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t was early in the fourth century AD, under the reign of King
Ezana, when the ancient Kingdom of Aksum (or Axum) – a
major naval and trading nation that spanned a large portion
of east Africa, including modern-day northern Ethiopia –
embraced the Orthodox tradition of Christianity. The capital

city of the empire was Aksum, and at the time was considered to be
part of only a handful of Christian states in the world.
Research shows that the kingdom used the name “Ethiopia” as early

as the fourth century.
However, it was during the seventh century when the empire slowly
began to decline as Aksum was faced with the rise of Islam which was
spreading west from the Arabian Peninsula. The Islamic Empire took
control of the Red Sea trading routes, forcing Aksum into economic
isolation. Even if not threatened directly, Aksum was now cut off
from its Christian allies around the Mediterranean. Its power waned.
While many northeastern African states were converting to Islam, the
Christian kingdom of Aksum maintained its faith. Christianity
became the distinguishing feature of the nation – a rallying cry, an
emblem of kinship that transcended the importance of any single
ruler – and they produced a rich legacy of monasteries and churches
that demonstrated the tenets of their faith.

A priest is seen looking out of Abuna Yemata church’s only window. The church, hewn into the side of
the rock face, is reached by a steep and hazardous ascent with hand- and footholds in the rock. © Nigel
Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge

It is these churches, monasteries, the vibrant art and traditions of
worship that have been encapsulated in the book Ethiopia: The
Living Churches of an Ancient Kingdom, by Mary Anne Fitzgerald
and Philip Marsden. The book traces the broad sweep of
ecclesiastical history, legend and art, covering sixty-six breathtaking
churches that astound with their architecture, colourful decorations,
and important religious festivals.
Over 800 stunning photos capture life that is often unseen by
visitors, and presents these places in all their splendour while also
recording the daily observances of the faithful. Join us as we go on a

brief visual exploration into Ethiopia’s Christian heritage.

From left: 1) The procession, known as mihila (supplication),
starts at 5am on the Feast of St. Mary; 2) Every church celebrates
its patron saint with a monthly feast day; 3) A priest reads a holy
book at the entrance to Abuna Yemata church in Tigray. All photos
© Nigel Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge

ST. MARY OF TSION – THE HOLIEST OF ALL THE CHURCHES

In 340 AD, King Ezana commissioned the construction of the
imposing basilica of St. Mary of Tsion in Aksum. It was here, the
Ethiopians say, that Menelik, son of King Solomon and the Queen of
Sheba, brought the Ark of the Covenant containing the Ten
Commandments. This sacred tabot (a consecrated wooden altar slab,
made of wood or stone) was placed in the sanctuary, confirming to
Ethiopians that they are the chosen people of God. Today, St. Mary of
Tsion

represents

Orthodoxy.

the

spiritual

heart

of

Ethiopian Christian

Next to the compound of St. Mary of Tsion is the church Arbatu
Entsessa. Here you will find exquisite paintings dedicated to the Four
Beasts of the Apocalypse.
For visitors and worshippers alike, the paintings in the churches of
Ethiopia form an integral and powerful part of the experience. The
paintings are not just representations, but are believed to be the
expressive manifestations of the spirit of their subject. Church
authorities are quick to assert that it is not the images that are
worshipped, but the figures they embody.

The Ethiopian version of the story of Adamael and Hewan (Adam and
Eve) relates that the serpent was entered by the devil before tempting
Hewan to eat the apple © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge

Over the centuries many of the paintings have been destroyed either
from destruction due to invasions, or from weather conditions and
leaking thatched roofs where many of the wall paintings have
corroded. None of the paintings created in the early period of
Ethiopian Christianity have survived. The walls and ceiling of Arbatu
Entsessa are covered with liturgical pictures originally done in warm

earth tones, but have since been repainted using a riot of primal
colours.

The ceiling above the east and north walls of Arbatu Entsessa are painted with kirubel (archangels) in the
spaces between the rafters. The church is colloquially known as Kirubel © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic
Courbet, Justus Mulinge

ANCIENT MANUSCRIPTS
Abba Garima monastery was founded by Abba Garima, one of the
Nine Saints – a group of missionaries who were important in the
initial growth of Christianity during the late fifth century – and is
home to the illuminated manuscripts of the New Testament Gospels.
Not only are these the oldest manuscripts in Ethiopia, but also the
oldest illustrated Gospels in the world – recent carbon dating of two

pages put the dates between 330 and 650 AD. The story goes that
Abba Garmia wrote the five-hundred-page Gospels in one day.
However, by sunset he was not quite finished, so he prayed for
intercession – a prayer that pleads with God for your needs and the
needs of others. God answered him by providing three extra hours of
daylight in order for him to complete his writing.
The Gospels are bound in two volumes and the monks are fiercely
protective of them and are safeguarded in the monastery.

