter to his begetter Solomon, the King of Israel, and he said
unto him, "I am going to carry off the Tabernacle of the Covenant
of God to my country." And Solomon said unto him, "O my darling
son, thou canst not do this. Behold, there is no one except a
priest who can carry the Tabernacle, and whosoever toucheth the
Tabernacle except the priests, his soul departeth from him
immediately. Moreover the children of Israel have no protection
whatsoever against their enemies except the Tabernacle of the
Covenant of God." But these words did not satisfy him, and he said
unto Solomon, "I ask of thee neither gold nor silver, for in my
country men gather in heaps gold from its earth. I ask from thee
nothing but the Tabernacle of the Covenant of God, so that it may
protect me on my journey, and may be a support for my kingdom and
for my soldiers in my country." And Solomon said unto his son, "O
my son, if it be the Will of God, the Governor of the Universe,
that thou shalt take away the Tabernacle with thee, it will be an
easy thing for thee to do so. But when thou carriest away the
Tabernacle do not let me know about it, and when thou goest away
with it do not bid me farewell. For, behold, without doubt, the
priests and the elders of the fortress of Israel will make me to
swear an oath by the Name of God concerning this matter, and when I
have to swear an oath by the Name of God I must swear what is
true."



Then the young man summoned to himself secretly a workman, who made
a wooden case of the same length and breadth and depth and shape as
the Tabernacle, and then the young man killed him by night. Then he
brought in other artificers, and they overlaid the wooden case with
plates of gold similar to those that covered the Tabernacle, and he
treated those men even as he had treated the carpenter, and then
the young man covered the case with draperies into which gold had
been woven. Now whilst he was making his preparations for his
departure Solomon the King knew nothing whatsoever about them. Then
the young man summoned to him four of the priests who could be
trusted, and he made them believe that he had done so in order to
ask them to pray for him before his departure, and he gave them
much gold to pray for him, and he bribed them to assist him
whensoever he needed them. And when the night of his departure had
arrived, these priests came to him in order to bid him farewell,
and he took them into his own apartment, so that they might pray
for him. And when they had entered and were in the apartment with
him, he bound them in iron fetters for the night, and commanded his
soldiers to mount and depart without sounding the trumpets. Then he
took with him a company of his servants who were carrying spears in
their hands, and he took those priests whom he had bound with iron
fetters for the night so that they might not escape, and he went
into the House of God. And he commanded the priests who were with
him to carry away the Tabernacle of the Covenant of God, and then
he deposited the case which he had had made to resemble it in the
place thereof. And he went forth by night having with him the
Tabernacle, which was carried by the priests, and he neither bade
his father farewell nor allowed him to know of his departure. And
this happened by the Dispensation of God the Most High, praise he
unto Him! for the protection of the holy Tabernacle of His
Covenant, so that it might abide for ever even as the Davidic
kingdom, for even so did God make the promise to David that the
offspring of his loins should sit upon his throne for ever. And in
this manner, enveloped in the protection of God, did the young man
set out on his journey.



And it came to pass that, when the morning had come, the children
of Israel and the priests went into the House of God according to
their wont to pray. And it came to pass that, when the priests had
made an end of their prostrations and had presented their
supplications unto the Governor of the Universe, the Tabernacle did
not rise up into the air, and it did not stir from its place. And
they said, "Behold, some folk have sinned"; and they ordered
fasting and prayer for three days, and they searched among the
people to find out who had committed sin and folly, but they found
no [guilty] person. And after this the priests went up to the
Tabernacle, and O what calamity, and terror, and grief were there
for them when they did not find the Tabernacle of the Covenant of
God and its holy things, but only an empty case resting upon the
place where the Tabernacle had stood! Then they knew that of a
certainty the son of King Solomon had taken it away. And they
searched and made an examination into the number of the priests who
were among the tribes of Israel, but they were not able to find
those priests whom the young man had taken with him, and thus it
became clear to them that the sin lay with them ( i.e. the
four priests).