The abbot and a senior monk with one of the ancient manuscripts kept in
the monastery © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge

THE ALMOST INACCESSIBLE DEBRE DAMO MONASTERY

Debre Damo monastery is dedicated to its founder, Abuna Za-Mikael

(also known as Aragawi), one of the Nine Saints. It dates to the sixth
century and is considered one of the most important centres of
Christianity in Ethiopia. Only men are allowed to enter this almost
inaccessible monastery, located at the top of a sheer-sided amba – a
steep-sided, flat-topped mountain – that is one kilometre in length.
To access the monastery men must pull themselves up with a rope of
twined leather – though the monks are there to help haul if need be.
The church of Abuna Aregawi, built in the Aksumite style in the tenth
or eleventh century, is probably Ethiopia’s oldest intact church.
In the past, the monastery served both as a refuge from invaders due
to its remote location, and housed excess male members of the royal
family, thus removing possible threats to their reign. Today, an
estimated 150 monks live there, who are entirely self-sufficient –
growing crops and raising (all male) livestock – and therefore have
no need to leave the mountain.

From left: 1) Monks who live at Debre Damo are strong and fit.
They must pull themselves up to the entrance to the monastery
complex using a twined leather rope; 2) The monk Mikael, holding a
pilgrim’s cross, stands by two of the hand-cut rock cisterns that
capture enough water during the rains to last the community the
entire year; 3) Mikael about to climb into a tiny hermit’s cave on the
cliff face. All photos © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge

ABUNA YEMATA GUH – REACHING FOR THE HEAVENS
Abuna Yemata Guh church in Tigray is an incredible example of a
triumph of faith and endurance. The monolithic church, founded by
Abuna Yemata – of the Nine Saints – is hewn into the side of a rock
face at a height of 2,580 metres. After founding a monastic
community in Aksum in the sixth century, Abuna Yemata chose to
establish a hermitage at the summit because of its needle-like
pinnacle, pointing like a finger towards the heavens.
To access the entrance, one has to navigate up a steep and hazardous
rock face, culminating in a ledge with a two hundred metre drop!
Priests cheerfully tell visitors that pregnant women, babies and old
people attend Sunday services and no one has fallen off… yet.

Pointing like a finger towards heaven, Abuna Yemata Guh is removed from the noise of life. The
entrance to the church is located about a third of the way up the pinnacle © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic

Courbet, Justus Mulinge

VIBRANT RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS

The festival of St. Mary – 30 November
This is one of Ethiopia’s largest festivals and is celebrated once a year
to remember St. Mary, the most venerated of all Ethiopian saints. It
also honours the believed presence of the Ark of the Covenant in the
St. Mary of Tsion church in Aksum. The festival is attended in large
numbers by people from all over the world every year, making it one
of the most joyous annual pilgrimages in Ethiopia.

Timqat – 19 January
Timqat is the festival celebrating the Christ’s baptism (Epiphany) in
the River Jordan. It is the most important of Ethiopia’s nine major
Christian feasts and is highly regarded in Addis Abeba, Lalibela and
Gondar. In this celebration, tabots (replicas of the Ark of the
Covenant that are present on every Ethiopian altar) are taken from
various churches the day before the main festival – wrapped in rich
cloth and carried high on the heads of priests – to a place of blessing
near a large pool or river, to represent the role of the River Jordan in
Christ’s baptism. It is only for this festival that the tabots are ever
removed from the churches.

Top: A metre-wide fifteenth-century ceremonial fan that is actually
a parchment book of illustrations folded into thirty-six sections. This
national treasure is only one of six liturgical fans to have survived
down the centuries © Nigel Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge
Bottom left to right: 1) Lalibela priests carry tabots, replicas of
the Ark of the Covenant, during the festival of Timqat © Nigel
Pavitt, Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge; 2) The following morning,
deacons with processional crosses from three of the churches stand
at the edge of a baptismal pool that signifies the River Jordan where
Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist © Carol Beckwith, Angela
Fisher; 3) A priest displays a painting of the Holy Virgin Mary and
Child for all to see during the festival of St. Mary © Nigel Pavitt,
Frederic Courbet, Justus Mulinge
Overnight the tabots remain in a tent, attended to by the clergy with
church singers, debtaras, singing and chanting throughout the night.

At daybreak, the procession continues to the water for the official
baptism ceremony where the priests bless the water, dip their crosses
in it and then extinguish a consecrated candle. The people then
collect the water to take home, and at many sites they bathe in it. The
tabots are then transported back to the churches as the priests walk
in solemn procession, accompanied by the joyful crowds and the wild
energy of the debtaras singing in celebration.

On the day of celebration, crowds gather round a cross-shaped baptismal pool that represents the River
Jordan, where Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist © Carol Beckwith, Angela Fisher

TRAVEL TO ETHIOPIA WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC
Have a look at our bucket-list safaris below:
• Ethiopia, the cradle of humankind
• Ethiopia’s Omo Tribes
Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go,
and with whom. A few weeks too early or late and a few
kilometres off course and you could miss the greatest
show on Earth. And wouldn’t that be a pity? Contact
an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your
dream vacation to Africa.
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Kingdom (published by The American University in Cairo Press)
The book unveils never before seen photographs of various religious
sites in Ethiopia. With over 800 colour photographs taken by
talented photographs, this magnificent, large format, full-colour
volume is the most comprehensive celebration ever published of
Ethiopia’s extraordinary Christian heritage.
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The Africa Geographic Photographer of the Year 2018
competition, brought to you by Land Rover South Africa, with
stunning prizes from Canon South Africa and Tanda Tula, is now
open for submissions and we have received some incredible photos
so far.

The overall winner of the competition will receive a Canon EOS 7D
Mark II with a 18-135mm IS USM lens. In addition, the overall
winner, first runner-up, and second runner-up (along with their
partners), will experience the ultimate photographic safari at
Tanda Tula Field Camp, located in the heart of the Timbavati
Private Nature Reserve.
The most popular entries on Facebook, Instagram, and our
Website will receive a copy of our 2018 Yearbook – a stunning
selection of the past year’s greatest photography from around
Africa. In addition, five commendable finalists will also receive a
2018 Yearbook.
The following gallery showcases this week’s Weekly Selection. To
see the second gallery for this week's selection click
here: Weekly Selection Gallery 2
Get your entries in now and join us in celebrating Africa! Click here
for more details.
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Lioness in the rain in Nairobi National Park, Kenya © Nagaraj Tilakraj
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"The vocal chimp" – a chimpanzee calls out as he loses patience for his turn to be groomed in
Kibale National Park, Uganda © Fiona Goodall
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"The intellectual" in Savé Valley Conservancy, Zimbabwe © Karen Paolillo
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"Caught the cat by the tail" – a lion cub in Serengeti National Park, Tanzania © Yaron Schmid
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A Zanzibar red colobus monkey in Jozani Chwaka Bay National Park, Tanzania. © Mark
Timmermans
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Lighter than air over Namibia's landscape, Namibia © Denis Hesemans
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Lappet-faced vultures fight over a carcass in Liuwa Plain National Park, Zambia © Andrea Galli
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"Patience pays" – a cheetah is successful with a hunt after waiting patiently for six hours in
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Coenie Fick
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A chimpanzee contemplating with food in Kibale National Park, Uganda © Andrea Galli
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"Curiosity" – a camera left alone, clicking away, draws the curiosity of three lion cubs in a
private concession adjacent to Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya © Albie Venter
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Leopard cubs play with their mother in Greater Kruger National Park, South Africa © Simone
Basini
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A Suri boy wears a headdress made out of grass in Kibish, Ethiopia © Astrid Bluemel
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A serval jumps through the grass in Lake Ndutu, Tanzania © Ayala Fishaimer
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A gorilla and her young in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda © Andrea Galli
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A chimpanzee reflects in Kibale National Park, Uganda © Andrea Galli
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Explosive hippo showdown in South Luangwa National Park, Zambia © Jeff Harrisberg
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A lion cub stalks the camera in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Annemarie du
Plessis
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Cheetah paws in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Annemarie du Plessis
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"Fish eagle up" in Chobe National Park, Botswana © Willem Kruger
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A male lion gazes towards his pride's females early one morning in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park,
South Africa © Marc de Chalain
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A gorilla inspects a shoe in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda © Andrea Galli
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A food stall in the busy square of Jemaa el-Fna in Marrakesh, Morocco © Miguel De Freitas
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A caracal spotted in Lake Ndutu, Tanzania © Ayala Fishaimer
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A yellow variant of the feather duster worm in False Bay, Cape Peninsula, South Africa © Peet J.
van Eeden
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Up close of a crested guineafowl in Zimanga Private Game Reserve, South Africa © Johan J.
Botha