And behold, the priests and the elders of Israel went to Solomon
the King, and they were weeping and sorrowing because of the
absence of the Tabernacle of the Covenant of God from its Holy
Shrine, and they said unto Solomon, "it is thou who hast commanded
thy son to take the Tabernacle." And Solomon wept and cried out in
pain, and displayed exceedingly great sorrow, and he swore an oath
to them, saying that he had not given his son permission to do this
thing, and that he had not bidden him farewell, and that he knew
nothing whatsoever about his departure or when it took place. And
the priests and elders answered, saying, "May the King live! If
this thing hath taken place without thy wish and without thy
permission, despatch thou with us armed soldiers that we may pursue
him and take from him the holy Tabernacle of the Covenant of God,
so that we may bring it back to His sacred House." And Solomon gave
them soldiers, and money, and provisions, and they set out in quest
of the young man, and they rode on their way continuously for forty
days. And they found merchants riding towards them on their return
journey, and they enquired of them concerning the Tabernacle, and
whether they had seen it. And the merchants answered them, saying,
"We have seen a great king and his numerous soldiers, and the Box
of the Covenant of God was with them. And they were travelling
along like the clouds when they are driven before the attack of
mighty winds for a very long distance at a time, and the natives of
the villages through which we have passed informed us that they
travelled each day the distance of a forty days’ journey." And they
returned defeated and disheartened, and weeping and regretting; but
regret in no way helped them. And behold, the young man arrived in
his country safe and sound, and his mother met him, and she
abdicated in his favour, and he rose up as king on the throne of
David his father, and the kingdom of Abyssinia belonged to the
throne of David for ever and ever, and the Tabernacle of the
Covenant of God remained therein.



This is what happened in respect of the Tabernacle of the Lord, and
this is the reason why it was transferred to the country of the
Nĕgûs; and this state of affairs continued until the birth of our
Lord Jesus Christ of the pure Mary. And he completed His
Dispensation upon earth and set free Adam and his posterity. And
after His Ascension into heaven the Disciples preached the Gospel
in His Name in all the earth. And concerning the story of the
eunuch, the Deputy of Ḳandâ ḳes, it is
related that the cause of his visit to Jerusalem was to pray
[there]. And on his return journey the Holy Spirit sent to him the
Apostle Philip, and the eunuch believed and was baptized; and when
he went back to his native land he preached Christ therein, and all
the people believed through him. And after this Pârmenâs, one of
the Seven, went to them, and he baptized them, and consecrated for
them priests and deacons, and he ordained that their Father should
be of the throne of Mark the Evangelist. And the orthodox Faith was
established in the country of Abyssinia, and the sovereignty of
[the house of] David remained fixed therein for ever and ever.
Glory, and praise, and majesty, and honour, and supplication he
unto the Holy Trinity for ever and ever! Amen.



This is what is found [written] in the Histories of the ancient
Fathers of the Coptic Church. Praise be unto the Giver of
understanding and wisdom to His creatures; may His mercy be upon us
for ever!








III.—Legends of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba in the Kur’ân and in
Muhammadan Literature



The author, or editor, of the Kur’ân devoted a considerable section
of Surah XXVII to the correspondence that passed between the Queen
of Sheba and King Solomon, and to their interviews. Among the many
gifts that God bestowed upon Solomon were the understanding of the
speech of birds, and knowledge of every kind. He was the lord of
men, genii and birds. When he travelled through the air on his
magical carpet of green silk, which was borne aloft by the wind
according to the King's direction, the men stood on the right of
it, and the spirits on the left, and a vast army of birds of every
kind kept flying over the carpet to protect its occupants from the
heat of the sun. One day when he was reviewing the birds he
perceived that the lapwing was absent, and he asked why she was
absent, and threatened to punish her for not making her appearance
with the other birds. Very soon after he had spoken the lapwing
appeared, and she excused herself for her absence by saying that
she had been looking upon a country that the king had never seen,
and that she had seen Sâba, which was ruled over by a queen called
"Bal ḳîs," who was very rich, and who sat upon a
throne made of gold and silver and set with precious stones, eighty
cubits long, forty cubits broad, and thirty cubits high. The queen
and her people were idolaters and worshipped the sun, and they were
under the influence of Satan, who had turned them from the right
way. Thereupon Solomon wrote the following letter to the Queen of
Sheba: "From the servant of God, Solomon, the son of David, unto
Bal ḳîs, Queen of Sheba. In the Name of the most
merciful God. Peace be unto him who followeth the true direction.
Rise not up against me, but come and render yourselves unto me."
Having perfumed this letter with musk and sealed it with his
wonderful seal, Solomon gave it to the lapwing and told the bird to
go and drop it in Sâba, and to turn aside afterwards and wait for
the Queen's answer. The lapwing departed and delivered the letter,
some saying that she flew into the Queen's private apartment
through the window, and others that she dropped the letter into the
Queen's bosom 16 as she was
standing surrounded by her army. Having read the letter the Queen
called upon her nobles to advise her what to do, but they reminded
her that they were soldiers, who were ready to march against
Solomon if she ordered them to do so, and that the letter was
addressed to her and she must make the decision. Wishing to avoid
invasion and the evils that would follow in its train, the Queen
decided to send gifts to Solomon, and she despatched forthwith five
hundred male and five hundred female slaves, five hundred ingots of
gold, a crown studded with precious stones, and a large quantity of
musk, amber, spices, precious woods, etc. The lapwing returned
quickly to Solomon and told him what had happened, and that an
embassy from the Queen bearing gifts was on its way. When the men
of Sâba arrived they were received by Solomon in a large square
surrounded by a wall, the bricks of which were made of gold and
silver. Solomon spoke slightingly of the Queen's gifts and sent the
embassy back, bidding them tell their mistress that he would send
invincible troops against her city, and that they would capture it
and expel its inhabitants in disgrace. When Bal ḳîs
received this message, she determined to go to Solomon and to
tender her submission to him, and having locked up her throne in a
certain strong fortress, and set a guard over it to protect it, she
set out for Jerusalem, accompanied by a large army. Whilst she was
on her way Solomon said one day to his nobles, Which of you will
bring the Queen's throne here to me before she and her company
arrive? And an ‘Ifrît, one of the genii, whose aspect was most
terrible, and who was called Dhakwân, said, I will bring it to thee
before thou hast finished thy session. Now Solomon used to sit in
judgment until noon daily. 17
Some one who had knowledge of books and who was present seemed to
think that the ‘Ifrît was demanding too much time in which to
fulfil the King's urgent wish, and he said, I will bring thee the
throne before thou canst cast thine eyes on an object and remove
them again. The commentators are in doubt about the identity of the
person who made this offer to Solomon, for some say he was Â
ṣaf, the son of Barkhîyâ, the wazîr of Solomon, and
others that he was Khidhr (Elijah), or Gabriel, or some other
angel, or even Solomon himself.
18 It is generally thought
that the person was Â ṣaf, for he knew the ineffable
Name of God. Be this as it may, Solomon accepted the offer, and
raising his eyes to heaven brought them down quickly to earth
again, and when his eyes rested on the earth he saw the throne of
Bal ḳîs standing before him. Then Solomon had the
throne altered, with the view of preventing her knowing her own
throne when she arrived. When Bal ḳîs came into his
presence, he pointed to the throne, saying, Is thy throne like unto
this? And she replied, It is all one with this. Then Bal
ḳîs was invited to go into the palace which Solomon
had built specially for her reception. The walls were made of
blocks of white glass, and the floor was made also of glass, over
which water flowed, and in the running water fishes swam. When Bal
ḳîs turned to enter the palace and saw the water,
thinking that it was deep, she drew up the skirts of her garments
before attempting to walk through it. By this act she uncovered her
legs, and Solomon had proof that the rumour that the feet and legs
of Bal ḳîs were covered with hair like the coat of an
ass, was true. The sight of the glass building with its floor of
glass amazed Bal ḳîs, who said, O Lord, verily I have
dealt unjustly with my own soul, and I resign myself, together with
Solomon, unto God, the Lord of all creatures. Some commentators
think that the Queen uttered these words partly in repentance for
having worshipped the sun, and partly through fear of being drowned
in the water which she saw before her. Jalâl ad-Dîn says that
Solomon thought of marrying Bal ḳîs, but could not
bring himself to do so because of the hair on her feet and legs.
The devils who were always in attendance on Solomon removed the
hair by the use of some infernal depilatory,
19
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